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PROLOGUE

Roxana Keswick realised that the moment which she had dreaded for so long, as a condemned prisoner dreads the day of his execution, had arrived. Artur Thrux had returned to the Maidens of Nenuphar.

The Maidens of Nenuphar was a slave brothel, or ‘pleasure house’ as such places were known on Akkadis. Roxana’s father had been accused of treason and executed. His family had been stripped of their citizenship and condemned to slavery. Roxana herself, until recently a trainee teacher, had been sold to the Maidens as a pleasure slave. The pretty twenty year old had a lovely figure, very attractive face, and fair, almost blonde hair. The manageress was glad to have acquired the new girl. She was already proving popular with the customers.

It was a busy evening. Gentlemen sat at the tables, sipping drinks and watching the girls dancing on the stage. Other girls were busy serving drinks, all dressed alike in the skimpy dresses which Roxie found so humiliating. Then she saw Thrux and his hangers-on and heard the harsh cackle of their laughter. She remembered Thrux’s ginger hair and red face and angry pimples and his sneering grin. He and his friends had been her students once. Now they were in a position of power over her and they intended to enjoy it to the full. And they did have the power, all the power. Roxana was helpless.

Thrux and his sycophants had first discovered that Roxana had been sold to the brothel several weeks earlier, but Roxie was at that stage still a virgin. Thrux could not afford to avail himself of her services. The manageress of the Maidens was saving her for a client with considerably more disposable wealth.

But that client had been found now. Roxie had been ‘broken in’, as the manageress of the Maidens had expressed it. She was no longer protected by her virginity. She was affordable now. She was very affordable, and Thrux knew it.

Roxie saw Ronika gesture to her. The deputy manageress beckoned, and Roxie, filled with dismay, obeyed. “Go to Table Ten. You’ve been booked,” said Ronika. It was as simple as that.

Roxie curtsied and said “Yes, Miss.”

As Roxie approached the table, Thrux said, “Here’s the whore I sent for. Get your arse over here, Girl.”

Roxana made a desperate attempt to gain control of the situation. Before this catastrophe had overtaken her family, she had been almost fully qualified as a teacher. She would use the authoritative voice she had learned in her training. It was a voice which, she hoped, commanded respect with difficult youngsters. She realised that it was not a particularly good plan, but it was the best she had been able to devise. “Artur, listen to me, please. I am quite aware that –” she began, but Thrux did not allow her to complete her sentence.

“Kneel! Neck!” he snapped angrily, and Roxie knelt instantly and automatically, placing her hands behind her neck with her elbows thrust back and her back perfectly straight. It was a command she had been taught, a movement she had been required to repeat thousands of times, day after day in their training sessions, a command which must always be obeyed without delay.

“Listen to me, Girl, and listen good,” said Thrux. He was furious. “You will address me and my guests and every man in this whorehouse as Master. You will speak when you are spoken to and do as you are told and if I have to tell you again I’ll have Bowser stretch you over the frame and flog you till your skin peels off. Do you understand me, Girl?”

“Yes, Master.”

For a few moments Thrux did not speak. He simply looked at Roxie. She felt her heart thumping with fear. She glanced at him again, trying to ascertain just how angry he was, and then looked down, unable to meet his gaze. Her attempt to talk down to him had been a serious misjudgement. She realised that now. He was only two years younger than Roxana, and he hated authority of any kind.

Then Thrux said, “How much did they charge for your cherry?”

“Three thousand solidi, Master,” said Roxana quietly.

“Three thousand solidi,” repeated Thrux loudly. “No whore’s worth three thousand solidi. Least of all this one.” To Roxie he said, “And how much do you charge now, to spread your legs?”

His friends cackled. Burning with shame, Roxie said, “Fifteen solidi, Master.”

“Fifteen solidi,” repeated Thrux contemptuously. He had, of course, already known the answer to the question. It was the standard fee for booking a girl at the Maidens. “Take your dress off. I want to see if you’re worth it,” he said bluntly.

Roxana did not dare to disobey, but neither could she bring herself to remove her only shred of modesty. In desperation she uttered the word, “Please…” so quietly that Thrux could hardly hear her. “Please, Master…” she repeated.

“What?” he said, irritated.

“Master, please, I’m new here. Please… I can’t take my dress off with all these people here. Please. I haven’t got…I haven’t got anything on underneath it.”  Her teaching voice was forgotten now. Her tone conveyed only her despair.

Thrux merely turned to his grinning friends. “I think that counts as disobedience, doesn’t it?” They grinned and laughed and nodded dutifully. Thrux was, after all, paying for their evening’s entertainment.

“Oh no, please no, Master, I’m sorry, please, Master, I’ll do it, I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Master,” she gabbled all at once, unfastening the buttons and the strap so that the dress dropped down to her waist. Roxie had been warned about disobedience. All the girls had been warned. They would get into terrible trouble for disobedience. Roxie realised that this was going to be worse than she had imagined; much worse. Already, men sitting at the tables nearby had turned to watch the unfolding drama.

“Stand,” said Thrux. Roxie stood, clutching the dress around her waist with one hand and covering her breasts with the other. “Drop it. Put your hands at your sides,” said Thrux.

Defeated, Roxie obeyed. The dress fell to the floor. She stood, straight and still and completely bare, for their scrutiny, glowing pink with shame.

For a few moments Thrux was silent, drinking in the sight presented to him. He was not disappointed. Her hair, long and fair and almost blonde, was tied in two kittentails which hung prettily down, one on each side of her head. Her ear tag glinted in the flickering light from the mirror balls and the coloured lights. She had a pretty face and a very attractive figure. Her breasts were full, firm hemispheres. Her waist was slim, her stomach was flat, her hips were beautifully curved and her legs were long and slim and smooth. As with all girls of the Maidens, all traces of body hair had been plucked from her. She felt Thrux and his friends scrutinising her bare flesh.

He had imagined her naked a thousand times when he was her student and she was his teacher. He had been entirely correct to imagine that beneath Miss Keswick’s modest professional clothes was a very desirable body. He had delighted in humiliating her then, but never in his dreams had he imagined that one day she would be utterly in his power. And now she was a pleasure slave in the Maidens of Nenuphar, and he was a paying customer. It seemed almost too good to be true. But it was true. It was true, and he would enjoy his good fortune to the full.

A little above her mons and to the right, the Rose Garden brand, firm and clear, straight and uncompromising, proclaimed her servitude.

Thrux spoke slowly. “Well, well. Miss Keswick has an evening job. And a Rose Garden mark. And a whore’s ear tag. What do you think, lads? Shall we take her upstairs and give her a good ruttocking? She looks good and ready for it.”

“Yeah, yeah, Art, let’s,” said Stobbins.

“No, Stob. Let’s not be in such a rush. You’re always in a rush, Stobbers. Let’s talk to Miss Keswick first.” The others grinned, not quite knowing what he had in mind. Thrux paused, looking at Roxana. Unable to move or cover herself, she was close to tears.

“I hope for your sake you’re better on your back than you were at teaching, Girl,” said Thrux. His friends cackled once more. “Just look at her, lads. She walks around a public bar stark butt naked and spreads her legs for any man with fifteen solidi to spare. And she thought she could be a teacher. A teacher!” Thrux looked around to make sure his friends had properly appreciated the profundity of his remark. They cackled dutifully.

“Stand just here,” he continued. “I want to look at those tits properly. Put your hands behind your neck.”

Roxana stood obediently. Thrux reached out and squeezed one of her breasts and remarked, “Hey, Stobbers, feel these tits. These are real, not gel like that other whore. A whore ought to have proper tits.”

Agonised, Roxie closed her eyes, not daring to move, but unable to endure the mortification as Stobbins and Thrux each fondled one of her breasts. “Spread your legs, Girl,” said Thrux. “Wider.” Roxie sensed the irritation in his tone when she hesitated, and she hurried to move her feet further apart. “That’s better,” Thrux added. Roxie kept her eyes closed as Thrux first stroked her labia and then inserted his finger. She tried to pretend she was somewhere else, to pretend it wasn’t happening. After a minute or so Thrux said loudly, “Hey lads, she’s ruttocking well enjoying it!” Roxana heard the laughter, not only from Thrux’s friends but from men sitting at one or two tables nearby. She wanted to tell them all that it wasn’t true, that Thrux was lying, but she dared not.

“Now go to the bar,” he ordered. “We want beers.”

“Yes, Master,” said Roxie. She bobbed a curtsey and stooped to retrieve her dress.

“Leave that, you fool,” snapped her tormentor. “You’re a whore, not a teacher. Get the ruttocking beers. And run!”

Roxana ran. Her breasts bounced prettily all the way to the bar and she felt the eyes of every man in the lounge bar upon her. She returned to Thrux’s table with the drinks.

“Now go to the stage,” he said. “Dance. And make it lively.”

Roxie hurried to the stage and began dancing. She moved automatically, swaying her hips and breasts in the graceful yet erotic style the Maidens girls were all taught and trying to shut from her mind the fact that her former students, Thrux, Stobbins, Danielz, Ottinger, and a score of unknown men were watching every inch of her body and every move she made. She wanted to run, to hide and never be seen again, but she dared not. Eventually Ronika gestured for her to return to Thrux’s table.

“Now you’re coming upstairs with us,” said Thrux. We’re gonna give you a damn good ruttocking. You’ll be squealing till you’re hoarse.”

*

Neither Thrux nor Stobbins nor Danielz nor Ottinger were aware that Mrs Knott, the manageress of the Maidens, had made an audio visual recording of their evening’s sport with Roxana. This was Mrs Knott’s own special secret. She was not interested in his hangers-on at all, but Thrux himself was the nephew of a senator, a very wealthy and influential man who she knew to be very concerned with such things as family honour.

Mrs Knott had been planning a scheme which was less than entirely legal. For some time she had been making audiovisual recordings of wealthy or powerful gentlemen being entertained by her girls in the upstairs rooms, and she now had an extensive library of compromising material. Her ultimate end was blackmail. She wished to be independent of the Maidens of Nenuphar and its owner forever. She considered this audiovisual library to be her pension fund, her portfolio of intellectual property.

Mrs Knott was not stupid. She realised that some of the gentlemen starring in her recordings were both powerful and dangerous. Extremely dangerous. But, she reasoned, she could make it clear to her victims that if anything unfortunate happened to her, then the relevant recordings would be sent out automatically to wherever they would cause most damage. She would also hint that she had powerful allies. Allies like Mrs Carno, the owner of Akkadis Leisure and the Maidens, for one. That would be believable. And she would not be too greedy. Her victims would not feel it necessary to have her silenced.

But even Mrs Knott did not realise quite how dangerous some of her victims were, nor how wide the consequences of her actions would spread. She certainly had no idea that her audiovisual recording of an Imperial ambassador would play a part in sparking off a war which would soon be raging across a thousand worlds. 

The true enormity of her foolishness dawned on Mrs Knott when she awoke one night from a nightmare in which she had felt the executioner’s wire tightening around her throat. Suddenly awake, she decided immediately to put an end to the whole insane scheme. She would destroy the recordings, every one of them, at the first available opportunity.

But Mrs Knott’s change of heart was in vain. It was too late to destroy the recordings. Events had already moved beyond her control. A catastrophe was fast approaching which neither emperors nor kzams, nor senators nor oligarchs, nor ambassadors nor Akkadisi pleasure house managers would be able to avoid.


1: BETRAYED

Every country has the government it deserves.

Joseph de Maistre.

This story really begins several months before Artur Thrux’s visit to the Maidens of Nenuphar.

Amanda Alba heard the crash as the front door was ripped from its hinges and flung across the hall. She turned to see her husband, Michael, thrown backwards by the force of the blast. Then there was a flash of light so bright it hurt her eyes. She saw Michael’s face and chest incinerated as the full blast of a neutrino pistol hit him at close range. “I’ve got the bastard. Search the house,” Amanda heard.

Michael was dead. There would be a time for grieving later, and for thoughts of revenge, but now only survival mattered. Amanda turned and ran towards the nearest thicket of trees. The soft, damp earth muffled her footsteps. She did not think they had seen her. They would search the house first. She heard men shouting, and footsteps on the paved courtyard which surrounded the house. Amanda wanted to pause for a moment to regain her breath, but dared not. The bag seemed heavy now, but every item it held was essential to their plan. It contained false identity papers and several thousand solidi in cash cards.

She caught sight of Tom and Honey up ahead. They were now several hundred yards from the house. They had crossed a stream and were slowing down as they ran uphill.

Amanda caught up with them as they reached an ancient brick wall which marked the rear boundary of their land. They scrambled over the wall, panic lending them strength. The Alba family had lived in this house for almost two centuries. Now the last survivors left their ancestral home, perhaps for the last time.

They were running through the woodland belonging to the Cadgao family. Above them, they heard the hiss of the aircar. They crouched down, unmoving. Amanda could feel her heart thumping. She glanced at her children, willing them to keep perfectly still.

The plan had been for the whole family to make their way to a remote farmhouse miles away from Akkad City which Michael had rented under a false name. Then when the search had died down, they would flee to any planet that was not allied either to the Empire or the Kzamate of Ziandakush. Neither could be trusted.

Despair welled up inside Amanda. Michael was dead. She would have to bring the children to safety alone. They could not go to the farmhouse now. The authorities must know about it. To go there now would amount to taking the children to Diskobolus herself.

No one ever returned from Diskobolus. The very name of the Commission for Public Safety headquarters sent a chill down her spine. But they had to hide until things quietened down.

They heard the hiss of the car above them every few minutes. Amanda knew the secret police were simply waiting for them to cross a patch of ground where the tree cover was thinner, and they would show up on the night vision screens. Then a blast of neutrino fire hotter than the sun would light up the night sky and burn Amanda and her children to ashes in an instant. Soon they would send more cars from Diskobolus and scour the area until they caught the fugitives. And if they were still in the woods by morning light, they would be instantly visible.

Then Amanda had an idea, a glimmer of hope. Seb Nargal! He was an old friend of Michael and he was always criticising the government. Michael had said that if anything ever happened to him, if ever there was an emergency, she should go to Seb Nargal. She would head to his house. He would hide them until they could think of a longer term plan.

*

Doctor Sebastian Nargal opened his front door. He was surprised to see Amanda, Honeysuckle and Tom Alba on his doorstep, looking tired, frightened and bedraggled. Amanda, usually so self-assured, appeared close to hysteria although she and her daughter seemed incapable of ever looking less than gorgeous. They were delectable creatures, both of them. Honey had inherited her mother’s fine features: small, straight nose, blonde hair and well proportioned figure. Amanda herself was remarkably well preserved, Nargal thought. She and Honey looked as much like sisters as a mother and daughter possibly could, except that Amanda’s breasts were a little larger and her hair was a fraction shorter and a slightly darker shade of blonde.

“Oh Seb, Seb, thank God you’re here. Seb, its awful, something terrible’s happened.” Amanda looked round in case anyone could see them. “They…they’ve killed Michael.” For the first time, Amanda began to cry, as though uttering the words had made the ghastly truth become more real.

Nargal ushered his friend’s widow and children into the house and listened to Amanda sob out her story. They switched on a telescreen and selected an infochannel.

An Imperialist sympathiser named Michael Alba had been arrested, it said. He had attempted to kill a Commission for Public Safety officer. A Mandate of Proscription had been issued against the entire Alba family. Three of them were still missing. Unflattering but recognisable pictures of Tom, Honey and Amanda appeared. If the fugitives gave themselves up, the authorities would deal leniently with them.

Proscription! Amanda’s heart turned cold with fear. As a lawyer’s wife, she knew what proscription meant. They were stripped of their citizenship and they were under sentence of either death or slavery, depending on the whim of the Oligarchs. Anyone who found them could arrest them or kill them and claim their property as a reward. If the police or CPS found them, their property would be forfeit to the state. Proscription was a rare penalty but a terrible one, intended to punish and deter treason. What could Michael possibly have said or done to provoke such retribution? Who had he offended, and how?

Would Sebastian help them, and if not, where could they possibly go? Not to the spaceport. Not yet, anyway. Michael would have known what to do. For Michael’s sake, they had to survive, especially the children. But was that was a realistic hope, with the whole machinery of the state hunting them? With mounting dread, Amanda realised that there was a very real possibility that they would soon be captured and face either execution or slavery: impalement, or the brand.

Tom slept a little that night, but not Amanda or Honey. Nargal, too, spent a sleepless night. He was thinking, and considering what to do. He considered for a long time.

*

Roxana Keswick was halfway through marking the pile of essays in front of her when she went to the kitchen of her tiny flat to make a cup of mint tea. She had been working at Akkad City State Senior School Number Eleven for five months. Soon her traineeship would be completed and she would be fully qualified.

At twenty, Roxana, known to her friends as Roxie and to her students as Miss Keswick, was only a little older than some of those students, the six classes of thirty-five teenage boys and girls to whom she taught Inglic. Their quarterly papers were handwritten. Many had been handed in late and were disappointingly short, ungrammatical and in some cases barely legible. The one she had just finished marking could hardly even be considered a serious attempt at essay writing at all.

Its author was Artur Thrux, a surly, spotty, uncouth, untidy, ill-mannered youth who was waiting for his eighteenth birthday when he could leave school forever. What occupation he would follow thereafter, he neither knew nor cared. He had a wealthy uncle who would find him congenial employment, or better still, simply pay him a generous allowance. Until his birthday in two month’s time Artur would attend classes, albeit irregularly, and be as disruptive as possible when he did attend and make it very clear when he invariably achieved derisorily low grades, that he did not care.

He had in fact attended school today. He sat at the back of the room with his feet on the desk, ostentatiously chewing elastogum, grinning and leering lecherously at Roxana, occasionally turning to his friends, Stobbins, Danielz, Ottinger and several others, to make a lewd remark or joke. Sometimes with pretended innocence he would ask the meaning of an indecent word, smirking at Roxana’s discomfort.

There were times when Roxana had to fight back her tears, but she knew that this would not go on forever. With a year or two of teaching experience behind her, she would be able to find a nice school in a nice area with students who wanted to learn. Until then she would endure the likes of Thrux and his acolytes.

Roxie completed the marking, undressed, showered, and went to bed. She was wearing a white cropped tee shirt and panties. She was an attractive young woman, with medium length fair hair worn in a ponytail, and a beautiful figure with a slim waist and firm breasts.

Roxie was drifting into sleep when the communicator bleeped. She tried to ignore the intrusive sound, but it would not stop. Sleepily she stood and reached the machine just as it fell silent.

She pressed the ‘play’ button. It was her father and he had left a message. The contents of the message dispelled the last vestiges of sleep.

Ignacio Keswick was usually a reserved man; restrained, even. But now he had sent a message frantically urging Roxie to leave her apartment immediately.

Roxie’s heart turned cold. She heard muffled voices in the corridor outside her door. She hurried to the wardrobe to find something more substantial to wear.

Then Roxie’s world changed forever. The door was suddenly smashed in with a thunderous crash with such force that shattered fragments of wood were thrown against the opposite wall. Several Commission officers entered the room, all carrying neutrino pistols. One of them ordered her to face the wall with her hands behind her back. He shouted his orders loudly, unnecessarily loudly, as if intending to terrify her into obedience. He succeeded. Roxana was tied, gagged and bundled to the elevator portal and outside to the waiting vehicle, confused, frightened and whimpering. Only the concierge and one other resident had witnessed her arrest. Both hurried away, pretending they had seen nothing.


2: THE SLAVE MARKET

When a slave is marked, she does not hear her own screams. So intense is the pain when the brand is pressed into her flesh that it drives out all other sensation. She is altered forever, in mind as well as body.

Bleeny, Edmund: 101 Rules for Success in Business (Lizard Press: Akkadis, 2688)

Amanda, Honey, Roxana, Ana and Jasmine stood nervously in the courtyard of the Rose Garden, the best known slave market in Akkad. They were still gagged with their hands tied behind their backs, wearing the clothes they had been arrested in.

Manuela addressed them slowly and clearly. She was in no particular hurry. It was important that the new slaves understood their positions clearly. “The consequences of any misbehaviour on your part will be very unpleasant indeed,” Manuela said. “This is a goad,” she continued, lifting up a slender rod she was holding. It was as long as her arm, with a dial on its handle and a black pear shaped head at the other end. Manuela adjusted the dial. The girls could hear a low humming sound and something else, a sharp crackling caused by sparkling blue static electricity like tiny bolts of lightning flickering over its bulbous head. Her demonstration would have been more dramatic at night but it was still visible in broad daylight. “This goad discharges a shock of several thousand volts. It was not manufactured to use on humans. It was made to use on creatures called borbods. They have very thick skin. If I touch you with this goad, you will find it more painful than anything you have ever felt before. At least, that’s what I have been reliably told. I have never felt it myself. Nor do I propose to feel it now. Stand with your toes together on this line.”

The girls stood neatly on the line she had indicated, the edge of a row of paving stones. Manuela looked at the girls. Roxana, with her bare waist, would be a good subject for her demonstration. Without warning, Manuela’s arm whipped out and touched the goad against Roxana’s stomach, then her thigh and then her leg. The humming and the crackling seemed to intensify, but despite her gag, Roxana’s squeals drowned out all other noise. Squealing urgently, trying to plea for mercy, she fell to the ground and rolled around, trying in vain to shield herself from the touch of the goad, but whichever part of her body she protected, another part was of necessity exposed to Manuela’s goad. The others watched horrified as Roxana helplessly squawked, screamed, squirmed and rolled for perhaps a minute while Manuela tormented her, touching the terrible instrument again and again not only to Roxie’s exposed flesh, but also to the parts of her body which were clothed. Her stomach, breasts, inner and outer thighs, neck, arms, back and buttocks all felt the touch of the goad again and again, and Roxie yelped and yammered helplessly, twisting and turning and writhing without a moment’s respite while the torment continued.

Then, as suddenly as she had begun, Manuela turned off the goad and told Roxana to stand. The girl obeyed, still whimpering and gasping for breath. The others could see the urine trickling down her thighs, but Roxie felt no shame. She felt only fear, and pain.

Manuela grinned. “Did it hurt, Girl?” she asked. Roxana nodded urgently. “Say, ‘Yes, Ma’am.” Through her gag, Roxana did her best to utter the required words. The result was audible but muffled. “And curtsey when you speak to me, Girl,” Manuela snapped. Roxie curtsied, anxious not to provoke the woman further. She was dangerous. Perhaps she was even insane, Roxana thought.

Manuela turned to the other four women. “Do you all believe me now, that it hurts?” she smiled. “Nice and loud, now.”

The other girls all did their best to utter the words, “Yes, Ma’am,” through their gags, and they all curtsied.

Mr Bleeny looked down with approval. The use of the goad was a necessary cruelty which would ultimately benefit the girls. Without it, Manuela would have been obliged to use a whip or cane. Although the cane was an excellent training device, it left marks. Bleeny hoped to sell these girls within two days. He did not want stripes on them. Stripes lowered their value. They gave the impression that the girl was disobedient or disagreeable or perhaps worse still, simply stupid. Occasional use of the cane was of course necessary, and buyers understood that, especially if those buyers were the owners of pleasure houses as they would be in this case; but it was better to keep its use to a minimum.

Manuela continued her demonstration, sounding almost reasonable: “Good! We are all agreed then, that the goad hurts. Remain standing where you are with your toes on the line.” Manuela switched the goad on again, and this time turned the dial to its maximum. The humming became higher pitched, the crackling sharper and louder, and the little forks of blue lightning more intense. The girls tensed, quailing in fear, imagining that Manuela intended another demonstration of the goad’s power but afraid to move from their places. “I have now turned the goad to maximum,” Manuela explained. “That is enough to stop an enraged borbod. It is also enough to kill one of you. You do not have thick skin like theirs.” She switched the goad off and paused for effect. She spoke slowly, emphasising her words. “If I have to use this again, on any of you, that is precisely what will happen. A stupid slave is of no use to man or beast. If any of you are too stupid to learn, I would prefer to destroy you now rather than later. My time is too valuable to waste trying to train a slave who is too stupid to learn. Is that understood?”

Again the five girls all answered with a muffled “Yes Ma’am,” and a curtsey.

“Are you very sure of that?” Manuela persisted.

“Yes, Ma’am.” Again they curtsied.

Manuela did not immediately reply. She looked them each in the eye, and they each looked away. None of them could hold her gaze. They were slaves. “I hope so,” she said eventually. “For your sakes, I sincerely hope so. That was your first warning. There will not be a second.”

*

When the girls had been dipped and microchipped, Mr Sutic said to Manuela, “Tell Pixie to put two irons in the fire. I’ll be down there after tea.”

“Yes Sir,” said Manuela. She led the girls, still entirely bare, down another corridor and a flight of stairs to what seemed to be an older part of the building. They were told to kneel and wait in a small anteroom. When Manuela left, Honeysuckle dared to whisper what they were all wondering. Irons in the fire? Did it mean what it sounded as if it meant, what they all feared? They waited for perhaps an hour in some discomfort, especially Ana, who was visibly pregnant. Mr Sutic was having his tea. They were slaves now. They could be kept waiting. Their time was no longer their own.

Eventually Sutic reappeared and summoned the terrified Ana and Honey into the next room. They noticed how warm it was. It was tiled in white, but unfurnished save for two stout benches.

Kneeling on the floor of the room was a slave, a very attractive girl, entirely bare, slim, with a tanned complexion and long dark hair which was plaited into a ponytail which hung down behind her back almost to her waist. Her breasts were small, but firm. Her skin was toned, as if by regular exercise. She was glistening with sweat and furiously pumping a pair of bellows which was connected via an air pipe to a small furnace built into the wall of the room. She dared not pause from her labours even to wipe away the sweat which threatened to trickle into her eyes. Occasionally she glanced anxiously at Sutic as if seeking his approval, or afraid to miss any instructions he might issue.

The girl’s name was Pixie. Pixie had been eighteen when she was abducted and brought to Akkadis. By day she now performed various menial tasks and by night she served as a source of entertainment for the male staff of the auction house. Soon, she imagined, Mr Bleeny would sell her, and the prospect filled Pixie with dread. She tried not to think about her future. 

Honey and Ana had more immediate concerns. They could hear the roar of the flames. The tiny door of the furnace was open and what appeared to be two metal handles protruded from it. Manuela strapped Ana onto a bench first, beginning with her neck, and then her wrists which were fastened over her head, and then a wide strap which was taken around her waist and tightened firmly. Her ankles and even her thighs were strapped down, and all of the straps were fastened tightly except for the one around her neck. A raised block under her buttocks thrust her hips upwards. She could turn her head, but make no other movements. The straps were wide, thick and strong. Manuela pushed a large piece of rag into her mouth, and fixed it with a wide strip of adhesive tape.

Honey was fastened to the other bench, and also gagged.

“Are the irons ready?” asked Sutic.

“Yes Sir,” replied Manuela. Pixie neither spoke nor paused from her heavy labour.

Sutic, Honey now saw, had put on thick leather gauntlets which came almost to his elbows. Craning her head, she saw him walk over to the furnace and pick up one of the metal handles. The handle was too hot for him to touch without the gloves. It was shiny grey in colour, but the end which had been in the furnace was glowing an intensely bright cherry red. Though usually referred to as an ‘iron’, it was in fact made of titanium steel, which holds the heat better and gives a crisper, clearer mark. Sutic stepped over to Ana and held the red hot iron a few inches above her. The spot he had selected was on her pelvis, a little to the right of her smooth, plucked mons.

Ana understood what would happen next. She was making urgent plaintive whimpering sounds, muffled by the gag. Wide eyed, scarcely able to believe the horror of what was about to happen, she was frantically shaking her head and pleading. With a very steady hand, Sutic pressed the iron into the girl’s yielding flesh.

Ana threw back her head. Wildly, madly, uncontrollably and surprisingly loudly despite her gag, she began to scream.

Honeysuckle, just able to turn her head, watched in dismay. For the briefest of instants she heard the sound the brand had made as it burned into Ana’s flesh. It was a sizzling sound, like a hot coal being dropped into water. A wisp of smoke rose from the wound and in a moment Honey smelled it. It smelt like roasting meat. It would have been a pleasant smell had not Honey known that it was Ana’s burning flesh.

Sutic held the iron in place for what to Ana seemed an age, but was in fact less than two seconds. Then he sharply withdrew the iron.

Ana did not stop screaming. Sutic did not seem to mind though, and Pixie, who was now momentarily excused from her duties pumping the bellows, slowly poured a large jug of cold water over the new mark. Eventually the screams subsided into blubbering, wailing sobs.

Pixie poured on a second jug of water. It flowed into a drain in the floor. The water was not merely for Ana’s comfort. It served a practical purpose too. A brand which has been rapidly cooled will form a sharper mark when it has healed, with no blurring at the edges.

Sutic replaced the iron in the furnace. To her dismay Honey saw that a second iron was already in the fire.

“I expect you want to get it over with,” said Sutic to Honey. “Don’t worry. It’s not sore for long.”

There is very little purpose in telling a young woman who is fastened to a branding bench and awaiting the iron, not to worry. Honey did worry. But she was also aware that nothing she could have said, even supposing she had not been gagged, would have altered what was about to happen. Nevertheless it was impossible for her not to try to scream, “Please, no, please, no, please, no, please, no,” as Sutic replaced the used iron in the furnace and took at out a new, hot one. Muffled by the gag, her words were audible only as desperate, urgent squeals. Honey knew that the touch of the iron, glowing red, would be quite utterly, unbearably painful.

Then Sutic branded her, and her fears were proved true. 


3: SPOILS OF WAR

Fine clothes are good only as they supply the want of other means of procuring respect.

Samuel Johnson

The Evening Star had been boarded by armed raiders.

An interstellar liner which has dropped out of metaspace is to all intents and purposes entirely helpless. It depends for its safety on the fact that in the vastness of space it simply cannot be found. Its very insignificance is its best protection. To be fair to the senior managers of the Tolon and New Colonies Neutrino Navigation Company, this reasoning had always held true in the past. The possibility of traitors planted among the crew had until that time never been considered.

But the Atkoi vessel had known precisely when and where the Evening Star would appear. When the liner arrived, the attackers had simply transmitted their grim ultimatum: ‘Let us aboard to seize your cargo, and we will spare your lives; resist, and we will destroy you.’ As if to prove that they were not merely bluffing, a warning blast of neutrino fire accompanied the demand. The crew had little alternative but to comply. 

There were now thirty-four young women prisoners in the First Class dining room. No more had been brought in for some time, and the girls guessed that by now the attackers must have overwhelmed any of the crew still alive and resisting. At first they had heard intermittent blasts of neutrino fire and shouting from the corridor outside. Later they had heard a woman’s terrified, prolonged screams. The girls looked at each other, aghast. Then suddenly the screams were cut short.

The girls listened. They waited. Fearfully, they anticipated their fate.

*

“Suppose they want to…do things, to us…take advantage of us, I mean?” The girl who spoke was a pretty blonde named Clara Warburton. Beside her, her twin sister Philippa gave a horrified whimper.

“It won’t come to that,” replied another woman quickly. “They won’t hurt us. They want a ransom. We’ll be rescued.”

“I think they might be going to kill us,” said Leah. “Or worse,” she added.

Kyra did not think that they were in immediate danger of being murdered. The attackers had already had the opportunity to kill the prisoners but had not done so. It was the ‘or worse,’ which concerned Kyra. The phrase had only one meaning to her. It meant rape. Kyra did not want to live as a dishonoured woman, ‘neither a maiden nor a wife nor a widow,’ as the expression went on Coromandel. She knew that in the Empire some women did have sex before marriage, but she would not expect Simon to accept a dishonoured bride and she would be ashamed to return home in such a state. It would be better to die cleanly. That would be easy enough to accomplish: simply rush one of the Ziandans and try to seize his gun, and he would be forced to kill her. Kyra wondered whether she would have the courage to put her plan into effect when the moment came. She hoped so.

Eventually the door opened. The fighting was over. The raiders were free to enjoy the spoils of their victory.

Toltok entered the room first, followed closely by Krull. There were gasps and whimpers from several of the girls when they saw Krull. Some of them had already seen his deliberate cruelty. He had killed several prisoners for no obvious reason. Sensing danger, the women stood and backed away from the men.

Several more men entered the room, all of them armed. One of them, dressed more smartly than the others, spoke in clear but accented Inglic. “I am Commander Bual of the Ziandan Navy. You are our prisoners.” He spoke slowly, pausing between each sentence. “You will at all times follow all instructions given to you by my men. Any attempt to escape or any lack of cooperation on your part will be punished swiftly and severely. I have already ordered a number of prisoners to be jettisoned into space today and will not hesitate to do so again should it prove necessary.” There were horrified gasps at this point. Bual did not mention that in fact almost all the passengers and crew had been jettisoned. He continued, “It is not my intention to mistreat you unnecessarily. Nevertheless you must each expect to make your contribution to Zianda’s war effort. Above all, do not antagonise my men in any way. They have lost dear friends and comrades today. They are in no mood for any truculence on your part.” He paused a moment and added, “Carry on, Lieutenant,” and left the room.

Toltok ordered the girls to spread out along one side of the room. They stood in silence, each knowing that her fate was about to be decided. “Sergeant,” said Toltok, and nodded to Krull. Krull grinned. He had a thin face, cruel and arrogant, and it was an ugly grin, made worse by his scars. He stepped forward towards the girls to look at them more closely. The other men stepped forward too. The girls tried to back away but the wall was immediately behind them. Some of them were holding hands for emotional support.

Nysha was the first to be chosen. Krull gripped her firmly by her hair and led her out of the room, terrified but unresisting. After what the attackers had done to Tami, Nysha sensed that her best chance of survival was to cooperate and endure this ordeal.

Then another of the men briskly pulled a terrified Daisy out of the room. None of the girls were in any doubt about the men’s intentions.

Then Leah saw Boolg. Boolg was grinning. He was standing immediately in front of Leah and looking directly at her. She smelt his foul breath but tried not to show any sign of revulsion. It might make him angry.

“Put your hands behind your head,” said Boolg.

Fearing for her life, Leah did as she was told. She was an attractive girl, dark haired, with a lovely figure. Like all the girls, she was still wearing the clothes she had been captured in, and she was conscious that her pyjamas were of a thin material, with a short cropped top which left her midriff bare. Her waist was slim and her breasts were firm and pert.

Boolg was looking at her breasts now. He reached out and squeezed one, then the other. Leah blushed intensely. No man had ever touched her there before. He squeezed quite hard. She dared not cry out or move but she could not help a little gasp escaping her. Have I made him angry? she wondered. She looked at him anxiously. He was still grinning. Leah felt her heart pounding in fear.

Worse was to come. He put both hands on her waist. It was a very slim waist and her stomach was smooth and flat and firm. Then he slid one hand down to her pyjama trousers. His hand slid under the thin fabric. Leah closed her eyes, unable to bear the shame. His hand slid down, down to her crotch, and squeezed her there. Until this point Leah had not dared to move, but now she attempted to back away and burst out, “No! Please, no...oh!” as her shock and outrage overcame her fear.

Boolg grinned all the more. “It’s your lucky day,” he said. “You’re coming with me.” He propelled the hapless Leah unresisting towards the door, making her walk in front of him so that he could see her slim waist and rounded hips and anticipate his pleasure.

It was then that Smales, the youngest of the raiders, who had been carefully looking along the line of girls, happened to glance at Clara. Smales was a dirty youth, pimply and unshaven, with a sneering, contemptuous grin. He appeared to have a cold. He stepped forward to take a closer look at his victim.

Clara Warburton was a tall, very pretty blonde, with a sweet round face and wide round eyes which now looked frightened. She moistened her dry lips nervously, sensing that she was the object of his attention but not daring to glance directly at him. She was wearing pale blue silky pyjama trousers and a matching top. Her height and her clothes accentuated her lovely figure, with small but firm breasts, slim waist and flaring hips. Clara had been travelling with her parents, her brother Aiden, and her twin sister, Philippa. She was, indeed, now standing beside her mother, Mrs Annamarie Warburton. She knew that Philippa was elsewhere on the liner, but she had no idea where her father or brother were, or whether they were even still alive.

The years had been kind to Annamarie. She had the same blonde hair, sweet face and delicate features as Clara. Her figure was unspoilt by time. Regular exercise and sensible diet had played their part but it was nature itself that was the most important factor.

And Clara had quite evidently inherited her mother’s beauty. Smales looked at Clara, grinned arrogantly and said, “Come.” He took her firmly by the upper arm and was about to lead her away when Annamarie interrupted.

It was not easy for Annamarie to do what she did next. She was in no sense a flirt. She had been a faithful, loving wife to the Reverend Stephen Warburton for twenty years. But she knew that the situation was desperate and she would make whatever sacrifice was necessary to save Clara.

“Please, no, please don’t take my daughter,” she interrupted. “Please. She’s too young. She’s only just eighteen.” Smales glanced at her. He did not seem convinced. Annamarie tried harder. “Take me instead. You won’t be sorry. I promise you won’t.” As she spoke, Annamarie unfastened the top three buttons of her white nightdress and pushed the fabric off her shoulders. The dress slipped down, exposing her breasts. Annamarie looked Smales in the eye and tried to smile, as if anxious to please.

The revolting youth grinned wider still. Annamarie was indeed beautiful. Her face resembled Clara’s closely except that her hair was shorter and neatly styled and highlighted while her daughter’s was tied back in a simple ponytail. Annamarie’s breasts were not the young, proud breasts of a girl of eighteen. She had, after all, borne three children; but they were well rounded and still firm enough not to sag. Annamarie was mortified, blushing so intensely that even her breasts had turned pink. Until this moment, no man except her husband had ever seen her breasts. But despite her humiliation she noticed that Smales seemed to take some interest, and that gave her hope.

“Right down,” said Smales. “Let it fall right down.”

“Of course, Sir,” said Annamarie, still bravely smiling and trying to make the boy feel important. She allowed the nightdress to slip down to her ankles. Beneath it, she was entirely naked. There was a murmur of approval and whistles of appreciation from the watching men. Smales looked at the ripe breasts, flat stomach and curving hips. He had let go of Clara and now squeezed Annamarie’s left breast. “I know how to please a man,” said Annamarie, putting her hand on his and pressing it firmly to her breast. “In lots of different ways. You’ll enjoy me.” The she pressed her palms together as if in prayer, and curtsied deferentially.

“Mummy!” gasped Clara, dizzy with fear and shock. She had never imagined her mother acting like that. She had never imagined that her mother could act like that. It was an indication of just how terrible their situation was.

Annamarie blushed, ashamed of her words and actions even as she hoped her plan would work. She knew what Steve liked. Perhaps other men liked those things too. Perhaps she could use that knowledge to save Clara. For a moment it appeared that her plan was working.

“Make up your mind, Smales,” said Toltok. “If you don’t want her, I’ll have her.”

But then Smales thought, do I really want the mare, when I can have the filly? And the filly is probably a virgin. And in that instant he decided Clara’s fate. He cleared his throat and gathered a mouthful of saliva and yellow phlegm and spat it out forcefully in Annamarie’s face. “You’re a whore,” he said matter-of-factly and turned back to Clara and took hold of her arm and led her away so briskly that Clara had to run to keep up.

Annamarie resisted the urge to scream and run after Clara. She would willingly have sacrificed her life to save her daughter, but she might simply get herself killed and then the man would be angry with Clara. Instead she allowed the phlegm and spittle to trickle down her cheek. She did not dare wipe it away until Smales had left the room.

Faced with this dilemma, Annamarie had not realised that Toltok was still watching her. He had watched her display of flirtation. He gripped her hair firmly and said, “You come with me, then you please me instead.” Annamarie stumbled over her nightdress as he led her out, still naked. Her breasts bounced prettily as she hurried to keep pace with him. Toltok grinned and added, “Maybe I have you, then I have her, then I see which is best, yes?”

Oh Stephen, Stephen, thought Annamarie, forgive me, truly I’m sorry. I tried to protect our daughter but I have prostituted myself and that vile thing has taken Clara anyway and he will do things to her and she can’t stop him and I can’t stop him either, and when Pippa comes back they may want her too.

But even in her mind, Annamarie heard no reply.


4: TO THE VICTORS THE SPOILS

Boolg had brought Leah straight to the bar of the Evening Star. There were perhaps twenty men and four borbods there.

Leah had never been in a bar before. It was full of men. They looked on with interest. Boolg said something like, “You’re going to serve the Ziandan Navy. Can you dance?” Leah was still wearing the thin pyjama trousers and short cropped top. She was desperately trying to think of some way to avoid what she thought was coming.

“I can cook,” she said. “Any kind of food. I’m a good cook,” she added desperately. They laughed uproariously. One of the men translated her remarks for the benefit of those who spoke no Inglic, and they laughed some more.

“Hey, Boolg, she wants your job,” said one man.

Boolg grinned but said bluntly, “Take your clothes off. Start with the top.”

Leah hesitated. She had to overcome a lifetime’s habit of modesty. Then she removed her top, but covered her breasts with her hands, blushing hotly.

“Put your hands down,” said Boolg. There was a hint of irritation in his voice which set her heart thumping in fear. She dropped her hands to her sides.

There was a murmur of appreciation from the men. “Just look at those beauties,” said someone. “I’ll have her after you, Boolg,” said another. Things were becoming worse than Leah had imagined, worse than she could imagine.

“Now the trousers,” grinned Boolg. Leah hesitated. The men fell silent, watching. It was then that Leah heard the borbod hissing. It was the sound that the horrifying alien had made before it killed Tami. Leah’s fear overcame her modesty. She pulled the cord of her pyjama trousers and they dropped to the floor.

The men murmured their approval. Leah was slim, with firm round breasts, a slim waist, perfectly curving hips and long shapely legs. Her hair was dark and cut to shoulder length. Her face was pretty; beautiful, indeed. Her arms were at her sides. She dared not try to cover herself.

But still Boolg was not satisfied. “Dance,” he said. There was music playing already, the rhythmical music popular among the Atkoi. The men surrounding Leah were standing so close to her that they could reach out and touch her. Desperately conscious of her nakedness, Leah looked at Boolg, looking for some sign of mercy or compassion, some sign of human feeling, a hint that he might relent. There was none.

“Dance,” he said again, and she heard that same hint of irritation that she had heard before and she knew that he only had to call the borbod and it would do to her what it had done to Tami, and Boolg would simply fetch another girl from the room where they were being kept, and that might be Bekka because she was Leah’s sister and they looked similar. Her father and brother used to catch fish in a river on their land. The fish they caught would be put in a keep net, ready to be gutted and fried. The First Class dining room was these men’s keep net. They were keeping the girls there, ready for when they wanted them.

So Leah began to dance. She was in fact a good dancer with a natural sense of rhythm, although she was nervous now and her movements were a little clumsy. She had danced at parties and at friends’ houses on Borobudur when there were just girls present, just her friends. She loved music, as did most Borobuduri, but she had never danced with a boy or with boys watching. She tried not to look into the faces of the men watching now. She tried to pretend they were not there.

But Boolg was enjoying himself and he had not yet finished humiliating Leah. “On the stage,” he said. There was a small stage in the bar of the Evening Star where singers or musicians could perform for the First Class passengers. Leah made her way towards it. “Run,” said Boolg. Leah ran. She did not want to annoy Boolg. She felt her breasts bouncing as she ran and she knew the men were watching. She climbed the three steps on to the stage.

On the stage she felt terribly exposed. Everyone could see her so easily. She continued dancing without waiting to be told.

After a few minutes, worse was to follow. “Come here,” said Boolg.

Leah descended from the stage. “Are you a virgin?” Boolg said, smirking.

“Yes. But please, Mr Boolg, not that. Please, not that. Please”

“I’m going to give you a damn good ruttocking,” he grinned. He put his hands on her slim waist. He was a short man, but stocky and physically strong. He lifted her up and carried her to a spare table at the back of the room. He dropped her heavily onto her back and loosened his trousers.

Boolg’s evening’s entertainment had begun in earnest.

*

The girls in the bar were made to take turns dancing on the stage, either individually, which they all found to be the most mortifying, or in twos or threes. They tried not to meet the eyes of any of their tormentors. Each knew that at any moment she might be beckoned or led away to serve the demands of one of the men. Those girls in the bar who were not dancing averted their gaze, not wishing to add to the humiliation suffered by their fellow prisoners.

When Toltok brought Annamarie back, she too was expected to dance. Smales returned Clara some time later. He had been particularly thorough in his attentions to Annamarie’s daughter. He sat at a table, talking loudly or laughing with two of his shipmates, drinking beer, watching the girls dancing on the stage and fondling Clara who he made sit next to him with one of her legs draped over his. She was entirely naked. Clara saw that Annamarie was dancing, also entirely bare. The humiliation was unendurable; but it had to be endured.

Boolg went over to the stage and pulled Annamarie off it and led her to the table where he was sitting. He sat down heavily and pushed her to her knees in front of him. “You can do the work. I’m tired,” he said.

Annamarie hesitated, not daring to object but horrified by what this dirty man appeared to be demanding. “Get to work if you don’t want to be vacuumed like the others,” added Boolg. Annamarie obeyed. Vacuumed like the others, she thought. What does he mean? How many of the passengers and crew have been jettisoned? And what have they done with Stephen and Aiden?

Smales sent Clara to the bar to fetch more drinks for himself and his friends. Most of the electric circuits in the Evening Star were still working and the refrigerators were still cold. The men watched Clara’s body as she walked to the bar. She made an attractive sight. Her blonde hair hung down her back. She had a pretty face and a good figure, with a slim waist. She was trying her best to protect her modesty, covering her breasts with one hand and her pudenda with the other. She hurried to the bar, collected the three bottles she had been instructed to fetch and turned to hurry back. Several men were sitting at a table near the bar. They had Fern and Bonnie with them. One of the men was forcing Bonnie to drink beer. Another leered at Clara, grinning. Conscious of her nakedness, she hurried past.

It was then that she saw Boolg and the kneeling blonde woman with her head bobbing rhythmically at his waist. For a second she did not comprehend. Then she realised it was Annamarie. Clara gasped and dropped two of the bottles. One broke. She ran to fetch a replacement and hurried back to Smales’s table, shaken and sickened by what she had seen. The men were laughing at her discomfort but mercifully were not angry about the broken bottle.

*

Back in the dining room the girls clung together for support and wept as they listened to each other’s stories. As each fragment of the tale was related it was punctuated by gasps of horror. The girls who had remained in the dining room were relieved that they had not been chosen but afraid that next time they would not be so fortunate.

Philippa turned to her mother. “Mummy, did they… did any of them say where Daddy is? And Aiden?” she asked.

Annamarie looked down and shook her head. She tried to say ‘No,’ but the word would not come out. She tried again and realised that she had spoken louder than she intended. She covered her face so that Pippa would not see her crying, but the tears began to flow more freely and she had to turn away.


5: VIRGIN SACRIFICE

It is better to rule in Hell than serve in Heaven.

Milton: Paradise Lost.

When Toltok finished tagging the girls, he pointed to Aimee Pembroke and said, “You come with me.” Then he left the room. Aimee was visibly frightened. She dared not delay in obeying Toltok’s command. Feeling utterly alone, she hurried after him.

Aimee was wearing the same white tee shirt and panties in which she had been captured. She was slender, with blonde hair, long and very slightly wavy, a small straight nose and delicate features.

Toltok handed her over to Wilson, who took her along a corridor and knocked politely on a door, opened it and prodded her into a small but comfortable cabin. “Good day, Your Eminence,” said Wilson politely. “The girl you sent for, Sir.”

Archpriest Scamander was seated in the cabin. “Thank you, Maxim,” he said. “Please wait outside.” He seemed charming, polite and in command. Wilson left and closed the door.

When Aimee saw the Archpriest, relief flooded over her. “Your Eminence! Father Scamander! Thank the Lord, you are safe!” she said, almost forgetting to curtsey but then remembering her manners. “Your Eminence, we thought you were… we thought something terrible must have happened to you. We’ve been praying for you, for all of us. Those men! It’s horrible…. Do you know… what are they going to do with us?”

The cleric did not immediately reply. He looked at Aimee and she was suddenly conscious of her scanty attire. The Archpriest noticed that she was not wearing a bra under her tee shirt. Her breasts were not large, but firm. They pressed proudly against the thin smooth fabric. Aimee blushed and covered her breasts with her hands, but then realised that it only drew more attention to her scanty attire. She was flustered and confused.  The cleric did not seem to be a prisoner. Wilson had been polite to him, deferential even. “Your Eminence, can you… can you help us? We are being kept prisoners and those men… it’s horrible, they.…”

Scamander cut her off. “I did not have you brought here to help you, you fool.” Aimee was taken aback both by his words and his tone. He was seething with anger. She backed away from him. “Your father has murdered a friend of mine. A good friend, a good man,” said Scamander. “Your family are under sentence of execution, under the Wartime Powers Regulations of the Ziandan Navy. They are to be jettisoned.” He paused for a moment to allow his words to sink in and then elaborated, “Vacuumed, as Bual’s men would say.”

Aimee was confused. She had never before seen him so angry. His eyes were small and unblinking and malevolent. She could not look into those terrible eyes.

“But you are right to think I have some influence with these men,” he continued. “They owe me a favour. A very large favour, as it happens.” His tone became kinder, more conciliatory. “I can speak to Commander Bual on your behalf. I believe he will show mercy, clemency even, if I ask him. In fact, I am quite certain of it. But the final decision rests entirely with you yourself. It is in your power to save your family.”

Scamander’s words only confused Aimee further. She did not feel as if anything was in her power.

“I will expect your grateful cooperation,” added the cleric. “Do you want to save your family?”

“Yes, Your Eminence, of course. I don’t understand though. What do I have to do?”

Scamander looked at Aimee but did not immediately reply. Perhaps he was savouring the moment. He looked like a toad, Aimee thought, jowly and chinless. Then he said, “Take off your clothes.”

“Pardon?” Aimee hoped she had misheard him.

“You heard me correctly. Of course, the decision is entirely your own. I understand it is a very quick death. Rather like being dropped into liquid nitrogen, they say.”

“Oh Sir, please, please no… I can’t,” began Aimee.

“Very well. I will give Private Wilson the go-ahead. Do you wish to send any final message to your grandmother and parents and brother? I do not think you will be allowed to see them in person before sentence is executed.” As he spoke, Scamander stood and stepped towards the door.

“No, please wait. Please, Your Eminence, don’t let them hurt my family. Please. I will do what you want.” Still Aimee hesitated.

“I’m waiting,” said Scamander.

“Do you promise, Your Eminence? You promise they’ll be safe?”

“My child,” he said slowly, “if a priest of the Holy Orthodox Church tells you something is true, then it is true. No further promise is necessary, and your question is of itself offensive. But since you ask, then yes, I do promise. Your father’s sins are great, but they will be forgiven and your whole family be spared if you show genuine contrition. Your own life will be spared too,” he added.

Hesitantly, Aimee pulled off her tee shirt, but clutched it in front of her breasts, unable to expose herself to Scamander’s gaze. Then she allowed it to drop to the floor. She dared not delay any longer. If the Archpriest became annoyed, he might change his mind.

Scamander looked on with approval. Aimee was nineteen. Her breasts were small but firm hemispheres, pointing prettily forward. Perfection, thought the Archpriest. In ten years those breasts will begin to droop, but right now they are perfect. Besides, she does not have another ten years. I will punish her for her Borobuduri arrogance, and then she will be vacuumed or sold to a brothel keeper on Akkadis. Bual can please himself.

Aimee pulled down her panties and dropped those too. She tried to cover her breasts and pudenda with her hands. “Let me see everything,” said Scamander mildly, as if sampling a fine sherry. Mortified, Aimee dropped her hands to her sides. “Turn around, slowly,” he ordered. She obeyed, looking down, unable to meet his eyes. He stood and put his hand under her chin and lifted her face to look into her eyes. “Touch the ceiling with your hands,” he said. Again she obeyed, blushing deeper. With her arms raised vertically and standing on her tiptoes, she could just touch the ceiling. Scamander watched in silence. He wanted to see what her breasts looked like, lifted and thrust forward. He figure was lovely, he thought. Slim, but curving. He was going to enjoy this evening.

*

Scamander was in no hurry. He would savour the enjoyment of the girl and her virginity slowly, as he savoured a good meal. He was slow, but very thorough. Aimee was compliant and fairly quiet except for occasional whimpers and yelps.

Later, a long time later, Scamander said, “Now lick it clean,” and pushed her head down towards his waist. Aimee managed to obey without retching or showing any disgust. When he was satisfied, Scamander said, “You can stop now.”

Sated by his exertions, Scamander slept, and snored. Aimee wondered when she would be allowed to see her family and whether they would know what price Scamander had exacted for their lives. She hoped not. She would tell neither her mother nor her father what she had done. It would break their hearts, and besides, she was too ashamed. She would tell no one. She wondered whether she could get up to visit the tiny bathroom attached to the cabin. She did so, but hurried back. She did not want the Archpriest to wake up and find that she had left his bed without permission.

Aimee had thought that nothing could be worse than what had already happened. But then Scamander woke up and stretched and grinned and spoke to her again, in the voice she had already learned to loath and fear.

“You brother squealed like a girl when the borbod skewered him,” he said simply.

Aimee took a moment to comprehend the enormity of what he had said. “I don’t understand…skewered? Is he safe, what… what do you mean?”

“Your father squealed too. They all squealed. We’ve put them out now.” He grinned, looking at her reaction.

“Put them out?”

“Jettisoned. Two days ago. Vacuumed. ‘Cast out into the void,’ as I believe the Atkoi say,” Scamander smiled.

“But, but you promised. You promised! Oh my God, no, oh my God, please God no! No! No!”

This reminder of his promise seemed to cause Scamander’s temper to snap. He seized Aimee by her hair at the back of her head and brought her face close to his. She quailed at his anger. “I will not have blasphemy in my presence, girl, do you understand? I will not have it. And as to my promise, I promised there would be no further executions and that your life would be spared and that your father’s sins would be forgiven. I do forgive him and there will be no further executions, but if you are not satisfied with that I will change my mind and have you put out too. Do you want that? Do you want to be vacuumed?” Scamander had turned red in the face and Aimee saw flecks of spittle on his thick lips.

“Sir, please, no, please, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she sobbed.

“Good. Now get back on your back and spread your legs,” he said and once more enjoyed his conquest of Aimee.

Afterwards he put on a dressing gown and opened the door to call the guard. Wilson appeared. Scamander said graciously, “Thank you, Maxim, you may take her back now.” Aimee was cowering in a corner. She had retrieved her tee shirt and panties and was clutching them in front of her in a desperate attempt to preserve her modesty. She dared not dress again without Scamander’s permission.

“Sir, I was wondering,” began Wilson deferentially, “if you’d mind,” and he glanced at Aimee, “you see, now that you’ve broken her in, like, me and some of the lads thought perhaps….”

“Yes of course, Maxim, by all means,” replied Scamander. “I am not a possessive man. And you have all fought bravely, without exception. The labourer is worthy of his hire.” Scamander gripped Aimee firmly by the hair thrust her stumbling towards Wilson, still clutching her attire. She did not want to be in the situation of those girls who had lost their only clothes. “She’s all yours,” said Scamander. “You will find her compliant but relatively inexperienced. I have taught her one or two things, but she will certainly benefit from your instruction. She has a great deal to learn.”

“Thank you, Sir. That is very generous of you.”

Wilson led the last surviving member of the Pembroke family away, still clutching her tee shirt and panties. There were a dozen or so men off duty that night, and they had not been given permission to take girls from the holding room. For Aimee, it was going to be a very long night.


6: AUCTIONED

Cleanliness, obedience, good manners and a cheerful smile: these are the four essentials for selling slaves. Insist on these and all else will follow, including good prices.

Bleeny, Edmund: 101 Rules for Success in Business (Lizard Press: Akkadis, 2688)

“Lot Sixteen is Philippa, certified a virgin, eighteen years of age and new to the brand, a pretty natural blonde Imperial,” announced the auctioneer. Pippa stepped onto the brightly lit platform and was immediately conscious of the steep tiers of seats surrounding her on three sides. The auctioneer read out her details. White with fear, Pippa felt vulnerable, exhibited and exposed. The crowd of several hundred men and a few women peered down at her, scrutinising her.

Slave girls at the Rose Garden were not auctioned naked. Generations of experience taught that the dealers could achieve a better price if the slaves wore just sufficient to leave something to the buyers’ imagination.  This was not to say that the girls were sold fully clothed, either; that might obscure their best features and give the impression that the vendors wished to hide something. The sales costumes at the Rose Garden were therefore a compromise. The short white bolero top covered Pippa’s breasts, but only just. It could not be closed at the front. The short white skirt consisted of little more than two rectangles of cloth, ten inches long, which left her hips visible. Pippa walked gracefully, taking small steps, conscious that the tiniest movement or draught of air might disturb the flimsy garments and betray what little modesty remained to her.

Philippa Warburton had been abducted and transported beyond the bounds of the Empire, beyond any hope of rescue, to this horrible place. She had been examined, dipped, plucked of all body hair, injected, microchipped and then that terrible mark had been seared into her flesh, low on her waist; but she was not conscious of that burning pain now. The fear and humiliation of standing on an auction block two hundred light years from home and surrounded by total strangers leering at her almost naked body, had driven all other thoughts from her mind. Any one of those strangers might soon own her. She did not know who would buy her or to what use she would be put, only that her future, her very life, would depend on his slightest whim.

She stood very straight, with her feet and legs pressed together, still conscious of the scantiness of her attire. She wished they had not made her dress so… indecently. She wanted to be bought by someone respectable, someone who would understand that she was really a good girl from a good family.

“Lift your chin,” said the auctioneer. Pippa obeyed immediately. She did not want to be sold to a xenogene. But she could not meet the eyes of the leering spectators, so she fixed her gaze on the far wall.

The auctioneer continued his description, proclaiming Pippa’s height, weight and other measurements. She was in good health, mentally and physically, he announced. She was obedient, well educated and good natured.

The auctioneer paraded Pippa slowly around the block as potential buyers and the simply curious quietly discussed her looks, her price and her barely concealed body. Pippa heard snatches of conversation from those sitting in the front rows. A young woman remarked to her male companion, “Oh look, she’s pretty, isn’t she? Poor thing, she looks terrified. I hope she gets a nice master. It must be awful, having to dress like that with everyone looking at you.”

The man beside her seemed amused. He said something like, “She’ll have to get used to worse than that. Especially if she’s bought by Akkadis Leisure. Or the Cherry Orchard.” Pippa wondered what he could possibly mean, but she did not have time to digest the remarks because at that moment the bidding began.

“For Lot Sixteen, do I hear an offer of ten thousand solidi? Ten thousand, ten thousand five hundred. Eleven thousand ….”

With rising panic Pippa realised that within moments she would belong to a complete stranger. She would be owned, in the same way that a man might own a dog or a house or an aircar. She could be used or abused or lent or resold. Or destroyed. Slavery on Akkadis was absolute, she had been told. And would her master blame her for being an Imperial? Everyone on Akkadis seemed to hate Imperials. Everyone said there was going to be a war.

It took less than two minutes before the auctioneer tapped his gavel. Pippa had been sold. The price was thirteen thousand solidi. She did not even know the name of her buyer.

*

In a little room with one way glass windows overlooking the sales hall, Kyra and her companions watched the proceedings. They had been sent there to see what an auction was like. It was horrible, they decided. Absolutely, unspeakably, utterly horrible. They had watched as one by one their friends, their dear friends throughout this whole terrible ordeal, were sold, sold like animals to the highest bidder. They all resolved to try their best to be sweet, charming, polite, obedient, compliant and even eager when they were sold. They all wanted private owners. None of them wanted to be sold at auction or sold to a brothel or to the Arena. Nothing could be worse than that. Nothing.

*

Pippa was taken to Niobe, the beautician. Niobe gave her a strange costume to wear, a wraparound skirt and a tunic embroidered with elaborate patterns. She plaited Pippa’s hair into pigtails and tied a scarf around her head. Finally she fastened a collar around her neck, woven of blue, green and white beads.

Pippa’s eyes were wide with fear. Her green eyes and blonde hair matched the green in her dress. She looked beautiful, but exotic and demure. Niobe squeezed Pippa’s arm in encouragement. “You are going to your master, now,” she said. “You must be obedient, and learn his ways. Learn his language quickly. Perhaps he will grow fond of you. If you displease him, he may choose to sell you.”

“Please, Ma’am,” began Pippa, fearful and confused. “These clothes…?”

“It is the costume of an Irtukoi slave girl,” said Niobe. “Your master is an Irtukoi.” Pippa merely looked blank. “An Atkoi,” Niobe elaborated.

Pippa heard the words but did not know how to reply.

“I’m truly sorry, Pippa,” said Niobe. “It will not be an easy life. Try to make him love you. They live on the Great Plateau. Sometimes they trade with xenogenes.” She paused for a moment and added, “May God bless you and walk with you. I will pray for you.”

But Pippa still did not reply aloud. The horror of Niobe’s words had struck her dumb.

*

Pippa had been sent to the courtyard. Several of the other girls from the auction were already there, waiting to be collected.  She looked around for her mother and sister but could not see them.

Then she saw the man who now owned her and her heart sank. He was in his fifties, severe and strict looking, Pippa thought. His face was weather-beaten as though he spent his days outdoors. She was terrified.

“Come here, Girl,” the man said. The Inglic word he used for ‘Girl’ implied a young woman of inferior rank. Only a short time ago, Pippa would have felt insulted. Now she stepped forward and curtsied and said, “Master.” She paused, uncertain of what was expected of her.

Nysha, Daisy, Carys and Aimee watched, not least because they knew that at any moment their own buyers might appear. Nysha’s heart went out to Pippa. She looked lovely in the Atkoi dress, but the man looked horrible, Nysha thought, with no sign of warmth or compassion.

At that moment Annamarie and Clara appeared in the courtyard. Annamarie did not immediately recognise her daughter. She saw only an Atkoi slave girl in native dress and looked no further.

Then she realised that the girl was Philippa. Her daughter, her lovely daughter, now belonged to this horrible creature, this tribesman, and he would take her away and use her as he wished and Pippa would have no one to talk to and no one to turn to. Annamarie stepped forward to run to Pippa to hug her, but at that moment Pippa’s master said, “Come,” and he turned and walked briskly away. Pippa hurried to obey. She never heard the hum of Manuela’s goad or the sharp snap as it touched the back of Annamarie’s leg just above her knee. Pippa heard only the shrill yelp of a slave woman being disciplined and Manuela’s sharp reprimand, but she hurried to keep up with her master and did not look back.


7: DEFLOWERED

Pippa’s master was going to take her virginity that evening. She sensed it. She feared it with a dread that was almost palpable, but she knew that it was inescapable.

After Pippa had served her master and his relatives their supper, Yelda turned to her with a grin and said simply, “You come with me, now. I make you ready. For tonight.” Pippa followed. Yelda led her to another room, tiny and unfurnished except for a sleeping mat on the floor.

Yelda also told Pippa a little about her new master. His name was Noruo, but Pippa must never address him or refer to him as anything other than ‘Akzam,’ which meant ‘Master.’ He was fifty-four, and he had no son. This was a cause of considerable shame to him. He loved his wife, but none of her babies had survived beyond a few days, except one, a girl. He had bought a slave seven years earlier, a girl called Enzika, but she too had failed to provide him with an heir. Enzika was blonde, like Pippa. She had been twenty-eight when her master finally lost patience with her and sold her to an itinerant xenogene, a creature from the High Plateau, mainly human but with some alien genes; his ancestors were the product of Nizami attempts at genetic engineering. Her master had kept only Enzika’s clothes to give to her replacement.

Pippa felt the fear inside her tighten like a cold hand gripping her heart. Niobe was right, she thought. I have reason to be afraid.

Yelda felt sorry for the new girl. Atkoi mothers taught their daughters how to behave, but this girl obviously knew nothing. There were many things she wanted to teach Pippa, but in less than fifteen minutes Noruo shouted out something from the main room. Pippa recognised her new name, Mintika, but understood nothing else.

“Your master, he want you now,” giggled Yelda. “You stand here, quick-quick.” Pippa felt the fear in her heart grow colder still. Pippa was about to ask a question when she heard a heavy footstep outside the door. She guessed it was her master. In panic she looked to Yelda for support.

“You do like I told you,” whispered Yelda, trying to reassure her. “You very pretty. He will like you.”

The door opened and Noruo entered the room. Pippa sank first to her knees, and then bent forward, touching her forehead to the floor in front of his feet three times. Then she straightened her back but remained kneeling. With her heart thumping she loosened the button which fastened her nightdress and allowed it to slide down to her waist. She pressed her palms together in submission and said, “Akzam.” She glanced anxiously at Yelda, who nodded encouragingly. Pippa had performed the greeting properly.

For a while, Noruo simply looked at the new girl, saying nothing. He was pleased with his purchase, although it was a pity the new girl knew so little. But she would learn. Noruo was a reasonable man. His wife would show the girl everything she needed to know, but only once. She would have to learn their language quickly. If she was lazy or stupid she would feel the rod. She would not be remiss a second time. Hers would not be an easy life. A slave should not expect an easy life, and a slave of an Atkoi in particular was never pampered. Now she was soft with easy living, but she appeared to be healthy and would grow stronger. The journey back to his home would be hard. It would take many days, but it would begin to strengthen her. He hoped the new girl would bear him many sons.

Uncertain what to do next, Philippa remained kneeling with her palms pressed together, and bowed her head respectfully. She was shy by nature, and grateful that at least her arms covered her otherwise bare breasts. She dared to glance briefly at her master, hoping for his approval.

Then Noruo spoke, and Yelda translated his words: “Stand up.” Pippa stood, still covering her breasts and clutching the nightdress. “Drop it,” whispered Yelda urgently. “Put your arms down.” Again, Pippa obeyed. The nightdress dropped to the floor and Pippa stood naked for her master’s scrutiny, blushing intensely.

Noruo was in no hurry. He examined his new purchase carefully. He told her to turn around, slowly. He lifted her chin to see her face more closely. He squeezed first her left breast, then her right.

Her body was slim, lithe, and toned. Her breasts were small but firm. He squeezed one nipple between his thumb and forefinger. Philippa burned with humiliation and was close to tears but submitted herself obediently to his examination. At Noruo’s command Yelda untied the new girl’s plaits and he ran his fingers through her long blonde hair. He seemed pleased with his acquisition.

Yelda stooped to retrieve something from the floor. It was a small tray, covered in a cloth. She removed the cloth and held the tray out to Noruo. It contained an old but ornate pair of brass pincers and a sharp awl with a rounded wooden handle. “Your master, he pierce your nose now,” said Yelda. “You be good, keep very still, very quiet.”

Pippa had already noticed that Atkoi slave girls had pierced noses. Noruo held her septum firmly with the pincers in one hand, while in the other he held the awl. Pippa kept very still and closed her eyes. There was a sharp pain which drew tears to her eyes and she could not help gasping as it penetrated her flesh, but it was soon over. Then he inserted a tiny iron ring through the piercing and squeezed it with the pincers so that the ends closed shut.

But Noruo was not yet finished. Two further rings remained on the tray. Philippa eyed them nervously. She had already guessed what was going to happen next. She glanced at Yelda.

Yelda spoke. “Put your hands behind your neck. Your master, he pierce your nipples also.”

“Please…,” began Pippa.

“Hush, Girl,” interrupted Yelda, not unkindly, as she guided Pippa’s hands to their correct position. “When your master finish, you look very pretty.”

Noruo took Pippa’s right nipple between his thumb and forefinger, squeezing and pulling it before firmly grasping it with the pincers held in his other hand. Pippa gasped. She saw her master pick up the awl with his other hand. She closed her eyes.

Noruo had performed this task before, but only twice. He worked carefully, slowly pressing the instrument through Pippa’s flesh. It was a coarse instrument, intended for piercing leather. Perhaps he should have sharpened it a little more, he thought.  Despite her genuine effort to clench her teeth and remain silent, Pippa could not help a brief, high pitched whimper from escaping her lips. Yelda squeezed her hand and whispered, “You hush, else maybe your master, he get angry.” Pippa took a deep breath and breathed out slowly, resolving to try even harder to remain quiet. Noruo extracted the awl and inserted the ring. “Good girl,” whispered Yelda, holding the new girl steady. Noruo performed the same operation on Pippa’s left nipple. Again she gasped and whimpered but managed not to cry out loudly. She glanced at Noruo. He did not seem angry. She hurriedly wiped the tears from her cheeks.

But Pippa’s relief was short lived.

Everyone said that the Rose Garden were reputable dealers, but Noruo had been cheated before and was slow to trust anyone. He would test the girl’s virginity for himself.

Pippa was ordered to lie on her back. She covered herself as modestly as she could until Noruo ordered her to move her hands and spread her knees apart. Burning with shame, she closed her eyes and obeyed. She gasped and wriggled involuntarily as her master’s intruding fingers probed uncomfortably.

“Hold still,” he grunted.

“You lie still, Minti,” grinned Yelda. “Then it not sore.”

Again Pippa wriggled and whimpered, involuntarily moving up the mat and away from her master’s probing hand. She did not mean to be disobedient. It just seemed to happen.

Noruo grunted again to Yelda who immediately hurried to fetch a contraption, a wooden frame on which Pippa was instructed to lie. She was strapped in place firmly, spread-eagled on the frame with her arms and legs stretched straight and wide in the form of a taut saltire, with her hips raised by a padded cushion, presented for her master’s inspection. Her arms and legs were now as tight as violin strings.

Pippa’s figure was slim but quite capable of child bearing, Noruo thought. Despite being stretched so tightly, Pippa was still able to breath and with each breath her small but firm breasts rose and fell, each with its nipple thrust proudly up and adorned by its newly inserted ring. Her blonde hair cascaded over the mat. Her raised waist was flat and perfectly smooth. Her mons, like her armpits, was smooth, plucked of all hair. Low on her pelvis the brand, still fresh, proclaimed her a Rose Garden girl. Pippa winced as Noruo traced its outline with his finger. It was still raw. Bleeny usually liked to sell newly marked girls promptly. The very freshness of the brand appealed to buyers.

Pippa gasped again as she felt her master’s fingers probing, but she did not squirm away this time. It was no longer possible. She whimpered again and Yelda urged her to silence. Pippa gritted her teeth and tried her best to remain silent, sensing that Yelda was trying to protect her. She tried to look down towards her waist but the wide collar prevented her from raising her head sufficiently.

Then it was finished. Noruo withdrew his hand. The Rose Garden had been true to their word, he decided. The girl was a virgin, albeit only for a very little longer. Noruo grunted again to Yelda.

“I go now, Minti,” said Yelda.

Suddenly panicking, Philippa turned her head as best she could towards Yelda, her eyes wide. “No! Please,” she said. “Please stay. Please!”

Yelda said something to Noruo in Irtukoi, but he snapped back irritably and Yelda rose, curtsied and hurried out of the room without a further word. Pippa was alone with her master.

*

Noruo used Pippa lengthily and unhurriedly that night, on the frame and later off it, on her back, on her stomach, on her knees and on her back again. He had drunk sufficient beer to enflame his lust without dulling his vigour. Finally he rested.

Afterwards, Pippa shyly crawled down and gently kissed his manhood. It was the gesture of a new Atkoi bride or slave girl, which Yelda had taught her. He felt her small tongue licking his manhood. She worked patiently, stopping only when it was entirely clean. Then Noruo motioned for Pippa to lie on the floor at his feet and sleep. He blew out the candle, the only light.

In the darkness, Pippa lay still until she sensed from the sound of his breathing that he was asleep. Then she wept, but very quietly. She must not disturb her master’s sleep.


8: MOONLIGHT BECOMES HER

“Hup! Hup! Hup!” called Pippa’s master.

Pippa knew what the signal meant. It meant she had to run faster. Her heart sank because she was already close to exhaustion and gasping for breath, but nonetheless she obeyed without delay. She was running at her master’s stirrup, panting, bare breasted, bathed in sweat and gradually becoming coated in dust.

It was late afternoon on the third day of their journey across the Great Plateau to his home village.  It was a warm day and Noruo had ordered her to remove her tunic and bra. He would run her topless for the rest of the day.

Pippa made an attractive sight. Her breasts, small but firm, thrust forward proudly with the nipple rings gleaming in the bright sun and bounced prettily with every step she took. Her short skirt was wrapped around her slim waist, flaring out over her hips. It reached to just above her knees. Her blonde hair streamed out behind her. Her hips and buttocks were pleasantly rounded and they too jiggled from side to side as she ran. Her legs were long and slender and toned.

Later, he would run her naked, Noruo decided. Slave girls hated being run naked, he had found, but she was pretty and it would do her no harm for a few days. He had watched girls at the Arena in the city running naked. It was quite entertaining. Later, when they reached the mountains, it would be too cold for such simple pleasures.

As Pippa’s skirt moved, Noruo could see the deep purple stripe left by his whip across the back of her legs, just above her knees. She had fallen earlier, while she was carrying his pack, and been slow to get to her feet. But after a single stroke of his hide whip she had found that she could in fact jump to her feet quite nimbly, despite the heavy pack. She was a slave. It was better she learned sooner rather than later what was expected of her.

*

Phlegethon had risen, huge and three quarters full, by the time they stopped for the night. It loomed above them, its jagged craters alien and menacing. The distant mountains glowed in its pale light. The scene would have been beautiful had not Pippa been so afraid.

Her master was taking her up into those mountains, Pippa knew. She sensed he was still angry with her. She must appease him. Her survival depended on it. Suppose he simply tired of her? Or suppose his wife was jealous, and hated her? Pippa thought that if she were a wife and her husband bought a concubine, she would hate the concubine. It was understandable. She had to make her master like her, so that he would protect her. If she was to survive, she would have to learn to please her master.

Pippa already knew a little of what was expected of a slave girl. She knelt at her master’s feet. “Akzam,” she said softly, and touched her forehead to the dusty ground. She tried to copy the way she had heard Atkoi speak in Inglic, slowly but formally. “Your unworthy slave… begs you to forgive me… I am ignorant of your ways… but I can learn… I will work hard. I will learn to serve you, Master.”

Pippa loosened her skirt and raised her hips so that it fell from her body. Slowly, gently and timidly, she began to kiss her master, starting with his feet and moving gradually up. Her breasts stroked gently against his body as she moved.

Her blonde hair was shining in Phlegethon’s pale light. Noruo looked at her slim body and firm breasts. She looked shyly at her master and smiled. At the Rose Garden, Manuela had told her to smile more, to make the buyers like her. She whispered, “Akzam,” once more, and looked into her master’s eyes, hoping to discern some sign that she was beginning to assuage his anger.


9: THE MAIDENS OF NENUPHAR

What we have to learn to do, we learn by doing.

Aristotle.

Amanda, Roxana and Anemone had been sold to the Maidens of Nenuphar. Jasmine had been sold to Squeals of Delight. They were to be delivered and signed for.

Amanda heard the door of the landcar open and Jasmine was bundled out. In the darkness beneath their hoods the remaining three girls heard a voice say, “Mind if I take a look at the others?”

Evidently the driver did not mind, because he pulled off their hoods. Amanda, Roxie and Ana blinked wide-eyed at the scene which confronted them. It was evening. The vehicle was in front of an imposing building with a large arched entrance and an impressive façade with domed towers. It was brightly lit with a formal garden in front containing a large illuminated fountain. They could hear music coming from the building. Already landcabs were arriving, containing customers for an evening’s entertainment. A pink illuminated sign over the entrance proclaimed, ‘Squeals of Delight’, and underneath it was a motto: ‘We squeal. You delight.’

Roxie read the slogan. The grammar was rather questionable, she thought. They were using a noun as a verb. Beneath the motto was an illuminated representation of a pretty dancing girl, scantily clad in pink, which slowly gyrated as Roxie watched it.

The employee of Squeals of Delight looked at the three girls and nodded appreciatively. “You’re taking these to the Maidens of Nenuphar?” he asked. “You’ve got some useful looking fillies there. The lads should like them,” he said. He noticed the white ribbon in Roxie’s hair. “She won’t be a ‘Maiden’ for long though.” He chuckled as he led Jasmine away. He was justified in laughing at his own joke, he thought. It was both clever and spontaneous. It was seldom he thought of such a witty remark in sufficient time to say it.

Amanda was glad now, that someone else must have bought Honey. Perhaps he would be kind to her. Amanda, Ana and Roxie were no longer in any doubt about the sort of place they were going to.

*

The new girls from the Evening Star and from Diskobolus were standing in the office of Mrs Knott, the manageress of the Maidens of Nenuphar. They had been ordered to watch the evening’s Entertainment attentively. Mrs Knott intended it to be an instructive experience for them all. All the new girls except for Aimee were present, and the absence of their friend worried the Evening Star girls in particular.

Mrs Knott began by explaining about the various types of pleasure houses in Akkad City. Every conceivable speciality was catered for.

Some were flogging houses, like Yelps, and Squeals of Delight. Yelps was in fact a relatively new house. It had originally been named Yelps of Pleasure, but its owners had been obliged to shorten the name when threatened with legal action by the owners of Squeals of Delight.  

There was one pleasure house called simply Bumps, where all the girls were kept at various stages of pregnancy. The owners of Bumps also owned a breeding farm where the gravid slaves were sent in the later months of their pregnancy to bear their babies, or ‘drop their whelps’ as Mrs Knott delicately explained. Later they would be made pregnant again. They would be ‘covered’ by a male slave called a stud.

There were other specialist houses including Snips, and A Cut Below, where the new girls were all circumcised shortly after arrival. “Some gentlemen like them like that,” explained Mrs Knott. Nysha, who had become close to Daisy, wept when she realised what awaited her friend at A Cut Below.

Then there was the Zoo with its displays of bestiality, similar to the Arena. And there was Gummies, where all the girls had their two middle front top teeth removed. “It’s for when they use their mouths,” explained Mrs Knott. “We don’t remove teeth here at the Maidens; but you’re all going to have to learn to serve on your knees.” The girls’ expressions ranged from puzzled, to embarrassed, shocked, disgusted and horrified, Mrs Knott noticed.

Other houses included Melons, and Top Heavy, which both specialised in big breasted girls. “Every new girl who arrives at Top Heavy has her tits pumped full of biosilicon gel,” explained Mrs Knott. “Some of them haven’t even got big tits when they’re bought. But they pump half a litre of gel into each tit to stretch them out. It hurts. Be glad we don’t do that here.” The new girls were unanimously relieved to hear that last piece of information.

Then there was Puppy Fat, and Puddings, which were known as ‘fat houses.’ All the girls in these latter establishments were plump. They were regularly administered with chemical injections to enhance their appetite and slow their metabolism. They were fed on a diet high in sugar and fat. At Puddings the girls were exercised every Friday afternoon and gentlemen would come and sit on the balcony and be served drinks while the bare girls, sweating and panting for breath, were put through their paces in the large garden below, encouraged by a deputy manageress equipped with a long dressage whip.

Then there were the Cherry Orchard, and First Love, which specialised in providing virgins for wealthy gentlemen who were able and willing to pay for this luxury. Truly, the pleasure houses of Akkadis catered for their customers’ every possible taste.

But the Maidens of Nenuphar was like none of these. It was not a specialist house at all. It was, Mrs Knott explained, a ‘generalist’ house. The owner believed that the Maidens had grown into a great institution because it offered a little bit of everything. The gentlemen liked variety. They were bored by sameness. That was why they visited pleasure houses in the first place.

But once a week, every Wednesday to be precise, the Maidens of Nenuphar provided a public display in the Lounge Bar. This was called Entertainment Night. Sometimes the Entertainment took the form of a flogging. It was of course necessary to discipline a girl from time to time, either for failing to entertain a guest satisfactorily or for some other misdemeanour on her part, or simply because she failed to meet her weekly quota of earnings and satisfied customers. It was entirely logical to use this punishment as an opportunity to entertain the customers. In some respects, the flogging benefited the girl herself, the manageress explained. Frequently a girl who was publicly caned enjoyed a period of popularity afterwards, with many more gentlemen requesting her company in the week which followed. Consequently she would easily attain her earnings quota and be less likely to play a starring role in the next Entertainment Night.

Occasionally a client might consider it amusing to have a particular girl caned irrespective of whether she had caused any offence. Mrs Knott was a reasonable woman and if the gentleman was willing to pay for this privilege she would usually oblige.

Pregnant girls, Mrs Knott added, were not exempt from providing the Wednesday Night Entertainment. Some of the gentlemen found this especially entertaining. At this point Ana tensed, hardly daring to breath.

There were no displays of bestiality at the Maidens, though. At certain pleasure houses like Damsels in Distress and the Zoo, they used zebras, donkeys, bulls, baboons and hyenas to provide this type of entertainment. Such displays were very costly to stage. It was expensive to keep and train animals. And in the case of larger animals, the woman used in the display would not outlive the beast’s attentions. The owner of the Maidens did not consider the investment worthwhile. Instead, they had something just as good and perhaps better, something which none of its rivals had. It had Gumbo.

Despite his disease and deformities, Gumbo loved nothing more than to give a girl a good, lengthy ruttocking, Mrs Knott explained coarsely. She noticed that several of the girls blushed and would not meet her eyes when she used the vulgar expression. That was good. The gentlemen liked modest, shy young girls, as long as they were ultimately obedient.

“Now it is almost time to begin. Watch, and learn,” the manageress concluded.

Mrs Knott touched a switch, and suddenly the girls could hear the low murmur of voices and the music from the bar. It was busy with customers, and girls scantily clad in dresses like their own, fetching and carrying drinks or sitting with the gentlemen.

Then the new slave girls saw a sight which turned their hearts cold with fear. On the stage was a girl with long blonde hair wearing a skimpy white dress. She was standing with her feet wide apart, and her ankles were strapped to the legs of what appeared to be a stout bench. Even from this distance, they could see the fear in the girl’s eyes.

The girl was Aimee.


10: THE FLOGGING STOOL

Life would be tolerable, were it not for its amusements.

Sir George Lewis

Aimee Pembroke was going to be caned.

She was standing on the stage of the crowded lounge bar in the Maidens. She was fastened in a stock, a plank of wood with three holes cut into it to hold her neck and wrists immobile. The timber was thick, so that her chin was raised and her head was lifted prettily. She could not look down.  Her wrists were held in place each side of her neck. Anthea and Lucie each held one end of the heavy stock in case Aimee tried to struggle, although there was little she could do except to curl into a ball. Her ankles had already been strapped to the legs of the flogging stool, so that her legs were stretched wide apart.

The lounge bar was busy with customers. Pretty pleasure slaves were serving the gentlemen. Some were dancing on top of the bar where customers could reach out and touch them. The coloured lights were flashing and music was playing.

Aimee knew that outright defiance was not an option. But I will resist nonetheless, she thought. No matter what they do, I will not scream, I will not cry and I will not beg. I will show them how an Imperial woman faces adversity. I will shame them with my courage.

She was wearing a very short white dress which drew attention to her lovely figure. She had a slim waist, rounded flaring hips and long legs. Her face was sweet, her eyes wide with fear, and her long blonde hair was tied in two kittentails which hung prettily down her back. On her dress was a badge prominently bearing the number ‘51.’ A large wad of cloth filled her mouth completely, and her lips, which in happier times so often smiled, had been taped shut. Aimee felt the cloth gradually expanding as it became damp. It was uncomfortable. She would be able to breathe through her nose and make muffled moans or whimpers, but anything approaching clear speech would be denied to her until the gag was removed.

She blushed beautifully, conscious that she was the centre of so much attention and realising that as her hands were pulled back and lifted, her breasts were thrust forward and pressed against the thin fabric of her dress. The audience clearly appreciated the sight with which they were presented. There were murmurs of approval, and a number of shouts and catcalls, most of them indecent. Mrs Knott smiled. It was a good natured Wednesday night crowd, waiting to be entertained and willing to pay for it. They would not be disappointed.

The flogging stool was immediately in front of Aimee. Its wide horizontal beam was level with her waist. It did not look like any stool Aimee had ever seen before. It was obviously not built to be sat upon. It appeared old and the wood was varnished dark brown. Aimee had been afraid even before she saw the structure, but actually seeing it and knowing that in a few moments she would be stretched over it, made her predicament seem more real, more immediate and more terrifying still.

Aimee looked at the sea of faces around her. Dismayed, she knew that soon she might be required to serve as a pleasure slave for any of those men, if they could afford the modest sum of a few solidi. Aimee had been a virgin when she was abducted. Now she was a slave in a brothel.

Some of the men were grinning, anticipating an entertaining display. Others were drinking or chatting to companions. On one table, a group of young men and one or two young women who appeared to be students from the University of Akkad were drinking and sometimes calling out comments, but their banter was good natured. Mrs Knott did not anticipate any unpleasantness.

Aimee, on the other hand, anticipated considerable unpleasantness. She was filled with dread for what was about to happen.

Suddenly, the music changed. The flowing, mellifluous dance music was replaced by a rhythmical beat. At this signal the dancing girls fled. The men at the tables who had been chatting or drinking now fell silent and paid closer attention.

Binka loosened the fasteners at the back of Aimee’s dress. Aimee now realised why she had been given this particular dress to wear. It could be removed even while her arms and ankles were held. It would be the work of a few seconds to unfasten the back and the neck strap. Sensing that she was to be publicly disrobed, Aimee desperately tried to turn to Mrs Knott and beg her to reconsider, but she was unable to turn, and the words emerged only as a frightened whimper which amused the audience but did nothing to delay Binka from unfastening the dress so that it dropped to the floor. Binka gracefully stooped to retrieve it.

Aimee was now exposed to public view with only the tiny triangles of a small white bra and skimpy panties to protect her modesty. The bra was fastened with ribbons tied behind her neck and her back, and the panties were fastened with similar ribbons at each hip. Aimee was mortified to be exposed in such scanty attire but unable to move her hands or feet.

“Gentlemen, please! Gentlemen, ladies and gentlemen, a few words if you please,” announced Mrs Knott. “I have pleasure in introducing to you one of our new girls, a young lady named Aimee. Aimee is the star of our entertainment tonight, and she--”

Mrs Knott was interrupted by a loud call of, “Get her knickers off!”

She smiled patiently and allowed the laughter to subside before she continued, “Gentlemen, Aimee is a lovely young lady, as you can see. She is well educated and she was a virgin until very recently. She is very inexperienced. She is shy, but very keen to learn, and she wants to please you, but you will need to teach her. I’m sure you’ll find her a quick learner.”

“Oh,” continued Mrs Knott, “I believe I forgot to mention to Aimee that here at the Maidens we like a girl to be bare when she is put over the stool. I always think that if a girl is bare, it adds a certain…pertinence to the occasion, don’t you think?” The audience laughed and cheered and howled their approval.

Mrs Knott turned to Aimee. “Aimee, my dear, would you mind if Binka removes your underwear? You look lovely in it, you really do, but I think the gentlemen would like to see a little more of you.” Aimee desperately shook her head and whimpered. “Gentlemen, I told you Aimee is still rather shy,” said Mrs Knott apologetically, and then added, “I shouldn’t worry, Aimee dear, they don’t really cover much of you anyway.”

Amid the laughter and shouts of “Get them off,” Binka pulled the ribbons which fastened Aimee’s bra and allowed it to drop to the floor. The gentlemen were not disappointed. Aimee’s breasts, while not large, were firm and thrust proudly forward. Then Binka pulled the ribbons on Aimee’s panties, first on her right and then on her left

Aimee could not look down. The thickness of the stock prevented that, but she felt the last skimpy shreds of her modesty fall from her body and she knew that she was now displayed bare, entirely bare, with her breasts lifted and her legs stretched wide apart and her mons plucked smooth so that she was more exposed and more naked than she had ever been, exhibited for the delight of the spectators. The room erupted into a spontaneous roar of approval so loud that for a few moments Mrs Knott could not make herself heard. Agonised, Aimee closed her eyes and tried to block what was happening from her mind.

But the spectators blocked nothing from their minds. They appreciated what they saw. Their cheers and catcalls made that plain. Mrs Knott stopped trying to speak for several moments and simply smiled indulgently. She had known her customers would approve of the girl. Aimee was precisely the sort of girl they appreciated. The buyer had done well to purchase her. He could usually be relied upon.

Then Aimee caught sight of a vision which made her heart sink. It was Mr Bowser, a male employee of the Maidens of Nenuphar. Aimee noticed the muscles rippling on his bare arms. Mrs Knott handed him the rattan rod. Aimee looked at the rod. It frightened her. She could not take her eyes off it. Mr Bowser is very strong, Aimee realised. He is going to cane me now, and he will use that rod.

Dimly she was aware of one of the female university students squeal with excitement. The rattan was as long as Bowser’s arm and as thick as his little finger. Aimee sensed from the way he flexed it that the rattan was dense and inflexible. To have the hard unyielding rattan applied to her flesh by Mr Bowser, who was obviously strong, would be utterly, utterly unbearable.

“Stretch her over,” said Bowser, and Aimee felt the stock pushed forward so that her hips were pressed against the horizontal beam and her upper body was bent forward and down until the stock was touching the supporting legs of the flogging stool. Aimee heard Lucie and Anthea each slide a bolt into place. Aimee was now fixed in place, bent almost double with her legs and ankles stretched wide apart. Her hips were resting on the beam and her upper body was sloping downwards. She whimpered and squirmed in discomfort, although very little movement was possible.

Aimee felt the stool being rotated until her buttocks faced the audience, with her legs stretched apart so that her intimate parts were exposed to their view. Aimee herself was looking backwards between her own legs and could see many of the audience, framed upside down between her thighs. They must be able to see her face, her breasts, her legs, her buttocks, everything, Aimee realised, mortified.

Mrs Knott watched with approval. Aimee had a nice, well rounded rump, she thought, and slender, shapely legs. The gentlemen would enjoy the show. She paused for just long enough for them to drink in the scene presented to them and then said, “Remember, Gentlemen, her name is Aimee and her number is fifty-one! What’s her name, Girls?”

The girls of the Maidens of Nenuphar dutifully trilled in unison, “Aimee, Ma’am.”

“And what’s her number?”

“Fifty-one, Ma’am.”

“And we’ve got lots more girls to suit every taste, and every one of them is very keen to please. Very Keen! Aren’t you, Girls?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” chorused thirty or more feminine voices, louder than ever.

“Then let’s begin! When you’re ready, Mr Bowser. A dozen strokes, nice and firm, if you please.”

Evidently Mr Bowser was ready. Aimee felt the rattan tap her buttocks as though Bowser was marking the place where the first stroke would fall. Now it will begin, she thought. I am going to be caned.

Aimee heard the whistle of the first stroke and the sharp crack as it cut into her buttocks. Then a paroxysm of pain overwhelmed her and her actions became involuntary. She clenched her buttocks and thrust her hips first forward  against the beam and then up and then side to side, wildly clenching and unclenching her buttocks as though in the throes of sexual ecstasy. As if to accentuate the analogy she squealed lengthily and repeatedly. The squeals were high pitched and the rag in her mouth could not muffle the urgency of her tone.

The audience listened and watched in fascination. A few jaded clients laughed, but most watched in silence, drinking in every detail. One of the university students who considered himself witty called out, “Ouch!” in pretended pain, and his friends laughed. A female guest screamed and clutched her male companion, who grinned and slid his arm down to her waist.

Another young woman, also one of the students, said, “Oh, for goodness sake, did you see that? She’s disgusting. She’s jiggling about as though she’s enjoying it. In public! How can she do that? Hasn’t she got any self respect?”

Then Aimee felt the rattan tap her buttocks again, as Bowser selected the position of his second stroke. By now she had regained the power of thought. The pain of that first stroke had been unbearable, but she had eleven more to endure. Why did this awful man have to cane her so hard? It was not necessary. She would be good. She would do whatever was required of her. She would never be disobedient, never. She would have promised them that, if only she were not gagged. Wildly she shook her head. She tried to cry out, “Please! Please! Please! Please! Please! Please!” begging Bowser or Mrs Knott to show some mercy, but her cries were audible only as urgent, shrill whimpers. Mrs Knott smiled. Aimee was performing exceptionally well. The audience were loving every moment.

Without exception, each of the girls of the Maidens of Nenuphar who were serving in the lounge bar that night, felt thankful that it was Aimee and not herself who was stretched over the flogging stool receiving the attentions of Bowser and his rattan. They were neither malicious nor especially selfish, but each knew that she might have been chosen had Aimee not been selected.

Aimee’s friends, the other newly purchased girls, were also watching. They were shocked into a silence broken only by the occasional gasp, at first of outrage and horror, and then of pity and fear. Carys bit her fist as she watched her friend’s ordeal. They watched, and they tried to look away, and they watched again. And each girl asked herself the same question: when she was required to serve as a pleasure slave and entertain a paying customer in bed, or dance naked on the stage in the crowded bar, would she submit to what was required and obey or would she resist and face the flogging stool? And each, in the depths of her heart, decided upon the same answer. She would submit.

And in that instant, each of them was altered forever. Until that moment they were eight girls who had been abducted and branded and ear tagged and sold. But now they had become eight slave girls. Aimee too, in her public torment, had reached the same decision. No matter what was required of them, no matter how disgusting the girl student sitting near the stage thought they were, they would submit. They would never be disobedient. Their bodies had been branded at the Rose Garden, but their hearts and minds were branded no less indelibly that night at the Maidens of Nenuphar.


11: A DANGEROUS IDEA

Two hundred light years away, in the seraglio of the Great Kzam on Ziandakush, an idea occurred to Princess Athanasia which left her both cold with fear and thrilled with excitement.

It had taken the Princess a year to realise the obvious: her husband the Kzam was barely forty and she would have to remain a prisoner in his seraglio until he died. By that time any hope of a normal life would long since have disappeared.

She was lying alone in her bed when a solution occurred to her which banished any possibility of sleep. If Rurik died, the Atkoi would revert to type and begin fighting among themselves. The Empire would crush what was left of the Kzamate as a sledgehammer crushes a walnut.

Her father the Emperor had wanted to kill the Kzam. She was certain of it. Someone ought to kill him. Suppose she did it herself? Athanasia was in an ideal position: privileged, and close to the Empire’s worst enemy.

Surely her father’s gratitude would know no bounds. A seat on the Privy Council would be hers, advising and guiding her father and later her brother Sigismund. At the very least her father would make her a planetary governor. Perhaps even a viceroy of an entire province. Someone would have to rule the Atkoi worlds after they were defeated, and she had some experience of living in the region.

Perhaps the priests were right. Perhaps there really was a God and He had sent her to this hellhole to be married to this monster to fulfil precisely that destiny. Maybe it was divine providence. She would go down in history as a heroine, the saviour of the Empire. A thousand years from now her name would be remembered. Whole planets would be named after her. And maybe, just possibly, her father might even make her fool brothers renounce their claim to the throne so that she could one day become Empress in her own right. It was not entirely impossible. The Empire had been ruled by a woman before.

But how could she do it? A small gun would be easy to use but difficult to smuggle into the seraglio. Even the smallest neutrino pistols were cumbersome. A knife might be easier to obtain, but difficult to use. Rurik might snatch it from her. He was quick, and strong. It would also make an awful mess. A bomb would be better: tiny, and she would not have to be present when it exploded. It would not even be necessary for her to escape. There would be no evidence to link her to the blast. A flash of radiation just powerful enough to incinerate anything within ten feet of the Kzam, and Athanasia’s problems would be over forever.

But how could she possibly obtain such a device? If she sent a message via the Imperial ambassador, could he smuggle it in to her? If so, perhaps she could invite the Kzam to dine with her, in her apartments. The other wives sometimes did. Then perhaps she in turn would be invited to the Kzam’s private apartment. She could hide the device there. Perhaps it could be heat or odour sensitive and detonate only when the Kzam was nearby. Maybe she could make it appear that someone else had planted it. The first step would be to begin to curry favour with the Kzam.

It began as a fantasy, a hopeless daydream. At first her heart would beat fearfully whenever she even considered the idea, and she tried to force the thought from her conscious mind. But surely it would do no harm merely to think about it. No one could read her mind. As time passed she devised further details and safeguards and her courage grew. The dream became an idea, and the idea evolved into a plan.


12: DAMSELS IN DISTRESS

Detested sport! Which owes its pleasures to another’s pain.

William Cowper: The Task

In the Arena on Akkadis, Juliet Esk heard the hiss of the dressage whip as it sliced through the air and felt its sting as it cut across her calves, but she did not cry out. It was better to divert all her energy into running faster. Her sister Janina, harnessed beside her, had just received a similar stroke.

Juliet and Janina, aged nineteen and twenty-three, were both attractive girls: tall and slender with shapely figures, firm breasts and shoulder length dark hair. Both had been abducted when the Evening Star was boarded and plundered. Both were now running with every ounce of effort they could muster, pulling a tiny chariot round the track at the Arena.

A dozen chariots raced around the track, each pulled by two young women, and each woman was entirely bare except for a pretty plumed headdress of tall feathers, and a harness. Twenty-four girls, their lungs gasping for breath and their hearts beating close to exhaustion, each ran as though their lives depended on it.

Each pair of girls wore matching plumes, pale blue or green or pink or mauve. When Juliet was issued hers, she had thought it was rather pretty. She did not then realise that she would be wearing only the headdress and nothing else.

The pairs were harnessed together with a yoke of thick wood which fitted over their necks and kept their heads lifted prettily. Juliet, like her sister and all the others, ran with her arms raised to head height to push the crossbar in front of her. She was conscious of the fact that her breasts were also lifted and thrust forward, but there was nothing she could do about it. She could not lower her hands. None of them could.

The girls had been trained to run in step, and as they ran their breasts bounced together and their buttocks swayed together and their plumes bobbed and their ponytails flicked from side to side, also together. Each girl wore three little carriage bells fastened to tiny rings set in her pierced flesh. Juliet, Janina and several other new girls still felt the throbbing in their newly pierced nipples and labia where the rings had been inserted. The little bells tinkled melodiously as they ran. They made a pretty sight, and a tuneful one.

These were the girls of Damsels in Distress, and they were competing in the Games, held on the first Saturday of every month at the Arena. The Damsels was a pleasure house not unlike the Maidens of Nenuphar except that it also held the contract to stage the Games.

The Arena was full to capacity and the spectators were enjoying the display despite the threat of war. Perhaps they simply sought to escape their worries for a few hours. At any rate they were cheering, applauding, wolf whistling and sometimes shouting out appreciative comments about the panting girls. Juliet had been told that she and the other new girls would begin their work as pleasure slaves at Damsels in Distress on the following day. She knew that any one of those men who were now watching her run naked around the arena might soon require her to entertain him more intimately, and the knowledge filled her with dismay.

A layer of fine sand covered the floor of the Arena and as it was a warm summer evening and the girls were sweating freely, the sand thrown up by their feet and by the wheels had coated their legs, hips, buttocks, torsos, breasts, arms, faces and hair in a fine golden layer. Their sweat trickled in rivulets through the dust on their bodies, but still they ran, their feet pounding unceasingly on the sandy track, open mouthed and gasping for breath, for the amusement and delight of the crowd.

Juliet felt a worse sting as the dressage whip snaked around her body and cut into her breasts. This time she did yelp, despite her best efforts, but she did not allow her pace to slacken even for an instant. A moment later she heard her sister utter a similar cry. Their driver knew they were exhausted but the crowd liked to see the girls whipped into a sprint for as long as possible.

Ahead, Juliet saw Tamika and Hazel, also running for all they were worth. Hazel, like Juliet and Janina, was new to the brand and new to the Damsels, having been abducted in the recent raid on Hyperion. Hazel was eighteen. Her buttocks bore six stripes, deep purple, horizontal and straight, the consequence of an earlier act of disobedience. She had refused to disrobe in front of the manager. She would not be disobedient again. Juliet noticed how Hazel’s buttocks wiggled as she ran and she realised that her own buttocks must be making a similar exhibition. Men noticed things like that, she knew, and the knowledge added to her misery.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

Friend of Akkadis,

I hope you have enjoyed reading these excerpts from the Atkoi War Trilogy. If you have, then I can heartily recommend that you read Slave Girl of Akkadis and its sequels. If you have a look at my ‘Author Page’ you will soon find some more information about the forthcoming books.

If you can spare a moment, I really would very much appreciate it if you could write a short book review. It’s easy, quick and anonymous. Just click on ‘Write a review’ on the book page (where you ordered the book). Your opinion really does make a difference. I would really like to know your thoughts. Mention anything you liked or disliked. Are there any characters you would like to read more about? Is there any villain you especially think deserves to meet a particularly unpleasant end? Now is your chance to influence the course of events, while I am still putting the finishing touches to volumes 2 and 3 of the Atkoi War Trilogy. If you have any questions, do please ask me. There is a ‘comment’ button on the book page too.

With thanks and sincere best wishes,

Henry Sparrowhawk.

Three Oaks Farm, Yorkshire. October, 2013.
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