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AUTHOR’S NOTE

PROLOGUE

“Tell Pixie to put two irons in the fire,” ordered Sutic. “I’ll be down there after tea.”

“Yes sir,” said Manuela. She led the girls, still bare, down another corridor and a flight of stairs to what seemed to be an older part of the building. Occasionally they saw or heard other slaves and staff in the building.

They were told to kneel and wait in a small anteroom. When Manuela left, Honey 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 the pregnant Ana. Mr Sutic was having his tea. They could be kept waiting now. Their time was no longer their own.

Eventually, Sutic appeared and summoned Ana and Honey into the next room. It, too, was tiled in white. They noticed how warm it was. It was 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 long tail 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 afraid to miss any instructions he might issue. The girl’s name was Pixie. 

Honey and Ana 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. The pretty brunette’s 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 similarly fastened to the other bench, and 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. The handle was a shiny grey colour, but the end which had been in the furnace was an intensely bright, glowing red. He 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 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.

THE STORY SO FAR

It is the Year 2999. The fiercely independent world of Akkadis is a thousand light years from Earth, beyond the borders of Man’s vast Empire although settled centuries earlier by human colonists. It is now ruled by a cabal of greedy, corrupt and ruthless ‘oligarchs’.  

Fearful of losing power, the oligarchs and their secret police have struck mercilessly at the opposition Reform Party on Akkadis, accusing them of treason. Whole families have been arrested, their property seized and individuals executed. A number of young women have been spared death and instead condemned to slavery. They will be sold as slaves to serve in the planet’s notorious ‘pleasure houses’ or brothels.

Now read on….

1: OUT OF THE FRYING PAN

The Commission for Public Safety arrived in the early hours. Amanda heard the crash as the front door was ripped from its hinges and flung across the hall. She turned to see 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 ran from the house 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. Soon the CPS would realise that they had fled and come looking for them outside. Amanda wanted to pause for a moment to regain her breath, but dared not. 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 her son and daughter as they reached an ancient brick wall which marked the rear boundary of their land. They scrambled over the wall, panic giving 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. 

They heard the car above them every few minutes. Amanda knew the CPS men 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 the CPS 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.

Each time the hiss of the aircar receded, they cautiously ran forward a few yards until they heard it again. Twenty minutes later they reached a road, and Amanda felt it was time to take a risk: she pressed the ‘call’ button on her watch. Mercifully it responded quickly: one of the tens of thousands of tiny automatic landcabs in Akkad City rolled into sight.

They would have to hide until things quietened down. 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 happened to him, if ever there was an emergency, she should go to Seb Nargal. They would head to the city, 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. They 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. The houses were closer together here, this close to the city proper. “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 them inside. He and Michael had been friends for years, since university. Nargal listened to Amanda sob out her story and considered his options. The first step must be to put his new guests somewhere safe and let them rest. His house was a very old one. Centuries ago when the people of Akkadis had feared attack from the Luxorians, many of them had built secure bunkers beneath their homes. Nargal’s house had such a bunker. It was to this bunker that he led his guests.

They descended the steps to the solid fibresteel door. Inside, the bunker was air conditioned, well furnished and comfortable. Over the centuries, various owners had modernised it.

In the safety of the bunker, Dr Nargal listened to Amanda’s story. Honeysuckle was crying. Tom appeared too shocked to speak. Then Nargal said that he was leaving to go and make some preparations. They could stay in the bunker, he said. Amanda wept with relief. Seb seemed to know just what to do. On this most terrible of days, reaching his house safely had been their one stroke of good fortune. Sebastian had given them a respite, a time to think and plan. Amanda, Honey and Tom remained in the bunker and tried to rest.

Would Sebastian help them, and if not, where they could 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. She wondered whether 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. 

Amanda tried to open the door, to speak to Seb. It was locked. For a moment she panicked, then forced herself to remain calm. He doesn’t want us wandering about his house, she thought. We might leave clues that we were here. She did not want Nargal to end up in Diskobolus because he had helped them. He would find out what was going on and come and help them. Until then, they would stay here, safely, with the door locked. The longer they remained, the safer they would be.

Later, Nargal came down to reassure them and bring them food. 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.


2: INTO THE FIRE

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.

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, twenty years old, with medium length fair hair worn in a ponytail, and a beautiful figure.

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 a nutritional analyst by profession. He was also the treasurer of his branch of the Reform Party. He was very excited by the forthcoming election: his branch was in a strategic seat which they hoped to win. He was usually a reserved man; restrained, even. But now he had sent a message frantically urging Roxie to leave her apartment immediately. 

Roxana stepped over to the window and touched the control, expecting to see the street twenty-eight floors below. It was not a true window. Hers was an internal apartment, but the screen could display a three dimensional image of what her view would otherwise have been. The screen remained blank.

Roxie’s heart turned cold. The window had never malfunctioned before. 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 so forcefully 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. She felt a carbonite tie looped around her slim waist, pulled tight and snapped closed. A second tie was looped through the first and around both her slender wrists. Roxana could move neither of her hands. They verified her name and pushed a rag into her mouth and taped it in place. A different kind of tie was attached to her ankles so that she could still take small steps. Roxana was bundled to the elevator portal and down to the lobby and then 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.

A few miles away in Sebastian Nargal’s underground bunker, Amanda, Honeysuckle and Tom heard the key turn in the thick steel door. It was a mechanical lock, centuries old. Amanda would be glad to see Seb.

But the man who entered the room was not Sebastian Nargal. He wore the black uniform of the Commission for Public Safety. On his lapel was the CPS badge, a dove with wings outstretched as if protecting its young, as the Commission protected the people of Akkadis. Behind him, several more CPS officers appeared. All were armed. Their leader was named Lieutenant Lavendro. 

Lavendro said nothing. He merely looked at the three fugitives and grinned. Amanda, Honey and Tom dared not speak. There was nothing to say. They waited for the CPS officer to tell them what would happen next.

Lavendro spoke. “Alba. Amanda, Honeysuckle, Thomas.” It was a statement rather than a question. “Three little sparrows who tried to fly the nest. But now I’ve caught you in my net.” He paused, savouring the moment. Amanda recognised the voice. It was a voice she would never forget. It belonged to the man who had murdered her husband. “Go to the ladder and climb to the top,” he said. “Do not attempt to touch your belongings. Do not attempt to speak.” He paused, and then added, “You’re going to Diskobolus.”

Amanda, Honey and Roxana spent a very uncomfortable day and night in a holding cell, together with a number of other women. All of them were still wearing wrist and ankle ties, and gags. Amanda had no idea where Tom was. Perhaps there was a similar cell for male prisoners.

The cell had probably been painted white once, generations ago, and nobody had ever considered it necessary to repaint it. Or perhaps the dingy conditions were part of the process of breaking the prisoners’ spirits. Countless unfortunates had left their unidentifiable marks on the walls, and the cell smelled. Blood, sweat and tears, faeces, urine and vomit all played their part. There was no window, no furniture except a bucket in the corner to serve as a latrine, and no privacy. A door made of fibresteel bars was the only entrance. None of them wanted to lie down on the filthy floor, but one by one exhaustion and despair overcame them. Sleep did not come, though. Unable to move their wrists or speak, and growing ever thirstier, they pondered their fate.

The following morning the door opened and Lieutenant Lavendro came in, accompanied by a subordinate. 

Inrik Lavendro was relieved that the Alba family had been captured. Someone in the Oligarchy must have ordered this operation. No one else would have had the authority. As the operation was successful, Lavendro’s part in it would be recognised. If the Alba family had escaped, the consequences to his career would not have been trivial.

They had escaped into the woods because Lavendro had been overconfident. He realised that now. Amanda’s clumsy attempt at deception had not misled him for a moment. He had known about the farmhouse. She had been lucky to avoid his trap, but her luck had run out now.

Lavendro looked at the women, who were still gagged and tied. Without being told to do so, they all stood, but remained still. Each knew that she was about to learn her fate. Lavendro had something in his hand, like a bundle of black cloth. Seeing Amanda, he stepped towards her. She backed away, but Lavendro said, “Stand still. It won’t hurt.”

He slipped a black hood over Amanda’s head. It was elasticated, to hold it in place. Beneath the hood, Amanda could breathe, but see nothing. The darkness was complete.

Then Lavendro saw Roxie. Her eyes were pretty, large and wide and she was wearing only a cropped tee shirt and panties. He slipped another hood over her head. Next, Honey was hooded, and then two others, named Anemone, a pretty young woman known to her friends simply as Ana, and Jasmine, who was also very attractive. Ana and Jasmine were both married.

“Take the hooded ones first,” said Lavendro to one of his subordinates. The five women were prodded out of the room, weak with thirst, unable to speak or see or move their hands, or even to step more than a foot at a time. Then Lavendro’s assistant hooded the other prisoners, still in the cell.

Is this the end? wondered Amanda. Is this the end now, the end of our wonderful family and all our dreams? Are they going to impale us, while we cannot see or even scream properly? How long will it take?  And we’ll never know why. Maybe they’ll club us or drown us instead. That’s what they do with unwanted slaves, sometimes.

Then she overheard Lavendro speaking. He said something like, “I’ve spoken to Top Floor. Put this lot in holding cells. They can go to Bleeny, when I get clearance. You can destroy the others.”

It took Amanda a moment to digest his remarks. ‘Destroy the others.’ Not ‘execute’ or even ‘kill,’ but ‘destroy.’ They were considered objects now, or animals or slaves, but not people. Was Honeysuckle among the group to be destroyed? And Tom? And what or who was Bleeny? Powerless to ask or protest or even to move her hands, engulfed in darkness, Amanda could only think, and fear.

The five helpless, frightened women shuffled along the corridor, occasionally prodded by a CPS officer. Several times they seemed to be descending steep ramps to lower levels, and Amanda remembered hearing that Diskobolus extended deep underground. There was more of it underground than above ground, people said. She was eventually prodded into a smaller room, and heard the door slam shut.

Later, perhaps hours later, someone came to remove their ties and hoods and gags. Amanda found herself in a tiny cell, together with Roxana Keswick. Iggy’s girl, she thought. So they didn’t get Michael’s message in time. They would remain here, Amanda imagined, until Lavendro got his ‘clearance’. Clearance for what, neither Amanda nor Roxie could guess, nor did either of them know whether any of their families had been spared.


3: THE TIES THAT BIND

Amanda Alba and Roxana Keswick guessed they had been in Diskobolus for about two months when they received an unexpected visit from the hated Lieutenant Lavendro. They had lost track of the exact number of days. They had not been tortured as such, but they had been allowed no contact with other prisoners and neither of them knew whether any of her family survived. Amanda in particular imagined that this was a torment worse than any physical mistreatment the CPS could have devised.

Then quite suddenly Lavendro appeared outside their cell, together with another CPS officer. Roxie and Amanda stood, hardly daring to breath. Amanda glanced at Lavendro and then looked immediately away. The sight of her husband’s killer filled her with both loathing and fear. Lavendro simply looked at Amanda and Roxie dispassionately and said to his subordinate, “Good. Get them ready.” Then he left.

Amanda and Roxie were hooded, tied and gagged once more and taken to a vehicle, some kind of landcar, Amanda guessed. She sensed that there were a number of prisoners with her, standing together in the back of the vehicle. She heard a conversation but could distinguish few of the words. Eventually someone said, “They’re ready. Sign here, please.”

We are goods now, thought Amanda, being delivered. We have to be signed for. The vehicle moved off suddenly and Amanda heard several thumps and squawks of discomfort as other prisoners fell to the floor of the vehicle. Amanda managed to sit down quickly on the floor. They were taken across the city and into a building and prodded into a room. Amanda heard someone say, “Take the papers to the Old Man. Manuela can do this lot.”

Much later – Amanda guessed it was the next morning – they were ordered to stand and hobble outside.

Igor Bleeny looked down from his comfortable office overlooking the courtyard of the Rose Garden at the five new slaves and the woman trainer who was responsible for their processing and obedience training.

The Rose Garden was the oldest and best known slave market and auction house on Akkadis. It had belonged to the Bleeny family for three hundred years. Igor’s ancestor Edmund Bleeny had made his fortune selling prisoners of war, traitors and their families, who had sympathised with the enemy in the Luxor War. He had found it both a profitable business and congenial occupation.

Three centuries later, just as the Bleeny family still owned the Rose Garden (and indeed various other businesses and commercial properties throughout the city of Akkad, thanks to the thrift and acumen of his forebears), so most of the descendants of those early slaves were still slaves themselves, and were often traded at the Rose Garden; although a born and bred slave seldom knew the identity of her forebears, or even of her parents.

Most slaves on Akkadis, as on any world, were female. Edmund Bleeny had soon found that it paid to specialise in females. Manual labour was performed mainly by machinery, but there were some services for which only a flesh and blood human was suitable. Most slaves were in effect either private concubines or prostitutes in pleasure houses. A few were maids, housekeepers or child minders. Some were kept on breeding farms, producing the next generation of slaves.

This batch from Diskobolus looked very promising, Bleeny thought. One appeared to be gravid, perhaps four months gone, and there was a dam and her filly, both very good lookers, and blonde.

Under the standard contract with the authorities, he was obliged to sell them either to pleasure houses or to breeding farms. That usually meant a lower price than he could have received from a private buyer, but still the Diskobolus contract was valuable. He took a fifteen percent cut on everything he sold for them, without having to expend any of his own capital or incur additional expenses. They would not be sold in the regular weekly auction. The general public would not be allowed to bid on them. A small, private sale was required. He would contact the potential buyers, the owners of the pleasure houses and breeding farms, and invite them to inspect the girls the following afternoon.

Bleeny looked through the one way glass into the courtyard two storeys below. The trainer was preparing the new slaves for processing. Manuela was a slave herself, in her forties, quite plain, and hard as nails with her trainees but pathetically grateful to Bleeny for buying her and keeping her at the Rose Garden. She knew what usually happened to slaves who had outlived their good looks or usefulness. Many were simply ‘freed’ by their owners. With no family, no home and no right to claim the Citizen’s Allowance, that meant a slow and lonely death. Others, according to rumours persistent among the slaves themselves, were simply destroyed when they ceased to be of any use or value, drowned and processed as animal feed or fertiliser. But the Rose Garden treated its loyal slaves differently and Manuela had been promised that if she did her job well she could retire one day and still live on the premises and still be fed.

Manuela began by removing the hoods from her five trainees. Anemone, Roxie, Amanda, Honeysuckle and Jasmine each blinked in the sudden bright light. They found themselves in a small courtyard, paved and surrounded on all four sides by a building three stories high constructed of plascrete blocks painted cream. On the ground floor, square pillars supported a cool cloister from which led various doorways and corridors. In the middle of the courtyard was a rectangular sunken pool, filled with a liquid which did not appear to be water. It was an opaque pinkish brown colour. 

But for Amanda, all of this paled into insignificance when she saw Honeysuckle, alive and unharmed and standing beside her. Amanda’s heart leapt with joy. She wanted to shout with delight and hug her daughter, but that was of course still impossible. They were all still gagged and tied. And perhaps as Honey was alive, there was just a chance that Tom, too, had been spared.

Although Amanda and Honeysuckle did not yet know it, Tom was indeed alive, elsewhere in this very building. The Rose Garden did not usually deal in male slaves, except for gelding and training as eunuchs. But in this case Bleeny had made an exception. Amanda and Honeysuckle were both very attractive and it might make sense for someone to buy the boy for breeding more of the same. Breeding farms sometimes needed new studs, and this one would certainly improve their bloodlines.

Manuela addressed her five charges. “This place is called the Rose Garden. I am going to prepare you for sale as slaves, and administer your obedience training.” The girls whimpered, aghast, but Manuela continued. “My name is Manuela. In a moment I will remove your restraints.” There was a murmur of relief. “But first I must warn you. You will speak when you are spoken to, or not at all. You will address me and any woman employed here, as ‘Ma’am’ and any man you see here as ‘Sir’. Your manners will be impeccable and you will do as you are told, when you are told. The Rose Garden will not tolerate ill mannered sluts. Rose Garden girls are polite and well mannered. You are not ladies, you are slaves; but you will at least be ladylike.”

Amanda noticed the slavemark on Manuela’s wrist. Two months ago she would not have imagined that a slave would ever dare to address her in such a way. Amanda also recollected the name, the Rose Garden. Michael had mentioned it, years ago. He had sent a slave here to be sold, just before they were married.

Manuela spoke slowly and clearly. She was in no particular hurry and it was important that the new slaves understood their position clearly. “The consequences of any misbehaviour on your part will be very unpleasant indeed,” she 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 and I do not 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. They were still wearing the clothes they were arrested in. Roxana, with her bare waist, would be a good subject for her next demonstration. Without warning, Manuela’s arm whipped out and touched the goad against Roxana’s bare 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 any 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.

Suddenly Manuela turned off the goad. After a few moments she 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 four girls all did their best to utter the words, “Yes, Ma’am,” through their gags, and they all curtsied. 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 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. “I hope so,” she said eventually. “For your sakes, I sincerely hope so. That was your first warning. There will not be a second.”

Manuela’s remarks were not entirely true. The goad, though painful, was not usually fatal to human victims, but it would do no harm for these girls to think that it might be. Women new to slavery were sometimes troublesome. They had to learn a whole new set of values and unlearn the habits of a lifetime. They needed every motivation possible. But Manuela did not have the authority to kill any of her charges. They were certainly more valuable than she was, and Manuela was in no doubt that if she deliberately or even carelessly caused one of them to die, she would herself be flogged severely and then destroyed as an example to the other house slaves; but again, it was not necessary for her trainees to be aware of that.


4: SWEET LITTLE LIES

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)

“There is one further thing that I have to tell you,” concluded the trainer. “There is no polite way of saying this. You smell. You smell disgusting.” Manuela emphasised the last word. “In your old lives, I suppose that would be tolerated. It will not be tolerated now.” This was, of course, an unfair condemnation. They had not chosen to be incarcerated in filthy cells in Diskobolus for two months with no change of clothes, but the matter was not open to debate. Manuela unfastened a small pair of clippers from her belt, cut the restraints on Jasmine’s wrists and gave her the clippers to release the others from their bonds and gags.

“Behind you is an ablution room,” continued the trainer. “You may go there and relieve yourselves and drink some water. In two minutes I will blow a whistle. When you hear the whistle you will return to this line immediately.”

As Manuela commanded, so it was done. Next she ordered them to remove their filthy clothes. Horrified, Honeysuckle glanced at her mother, who nodded urgently. Now was not the time to question their captors’ authority. Roxana also hesitated until she saw Manuela’s hand move to the handle of the goad, now hanging at her waist.

“Put your clothes in a pile, just there. You are going to be dipped. You will remain in the tank until I tell you to emerge. It is essential that your heads and hair are immersed too. The chemical will destroy your lice, your germs and your smell. Get into the tank now. Wait!” she said as they were about to move. “What do you say?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” the girls all chimed together, clearly now, with their gags removed, and curtsied.

Amanda stepped to the side of the tank. She sat on the edge and slid carefully in. It was cold at first, but they soon adjusted to it. Amanda began to relax. The combined effect of drinking some water, having their restraints removed, and the cool liquid, refreshed all of the girls, even Anemone who had been very close to fainting. For the first time in perhaps twenty four hours they almost felt physically comfortable. Manuela allowed them to remain soaking for some time. The pinkish brown fluid was dirty from frequent use but it would kill any germs. It had a strong, clean, chemical smell. It was not fragrant but it was hygienic, despite being replaced only once every few years.

None of the women had been inside the Rose Garden before, but they all knew of it. Amanda could remember Michael speaking of it, years earlier. When she had first met Michael he was already a successful lawyer. He liked luxury and expensive possessions. He had a slave, a girl of twenty-four who served as his concubine, maid, cook and housekeeper. She was a very pretty girl, Amanda remembered, sweet and keen to please her master in every way. Her name was Vanessa. They called her Nessie for short. Michael had bought her from a specialist dealer six years earlier.

Amanda had insisted that Michael dispose of Nessie. An older, plain maid or housekeeper was one thing, but a beautiful creature like Nessie was simply not acceptable. Amanda knew that young men sometimes had such women before they were married, if they could afford them, but she did not want to share Michael with anyone, not even a slave. Besides, it would be a test of Michael’s love for her. If he did not love her enough to dispose of the girl, Amanda said, she would not marry him. She had been rather proud of her insistence. It would prove to Michael that she had the character to stand up for herself.

Nessie had guessed that she was going to be sold. It was what every slave in her position dreaded: that her master would marry, or buy a younger girl, and she would be surplus to requirements. She knew she would never have such a good master again. In all probability she would either be sold directly to a pleasure house or else owned by a series of masters over the next few years, each less discriminating than the last, and still end up in a pleasure house. She might be sterilised, as many pleasure slaves were. Others ended up on breeding farms.

Once, when Amanda was alone with her, Nessie begged her to take pity on her. She literally fell to her knees and implored Amanda to keep her. She would serve Amanda loyally, she said, cook and clean and look after her future children. All she wanted was to serve Amanda and Michael for as long as she lived. It was all terribly embarrassing. Finally Nessie had even hinted that she would help Amanda by teaching her how to please Michael in bed.

The instant she had uttered the words, Nessie realised that she had made a terrible mistake. Amanda wanted no reminder of Michael’s past life. Michael was very understanding, though. Shortly after that, Amanda and Michael went out to a restaurant. Afterwards they returned to Michael’s home, and Nessie was gone. He had arranged for the dealers from the Rose Garden to collect Nessie while he was out. Neither of them ever saw Nessie again. Michael said that the Rose Garden would find her a nice, private owner. Amanda could still recall the shame of having to face Nessie alone, and the relief of knowing she would never see her again.

There had been nothing, then, to spoil the happiness of their marriage, especially after Honeysuckle and Thomas were born. Michael’s professional career flourished and he was selected as a candidate for election. 

There had been some unfortunate incidents at their children’s school, though. Honey and Thomas had both been subjected to a campaign of persecution during the previous two years, organised by an older boy, Jak Zadkine and a girl named Alicia Carno, and their coterie of friends. Eventually Michael and Amanda had transferred Tom to a new school. Honey had just graduated and was looking forward to beginning training as a nurse.

The school situation had been rather awkward because Amanda and Michael knew the Carnos socially. They were in fact neighbours. Mrs Joan Carno was a wealthy widow with substantial investments in Akkad City. Now in her late forties, she must once have been a strikingly beautiful woman. She was self assured, charming and friendly, and highly respected in the community for her generous charitable work. Amanda and Michael had visited her house once or twice. Mrs Carno was always immaculately and expensively dressed and her house reflected her expensive tastes. Her daughter Alicia was clearly spoilt. Her mother, though a strong character outside the home, had been unable to refuse Alicia anything.

On Amanda and Michael’s first visit to the Carnos there had been two maids serving the food and drinks. Both were pretty girls, with medium length dark hair, Amanda remembered. They were obviously slaves. Each was marked with a tattoo across her right wrist, just above the heel of the palm, an indelible badge of servitude consisting of six letters or digits. It was known as the slavemark.

One of the maids had spilled a drink on Amanda’s dress. It did not matter in the least, but Mrs Carno was profusely apologetic to Amanda and sharply told the girl to go to the kitchen. The maid appeared terrified. She curtsied to Mrs Carno and Amanda, and said, “Yes, Ma’am,” and, “Sorry, Ma’am,” and hurried away. Amanda’s instinct was to hug the girl and reassure her, but the terrified maid had already fled. On their next visit to Mrs Carno there was no sign of the maid who had spilled the drink. Amanda did not ask what had become of her.

None of this mattered now, Amanda realised. The little problems and dramas of their day to day lives, their old lives, were insignificant now. The writ of proscription had changed everything. 

Suddenly Amanda felt something grip her firmly by the neck and push her down, deep down in the pool. It held her there for several seconds and then released her. Struggling to the surface, she gasped and spluttered for air. Honeysuckle saw what had happened. Manuela had appeared with a new device: a long fibresteel rod terminating in horseshoe shaped prongs. She had put this over Amanda’s neck and pushed her down into the depths. Each of the girls in turn was subjected to the same treatment, two or three times. With every part of their bodies thoroughly soaked in the disinfectant they were ordered to emerge from the pool, stand on the edge and wipe the surplus chemical from their bodies. It trickled onto the sloping plascrete paving stones and into little runnels which flowed back into the pool.

Their clothes had already been removed by another slave, to be destroyed. No towels were provided. Manuela wanted them to dry in the warm air. She surveyed her charges as they stood, bare and dripping wet and shyly covering themselves with their hands. “Now you are clean,” she declared. “Almost presentable.” Manuela left the courtyard and the girls remained standing there, unsupervised, talking very quietly among themselves about what had just happened and what might happen next.

Minutes later a door opened and a man appeared and walked along the whole length of the cloistered courtyard. The girls gasped and huddled together in fright, exposed to his full gaze without a stitch of clothing between them. Amanda pushed Honeysuckle to the middle of the knot of tremulous girls but the man seemed hardly interested despite having five beautiful and completely bare young women still dripping wet from their bath standing within his sight. Was such a sight so commonplace and unremarkable in this place, Amanda wondered, that it ceased to be of interest? Or was he not a man at all, but a eunuch? Amanda knew that such creatures existed. Rich men on Akkadis, as on other worlds, used them to manage their seraglios. A large number of slave girls and concubines incarcerated together naturally required supervising, training and disciplining. Would there be eunuchs in the Rose Garden?

Then a horrible thought occurred to Amanda: if Tom were here, might he be made into a eunuch? At what age were they gelded? She had no idea.

It was at that moment that Manuela appeared again. “Come with me,” she said. “You are going to be processed.”


5: DEVICES AND DESIRES

Though often referred to as a branding iron or simply an iron, the instrument is in fact made of titanium steel, which can be heated repeatedly without distortion, leaves a more crisp, clean, precise mark, holds the heat better and conducts it more slowly, so that the handle does not become quite as hot. 
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The five young women, still entirely bare, were taken to a large room tiled in white with several baths and showers at one end and two waist high plascrete plinths, also tiled, at the other.

Anemone and Amanda were each told to lie down on a plinth. Amanda hesitated a moment, and Manuela’s hand dropped to her goad. The gesture was not lost on the girls. They had not forgotten their obedience training. Amanda and Anemone quickly curtsied, said, “Yes, Ma’am,” and each ascended a plinth and lay tensely on her back. The tiles felt cold.

A slave woman in a white tunic was waiting to begin. “I am Niobe,” she said. “The beautician.” Niobe had a badge on her tunic, on the front and back, rather like a letter V resting on a crosspiece. The girls had seen a similar badge on Manuela’s uniform. Niobe ordered Amanda to place her hands above her head and raise her buttocks. She slid a waterproof cushion under Amanda’s buttocks and told her to spread her legs wide so that her lower legs hung over the sides of the plinth. Amanda obeyed, blushing. Her hips were raised and thrust forward immodestly, but there was no alternative.

Niobe had a spatula and a large jar of cream. “Do not move. Do not touch the cream. It will sting a little, but not much, if you do exactly as I tell you,” she warned Amanda. Working quickly, Niobe spread a generous quantity of the cream on all of Amanda’s body hair, and then did the same for Ana. She pressed a timer for each woman.

At first, the cream merely felt cold. After half a minute it began to tingle and then to sting painfully. Both women gasped and wriggled, and Manuela ordered them sharply to be still. Amanda closed her eyes and concentrated on remaining still despite the discomfort. When the timer bleeped, Niobe directed a warm soothing jet of water to wash the depilatory cream from her stinging flesh. The water trickled onto the sloping floor and into a drain. Ana, too, had her cream washed away, and Niobe patted their treated skin dry with a soft cloth. Amanda felt relieved that the discomfort was over; but worse was to come.

The cream softened her skin and dissolved most of her body hair, but not all of it. Niobe picked up a pair of tweezers and began plucking out Amanda’s remaining pubic and armpit hairs. Amanda was unable to keep herself from gasping and wincing, but as long as she did not wriggle, Niobe did not seem to mind. In fact she smiled understandingly, as if thinking what a foolish fuss new slaves sometimes made. At last she was finished.

Next, Niobe picked up another jar of ointment. Amanda tensed herself, but Niobe reassured her, “This one does not sting. It is soothing.” She was right. “Do not scratch the treated skin,” warned Niobe, “it will be very soft for two days. Go back to the line now.”

Amanda went to the back of the line of waiting girls, glad to have finished the humiliating treatment. In a few moments, Ana joined her. Roxana and Jasmine, blushing intensely, ascended the two plinths. Amanda whispered something to Honey, standing beside her, but Manuela ordered her sharply to silence.

Soon the five girls were standing neatly in a line, feeling more naked than they had ever felt. Next they were led to another room, also tiled in white. A sign on the door said ‘Processing Room.’ Two sturdy wooden posts, set two paces apart, were fixed firmly in the floor and ceiling. Between them was fixed a stout wooden crosspiece at about neck height, with three broad leather straps attached to it. The only other furnishing in the room was a solidly made wooden bench or low table.

Ana was the first in line. Plainly terrified of whatever unknown indignity lay in store for her and yet even more afraid of provoking the wrath of the terrible Manuela, she very nervously stepped forward and stood where she was told, with the back of her neck against the crosspiece.

Manuela fastened the middle strap around Ana’s neck, tightly enough to hold her firmly but not to risk strangling her. Because Ana was not especially tall she had to stand very straight in order for her neck to be at the correct height. Next, Manuela attached her wrists to the straps each side of her neck.

Ana felt uncomfortable. She was standing perfectly straight with her arms raised and pushed back level with her neck. The bulge of her stomach was pushed forward and it was more obvious than ever that she was pregnant. It also had the effect of raising her breasts and thrusting them forward.

She blushed pinkly but she could have controlled her embarrassment had not a male employee of the Rose Garden suddenly appeared from the next room. The man’s name was Edgar Sutic. Until that moment only one man had ever seen Ana with no clothes on: her husband, Piers. Now, suddenly finding herself not only entirely bare but displayed in this humiliating way with her breasts thrust forward and even her body hair removed, Ana panicked. It must be a terrible mistake, she thought. Surely the man is not supposed to come into the room now! Ana squirmed and gasped in outraged horror, trying in vain to wriggle around and turn away from him.

Ana did indeed present a pretty sight. Slim, yet in the bloom of early pregnancy, her breasts were firm and just beginning to swell. She was suntanned, with long dark hair. At twenty-two she had been married for just a year. Piers was ten years her senior, a successful synthetic chemist employed by a food manufacturing company. He had recently been selected as an election candidate for the Reform Party. This baby would have been their first.

Sutic was carrying a cane, and being of considerably higher status than Manuela he had no compunction about using it. It was about a yard long, as thick as Ana’s little finger and made of stiff and inflexible rattan. “Hold still,” he said sharply and emphasised his order with three forceful strokes of the cane. Physically he was a reasonably strong man and he put some vigour into the strokes because he wanted them to have an exemplary effect both on the girl herself and on her four companions. He preferred to use the cane seldom but decisively, rather than often but ineffectually.

Each time the cane descended it made a shrill hissing sound as it cut through the air and a sharp snap as it cut into the girl’s soft flesh. The first stroke was across Ana’s breasts. If the stroke was intended to keep Ana still and quiet, it failed. She screamed and writhed all the more as she felt the wave of pain emanating from her breasts.

“You will speak when you are spoken to, or not at all,” said Sutic. He stepped behind Ana and delivered the second stroke across her buttocks. Ana was held firmly by her neck and wrists, but her buttocks and hips leaped suddenly forward as if to escape the pain, her body thrashed and twisted helplessly and her breasts bounced provocatively. She understood what was required of her.  The man wanted her to be quiet, but Ana was unable to prevent a further yelp from escaping her lips.

Sutic wanted to emphasise his words still further. He aimed his third stroke lower, across the back of Ana’s thighs, below her buttocks. Again she yelped and writhed wildly but was unable to move away or cover herself in any way. Seeing Sutic raise his arm for a fourth stroke, Ana made a superhuman effort to control herself and shook her head in urgent supplication. Her screams subsided to whimpering sobs. The other girls watched in helpless horror. Within moments three deep red stripes had appeared across Ana’s body, raised welts where the cane had found its mark.

Amanda, Honey, Jasmine and Roxie were appalled by the callous, cruel caning of their helpless and pregnant companion. Was this how they could be treated, now? Was this what it meant, to be a slave? But Sutic had achieved his purpose. No matter what indignity they were subjected to, no matter what humiliation, the five young women resolved to remain quiet and unresisting.

Sutic adjusted Ana’s wrist in the leather strap and then fitted another device. It was a type of clamp, white in colour, broad, thick and hinged on one side. He snapped it shut over her wrist and it tightened automatically, covering her wrist like a bulky, close fitting cuff. Ana was still sniffling and shaking but unable to wipe her eyes or nose. Alarmed, she turned her head to see the cuff. “Eyes straight ahead,” Sutic ordered her. Ana obeyed instantly, anxious to show that she was cooperating fully.

The cuff was connected by a cable to a keypad. Ana hoped it was not going to hurt, like the goad had hurt Roxie. Should she apologise for wriggling? But she had not been told to speak. Sutic consulted a sheet of paper, keyed in a code, pressed a button and waited.

Ana tensed, sensing that something was about to happen. The other girls watched with interest, not least because each of them supposed that they were soon to receive the same treatment. There was a buzzing sound from the cuff. For a moment, Ana felt nothing. Then she emitted a squeal of pain and shock, but remembered to control it. It was not as painful as the cane had been.

Its effects, though, would last much longer. The thing that had just been done to Ana would remain with her forever. On her wrist she now bore, indelibly marked, the six letters and digits of her slavemark.


6: THE MARK OF CAIN

Every country has the government it deserves.

Joseph de Maistre.

Sutic was not yet finished with Ana. He had another device in his hand. This time it was something which looked a little like a pistol, but much smaller. He told Ana to look down at the floor and hold her head still. He pressed the device against the back of her neck, not in the centre where her spine was, but where the tissue was soft, where there was muscle. It felt cold. He pulled the trigger. The girls heard a sharp ‘click’ sound and Ana yelped again. A tiny spot of blood appeared on her neck. Sutic passed another device over her neck, and it ‘bleeped.’

Amanda guessed what Sutic had done. Ana had been microchipped. Sutic had inserted a microchip so that anyone with a reader could access her slave number and details of ownership and personal history. She could never be stolen and never escape. None of them could ever escape, thought Amanda.

Ana was still sniffling. Sutic released her, tickled her chin, ruffled her hair and said, “It doesn’t hurt if you do as you’re told.” 

Ana was grateful. The man was not angry with her. She curtsied and said, “No, Sir. Thank you, Sir.”

He gave her a friendly slap on the buttocks and said “Off you go, girl. Go and kneel over there.” He pointed to the other side of the room.

Ana curtsied and said, “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir,” again and went to kneel where she was told.

Roxie was next to be marked. Determined not to offer any provocation, she stood motionless between the posts while Manuela strapped her in. 

Manuela remarked to Sutic, “She’s pretty, isn’t she, Sir?” and Sutic agreed.

Roxie did indeed present a pretty sight, standing perfectly straight with her head raised by the strap, which looked like a collar, with her breasts thrust forward. Like the others, Roxie was entirely bare, bare even of body hair, which drew attention to her pudenda. Her eyes were wide in fear, and she was blushing pinkly, which only served to enhance the lovely sight presented to Sutic. Roxie was slavemarked and microchipped and sent to join Ana.

Then it was Jasmine’s turn. She too was slavemarked and microchipped without incident.

Next, Sutic called Honeysuckle forward. She stepped up to the posts nervously and was fastened in place like the others. Honey was a little taller than her companions and was told to stand with her feet apart so that her neck was at the correct height. It was an added humiliation which drew more attention to her smooth, bare intimacies.

Amanda watched heartbroken as her daughter was slavemarked and microchipped. The slavemark could never be removed. The dye was injected deep into the dermis, the lowest layers of skin. Honey would bear that mark forever, and never be free. Wherever she went, wherever she was taken, everyone who saw her would know instantly what she was. The dreams that Michael and Amanda had had for Honey were ended now. She could neither marry nor have a career nor even own anything. If she had children, even they would belong to her master unless he chose to free them.

After Sutic had microchipped Honey, he did not immediately release her. Instead, he stood very close to her, and squeezed first her breasts and then one of her nipples. Her face was red with shame but she dared say nothing. Then Sutic put his hand down and stroked her inner thigh. She whimpered, but dared not protest or move. Helpless to intervene, Amanda closed her eyes, unwilling to watch her daughter’s mortification. Sutic put his fingers in Honey’s mouth. “Lick them,” he said. His fingers tasted sour and unwashed.

He gently but firmly pinched Honey’s labia and then inserted a moist finger, sliding it slowly forward and back. Her legs were still wide apart. She dared not move or resist, but she whispered a single word, “Please…” imploring him to show her some mercy.

He looked into her eyes. “You’re going to have to get used to a lot worse than this,” he said. “Where you’re going, you’ll be getting it all day. A pretty little thing like you, you’ll be very popular.” He grinned.

Sutic released Honey and she hurried to join the others. She could not help herself from shaking and crying. What could he possibly mean? Where was she going? Why would she be popular? What would she be getting all day? She had questions, but there were no answers.

Finally it was Amanda’s turn. Tall like Honeysuckle, she too had to stand with her feet apart while she was tied, marked, microchipped and fondled. For Amanda, the shame had been doubled. As well as enduring her own humiliation she had been forced to witness Honey’s.

More than anything else, Amanda wanted to talk to Honey, hug her and reassure her. She would have liked to hug Ana too, but none of them were permitted to communicate. They knelt as they had been told, in silence, in a line with their knees together, their backs straight and their palms resting on their thighs.

In front of them was a very stout, very solidly made wooden bench, about waist high, with various attachments. Once again Ana was at the front of the queue. This time she was determined not to draw attention to herself. When Sutic called her forward, she stood, curtsied politely and said “Yes, Sir,” climbed onto the bench and lay on her back. Manuela, armed now with only a pad and stylus, was assisting Sutic.

Sutic was not a doctor, but he had the minimal knowledge of medicine required for processing slaves for sale. He began by administering several stinging injections. Ana gritted her teeth and stared straight upward, trying not to move. She had no idea what the injections were for.

There was a raised section in the middle of the bench, so that as Ana was lying on her back her hips were raised and her smooth mound was thrust upwards. The four other girls averted their eyes, but neither Sutic nor Manuela had any regard for Ana’s modesty. On each side of the bench was a stout upright post with a stirrup attached. Ana was told to raise her ankles and rest them in the stirrups so that her knees were bent.

With Ana in this humiliating position, Sutic was able to examine her thoroughly. He pressed, prodded and squeezed her breasts and stomach. He squeezed some gel onto his fingers and examined Ana internally. Close to tears, she could not help but wince when he inserted his fingers inside her vagina. “Gravid. About three months,” he announced. Manuela noted down his findings.

Amanda knew that “gravid” was how farmers described their animals if they were pregnant. Sutic inserted a probe into Ana’s anus, vagina, and mouth in turn, and read the results on a screen. “Offspring female,” he said. “No abnormalities, no diseases.”

Ana was sent back to kneel with the others, shaking, blushing, but relieved. She had survived the examination without provoking Sutic’s anger.

Next it was Roxie’s turn. Nervously she ascended the table and put her feet in the stirrups. Sutic performed the same tests and procedures. When he inserted his fingers she winced and could not suppress a slight twitch. “Hold still,” he ordered. Roxie clenched her teeth and concentrated on keeping still. “Virgin,” announced Sutic. “You’re going to make someone a solidus or two,” he said to Roxie, ruffling her hair. Roxie did not understand his remark, but she was relieved that Sutic was pleased with her.

Next, Jasmine suffered the same procedures. When Sutic performed the internal examination the pretty brunette gasped and bit her lip but managed to remain still. Sutic’s verdict was a single word: “Covered.” Jasmine blushed hotly, realising that he meant “not a virgin.” Of course she was not a virgin, Jasmine thought. She was married. She was not supposed to be a virgin. She was a faithful wife, though. Should she point this out? Would it affect her future? But she dared not appear to question Sutic’s decision, and remained silent. When Sutic was finished, Jasmine descended from the bench, curtsied and thanked him and returned to the line.

Amanda took Jasmine’s place. Sutic read out her slave number and began his examination. Amanda soon realised why the girls had all winced and gasped when he examined them. It was painful as well as humiliating. “Covered,” said Sutic. “She’s in good shape despite her years. This one is the dam of, let me see,” (he glanced at a sheet) “WXP 318 (female) and WXP 321 (male). To be sold either separately, or as a single lot.”

A wave of the purest joy washed over Amanda. The two numbers he had read out must mean Honey and Tom. Tom was alive! They might be sold as a single lot. That meant they might all be kept together as a family. Some slave owners would surely be kind people.

Sutic had finished his internal examination. “You enjoyed that, didn’t you,” he remarked. She blushed, mortified. He had misunderstood her smile. “Don’t be shy. You might as well enjoy it, where you’re going.”

They had not yet been sold, yet Sutic seemed to know where they were going. Amanda was confused but she dared not ask him to explain. Sutic completed the inspection and gave Amanda a slap on her buttocks and dismissed her. She curtsied and thanked him, enduring the humiliating treatment because she had no option.

Finally it was Honey’s turn. She was confused. She winced and whimpered as he conducted the painful vaginal examination. “Virgin” he concluded. “Someone going to enjoy breaking you in,” he added to Honey. “Go and wait with the others.”

“Tell Pixie to put two irons in the fire,” said Sutic to Manuela. “I’ll be down there after tea.”

“Yes Sir,” said Manuela. She led the girls, still bare, down another corridor and a flight of stairs to what seemed to be an older part of the building. Occasionally they saw or heard other slaves and staff in the building.

They were told to kneel and wait in a small anteroom. When Manuela left, Honey 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. Mr Sutic was having his tea. They could be kept waiting now. Their time was no longer their own.


7: MORE HEAT THAN LIGHT

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.
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Eventually, Sutic appeared and summoned Ana and Honey into the next room. It, too, was tiled in white. They noticed how warm it was. It was unfurnished save for two stout benches similar to the ones in the processing room, but a little lower and without the posts or the stirrups.

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 long tail 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 afraid to miss any instructions he might issue.

The girl’s name was Pixie. She had been christened Priscilla, a fact which was of the utmost irrelevance to Mr Bleeny and his staff. She had been born on Coromandel, like Kyra, but from a more well to do family.

Pixie was eighteen when her parents had decided to take a family holiday to the resort world of Rosinante, two hundred light years distant. Rosinante was unusual among the inhabited worlds of the Empire in that it was, despite its size, a moon rather than a true planet. It orbited a J-type world, a gas giant named Purpurea which had a total of thirty-two moons of various sizes. Purpurea’s sun was hotter and brighter than the suns of most inhabited worlds and Rosinante was also massive enough to retain a thick atmosphere, so that despite its distance from its sun it was comfortably warm, especially in its tropical lowlands. It was famous for its golden beaches, its breathtaking scenery and forests, its remarkable alien wildlife on land and sea and its spectacular night skies. It was an expensive holiday, but it was to be the trip of a lifetime. 

The family had just spent a day visiting the Great Escarpment, where a huge river plunged almost a mile over jagged cliffs into a lake far below, surrounded by thick forest where lumbering behemoths similar to the dinosaurs of prehistoric Old Earth could be seen crashing through the trees. Pixie had never been so excited in her life. 

That evening at dinner in their hotel, Pixie’s father announced that he had arranged for them to take an excursion off planet: a cruise to see Purpurea. They would be able to see its swirling purple and yellow bands and its great white spot up close, as well as several of the other moons. One of those moons had active volcanoes which shot plumes of ice crystals out into space, which they would be able to see. The whole trip would take five days. Pixie’s father had been able to arrange the trip privately, saving a considerable sum compared to the prices charged by the hotel.

They boarded a shuttle at a private spaceport which was no more than a field and some huts, miles from the city. The shuttle seemed very small: much smaller than the shuttles Pixie had seen before. It carried them up to the little cruise vessel called the Princess of Rosinante.  They appeared to be the first passengers aboard. Pixie was a little surprised at the appearance of the vessel. It was rather scruffy, unlike the passenger vessels and hotels they had stayed in until now, but she supposed that would not matter. Her parents had saved for years for this trip and it made sense to economise on unimportant things.

But Pixie never saw Purpurea, its glorious bands of purple and gold, or its moons. She never returned to Rosinante and she never learned what happened to her parents. The first time she stepped out of her cabin alone she was grabbed from behind, bundled along a corridor, pushed into a tiny carbonite crate and locked in. It was dark inside. At first she screamed, but no one came.

Later, perhaps as much as two days later, someone did come. It was the captain of the Princess, a stocky, balding, horrible creature who took her to Akkadis. The voyage was a nightmare: a hundred days of hell. First the captain and then all of the crew used Pixie as a communal pleasure slave whenever they were off duty. Pixie saw no other passengers. The ship was carrying a cargo but the crew were careful never to discuss its contents in her presence.

Pixie spoke Cormic, but very little Inglic. She was intelligent, but did not have Kyra’s exceptional flair for languages. On her arrival at the Rose Garden, Mr Bleeny decided that she should not be sold immediately. A better price would be obtained if she had learnt at least the rudiments of Inglic. Consequently Pixie was put to work pumping bellows or performing other menial tasks by day, and by night was a popular source of entertainment for the male staff. She had now been at the Rose Garden for almost a year and her Inglic had improved considerably. Soon, Pixie imagined, Mr Bleeny would sell her. The prospect filled her with dread and she tried not to think about the future.

Honey and Ana 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 similarly fastened to the other bench, and 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. The handle was a shiny grey, but the end which had been in the furnace was an intensely bright, glowing red. He 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 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.

The practice of marking a slave with a brand was an ancient one, older even than the slavemark on the wrist. It dated back at least as far as the Nizamis and some said its origins were older still.

Despite the use of the slavemark on the bearer’s wrist and the microchip in her neck, the brand was still used, perhaps because of its permanence or perhaps because of its psychological value. A girl who has been branded will never forget that she is owned. She views herself differently, just as any man or indeed woman who sees the brand will view her differently. It helps her to adjust to her new status. It was also an ancient tradition which on Akkadis and many other worlds had the force of law. There had never been any concerted pressure for the law to be changed. It was not considered shocking or unusual. Those who had the most reason to object to the practice were by definition unable to influence the political systems in which they lived. Neither Emperors nor Oligarchs nor Kzams governed their dominions for the convenience of slaves.

A further reason for marking new slaves with the iron on Akkadis and certain other worlds was to indicate that her registration tax or duty had been paid. On Akkadis this was a one off payment demanded by the Oligarchy when the slave was first sold. If she was subsequently resold, no further dues were demanded. The authorities operated a liberal tax regime and did not wish to appear greedy. 

The usual position of the brand on Akkadis and many other worlds was very low on the slave girl’s waist, just below her hips and to the right of the centre. The mark which now adorned Ana was in precisely that spot. Burnt into the deepest layers of skin, it would never disappear. In time it would become a smooth, white mark which would forever proclaim Ana as a slave and a Rose Garden girl.

The standard brand on Akkadis was an archaic form of the letter A, which was like an upside down V but with a crosspiece resting on top of its apex, rather like a plank resting on a pointed roof. The two sloping arms formed an angle of ninety degrees where they met.  The horizontal crosspiece itself was an inch long and a quarter of an inch wide. The sloping arms were wedge shaped. They were an inch long and a quarter of an inch wide at the base of the letter, narrowing to a point where they met the crosspiece. 

The precise origins of this mark had long been forgotten. Perhaps ‘A’ meant Akkadis. The mark was also said to resemble an instrument of slave discipline known as a flogging stool.

But the Rose Garden was for historical reasons permitted a unique privilege. It inverted the usual slavemark so that it resembled the letter V resting on a short crossbar. This was said to represent the word Victory, and it was called the Victory mark. The Victory mark had been used by the Rose Garden ever since Edmund Bleeny had first used it to mark the slaves he had sold after the Akkadisi victory in the Luxor War.

Akkadis had won its independence in a bitterly fought war against the nearby world of Luxor, three centuries earlier. After its final victory, those who had sided with the enemy and those of Luxorian descent who had not already fled Akkadis, together with their families, were reduced to slavery. Edmund Bleeny had won a government contract to sell these slaves to the public, and in so doing he made his fortune. In those days his business had been known as the Victory Market, and he used the Victory mark to mark his slaves. 

A peculiar feature of the old Victory Market was that a slave who was due to be branded there was not strapped to a bench as Ana and Honey had been. Instead, she was stripped and fastened upright, with her wrists and ankles stretched wide apart, onto a large wooden wheel about seven feet in diameter, which was attached to the wall of the courtyard. Additional straps were fastened tightly around her waist and each thigh to prevent any movement of her hips. The wheel was then rotated one hundred and eighty degrees so that the girl was upside down. Then the iron was applied to her. Members of the public would crowd into the courtyard to watch. The branding and subsequent auction of slaves at that time had a celebratory, almost carnival atmosphere. It must be remembered that feelings were running high at the end of the Luxor War, and those who had supported the Luxorian occupation were considered traitors. It was also an excellent advertisement for Mr Bleeny’s business. Many of the girls marked in this way were destined for the pleasure houses of Akkad City, and their owners also benefited from the publicity. 

It was this tradition of inverting the slave before marking her, which was said to be another reason why the Victory mark was in fact an inverted form of the original Akkadis mark. When the Oligarchy observed how wealthy Bleeny and others of his profession had become, it stepped in to tax and regulate the trade. The Victory Market was allowed to retain its original mark, while other slave dealers were obliged to use the antiquated letter A. 

When the market was moved to the building called the Rose Garden the wheel was no longer used, but ten generations later Igor Bleeny still proudly used the Victory mark on the Rose Garden slaves. The slaves also wore it as a badge on their uniforms and it was carved in stone above the building’s imposing entrance. A flag bearing a white Victory mark on a blue field flew over the outer courtyard. This courtyard was also adorned with a number of rose bushes, a reminder of the days when the present site of the slave market really had been a rose garden in the grounds of a large house nearby which had long since disappeared.

But Ana shared neither Bleeny’s pride in the Victory mark nor his belief that the brand was helpful to a new slave. She was screaming her lungs out on a branding bench, with the Victory mark burned into her flesh.

Honeysuckle, just able to turn her head, watched in dismay. For the briefest of instants she heard the sound the brand made as it sank 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 another 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 crisper, 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. 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,” 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 Honey’s worst fears were proved true.

In the next room, Amanda, Roxana and Jasmine knelt and waited, white with fear. None of them were unintelligent and they had guessed what was must be happening. On hearing the second series of screams begin, Amanda knew it was Honey and she let out a gasp, but there was nothing she could do. The sounds continued for several minutes before the door opened.

Amanda, Jasmine and Roxie tensed, wondering which of them would be called in next. Despite their consternation they remembered to kneel as they had been told. Manuela gestured to Amanda and Jasmine to enter the furnace room. They were strapped in place. Roxie was left to anticipate her fate a little longer.

Pixie was kneeling on the floor, silently but furiously working the bellows as the sweat coursed down her naked body.

Sutic tested the straps to make sure Amanda and Jasmine were both firmly held. Then the girls’ worst fears were confirmed as Sutic removed a brand, glowing red, from the furnace and stepped over to Jasmine. She would be first.

Overcome by fear, Jasmine wet herself. The urine trickled onto the floor but Sutic appeared neither surprised nor annoyed. He pressed the iron firmly into place, and the screams began again. All thought of her lost family, her own future, her fear and her humiliation were driven in that instant from Jasmine’s mind. There was only pain. Later she became aware of the screaming, and then realised it was her own, but the screaming did not stop. The cold water helped very little. Eventually her screams became sobs and she became aware of Amanda also screaming. Manuela sprayed on something cold and soothing and then applied a generous quantity of a thick ointment and an adhesive patch.

A minute later, a terrified Roxana Keswick, bare, wide eyed and white with fear, was led into the furnace room alone.

Downstairs in a small room, Amanda, Honey, Jasmine and Ana were allowed to speak freely for the first time. They were still bare except for the patches which covered their brands. They had been told not to touch the patches. They hugged each other, exchanged their stories and cried. They cried in pain and in delayed shock, and they cried in relief because the worst of the pain was over. They cried for their families, their freedom and their futures. Roxie joined them after a while and they hugged her and the crying began anew. Manuela left them to cry. It was a process that had to run its course, a phase in their process of accepting and adapting to their new reality. 

A slave they did not recognise brought them each a large carbonite bowl of grey cylindrical pellets to which she added some warm grey water. She called the pellets ‘roast beef and vegetables,’ and the grey water, ‘gravy’. It did not have any identifiable taste or smell but the girls all tried to eat it, partly because none of them had eaten since they had arrived at the Rose Garden but mainly because Manuela had ordered them all to finish their bowls. Ana was given a second bowl, and ordered to finish that, too. The pellets came from a large bag labelled ‘The Laughing Pig,’ with a portrait of an appropriately joyful porcine face above the words, ‘Akkadis Agrisupplies, the Farmer’s Friend. Cheap and healthy, for all your animal feed requirements.’ The illustration was of a terrestrial pig, common in the lowlands of Akkadis, rather than the Akkadisi plateau pig or a Nenuphari river pig or any other genetically engineered species. 

The ‘gravy’, though, contained vitamin supplements for human use. The Rose Garden prided itself on the health of its girls.

Much of the food on Akkadis, as on many worlds, was manufactured in chemical factories. Despite centuries of geoengineering the soil was thin and poor, not yet adapted to raising plants or animals which had evolved on Old Earth, or even genetically modified versions of them. The process of transforming the planet for human use would be the work of millennia rather than mere centuries.

Manuela also gave each of the girls a measure of thick, foul tasting liquid. It would dull their pain and help them sleep, she said. They thanked her politely. “Your processing is now complete,” said Manuela. “You may rest until tomorrow. Tomorrow will be a busy day for you, but not a painful one like today.”

Manuela paused, and then added, not unkindly, “Let me give you some advice. You are slavemarked and branded. You can never be free again. Forget your old lives, now. They are gone forever. You would bring shame to your relatives if they knew you were still alive. You might have been killed at Diskobolus. Instead you have been given a second chance. Accept it. Adapt to it. You will not have a third chance.”

They lay on the hard plascrete floor. Amanda wondered whether Nessie had been microchipped and marked and branded and fondled here, like them. Had she lain on this floor with her brand still burning with pain? But her tiredness and the medicine overcame her pain and racing emotions, and she drifted into a lengthy sleep.


8: SUPPLY AND DEMAND

Akkad: The capital city of Akkadis (qv) is believed to have been founded as a village in the 2400s. Though never subject to any deliberate process of planning, the conurbation now has a population in excess of fifty million, resulting in severe traffic congestion in the central districts….

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

They were going to be sold that day. 

It took a moment for the horror of the words to sink in. Amanda, Honey, Roxana, Ana and Jasmine had been woken, fed and told the shocking news. Several buyers would come and inspect them. They should deport themselves gracefully, smile at the buyers and be charming, obedient and eager to please. Any girl not bought would be returned to Diskobolus. They did not need to be told what that would mean. What Manuela had said was true. They would not be given another chance.

Niobe ordered them all into a large bath together. She allowed them a lengthy soak to remove the chemical smell of the dip tank. Shampoo, conditioner, moisturiser, lotions, cosmetics, powders and perfumes were all applied to them. Niobe and her assistant were experts and not since her wedding had Amanda had such a thorough beauty treatment. This was routine for all the girls who passed through the Rose Garden. The buyers who examined them today would be experienced professionals, not as susceptible as the general public to the influence of perfume or cosmetics. Nevertheless they all received the full treatment.

Each girl had her hair beautifully arranged in the style usual for slave girls, with a simple tail hanging down on each side of her head. These were known as kittentails, and they all considered them a humiliating badge of servitude. In the case of Amanda and Honey, Niobe had emphasised their similarity of appearance. That was a blessing, Amanda realised. It gave them a better chance of being kept together. Their hair was tied with ribbons: white for Roxie and Honey, proclaiming their virginity, and pale blue for the others. These were the Rose Garden colours.

Niobe checked their brands. They still stung, but they were clean and would heal. She applied soothing ointment but did not replace the patches.

They were given short silk robes to wear, white for Honey and Roxie and a pale electric blue for the others. They donned them gratefully. The robes opened at the front and wrapped shut, but did not fasten properly. They were held shut only by a silk cord and could be opened or closed in a moment. They were given no underwear.

They looked in the full length mirrors of the preparation room. Amanda was immediately struck by how pretty they all looked. Honey looked absolutely lovely. Is that a good thing? she wondered. Will it get Honey a better master? That is what matters now. She had been branded scarcely twelve hours but already Amanda was thinking like a slave, she realised.

Neither Amanda nor any of the girls yet knew that the buyers today would all be the owners of pleasure houses in Akkad City, or their employees or agents. She was still hoping desperately to be bought for domestic service. She, Honey and Tom could be a cook, maid and gardener for a well-to-do family. It would be humiliating, a terrible step down, but at least they would be together and perhaps one day there might be a chance to regain their freedom somehow. It would be awful if they were bought by someone they had known socially in their old lives. That would be unendurable. Or suppose their master or mistress had guests visiting, people she had known before. She tried to imagine serving at a dinner party where the guests were people who knew her, who had once been her social equals, and she had to curtsey and call them ‘Sir’ or ‘Ma’am.’ It would be mortifying. But far, far worse would be if they were bought by a man, a horrible man like Mr Sutic, and he wanted to take advantage of Honey. That thought made Amanda feel sick with fear. It was even theoretically possible that they might be bought by an Atkoi. That outcome was repulsive but unlikely. Slaves were expensive, a luxury few Atkoi could afford. 

The silk gowns came down only to their thighs. They were all horrified to think that strangers, especially men, would see them dressed like that. The silky material clung to them and the cords were pulled tight to accentuate their slim waists. Amanda wondered if people would think they had chosen to dress like that. She hoped not.

Then Mr Bleeny appeared. He examined each of them, insisting they open their robes to allow him to prod and squeeze each of them to assess their value and to make sure they were looking their best. There was no help for it. They cooperated. Satisfied, Bleeny sent them to a small ante-room adjacent to the salon where they would be sold. Sold! The word filled them with dismay.

An hour later, they heard voices. The first buyer had arrived. They were led into the salon. It was a luxuriously decorated room, but not cluttered. There were thick carpets, comfortable seats with embroidered cushions and fine curtains. Bleeny understood the importance of displaying his wares in a sumptuous setting. They were quality goods. Bleeny himself was wearing more formal clothes now and he was speaking to a man they had not seen before. He must be a potential buyer, they realised. Amanda, usually confident, was so frightened she could hardly speak. These men held her future in their hands.

Over the next four hours, five different clients inspected the girls, four men and one woman. The clients all examined them physically. They understood now why their dresses had to be so easily unfastened and why they had been given nothing to wear underneath. The clients all expected to check the shape of their bodies and the firmness of their breasts and the feel of their skin. Several of them examined Honey and Roxie to verify that they were indeed virgins. Helpless to intervene, Amanda felt Honey’s humiliation as her own. The girls were required to walk gracefully around the room and politely answer the clients’ questions, full of smiles. Bleeny would sit with each client in the comfortable chairs discussing the girls, their features, measurements, age, weight and value, whilst the girls served them mint tea or knelt in easy view of the client, pressing their knees firmly together in an effort to maintain at least a shred of decorum. Some of the clients took notes. 

With mounting dismay Amanda realised that the clients did not appear to want to buy them for domestic service. When she saw the female purchaser, Amanda hoped desperately that the lady might be interested in her and Honey, but she seemed as brusque and businesslike as all the other potential buyers. 

From time to time the girls were sent to wait in the anteroom, either so that Bleeny and a client could discuss business in private, or while they were waiting for the next appointment. During one of these intervals they heard the men talking. Then Manuela came into the anteroom. She too was dressed more smartly now that she had to meet clients. She looked directly at Honey. “Come with me,” she said. With her heart beating so fiercely she was afraid she might faint, Honeysuckle was led back into the salon.

She had been gone for several minutes before Amanda realised that she could no longer hear the men talking. With mounting dismay, Amanda realised what must have happened. The man had bought her daughter. She must have been taken out of the salon by the other door. She had been sold like an animal to a stranger, a man who had not seemed very nice at all and who could now use and abuse her as he willed. In all probability Amanda would never see her daughter again. And since she was separated from Honey it seemed likely the same would happen with Tom.

Her worst fears were confirmed when the next client arrived. They had been told that he would be the last. The four remaining girls were paraded before him, but there was no sign of Honeysuckle. This time the client remarked that Roxie was too expensive. He was not planning to spend that much. He examined Jasmine, Ana and Amanda. The three unfortunate young women did their best to smile and seem agreeable, but Amanda was finding it very difficult.

Ana, like Amanda, came from a privileged background, but nothing mattered now except survival. She must not be sent back to Diskobolus.  Bravely, as the client squeezed her breast and pressed her stomach, she tried her best to smile. “You’ll get two for the price of one, if you buy me, Sir,” she said. The buyer smiled. Ana’s spirits soared. The man liked her. 

But then he turned to examine Jasmine, squeezing her breast, and lifting her chin to look carefully at her face. Summoning every ounce of courage she possessed, Jasmine smiled and looked him in the eyes and said, “I think I would like to belong to you, Sir.” After the client had examined Amanda too, it was Jasmine he made an offer on.

He offered seven thousand solidi. That was below the asking price, but Bleeny would have accepted it if he had to. It was a fair offer. Nevertheless he did not want to appear to agree too easily. They haggled for a while before agreeing on a figure of seven thousand, two hundred and fifty. Terrified, Jasmine was led away and the remaining girls were sent back to the anteroom.

Manuela told them to remove their silk robes. “You won’t need them now,” she said ominously. She led them down a corridor to a tiny room, a cell really, and locked them inside. Sunk in black despair, they were left there to speculate about their fates. They knew in their hearts that the other prisoners at Diskobolus, those who had been arrested with them, must by now be dead. Since they had not been sold, Amanda feared she would be returned to Diskobolus to face the same end. At least Honey would have a chance to survive. As for Tom, she would never know.

It was several hours before Manuela returned. “You have been sold,” she said brusquely. “Put these on.” She seemed irritable and none of them dared to ask her for any details. She threw a bundle of clothes on the floor, consisting of a short pinafore dress for each of them, and some underwear. The dresses were pale blue, with the Victory mark on the front and back, and they came down to their thighs. They had adjustable straps so that one size fitted all the girls. They smelled of the chemical in the dip tank. They had been used many times before and washed in the same fluid so that the fabric seemed rather stiff with the chemical residue. Manuela briskly fastened the girls’ hands behind their backs and they were gagged and hooded just as they had been when they arrived. She stuck a label on each dress with something written on it.

Beneath the hood Amanda could see nothing, but she heard Sutic’s voice. “Deliver this lot first. Take this one to Squeals and the others to the Maidens of Nenuphar. Here are the papers.” (There was a rustle of documents.) “Then get back here prompt. You’ve got to go to Lone Pine Field. There’s a big shipment come in from offworld. The Old Man wants you to collect them.”

There was a grunt of assent and they were prodded towards the door. Amanda tried to make sense of what was going on. Squeals? Maidens of Nenuphar? What did these names mean? And would she ever learn what had become of Honey and Tom?

What Amanda did not realise was that during the sale several of Bleeny’s clients had made bids on the girls or expressed some interest in them. It had taken Bleeny some time to contact the buyers and agree their final prices. Two purchasers in particular had been interested in buying new stock. One was Squeals of Delight, a flogging house in the sordid Spaceport Road district, which had bought Jasmine. The other was the Akkadis Leisure Group, one of the bigger players in the industry. It owned six well established pleasure houses and had just opened a seventh called the Maidens of Petwen and transferred a number of girls to the new establishment, and therefore required replacements to restock its older branches.

Amanda, Roxie and Ana had all been bought by Akkadis Leisure and were to be delivered to the Maidens of Nenuphar, where they would begin service as pleasure slaves. Honey had been bought by the same purchaser and already delivered. The buyer from Akkadis Leisure was a man named Mr Iratos, who was also the manager of a slave breeding farm belonging to the same company. He had agreed to pay ten thousand solidi for Honey and a further eighteen thousand for Amanda, Ana and Roxie together.

It took several hours for the vehicle to make the trip to Squeals of Delight.

Amanda heard the doors open. Jasmine was bundled out to begin her new life at ‘Squeals,’ as the establishment was known. In the darkness beneath their hoods the remaining three girls heard a voice say, “Mind if I have a look at the others?” Evidently the driver did not mind, because he pulled off their hoods. 

Amanda, Roxy 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, bringing customers for an evening's entertainment. A pink illuminated sign over the entrance proclaimed, ‘Squeals of Delight,’ and underneath it, a motto: ‘We squeal. You delight.’ 

Roxana 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 who had taken charge of Jasmine, looked at the 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 ribbons in Honey’s and Roxie’s hair and added, “Those two won’t be ‘maidens’ for very long.” He chuckled as he led Jasmine away. He felt justified in laughing at his own joke. 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 a nice man. Amanda, Ana and Roxie were no longer in any doubt about the sort of place they were going to.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

I hope you have enjoyed reading this short volume. It is intended that more episodes in this series will follow. For those who prefer a more detailed read, I recommend the three full length novels of the Atkoi War Trilogy instead. 

If you can spare a moment, I would very much appreciate it if you could write a short book review. It’s easy and quick. You just click on ‘Write a review’ on the book’s page in Amazon. You can choose a screen name if you want to remain anonymous. Your opinion makes a difference. I would really like to know your thoughts and what you liked or disliked. In particular, are there any characters you would like to read more about? Reviews also help the book to get noticed, which means I will be able to write more, instead of looking for gainful employment! If you have any questions or comments, do please ask me. There is a ‘comment’ button on the author page too.

With thanks and sincere best wishes,

Henry Sparrowhawk,

Three Oaks Farm, Yorkshire. April 2014.
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