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AUTHOR’S NOTE

PROLOGUE

Philippa’s master watched her as she ran beside his saddle. A strap ran from her collar to his stirrup. Her blonde hair streamed out behind her. Her hips and buttocks were pleasantly rounded and they jiggled from side to side with each step she took, and her skirt also flicked from side to side. She was topless, and her breasts bounced prettily as she ran. Her legs were long and slender and toned. 

She was gasping for breath and already coated in sweat. He sensed that she was exhausted, but Imperial girls were lazy and he wanted to toughen her up. Later he would run her naked, Noruo decided. Slave girls hated being run naked, he had found, but she was pretty and it would do her no harm for a few days. He had watched girls at the Arena in Akkad running naked and found it quite entertaining. Later, when they reached the mountains, it would be too cold for such simple pleasures. 

As Pippa’s skirt moved and her patang swayed from side to side, Noruo could see the deep purple stripe left by his whip across her thighs, above her knees. But he had not been too severe with the girl. She was a slave. It was better she learned sooner rather than later what was expected of her. 

Pippa fell down only once more that day. She scrambled nimbly to her feet and apologised profusely. She wished she knew the Irtukoi word for ‘sorry’. Her master did not seem angry this time, though. He neither dismounted nor castigated her. Indeed, from time to time Noruo stopped to allow her to drink some water and briefly rest. At one such stop he relieved her of the heavy pack and strapped it to the saddle instead. Gratefully, Pippa trotted at his stirrup.

THE STORY SO FAR

It is the year 2999. Philippa Warburton, her twin sister Clara, and their mother Annamarie were aboard the interstellar passenger liner, the Evening Star, when it was attacked and plundered by terrorists. To their dismay they found themselves transported beyond the borders of the Empire and beyond any hope of rescue, destined for the slave markets of the rogue planet Akkadis.

Now Clara has been sold to a brothel and Annamarie has been purchased by Damsels in Distress, which has the contract to stage the Games at Akkadis’s barbaric Arena. Philippa herself faces a different, but no less horrifying fate: her new owner is an Atkoi tribesman, one of a people who settled the planet centuries earlier but have long since reverted to barbarism.

1: THE HIGHEST BIDDER

Pippa had been taken from the auction block and back to Niobe, the beautician. Her purchaser had requested some adjustments to her appearance. 

Pippa was told to remove the blue dress, and she stood entirely bare while Niobe tied a thick dark green cord around her waist, tying it firmly at her right hip. The two ends of the cord hung down to Pippa’s calf. Next, Niobe took a strip of green cloth, about as wide as Pippa’s hand but very long, longer than Pippa was tall, and threaded it under the green cord at the front and adjusted it so that both ends were of the same length. She passed this double length of cloth back between Pippa’s legs, and up, beneath the cord behind Pippa’s back. She pulled it tight and allowed it to hang down again. The doubled length of cloth fitted snugly at the front, like very skimpy panties held up by the green cord. At the back it hung down almost to her ankles, like a tail. It had green tassels on the ends.

“This is called a patang,” explained Niobe carefully. “It will be your undergarment. Remember how to tie it. Your master will expect you to know without being told again. Now put these on.” Niobe handed Pippa a wraparound knee length skirt of soft, cream coloured suede, a close fitting cropped bra top and a short green tunic. The skirt and tunic were embroidered with elaborate patterns. They were not especially clean. They were well worn and dusty, but well made and of durable material. Pippa’s master did not want to pay for the house dress or have the bother of returning it, and he had left these clothes with instructions that the slave should wear them. The Rose Garden always accommodated such requests.

Niobe combed Pippa’s long blonde hair and plaited it into two pigtails, tying the ends with green and white cords. The pigtails were of a style favoured by certain Atkoi tribes, rather than the kittentails worn by slave girls on Akkadis more generally. Niobe folded a square of green and white cloth diagonally and tied it around Pippa’s head as a scarf. The effect was exotic, but beautiful. Pippa looked quite demure, with a fringe of golden hair just visible at the front and the pigtails at the back. She wore shoes, old and simply made of soft leather wrapped around her feet and fastened with leather laces. Niobe tied a collar around Pippa’s neck. It was an inch wide, made of tiny white and green beads in an intricate pattern. The beautician told Pippa to turn around, slowly. Niobe nodded, satisfied. The style of clothing and the colours and patterns indicated Pippa’s master’s tribe and clan, and Pippa’s status within the clan. It was the lowest status. Pippa was a slave.

Niobe squeezed Pippa’s cheek in encouragement. “You are going to your master, now. You must be obedient, and learn his ways. Try to learn his language quickly. Perhaps he will grow fond of you. But if you displease him he may choose to sell you.”

“Please, Ma’am…” began Pippa, fearful and confused. She had not seen any other girls dressed in these strange garments. “My master…?” she hesitated.

“He is an Irtukoi,” replied Niobe, but Pippa merely looked blank. “An Atkoi. I am truly sorry, Pippa. It will not be an easy life. Try to make him love you. They live on the Great Plateau. Sometimes they trade with xenogenes.”

Wide eyed with fear, Pippa heard Niobe’s warning but did not know how to reply. “May God bless you and walk with you,” Niobe added.

Pippa was sent to the courtyard. Several of the other girls were already lined up in their blue dresses, waiting to be collected. Pippa looked around for her mother and Clara but could see neither.

Then she saw the man who now owned her, and her heart sank. He was talking to Bleeny and holding a receipt. Pippa recognised the man now. Earlier, when the girls had been lined up for prospective buyers to examine them, this man had looked carefully at Pippa. She had blushed and looked down. He was in his fifties, severe and strict looking, Pippa thought. His face was weather-beaten as though he spent his days outdoors.

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

Nysha, Carys, Aimee and several of the other girls watched, knowing that in moments their own buyers might arrive. Nysha’s heart went out to Pippa. She looked lovely in the Atkoi dress, but the man looked horrible, Nysha thought, with no sign of any warmth or compassion.

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

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


2: HOW I MET YOUR MOTHER

By no means all Atkoi wear traditional dress. In the city, many have adopted non-Atkoi (which they call ‘oiku’) clothes, or mix the two styles. In rural areas however, many Atkoi still prefer their exotic traditional attire.

Poltiss, V: A Social History of Akkadis. (Academe Press: Tolon, 3024)

Pippa glanced fearfully at the man upon whose whim her very existence now depended. His colourful clothes were dusty and old, but well made, simple and practical. Physically he appeared strong. He was lean, used to hard physical work, with sufficient food to eat but none to waste. He spoke little, except to give curt orders.

They were in a landcab. The city was enormous, Pippa realised. The tall buildings of the central city extended for mile after mile. They eventually gave way to smaller buildings, and then dilapidated shacks. This was the Atkoi quarter. The unmade, uneven roads became winding footpaths and the landcab would go no further. 

They continued on foot, picking their way around little houses made of mud or wood or carbonite sheets, past puddles of water, piles of rubbish and once, a dead cat. This had been swampland once, and the Atkoi had settled here because no one else wanted it. Pippa’s feet hurt, but she hurried to keep up with the man. She sensed it would not be a good idea to irritate him. Passersby took little notice of her. An Atkoi slave in traditional dress following a few steps behind her master as custom dictated, was hardly remarkable. 

It was dark by the time they reached their destination: a mud house similar to thousands of others in this part of the city, with a front wall painted in elaborate colourful patterns and a varnished door made of cheap carbonite imitation wood which was carved with similar patterns.

The door opened onto a courtyard where chickens pecked at the ground and a pig squealed. Pippa’s master led her into one of the rooms opening off the courtyard. There was little furniture; only an old carpet. Several men sat on the carpet sipping drinks and smoking. Pippa’s master greeted the men, who looked at Pippa with interest and commented upon her in their own language, but soon turned their conversation back to other matters. She heard them address her master as Noruo.

Later, Pippa was expected to help serve supper for her master, Noruo, his cousin Apuo who was the owner of the house, and Apuo’s wife and children. The family sat with Noruo on the carpet to eat. There was no dining table and their cups and plates were chipped and did not match. Pippa knelt on the hard floor beside the carpet, together with another slave called Yelda, who belonged to Apuo.

At first Pippa had knelt on the carpet, and a child, a girl, had slapped her face and shouted at her in the strange language. Yelda, who knew a little Inglic, showed Pippa where to kneel and warned her to keep her back very straight. Yelda watched attentively and hurried to fetch the family food or water or whatever they required. She did not wait to be told, but anticipated their needs. From time to time she whispered to Pippa, telling the new slave what to fetch or do.

When the family and their guest had eaten their fill, the free women and the children left the room. Apuo, his eldest son and Noruo remained seated on the carpet, talking and drinking a large jar of spicy black Atkoi beer. Noruo did not intend to remain in Akkad longer than necessary. He would leave the following morning and this was his last chance to talk to his relatives. 

He did not especially like the city. It was noisy, crowded, polluted and full of oiku who were arrogant, ignorant and soft. He had visited the Arena and enjoyed it, and visited one of the pleasure houses, which he also enjoyed, but he would not return. Such places were outrageously expensive. Besides, thought Noruo, it made no sense for a man to buy milk when he had his own goats.

Noruo was pleased with his purchase, though. It was a pity the new girl knew nothing. Imperial women, and indeed all oiku women, taught their daughters nothing of any use. But she could learn. Noruo was a reasonable man. His wife would show the girl everything she needed to know, but only once. She would have to learn their language quickly. If she was lazy or stupid she would feel the rod. She would not be remiss a second time. Hers would not be an easy life. A slave should not expect an easy life, and a slave of an Atkoi in particular was never pampered. She would learn to rise before dawn to feed his goats and pigs and draw water. The well was a long way from his house. There were many plants to be watered, for the land where he lived was dry. The goats had to be milked and cheese made and vegetables patches dug and dung collected and spread. Seldom would her work be complete before nightfall. Now she was soft with easy living, but she appeared to be healthy and would grow stronger. The journey back to his home would be hard, but it would begin to strengthen her. 

He hoped she would bear many children. The children would be given to his wife, who would be their legal mother. The girl was a slave. She might nurse the children and care for them, but they would be considered the children of Noruo’s wife. If a slave girl was sold, her children would not usually be sold with her. But Noruo was a fair man and if the new girl gave him a son he would keep her and eventually he would put a gold ring in her nose. If she earned the right, he would not deny it to her.

At a signal from Apuo, Yelda and Philippa cleared the empty dishes and withdrew to the kitchen. Pippa helped Yelda to wash the dishes before they ate what was left of the food.

The food was strange. It was chicken, but cooked with peculiar spices and accompanied by a kind of hard bread. Pippa was not hungry. “You eat,” said Yelda. “Your master not like thin girls,” she added ominously. Pippa did her best to eat something while Yelda tidied the kitchen. 

Then Yelda grinned and said, “You come with me, now. I make you ready for tonight.” Pippa followed, her heart heavy with dread. Yelda led her to another room, tiny and unfurnished except for a sleeping mat on the floor.

“Your master, he name you ‘Mintika.’ You very lucky. It is pretty name. It mean, ‘Golden’ in our language,” explained Yelda. No one had even asked Philippa her real name, her birth name. They simply did not consider it relevant. “Tomorrow you go to your master’s house. It take many days,” concluded Yelda. 

Pippa guessed that Yelda was in her thirties. She had borne her master two children. The second one was a boy. He was four years old now, and when he reached the age of seven Yelda had been promised a gold ring for her nose, she explained proudly. Then she would be allowed to eat with the family. She fetched water for Pippa to wash and took Pippa’s skirt, tunic and patang outside and hung them up and beat them to remove the worst of the dust. 

Yelda also told Pippa a little about her new master. He was an ud-kzam, the head of his clan. But that did not mean that he was rich. His people were poor and scratched a living from the barren soil somewhere on the Great Plateau. His full name was Noruo at Orkis, but he seldom used his clan name since most of his acquaintances were of the same clan anyway. Pippa must never address him or refer to him as anything other than ‘Akzam,’ which meant ‘Master.’

Noruo was fifty-four, and he had no son. This was a cause of considerable shame to him. He loved his wife, but none of her babies had survived beyond a few days, except one, a girl. He had bought a slave seven years earlier, a girl called Enzika, but she too had failed to provide him with an heir. Enzika was blonde and an oiku, like Pippa. She had been twenty-eight when her master finally lost patience with her and sold her to an itinerant xenogene, keeping only her clothes to give to her replacement.

Pippa felt the fear inside her tighten like a cold hand gripping her heart. Niobe was right, she thought. I have reason to be afraid. Yelda gave her a nightdress, a white, calf length garment, and fastened an anklet of white beads around Pippa’s left ankle. Then with a tiny pot and brush she outlined Pippa’s eyes in green. Finally she painted Pippa’s toenails and fingernails with a pale green varnish. While it dried, Yelda gave the new slave some instruction in what would be expected of her that night. She explained how Pippa should make obeisance and remove her nightdress.  

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

“Your master, he want you now,” giggled Yelda. “You stand here, quick-quick.” Pippa felt the fear in her heart grow colder still.


3: A MAID AND HER MASTER

Yelda hurriedly adjusted Pippa’s pigtails so that they hung down in front of her, and then sensing Pippa’s fear, she hugged the new girl. Pippa was about to ask a question when she heard a heavy footstep outside the door. She guessed it was her master. In panic she looked to Yelda for support. 

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

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

For a while, Noruo simply looked at the new girl, saying nothing. Uncertain what to do next, Philippa remained kneeling with her palms pressed together, and bowed her head respectfully, grateful that her arms covered her otherwise bare breasts. She dared to glance briefly at her master, hoping for his approval. 

Then Noruo spoke, and Yelda translated his words: “Stand up.” Pippa obeyed, clutching the nightdress which would otherwise have slid to her feet. “Drop it,” whispered Yelda urgently. “Put your arms down.”

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

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

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

Noruo held Pippa’s septum firmly with the pincers in one hand, while in the other he held the awl. Pippa kept very still and closed her eyes. There was a sharp pain which drew tears to her eyes and she could not help gasping as it penetrated her flesh, but it was soon over. Then he inserted a tiny iron ring through the piercing and squeezed it with the pincers so that the ends closed shut. Perhaps if Pippa was fortunate, one day it would be replaced with a gold ring. If she was so unlucky as to be sold to a xenogene, Noruo would first retrieve the ring. If neither of those eventualities took place, she would wear the iron ring forever. 

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

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

“Please…” began Pippa.

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

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

Noruo had performed this task before, but only twice. He worked carefully, slowly, pressing the instrument through Pippa’s flesh. Noruo had sharpened the awl recently on a grindstone, and it was as sharp as he was able to make it. It was a course instrument though, intended for piercing leather, and it was not possible to sharpen it to a very fine point.  Despite her genuine effort to clench her teeth and remain silent, Pippa could not help a brief, high pitched whimper from escaping her. Yelda squeezed her hand and whispered, “You hush, else maybe your master, he get angry.” Pippa took a deep breath and breathed out slowly, resolving to try even harder to remain quiet. Noruo extracted the awl and inserted the ring. It was of a different type to the nose ring. It did not require the pincers to squeeze it shut. It could be removed and replaced whenever her master so chose.

“Good girl,” whispered Yelda, holding the new girl steady. Noruo performed the same operation on Pippa’s left nipple. Again she gasped and whimpered but managed not to cry out loudly. She glanced at Noruo. He did not seem angry. She hurriedly wiped the tears from her cheeks.

Pippa’s relief was short-lived. Noruo wished to verify whether his new slave girl was indeed a virgin. He grunted something to Yelda, who led Pippa to the sleeping mat and told her to lie down. 

Noruo did not usually trust any oiku, but everyone said that the Rose Garden were reputable dealers. They claimed the new girl was eighteen and a virgin. That age seemed plausible. She was certainly young enough to bear many children. As to her virginity, Noruo was inclined to believe that this too was probably genuine, but he would nevertheless test it for himself. 

Pippa lay on her back, covering herself as modestly as she could until Noruo ordered her to move her hands and spread her knees apart. Burning with shame, she closed her eyes and obeyed. She gasped and wriggled involuntarily as Noruo’s intruding fingers probed uncomfortably. Noruo was clumsier than Mr Sutic had been. Sutic was a professional. Noruo was an amateur.

“Hold still,” he grunted. 

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

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

Noruo grunted again to Yelda who immediately hurried to fetch a contraption which was leaning against the wall. It was of dark, polished wood and about as long as Pippa was tall. It appeared to be made of several sturdy timbers which Yelda bolted together expertly. The assembled frame was in the shape of a capital letter H, lying sideways with its crosspiece along the length of the sleeping mat. About halfway along this crosspiece was attached a small raised square of padded leather, like a small seat.

Pippa had retrieved her nightdress and retreated to a corner of the room, but as she was about to don it, Yelda happened to glance at her and told her sharply to stop. Instead Pippa was summoned back to the assembled frame and ordered to lie on it, along the length of the crosspiece. Yelda pulled Pippa’s right ankle to one end of the lower timber and fastened a leather strap around it, and then stretched Pippa’s left ankle to the other end, fastening that too. The new slave girl’s legs were stretched wide apart, forming an angle of over ninety degrees. She whimpered in discomfort. Yelda said something which was intended to sound reassuring but did not pause in her task.

Pippa was still clutching her white nightdress in an attempt to protect her modesty, but Yelda pressed her shoulders firmly back onto the frame and strapped Pippa’s wrists to opposite ends of the other timber. Pippa was fixed firmly, spread-eagled on the frame with her arms and legs stretched straight and wide in the form of a letter X. 

Each of these four straps was fastened to a bracket attached to the timber frame. The straps could be pulled tight to remove any slack. Yelda tested the straps for tightness, wrapping each strap in turn around her wrist and bracing her foot against the timber and pulling as hard as she could. The straps slid through the fasteners and held firmly. Once pulled tight, they would not loosen until they were deliberately released. Yelda was able to tighten Pippa a little more. She was now stretched into a taut saltire, but Noruo was still not entirely satisfied. He pulled firmly on each strap in turn, and with his superior strength Pippa’s arms and legs were stretched wider and tighter still. She gasped as he tugged the wrist straps and she whimpered more loudly as he tugged the ankle straps. She felt the pressure in her thighs as her legs were stretched apart and away from her. Her arms and legs were now as taut as violin strings. 

Yelda found the white nightdress and draped it over Pippa, from her breasts down to her thighs. It was a small act of kindness for which Pippa was grateful. Finally Yelda fastened the neck strap. It was a wide collar, wider than Pippa’s hand, which held her neck to the crosspiece of the frame. She could turn her head from side to side but not lift it.  

Noruo brushed aside the nightdress, Pippa’s final scrap of modesty. Her figure was slim but quite capable of child bearing, he thought. Despite being stretched so tightly, Pippa was still able to breath and with each breath the small but firm hemispheres of her breasts rose and fell, each with its nipple thrust proudly up and adorned by its newly inserted ring. Her chin was pushed back by the collar and her blonde hair cascaded over the mat below her head. The slavemark on her wrist was obscured by a strap and hardly visible. Her buttocks rested on the padded leather seat so that her hips were raised as if presented for Noruo to complete his examination. Her mons, like her armpits, was smooth, plucked of all hair. Low on her pelvis the Victory mark, still fresh, proclaimed her a Rose Garden girl.

Pippa’s raised waist was flat and perfectly smooth. Noruo looked at the raised bumps where her pelvic bone pressed against her taut flesh, and stroked his finger across the smooth skin unhurriedly from one side to the other. Pippa winced as he traced the outline of the Victory mark. Her brand was still raw. Bleeny usually liked to sell newly marked girls promptly. The very freshness of the brand appealed to buyers.

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

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

“I go now, Minti,” said Yelda. 

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

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

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

Afterwards, Pippa shyly crawled down and gently kissed his manhood. It was the gesture of a new Atkoi bride or slave, which Yelda had taught her. He motioned for Pippa to lie on the floor at his feet and sleep. He blew out the candle, the only light. 

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


4: THE KINDNESS OF STRANGERS

Tears, such as angels weep, burst forth.

Milton: Paradise Lost, I

Philippa Warburton lay awake on the hard floor. Her brand was still burning, her nose and nipples were throbbing and her whole body was aching as a result of Noruo’s exertions. Once during the night Noruo had awoken and wanted her again. After that, each time he made a noise or moved in his sleep she would feel her heart thumping in terror that he had woken once more. 

Hours later she heard a soft knocking on the door. She panicked, uncertain what to do. She looked at her master in the dim light. He was still asleep. Should she wake her master? Was that allowed? Could she admit someone to her master’s room? But she was still naked. Her master had not told her to dress. Suppose whoever it was opened the door and saw her like this? The knocking was repeated and Pippa was more frightened still. Would whoever was knocking be angry with her if she hesitated any longer?

Then she heard her name, her new name, being whispered and her dilemma was resolved. It was Yelda. “Mintika,” came the whisper again, a little louder. Pippa crept silently to the door. 

Pippa lifted the wooden latch and opened the door. It creaked a little. She glanced anxiously towards her master but he did not stir. Yelda gestured to her to follow her quietly. 

It was still dark but Yelda had a candle. Pippa dressed silently in the hallway, donning her patang, skirt, and tunic. She still wore her collar and anklet. They must never be removed without her master’s permission. Yelda plaited her hair and adjusted her scarf. 

They left the house, carrying a lantern which cast a weak light, and went to a nearby well which appeared to be shared by several houses. There were other slave women there. They spoke no Inglic but they seemed friendly and they told Pippa, through Yelda, that she was pretty. She was lucky, they said. Her master would be pleased with her. He liked blonde women. When a free woman arrived to draw water the slaves stepped aside deferentially and one of them worked the pump for her. The morning was chilly. In the East the sky was beginning to turn pale. Yelda and Pippa filled their four large vessels. Yelda shouldered her two easily, but Pippa struggled to lift hers. 

No one was afraid the slaves might escape. They had nowhere to go, no way to survive on their own and they were instantly identifiable. And the penalty could be severe if the master so chose. Only a master who was both rich and prodigal would kill a valuable slave, but if a slave was wilfully disobedient she could expect severe punishment.

Pippa served Noruo at breakfast, kneeling with her back very straight as Yelda had taught her. The men and free women and children ate what seemed to be a kind of porridge and drank mint tea. It was not what Pippa would have recognised as mint. It was made using an herb indigenous to Akkadis. Certain native plants could be used as flavouring although they had no nutritional value to humans or any terrestrial creatures. Pippa was careful not to kneel on the carpet this time.

Over breakfast the Atkoi men and women looked at Noruo and at Pippa and made jokes. Although Pippa did not understand a word of their language it was obvious the jokes concerned the previous night’s activities. The children did not make comments, but the teenage boys laughed at the comments of their elders. Even Yelda giggled, although she did not of course speak to any of the free people present without first being addressed. She whispered to Pippa though, “They laugh. You noisy girl. You very noisy in the night.” 

Mortified, Pippa blushed and looked at the floor in front of her. She had tried hard to be quiet, but the walls of the house were of thin carbonite panels and very far from soundproof. At one point her master had squeezed her breasts quite hard and she could not help whimpering. Then, when he first penetrated her, she had yelped loudly. He had stuffed his undergarment into her mouth. After that her squeals were muffled, though still audible. She squealed again when he carelessly caught his finger on her nipple ring, tugging it so sharply that Pippa thought the ring must have torn her flesh. Her master was not wantonly cruel, but he was impatient. Pippa was a slave, not a wife.

After breakfast, Pippa and Yelda ate the remaining porridge and drank some water. Noruo had seemed in good spirits and Pippa was grateful for that. It must mean he was pleased with her.

It was almost dawn by the time they were ready to leave the house. Noruo bade his friends farewell. Yelda hugged Pippa. “You be good, Minti, yes?” said the older slave. “You give your master many babies. Give him sons. Then he love you much.” She squeezed Pippa and then added, “You not forget what I tell you.” Yelda was the only person at the house who had spoken kindly to Pippa, and the new slave girl found herself close to tears.


5: AKZAM

They travelled first on foot and then by landcab to a terminal where they boarded a hovertrain. Pippa had no idea where they were going but she gazed at the countryside as it sped by. At first they passed mainly terrestrial vegetation, but as the hours passed, Pippa noticed huge forests of strange native trees. The task of adapting the planet for human habitation had scarcely begun. Every essential insect and microbe and protozoa had to be painstakingly introduced and bred and released and lovingly encouraged before terrestrial vegetation could flourish. Agriculture could still not produce all the food Akkadis needed and food supplements were chemically manufactured; but slowly, acre by precious acre, the lowlands of the planet were being terrestrialised, beginning with the districts around Akkad, the planet’s only large city.

The hovertrain stopped at numerous small towns. It glided smoothly and swiftly above its track, mostly straight except when it reached the mountains. Then several times it passed through tunnels cut deep into the rock, all the while running gradually uphill. 

That evening it reached a small city on the edge of the Great Plateau, in the interior of the planet’s single huge continent. This was the end of the line. Noruo intended to catch a landbus here, but the next bus was not due to depart until the following morning.

Pippa was learning to answer to the name of Mintika. She sat with her master on a bench in the deserted terminal. They ate and tried to sleep, despite the cold. Pippa leant against Noruo, wrapped in an elaborately patterned blanket which smelled of wood smoke. 

That night Noruo told his slave that she would have to learn his language quickly. He held up three fingers and said, “Three months.” He spoke slowly so that she would understand. “You work hard. You learn speak Irtukoi. I give you three months. Then, no more oiku jabber.” He was referring to three orbits of Caedmon, the slower of the two Akkadisi moons. He left unspoken the threat of what would happen if she failed to make satisfactory progress. 

Dismayed, Pippa pressed her hands together as she had seen other slaves do, and said “Akzam,” but the word came out only as a whisper. “Akzam,” she repeated, a little louder. 

On the second day the bus left early and they travelled for eight hours. Then they waited for four hours and caught another bus. It was dark before they reached the village which was the day’s destination.

Noruo had a friend here. He had left his horse at the friend’s house. He went to see the horse even before he ate, and although Pippa was weak from hunger and exhaustion he insisted she spend an hour grooming the animal, brushing it until its coat shone.

Pippa had seen pictures of horses before but had never realised how large they were. The plains horse of Akkadis had been genetically engineered for strength, size and endurance over long distances. It was taller than Pippa. She could hardly reach the top of its back with her brush. Its saddle, leaning against a wall, was enormous, with a seat and straps for bags and equipment.

They set out early on the third day. Pippa carried her master’s heavy pack on her back, and a light but tough carbonite cord about twelve feet long was tied around her neck and fastened at the other end to a ring on his stirrup. They proceeded at a slow pace for the horse, which was a brisk walk for Pippa. Noruo wanted to strengthen the girl up. He had learnt to be strict with a new girl at first so that he could be kinder to her later on. Sometimes as an act of kindness he strapped his heavy pack to the saddle. At other times he made the horse walk faster so that Pippa had to run or trot. This was at least partly because a slow pace was more tiring for the horse.

The cord was not to prevent Pippa from escaping. There was nowhere to go and she could not survive here alone. She understood that. It was to prevent her from falling behind.

Once, they saw an ancient shrine. Its thick stone walls were worn with age. Long ago it had been covered with carvings, but the saints and the Holy Circle had long since been smashed and chiselled off. This land belonged to the Atkoi now.

Noruo stopped and knelt to pray. Like most Atkoi he was an Arian Christian. He thanked God for his successful journey and asked for many sons. Philippa prayed too, with equal sincerity. She asked to be spared from her ordeal. How the Almighty reconciled these prayers and whether He considers Himself an Arian or a Monophysite, is not a part of this story; but when Pippa stood, she unthinkingly made the sign of the Holy Circle on her forehead.

Pippa never saw her master’s hand move. The blow struck her head and knocked her to the ground before she realised he had even moved. Mercifully he used only his open palm to cuff her. “You do that again, Girl, I cut your hand off,” he barked. He was a God fearing man and could not abide the Monophysite heresy. It was idolatrous, blasphemous and hateful. Pippa struggled to her knees and made obeisance and begged forgiveness.

Pippa sniffled for a while as they continued their journey. Her master was angry now, she knew. She had to walk briskly and break into a trot every time the cord became tight.


6: MOONLIGHT BECOMES HER

There was very little vegetation. The flat plain stretched as far as a line of mountains, blue-grey in the distance. The mountains must be enormous, she thought. They seemed no closer now than they had a few hours before. Beyond those mountains were more mountains, and beyond them, more mountains still, and each range was higher than the last. The lands of the Orkis clan were cold and dry. Beyond them were the lands where even the Irtukoi did not venture, where the air was thinner and only xenogenes dwelt. 

Suddenly Pippa felt the cord cut into the back of her neck. She had slowed down and the cord had pulled tight and yanked her forcibly forward. She fell face down and was pulled forward a few feet before the huge horse came to a halt. She gasped in pain and shock. The pack on her back was heavy and she doubted if she could struggle to her feet.

Noruo dismounted, cursing in his own language. The oiku girl was not injured, but she was lying there making no attempt to rise. Noruo unhooked a borbodhide whip from his saddle. It was about a yard long, stiff, broad at the handle and narrow at the tip. He brought it down ferociously across the back of Philippa’s bare thighs where her skirt had been pushed up. She gave a shrill yelp. Her master raised the whip again and Pippa, still squealing, discovered that she could in fact jump to her feet quite quickly. He did not strike her a second time, but wordlessly mounted his horse and set off again, with Pippa still whimpering in shock and pain.

This time Pippa had to maintain a steady trot. She stopped crying and concentrated all her efforts on keeping up. She wrapped the cord around one hand to prevent it pulling her neck if she fell behind again. It was an hour before Noruo stopped to allow her to rest, and that respite was all too brief.

It was a warm day. Pippa’s master gave her water to drink and ordered her to remove her tunic and bra and store them in the pack. He shortened the cord to half its length. He would run the girl topless for a while, he decided.

Pippa ran at her master’s stirrup, panting, bathed in sweat and gradually becoming coated in dust. From time to time he turned in his saddle to watch her. She presented a pleasing spectacle. Her breasts, small but firm, thrust forward proudly with the nipple rings gleaming in the bright sun. Her skirt was wrapped around her slim waist, flaring out over her hips. It reached to just above her knees.

“Hup! Hup! Hup!” he called out. Pippa knew this was the signal for her to speed up. Her heart sank, but she obeyed without delay, drawing level with the stirrup and then overtaking it, running a few feet ahead. She was conscious of her master’s eyes upon her as she ran. 

Noruo watched Pippa from behind. Her blonde hair streamed out behind her. Her hips and buttocks were pleasantly rounded and they jiggled from side to side with each step she took. Her skirt also flicked from side to side as she ran. Her legs were long and slender and toned.

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

As Pippa’s skirt moved and her patang swayed from side to side, Noruo could see the deep purple stripe left by his whip across her thighs, above her knees. But he had not been too severe with the girl. She was a slave. It was better she learned sooner rather than later what was expected of her. 

He glanced at the slavemark on Pippa’s wrist. Enzika had also had such a mark. She too had been bought in Akkad. But on the High Plateau, slave girls were not usually slavemarked. Nor were they microchipped. Sometimes they were not even branded. A poor man who sold his daughter as a concubine was hardly likely to bother with certificates, much less paying the registration tax. The girl’s collar and dress were sufficient to identify her status.

Pippa fell down only once more that day. She scrambled nimbly to her feet and apologised profusely. She wished she knew the Irtukoi word for ‘sorry’. Her master did not seem angry this time. He neither dismounted nor castigated her. Indeed, from time to time Noruo stopped to allow her to drink some water and briefly rest. At one such stop he relieved her of the heavy pack and strapped it to the saddle instead. Gratefully, Pippa trotted at his stirrup.

She felt a constant nagging fear though, that they might pass other travellers on the remote path. True, they had met no one since leaving the village. But there must be people, sometimes, who passed this way. Would her master allow her to cover herself if they saw anyone coming? Would he allow other men to see her with her breasts bare? And what about later, when they reached his village? Would she be publicly exposed there?

In fact Pippa need not have feared this type of humiliation. The Arian Scriptures were explicit on the subject of women’s dress. In public, or in any place where she might be seen by any man other than her husband or master, a woman should be clothed modestly. The rules applied to free women and slaves alike.

They stopped altogether at sunset and he allowed Pippa to use some water to wash the dust from her body and her hair. He knew that the next day they would reach a tiny hamlet with a well where their supply could be replenished. He also showed Pippa how to lay out her clothes, and his, on some bushes and beat the dust from them. They ate and lay down to sleep beneath a blanket.  

Phlegethon had risen several hours before, huge and three quarters full, and loomed above them, its jagged craters alien and menacing. The distant mountains glowed in its pale light. The scene would have been beautiful had not Pippa been so afraid.

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

Pippa already knew a little of what was expected of a slave girl. She tried to remember all the advice Yelda had given her and what her master himself had taught her on their first night together. On the Evening Star she had listened horrified when Clara and the other ear tagged girls talked about the things the men had made them do. Her mother had told Clara not to discuss the subject at all, but her sister had told her anyway. Now Philippa was glad Clara had told her. If she was to survive, Pippa would have to use all the knowledge she had gleaned. 

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

Pippa pulled the cord to release her patang and raised her hips a little so that it fell from her body. Slowly, gently and timidly, she began to kiss her master, starting with his feet and moving gradually up. Her breasts stroked gently against his body as she moved. 

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


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Friend of Akkadis: 

I hope you have enjoyed reading this short episode of the Atkoi Slave Girl series. 

If you can spare a moment, I really would appreciate it if you could write a short book review. It’s easy, quick and anonymous. Just click on ‘Write a review’ on the book page (where you ordered the book). Your opinion really does make a difference. I would really like to know your thoughts. Mention anything you liked or disliked. Are there any characters you would like to read more about? There is a ‘comment’ button on the book page too.

With thanks and sincere best wishes,

Henry Sparrowhawk. 

Three Oaks Farm, Yorkshire, April 2014.
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