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AUTHOR’S NOTE

PROLOGUE

(An excerpt from later in the book)

The girls had been ordered to line up. When Bual and his men entered the room, they backed away nervously, so that their backs were against one wall. 

Then Leah saw Boolg. He was standing immediately in front of the pretty brunette and looking directly at her. 

“Put your hands behind your head,” said Boolg. He was grinning.

Leah did as she was told. She smelled Boolg’s foul breath but tried not to show any sign of revulsion. It might make him angry. She had seen what they had done to Tami and she knew she must not provoke them in any way.  Boolg was looking at Leah’s breasts. With her hands raised she was conscious that her breasts were pressing against the thin fabric of her short cropped pyjama top, lifting it away from her slim waist. At twenty, Leah had lived a sheltered life. She was shy, and she knew that men noticed such things. 

Boolg reached out and squeezed first one breast and then the other. Leah was burning with shame; no man had ever touched her there before. He squeezed quite hard. She dared not cry out or move but she could not help a little gasp escaping her. Have I made him angry? she wondered. She looked at him anxiously. He was still grinning.

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

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

*

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

Leah had never been in a bar before. It was full of men. They looked on with interest. Boolg said something like, “You’re going to serve the Ziandan Navy. Can you dance?” 

Leah was desperately trying to think of some way to avoid what she thought was coming. “I can cook,” she said. “Any kind of food. I’m a good cook,” she added desperately. They laughed uproariously. One of the men translated her remarks for the benefit of those who spoke no Inglic, and they laughed some more.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

THE STORY SO FAR

It is the Year 2999, and war threatens to engulf human inhabited space. Man has colonised the stars, but on the borders of his vast Empire the barbarian Atkoi, human but long since reverted to barbarism, have acquired modern weapons and faster than light warships. Now united for the first time under a single leader, they are casting covetous eyes at the prosperous Home Worlds. 

Meanwhile the Evening Star, an interstellar passenger liner, is attacked and boarded by terrorists. The vessel is plundered and most of the passengers are callously ejected into space, but several dozen of the most attractive young women prisoners are spared… if ‘spared’ is the correct word. They begin a nightmare voyage. They will be expected to serve and entertain their captors, but their ultimate fate is to be transported beyond the borders of the Empire, beyond any hope of rescue, and sold as slaves. They have become helpless pawns in a game of political intrigue, and only one man is in a position to save them: Archpriest Scamander. But Scamander is not all he seems, and the girls soon realise that they are the victims of an act of betrayal on a colossal scale. 

1: BOARDED

Kyra Welbeck stood in the observation lounge of the Evening Star and looked down at the departing shuttle and at Coromandel far below, so blue and green. She tried to make out the west coast of the single huge continent but it had already disappeared over the horizon. This was the first time in her eighteen years that she had left Coromandel. She would probably never see her home world again. For a moment she felt a pang of fear. Then she controlled it. Six months from now she would reach Nenuphar. She and Simon would be married, and she would be his loyal and loving wife forever. That was what Kyra had to remember. 

The Evening Star, she thought. What a lovely name.

Two weeks later, Kyra’s life and the lives of everyone aboard the Evening Star, were altered forever. 

As she was drifting into sleep, Kyra and her cabin mates were woken by a loud bang. One of the women whimpered, someone asked what was going on, and someone else switched a light on. They listened. They could hear only the soft hiss of air from the vent. Someone turned up the dial of the intercom. Oddly, there was only silence instead of the usual insipid music. In fact it was not quite silence, but a dull crackling sound. Then there was another loud bang. The starship was built to be quiet but it is impossible to soundproof a fibresteel and carbonite vessel entirely. For an instant, Kyra thought she heard shouting. Then all the women heard the spitting sound of neutrino weapons being fired.

There was an announcement ordering all off duty personnel to report immediately to their posts. Kyra looked at her friend Leah, a pretty brunette. Something must be seriously wrong. A further announcement ordered all passengers to return to their cabins, lock their doors and remain inside. The women heard someone running down the corridor outside, and then more shouting. One passenger, a Mrs Pomuluk, a little bolder than the others, took it upon herself to walk to the cabin door, open it, and look out into the corridor.

Mrs Pomuluk gave a short squawk which seemed in contrast to her usual reserved character. She slammed the door and managed to lock it, despite her shaking hands. She turned, and for the briefest instant the girls saw the horror in her eyes as she tried to speak. 

Then the lights, the intercom, the gravity and the ventilation all suddenly failed. 

Several of the girls were screaming and flailing around in the dark, unused to complete weightlessness. Mrs Pomuluk and Kyra realised that the air would soon become unbreathable. After a few minutes, limited power was restored. Pale blue emergency lights came on, the ventilation system was working again and gravity was at half power. The emergency generators, thought Mrs Pomuluk. But how long will they last?

Mrs Pomuluk explained what she had seen in the corridor. She thought there were intruders on the ship. Somehow, they must have known the ship would shift out of metaspace here. They had guns – huge black neutrino rifles. They also had borbod mercenaries with them. Borbods were often employed as soldiers. They could live in a human environment. They were larger than men, with much greater physical strength but considerably less intelligence. But they could be taught to use weapons, they could understand and obey orders and they were naturally aggressive and warlike. At their best they were excellent soldiers and placed great store in loyalty to their immediate officers, but they could sometimes behave in ways which defied understanding.

Someone suggested they leave the cabin and make their way to the recreation room. There would be other people there and safety in numbers. Mrs Pomuluk pointed out that the last broadcast had instructed passengers to remain in their cabins. That must surely have been for reasons of safety. They might have a better chance of avoiding the danger by staying quietly in their cabin.

The Hart sisters, Leah and Rebekka, agreed. They wanted to remain so that their parents, in a separate cabin nearby, would be able to find them. And one young woman named Tamsin or Tami was on the verge of hysteria and simply would not move. Kyra remained in the cabin, to try to keep Tamsin calm. The other seven women left.

Kyra pulled on her jogging suit over her pyjamas. Absurdly, calm classical music began playing over the intercom. But there were unmistakable sounds of firing – the hiss and crackle of neutrino rifles and more shouting. Then the sounds stopped, even the music stopped and everything fell silent. Kyra tried to comfort Tami, who was shaking, but Kyra herself felt sick with fear.

There were more shouts. Then they heard a woman screaming hysterically and running down the corridor, but it was not possible to distinguish any of her words through the cabin walls. Then suddenly the screams stopped. At one point Kyra heard what sounded like a man laugh, and some excited shouting, and then some more neutrino fire. They waited in their cabin, terrified, for half an hour. 

Then there was an announcement over the intercom. It was in Inglic, but with a strong accent so that Kyra found it difficult to follow. It was a short message. It simply said, “This vessel has been commandeered by the Ziandan Navy under the Naval War Regulations Edict of the Ziandan People’s Front. We apologise for any inconvenience. We have no wish to harm anyone, but for your own safety you must remain where you are until you receive further instructions.”

They all wondered what the Ziandan Navy could possibly be. Kyra said that she had heard of a planet called Ziandakush. It was an Atkoi planet.

The Atkoi were human, but they had reverted to tribal barbarism centuries ago. They were noted for their brutality. Why, and how, had they boarded an Imperial passenger liner? Passenger liners were safe. They could not be attacked in metaspace. How could anyone have possibly known that the Evening Star would shift out of metaspace just here?

Their discussion was ended abruptly by several loud bangs on the door and an aggressive shake of the handle. “This is Lieutenant Toltok of the Ziandan Navy,” said a voice. It was peremptory, aggressive and guttural. “Make open this door. Else you be sorry.” The language was Inglic, but the accent and grammar were peculiar.

The girls looked at Mrs Pomuluk for guidance. She shook her head urgently, not daring to speak. Kyra held Tami tightly, willing her not to scream. She could feel Tami shaking. Perhaps if they were quiet, the man would think that the cabin was empty.

Again there was a loud bang on the door. The door is solid, thought Kyra, but they will soon break it down. We can delay them for a while, but that might make them more angry with us when they do get in. On the other hand the crew might be able to rescue us if we hold out for a while longer. And what do the Ziandan Navy want with us anyway?

The agony of indecision was cut short by another curt demand. “You make open now! Else you be sorry!” This was followed by a thump so loud that the door shook. They were hitting it with a rifle butt. Shaking, Kyra released Tami and stepped to the door to unfasten it. None of the others tried to stop her. Each had waited for someone else to make a decision. For an instant Kyra panicked when the latch seemed stuck. With strength lent by desperation, she gave the latch a sharp tug and it slid open.

The door opened so suddenly that Kyra stumbled back. She saw Lieutenant Toltok and two of his men, and something else. The men wore scruffy military tunics, not quite matching, and in one case not fastened up. Toltok carried a neutrino pistol and his men held rifles. Two of the men appeared to be Atkoi.

Then Kyra saw the fourth figure, and it was a vision from Hell.


2: ALL OUR TOMORROWS

The creature which Kyra had seen in the corridor of the Evening Star stood perhaps seven feet tall, but it would have been taller if its head and torso did not lean forward. It would have been top heavy were it not for a very thick, heavy tail which enabled it to balance. Its skin was charcoal grey, thick and leathery. It was broad and heavily built and only just able to enter the doorway. It had two legs and two arms, massively thick, and it held a neutrino rifle in one enormous hand as easily as if it were a light walking cane. But Kyra’s eyes were drawn to its face and head. It was a large head, grey like its body, and its jaw and snout jutted forward. Its long teeth were not covered by any lips, and it appeared to be salivating. Above its mouth was a cluster of several pinkish wormlike threads, waving in the air. These were its olfactory sensors, its external nasal organ. Its eyes were small, round and unblinking. From its muzzle emerged a single horn, thick at the base and pointing straight upwards, cream in colour with a pattern of thick reddish-brown lines encircling it. It wore no clothes, but it had various straps on its body from which hung weapons and equipment. A heavy club hung from its belt. 

The creature was a borbod. It belonged in the forests of Borobudur, fighting others of its kind, but someone had hired it and armed it and trained it to kill people and now it was aboard the Evening Star.

Horrified, Kyra watched the nasal sensors writhing, tasting the air. The borbod was making hissing sounds. Then it looked directly at Kyra and the tone of its hisses changed, becoming a deep guttural grunting and rasping, and its sensors seemed to open out and writhe all the more. Terrified, Kyra looked away and retreated further. All the women had now backed to the further end of the cabin.

Wide eyed, Tami seemed to be about to begin screaming. Kyra held her hand. They all stared at the guns and the borbod. Kyra had seen guns in telescreen dramas, as there was a family in her village with a telescreen and they sometimes invited the neighbours to visit, but she had never seen real ones. And she had certainly never seen a borbod before, not even a picture of one.

But Leah and Bekka had both seen a borbod before. The attack on their farm on Borobudur had been at night and they had not seen those borbods up close, but there had been a very old, tame, dehorned specimen which did heavy manual work on their farm. Its name was Gosku. Gosku had been killed on the night of the raid. The attackers had bitten out its throat.

But this borbod was not old, not dehorned, and certainly not tame. Leah’s blood ran cold. It shouldn’t be here, she thought. We left home to get away from them. Why have they brought a borbod here? Whoever these Ziandans are, they are human, but the borbods are the enemies of man. They can never be anything else. They can never be our allies. 

“You stand still, else I blast you,” said Toltok unnecessarily. The girls stood very still. Kyra squeezed Tami’s hand. She wanted to encourage her, to say that Tami was doing well, and that everything would be all right soon, but she dared not speak. “All you, put hands on head,” added Toltok. 

The women obeyed. As Kyra released Tami’s hand, she felt glad of the jogging suit she had put on. Leah, though, felt acutely embarrassed. Obliged to put her hands on her head, she knew her breasts were lifted and her short cropped top was lifted away from the pyjama trousers, exposing her bare midriff. Leah was twenty. She was conscious of the fact that men noticed her body. She glanced at her sister. Bekka was a year younger, with similar dark hair and good looks. Bekka was wearing a white nightdress which came down to her calves, but with split sides. Leah was glad her sister was standing behind Mrs Pomuluk so that the men could not see her.

One man watched the women while the other two searched the room. Each passenger had a small locker for her personal possessions. These were searched by the simple expedient of emptying the contents onto the floor and scattering them with a foot. Little of value was found. This was, after all, a Third Class cabin. Perhaps their colleagues in First or Second Class would be conducting more profitable searches. Mrs Pomuluk, though, had one or two items of jewellery: a gold watch and a tiny cinerium pendant. Her husband had given her the pendant thirty years before. Now a widow, Agnes Pomuluk treasured it still. Despite her straightened circumstances she had never considered selling it.

Toltok took the pendant himself and let another man keep the watch. Kyra saw her precious possessions scattered: her letters and photographs, her school matriculation diploma, and a picture of a wedding dress she had seen on an infochannel, which was to have been the design for her own wedding dress if Simon approved.

Then one of the men found a small silken object. He held it up for his comrades to admire. It was the nightdress which Kyra had bought for her wedding night, a surprise for Simon: white, silky and scanty. Kyra had bought it with her cousin Minda when they had travelled together to Vieutemps. Minda had said Simon would find it irresistible. Minda was already married. She knew about such things.

One man held up the nightdress while the others grinned. Kyra blushed. “Who belong this?” demanded the man holding it. His strange accent and cruel appearance frightened the women.

“Owns,” corrected Toltok helpfully.

“Who own this?”

There was moment of silence. “I do,” said Kyra, unwilling to allow the others to be blamed for her reticence. The men leered at her. One of the men said something in a language Kyra did not understand. The others laughed and Toltok added a further comment. Kyra blushed a deeper crimson, hating the unwelcome attention. For a dreadful moment she thought that they were going to order her to change into the nightdress then and there, with the men watching. Then, disturbingly, the man holding the garment put it in his pocket and Toltok said to Kyra, “Later, Boolg fetch you, you wear that.” The men laughed.

What did he mean? Was Boolg the man’s name? Was it a joke, a suggestion, or a threat? Kyra felt as if a cold hand was clutching at her heart. There was something about the way the others had laughed which made her think that being on the receiving end of Boolg’s attentions would not be pleasant.

The men and the borbod turned their attention back to the lockers. One or two had been locked, and they burnt through the locks with the briefest blasts from their weapons.

Satisfied that the room contained nothing else of interest, and with papers and clothing trampled underfoot, the three men returned their attention to the little huddle of fear and trepidation at one end of the room: the five women, still with their hands on their heads, standing pressed together as if for protection and awaiting their fate, the decision of Toltok and his subordinates. Toltok was speaking to one of his men. Listening carefully, Kyra could make out some words of Inglic: cargo…cabin… woman. He pointed to Mrs Pomuluk first and said “Old woman, you go out.”

Mrs Pomuluk, at fifty-six, did not consider herself old, but she went into the corridor as instructed. The man followed her, prodding her with his rifle.

Toltok spoke to the borbod. Kyra noticed that a small translating device strapped to the creature’s neck picked up the human words and emitted some hisses and grunts which the creature seemed to understand. The device also translated the borbod’s noises into the Atkoi dialect.

“You go with him,” said Toltok. “Go now. He follow.” By now the four girls’ arms were aching but none dared remove them from their heads. They went obediently where the borbod gestured, along a corridor. They saw several other Ziandan Navy men and one or two borbods, but they did not see Mrs Pomuluk again. At one point Kyra smelled burning and she thought she saw some bodies on the floor of a cabin with an open door, but they had passed the doorway before she could be certain.

They were taken to one of the First Class dining rooms. There was a thick carpet on the floor and smart tables with comfortable chairs which had been moved to one side of the large room, leaving a clear space. There were two entrances into the dining room and a borbod guard stood at each. Huddled together on one side were a group of young women. Kyra saw Aimee Pembroke and Nysha Pirow. There were no men or older women among the prisoners: only young women. Kyra tried to make sense of what was happening. She looked around for Aithne, another of her friends, a rather plain girl in her early twenties. Aithne was not here. What does that mean? Kyra wondered.  Perhaps Aithne will be brought here soon.

In the First and Second Class cabins, the passengers’ experience was similar. Wealth accorded no privileges with the Ziandan Navy. The passengers tended mainly to be rather older but their personal effects were more valuable. In fact the roundup of the prisoners began in First Class even before Kyra and her cabin mates had been woken and before the announcement on the intercom that the ship had been boarded.

Lloyd and Daisy Renard were not even aware of the intruders until a loud bang on their cabin door caused Lloyd to get up and open it. It was pushed open so violently that he was sent sprawling backwards. Daisy sat up in bed, looked at the creature which was entering the room and screamed so loudly that for several moments no other voice could be heard.  

The borbod was followed into the room by a human whose name was Sergeant Krull. Krull had the curious distinction of having half of his left ear missing. It had been burnt off by a glancing blast of a neutrino pistol several years previously, and the blast which had incinerated Krull’s ear had also severely burnt his face. Medical treatment had not been available and Krull had been lucky to survive. The left side of his face had an uneven, leathery appearance and one eye was pulled to a strange angle where his melted skin had shrunk, although his eyesight was not impaired. Before his injuries, Krull had not been especially handsome. Now, he was grotesque. Daisy thought he was the ugliest man she had ever seen. 

Krull ordered both passengers to stand still while the borbod searched the room. Screams, thumps and neutrino fire could be heard, indicating that passengers is neighbouring cabins were suffering equally rude awakenings. Daisy’s screams had subsided to tremulous whimpers as the couple watched their possessions being looted. Satisfied that the borbod had found everything of worth, Krull pointed his pistol at Daisy and said, “You come with me.” Daisy was rooted to the spot. She was an attractive young woman of twenty-one with dark hair, slender figure, long legs and firm round breasts. Krull could see this because Daisy was wearing only a diaphanous deep red silky top and matching panties. The skimpy panties were fastened with a bow on each side. The top was held together by a bow above Daisy’s breasts. The whole ensemble did little to preserve Daisy’s modesty. Perhaps it was not intended to. This was, after all, Daisy and Lloyd’s own cabin, and they were on their honeymoon.

Krull, still holding the neutrino pistol in his right hand, seized Daisy’s hair with his left to pull her out of the room. Lloyd, who had allowed their possessions to be plundered, leapt forward to push Krull away from his wife. The enraged borbod moved faster than Lloyd had thought possible. It hissed and clicked and seized Lloyd by the throat, lifted him with one hand and flung him across the tiny cabin so forcefully that Lloyd’s head and torso slammed violently against the wall. Lloyd’s head slumped limply forward and the borbod expertly kicked it with such ferocious power that it whipped back and hit the wall forcefully a second time. Lloyd did not attempt to rise.

Krull led Daisy hurriedly out of the room and handed her to a subordinate, a Private Dunlow, who conducted her through the corridors wearing only her red top and panties. She heard the spits of neutrino fire and the screams of men and women, and smelled burning. She was the first inmate to arrive in the First Class dining room.


3: INTO THAT DARK NIGHT

There were now thirty-four prisoners in the First Class dining room. No more had been brought in for some time, and they began to speculate about the reasons for their incarceration. 

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

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

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

Kyra did not think that they were in immediate danger of being murdered. The intruders had welded one door shut and the other was kept locked, with a guard outside. They had already had the opportunity to kill the prisoners but had not done so, although she thought they would certainly kill any prisoner who was troublesome.

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

The girls waited for hours while the crew of the Vengeance Is Mine, the so-called Ziandan Navy, burnt their way into the security vaults and removed everything of value. The Evening Star itself was of no military use, nor could it be sold. The Ziandans had manoeuvred the ship into orbit around a J-type planet in an uninhabited system. The prisoners had been jettisoned as a precaution in case they chose to riot, and to save the bother of guarding them. Their bodies would drift in orbit like two or three thousand tiny satellites of the giant planet below. Perhaps after centuries as their orbits decayed, their deep frozen bodies would sink into the russet and cream bands of the planet’s atmosphere and be torn to shreds in the raging storms below.

The Evening Star itself would be sent crashing into the depths of that planet within days. The disappearance of a major vessel, a liner, without trace would strike fear into the Imperial military authorities and civilian society alike. They would never know for certain who was responsible. The Vengeance would head for the border and remain outside Imperial space until the search had died down. And since they were heading beyond the boundary anyway, it would do no harm to keep a few of the prisoners to sell in the slave markets of Aurora Prime, or Luxor or Akkadis. Perhaps Akkadis would be the best choice. It was defiantly independent and its authorities would not look too closely into the legality of goods unloaded there, provided they did not break any local laws. It was also further from the scene of the destruction of the Evening Star, so no suspicion would arise from their sudden arrival. And when rumours of the attack on the liner did eventually emerge, they would serve to increase still further the Imperials’ terror of their unseen enemies. 

But there was one passenger apart from the thirty-four girls in the First Class dining room, who was not jettisoned. He was located and treated as an honoured guest. The brigands’ leader, Commander Bual, had given strict instructions on this matter. He was to be kept safe and afforded every comfort and assistance possible. This guest could provide immeasurable help to the Ziandan cause. And as it turned out, a trip to Akkadis fitted in very well with his plans.

The guest’s name was Scamander: His Eminence, Archpriest Peter Scamander. He was returning to Akkadis to inspect the progress of his handiwork on an earlier trip to the planet several months before.  And the thirty-four girls in the First Class dining room would have to wait a little longer for the men who would decide their futures. They waited, and wondered, and talked.


4: REST AND RECUPERATION

The leader of the raiders, Commander Bual, decided that the Evening Star was secure and sufficient progress had been made to allow most of his men a twelve hour break.

In the First Class dining room, Nysha had just emerged from the only functioning toilet, which all the girls shared. It was Bekka’s turn next but before she could go in she heard the dining room door being unlocked. Terrified, she remained with her sister Leah.

It was Toltok who entered the room first. Sensing danger, the captives stood and backed away from him. Then Krull followed him in. Kyra saw the missing ear and immediately knew who he was. She had been warned about Krull. He was very dangerous. There was a gasp and a whimper from behind her as some of the other girls recognised him. Some of them had seen his deliberate cruelty. He had killed several prisoners for no obvious purpose.

Several more men and then a borbod entered the room. There were more gasps then. This was the first time that some of the girls had seen one of the creatures.

One of the men, dressed more smartly than the others, spoke in clear but accented Inglic. “I am Commander Bual of the Ziandan Navy. You are our prisoners.” He spoke slowly, pausing between each sentence. “You will at all times follow all instructions given to you by my men, including the borbods. Any attempt to escape or any lack of cooperation on your part will be punished swiftly and severely. I have already ordered a number of prisoners to be jettisoned into space today and will not hesitate to do so again should it prove necessary.” There were horrified gasps at this point. Bual did not mention that in fact almost all of the prisoners had been jettisoned. 

He continued, “It is not my intention to mistreat you unnecessarily. Nevertheless you must each expect to make your contribution to Zianda’s war effort. We did not choose to wage war against the Empire or its lackeys on independent worlds. It was forced upon us. Inevitably her people will pay the price for that mistake. Above all, do not antagonise my men in any way. They have lost dear friends and comrades today. They are in no mood for any truculence on your part.” 

He paused a moment and added, “Carry on, Lieutenant,” and left the room.

Toltok ordered the girls to spread out along one side of the room. They were to stand still while the Ziandans decided what would become of them. 

“Sergeant,” said Toltok, and nodded to Krull. Krull grinned. He had a thin face, cruel and arrogant, and it was an ugly grin, made worse by his scars. He stepped forward towards the girls to look at them more closely. The other men stepped forward too. The girls tried to back away but the wall was immediately behind them. Kyra had noticed with horror that Boolg, the man who had taken her nightdress, the man about whom Toltok had said, ‘Later he fetch you, you wear this,’ was in the room. He had seen Kyra, she knew. She had seen him looking at her. She had looked away immediately, not daring to meet his gaze, but it was too late. He had definitely seen her. Some of the girls were holding hands for emotional support. They sensed that their futures were being decided. Kyra was holding Tami’s hand on one side and Leah’s on the other. Tami was squeezing so hard that it hurt.

Tami Caravigan was very pretty, with shoulder length blonde hair and a neat slim figure which unfortunately was hardly covered by her thin nightdress. Her ambition was to be a nurse. She had been offered a scholarship to train on Ozark III, and so like Kyra she had been heading for Tolon where she intended to transfer to another vessel. Kyra gave her hand an extra squeeze of encouragement.

On Kyra’s other side, Leah was still conscious of her bare midriff and Bekka’s nightdress with split sides. She held Bekka’s hand. Her parents were not here. She wondered whether they were even still alive. Bekka might be all the family she had left. They must try to survive this together. And what did the Commander mean by them all contributing to the war effort and paying the price for the Empire’s mistakes? Did it have something to do with the way Krull and Boolg and the other men were looking at them now?

Kyra sensed that Boolg was still looking at her. She tried to look straight ahead and keep perfectly still. Maybe then he would take no notice of her.

But Boolg did notice Kyra. He reached out, grinning his ugly, cruel grin, and lifted her chin and turned her head to look at her face more closely.

Should I do it now? wondered Kyra. If I try to snatch his gun, they’ll have to kill me. It will be quick. Her heart was pounding. She smelled Boolg’s sour breath on her face. But she hesitated.

Then Toltok interrupted Boolg. “Not that one,” he said. “I’ve got something in mind for her.” One of the men said something which Kyra did not understand and the men laughed, but Kyra felt dizzy with relief. Toltok had saved her.

But saved her for what? Before she had time to pursue that thought, Kyra saw Krull’s grinning face, inspecting a horrified Tami. He ran his fingers through her hair. She tried to turn away but he grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled her closer. Then he spoke. “You and I are going to get better acquainted. You understand?” Too frightened to speak, Tami shook her head, silently pleading. Krull put his hand on her breast and squeezed. Not satisfied, he decided to remove the thin, short nightdress which was all she wore. “Take this off,” he said.

“Please, no, please, oh please no,” she began, and Kyra noticed that her voice was becoming higher pitched. Tami had coped very well until now but this latest part of her ordeal might push her over the edge into hysteria. Kyra feared the consequences.

But Krull was not to be stopped. The stress of the fighting, the fear beforehand, the shock of seeing some of his comrades killed and injured, the elation of victory, the expectation of great wealth and now the exhilaration of having beautiful women entirely at his mercy, had enflamed his emotions well beyond his ability to control them. Taking the thin white material in his hands, he ripped it apart. It parted easily. Underneath, Tami was entirely bare. There was a murmur of appreciation from the watching men as Tami tried her best to cover herself with her hands. Krull put his hand behind Tami’s head and grasped her hair tightly. He pulled her head forward and pressed her lips to his. With his other hand he squeezed one of her breasts. Unable to turn her head away, Tami bit his lip with all her might. Kyra could see the blood trickling from Krull’s lip. 

“Bitch,” he screamed, and slapped her. He put his hands on her slim waist and lifted her up onto his shoulder to carry her away. Tami pressed her thumb into his eye and attempted to gouge it with her nail. She was wriggling, twisting, scratching and screaming hysterically. Her breasts bounced as she squirmed wildly. The other men watched, partly fascinated by the beautiful girl’s naked wriggling form, and partly in amusement at Krull’s little difficulty.

“Ugeos!” shouted Krull, calling the borbod.

Ugeos had been badly burnt by a glancing blast from a neutrino pistol earlier that day. It was not enough to kill the borbod but several layers of skin from its chest and arms would peel off in the next few days and it was in continuous pain. It was in a foul mood. Now this human, small and weak though it was, was attacking Krull, its sergeant. Ugeos owed Krull obedience, loyalty and protection. That was the borbod instinct. They had evolved to hunt in packs and to cooperate with their leaders.

Ugeos leapt forward, uttering a series of guttural rasping snarls and seized the noisy wriggling creature and threw her high into the air, almost level with the elaborate crystal chandeliers hanging high above them from the ceiling of the First Class dining room.

Kyra and the other girls watched as Tami twisted and spun as if in slow motion, still screaming, while the enraged borbod waited for her to fall back down.

It was hissing, snarling and clicking in anger. Its device did not translate these noises. They were merely the instinctive sounds of anger and outrage. Tami somersaulted gracefully through the air and began her descent towards the floor.

The borbod caught her. She was face down and it caught her with its horn. Her body was impaled on the vicious spike. It entered her stomach. But the borbod was not finished with Tami yet. It dipped its long muzzle forward and down towards the floor, with Tami still on the spike, perhaps even still alive.

The borbod’s head shot up again with a skilful flick. Again Tami rose into the air, slowly turning before beginning her descent again, and again she landed on the borbod’s horn, this time on her back. For a third time the borbod flicked the girl’s body aloft and again caught it. All the while the borbod was clicking and hissing angrily. When at last it tired of this sport it caught the body in its teeth and began thrashing its head from side to side. It shook the body five or six times. Then, holding the body in its massive arms, it lifted Tami’s neck to its mouth and bit out her throat.

The screaming, panicking girls had fled to the other end of the room. Leah and Bekka both knew how wild borbods killed their prey but they had never seen it done before. We are their prey now, thought Leah. They are treating us as animals. This is their forest and we are small and weak and defenceless.

Toltok, annoyed that he had lost control of the situation in front of his men, was shouting at the borbod, ordering it to stop. It did stop, and spat out part of Tami’s windpipe. A borbod cannot digest human flesh. It continued hissing and clicking for several minutes. Boolg was giggling uncontrollably.

“All you be quiet. Else you get what she get. You want what she get?” As ever, Toltok, though no great linguist, had a powerful argument. Whimpering, the girls hurried to form a line again. Toltok pointed to two of them at random. “You take that filthy carcase. Go where he show,” he said. The two girls indicated were Philippa and Millie. Horrified, they hurried to pick up Tami’s remains and follow Ugeos. Now would not be a good time to show any lack of cooperation.

The remaining girls fell very silent, realising that they had the full, albeit unwelcome attention of the men. Krull was looking at Nysha. White with fear, Nysha looked straight ahead. Then Krull shifted his gaze to Leah. Leah tried not to breathe deeply, in case it made her breasts rise. She avoided his eyes. This is the man we were warned about, thought Leah. He is the most dangerous of the lot. And he wants me.

Krull was not usually indecisive. He usually made up his mind quickly and acted without a great deal of thought. He was taking his time on this occasion partly because the goods on offer were all of a very high standard, having been carefully selected out of a large pool, but also because he was enjoying making up his mind. The voyage to Akkadis was going to be a pleasure, he realised. Then he noticed Bekka. “Come here,” he said, but Bekka did not move. She was not deliberately resisting. She was simply too afraid to move.

He’s chosen Bekka, thought Leah. He’s taking Bekka and there’s nothing I can do. She’s going to resist and she’ll be killed like Tami.

Krull was in no mood to tolerate any lack of cooperation. “Are you deaf, or stupid? Come here.” Without waiting, he reached forward, grabbed Bekka’s hair and pulled her out of the line. Bekka stumbled forward.

But her fear was of such a magnitude that her own body betrayed her. She had been unable to visit the toilet earlier. Now she soiled herself, comprehensively and amply, evacuating her bowels and bladder. Too frightened and ashamed to speak, she waited for Krull to realise what had happened. She knew he was going to be angry with her. What would he do? She looked at his face. He was angry already.

Krull detected the odour and realised what had happened. “You filthy ruttocking shitbag! You filthy whore!” Still holding her hair in one hand, he punctuated his words with slaps to her face with his other hand.

Bekka covered her face and sank to her knees. “I’m sorry. Please, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to, please, I’m sorry” she repeated again and again. Would he call that horrible borbod back? It might return at any moment. 

He kicked her and continued swearing, “You filthy shitbag whore! Go and clean up, you filthy shitbag.” Crying and wailing, Bekka ran from the room to the toilet, grateful to be out of his presence. The other girls were silent, shocked and afraid. Krull was dangerous.

The men were laughing. “Hey, Krull, do you always have that effect on women?” 

“How do you do it, Krull?” 

“Is it your charm, or your good looks?” 

“Maybe it’s your aftershave, Krull.” 

Seething with anger, Krull turned and his eyes fell on Nysha again. She was tall and slender with pale skin and straight blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. She was wearing a closely fitting pink and white jogging suit which covered her up without disguising her beautiful figure. Krull took a firm grip of Nysha’s collar and pulled her out of the line and towards the door so briskly that Nysha had to run. She suppressed a scream, sensing that her best chance of survival was to cooperate and endure. The others watched in horror.


5: COME FLY WITH ME

Leah’s heart went out to Nysha, but she could not help being relieved that Bekka had been spared. Then she saw Boolg. Boolg was grinning. He was standing immediately in front of Leah and looking directly at her. 

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

Leah did as she was told. He remembers me from the cabin, she thought. She smelled Boolg’s foul breath but tried not to show any sign of revulsion. It might make him angry. Boolg was looking at Leah’s breasts. He reached out and squeezed one, then the other. She blushed intensely. No man had ever touched her there before. He squeezed quite hard. She dared not cry out or move but she could not help a little gasp escaping her. Have I made him angry? she wondered. She looked at him anxiously. He was still grinning.

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

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

While Boolg was choosing Leah, the other men had made their selections. A man named Wilson had caught sight of Daisy. She was still wearing the silky red top tied with a bow, and the red panties also tied with bows. Wilson slowly and delicately began to pull the silky bow on her top. Daisy dared not move away or offer any objection, except to whisper desperately, urgently, “Please…” The bow parted and the sides of the garment fell open.

Daisy had until now been trying to stand perfectly still. She did not want to anger Wilson. But at this point she covered her breasts with her hands.

“Put your hands behind your head,” said Wilson. Glowing pink, Daisy obeyed. Wilson grinned. Her breasts were perfectly formed, rounded and firm. With her hands behind her head, they were slightly raised, with the nipples thrust prettily forward. Daisy stared straight ahead, unable to meet his eyes.

Wilson turned his attention to her panties. They were very skimpy, covering only tiny triangles of flesh at the front and back. She had worn them to please Lloyd. Very slowly, Wilson began to unfasten the bow on Daisy’s right. Daisy clutched the bow protectively and  implored him again, “Please, please, no….”

This time, Wilson paused. “You do it,” he grinned. “Take it off.” Daisy hesitated. Had she heard him correctly? She could not bring herself to remove her last scrap of modesty, skimpy as it was, and expose herself utterly and publicly like this. “I can’t. Please, I can’t. Please…!” she beseeched him, her desperation evident in her tone.

“Do I have to tell you twice?” asked Wilson. Daisy sensed the danger signal, the hint of irritation in his voice. She pulled first one bow and then the other. “Let go of it,” added Wilson. Dizzy with shame, Daisy dropped the offending garment to the floor. 

“Put your hands back. Behind your neck. Keep them there. Till I tell you,” Wilson added. Daisy obeyed, mortified. Wilson surveyed her beautiful form unhurriedly. She was slender, with firm round breasts lifted and thrust proudly forward. Wilson grinned broadly. “Shaven! Smooth as a pleasure slave! I like smooth girls,” he announced loudly, stroking her smooth pudenda. No man except Lloyd had ever touched her there before. 

Daisy had not truly shaved her body hair. She had had a depilatory radiation treatment. It was permanent and painless. It was expensive, but Lloyd had not minded paying. 

Wilson had spoken loudly, proclaiming Daisy’s smoothness to everyone in the room. Now, with her intimate secrets laid bare and exposed to general scrutiny, Daisy’s humiliation could not have been more comprehensive or more public.

Wilson reached out carefully and took hold of Daisy’s left nipple between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand. He held it firmly so that she gasped and winced but she dared not make any sound. Wilson turned and without another word walked out of the room and Daisy of necessity followed, almost stumbling as she hurried to keep up with him, still not daring to remove her hands from behind her neck.

While Wilson was busy with Daisy, the five other men had also been choosing women. First Fern and then Bonnie and then Felicity had been taken out of the room, fearful but unresisting. It was then that Smales, the youngest crewman aboard the Vengeance, who had been carefully looking along the line of girls, happened to glance at Clara.

Clara Warburton was a tall, very pretty blonde, with a sweet round face and wide round eyes which now looked frightened. She moistened her dry lips nervously, sensing that she was the object of his attention, whilst trying hard not to glance directly at him again.

Smales stepped forward to take a closer look at his victim. He was a dirty youth, pimply and unshaven, with a sneering, contemptuous grin. He appeared to have a cold.

Clara was wearing pale blue silk pyjama trousers and top. The skimpy blue top had spaghetti thin straps over her shoulders, with a low cut V-neck with a white lace border. The trousers were of similar thin silky material, fastened with a cord tied at her waist. Her height and her clothes accentuated her lovely figure, with pert breasts, slim waist and flaring hips.

Clara had been travelling with her parents, her twin sister Philippa and her brother Aiden. Philippa had already been sent out to dispose of the body of the unfortunate Tami. Her mother, Mrs Annamarie Warburton, was at this moment standing beside Clara. Annamarie had the distinction of being, at thirty-nine, the oldest woman among the prisoners by a margin of nine years. Clara and Pippa’s father was a priest from Stormhaven who had been promoted to the rank of presbyter of a subdiocese on Tolon. He was travelling there with his family to take up his new position and had been excited about his promotion and the new challenges it offered.

The family had been sharing a First Class cabin. The stipend of a Holy Orthodox priest was sufficient to live on adequately but modestly. It was certainly not sufficient to afford the Warburton family first class interstellar travel, nor would the Church have paid for such an extravagance. But Mrs Annamarie Warburton had been born into a very wealthy family. Her father had owned substantial investments in commercial property. When he had died, the bulk of his estate had been inherited by Annamarie’s brother, as the eldest son. That was the usual custom in many parts of the Empire. This brother had often offered to help Annamarie and Stephen financially, but the cleric had nearly always declined the offers. On this occasion however, Stephen’s wife had persuaded him to make an exception. Annamarie valued their privacy and did not want to share accommodation with strangers. Philippa and Clara had inherited their mother’s shyness and were both grateful for her intervention.    

It had been Krull who was responsible for selecting the three Warburton women. Seeing the mother and daughters together he had thought it would be amusing to keep all three. There was no doubt that the years had been kind to Annamarie. She had the same blonde hair, sweet face and delicate features as her daughters. Her figure was unspoilt by time and childbearing. Regular exercise and sensible diet had played their part, but it was nature itself that was the most important factor. The girls had just turned eighteen and had quite evidently inherited their mother’s beauty.

Smales looked at Clara, grinned arrogantly and said, “Come.” He took her firmly by the upper arm and was about to lead her away when Annamarie interrupted.

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

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

The revolting boy Smales grinned wider. Krull’s judgment when he selected Annamarie had been entirely correct. She was still beautiful. Her face resembled Clara’s very closely except that her hair was shorter and neatly styled and highlighted while her daughter’s was tied back in a simple ponytail. Annamarie’s breasts were not the young, pert breasts of a girl of nineteen. She had, after all, borne three children; but they were well rounded and still firm enough not to sag. Annamarie was mortified, blushing so intensely that even her breasts had turned pink, but despite her humiliation she noticed that Smales seemed to take some interest, and that gave her hope.

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

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

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

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

For a moment it appeared that her plan was working. Then Smales thought, do I really want the mare, when I can have the filly? In that instant he decided Clara’s fate. He cleared his throat and gathered a mouthful of saliva and yellow phlegm and spat it out forcefully in Annamarie’s face. “You’re a whore,” he said matter-of-factly and turned back to Clara and led her away.

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

Faced with this dilemma, Annamarie had not noticed that Toltok was watching her. He had watched her display of flirtation. He took hold of her firmly and said, “You come with me, then you please me instead.” Annamarie stumbled over her nightdress as he led her out. He grinned and added, “Maybe I have you, then I have her, then I see which is best, yes?”

Annamarie followed, hurrying to keep pace with Toltok so that her breasts bounced with every step she took. Oh Stephen, Stephen, she thought, forgive me, truly I’m sorry. I tried to protect our daughter but I have prostituted myself and that vile thing has taken Clara anyway and he will do things to her and she can’t stop him and I can’t stop him either, and when Pippa comes back they may want to take her too.  

But even in her mind, Annamarie heard no reply.

Toltok was the last of the men to make his choice. When he left, the door slammed shut. 

The remaining girls heard the lock turn. Able at last to release their emotions, they collapsed in tears. When Bekka emerged from the toilet with her nightdress and panties clean but wet, she looked for her sister. Kyra told her what had happened and comforted her. Millie and Philippa were brought back to the room, having completed their gruesome task. They had left Tami on a bunk in an empty cabin, covered in a sheet.

Philippa and Bekka suffered the most, imagining what their loved ones must be enduring. The man was angry with me, thought Bekka, and Leah and Nysha will pay the price. They are suffering because of me. But she did not voice her guilt aloud. It would have seemed self indulgent.

They found some food in the room, but none of them ate. Nor did they sleep, although this was their second night without rest. They could hear the men off duty carousing nearby. They heard intermittent bursts of laughter and music and sometimes men’s voices and worst of all, occasional feminine screams or muffled squeals.

Every time there was a sound in the corridor outside, the girls whimpered in alarm. They did not know when the men might return to fetch more girls. At one point there was a scream louder and more piercing than all the others. It seemed to come from a cabin very close to the room where they were being held. After that there were no more screams.

It was early morning when the lock was turned and the door was opened again. Several girls screamed and whimpered and everyone fled to the side of the room furthest from the door. But this time it was neither man nor borbod which entered the room. It was Nysha who stumbled suddenly in, as if pushed. The door slammed shut behind her and they heard the lock click shut. Kyra ran to Nysha to comfort her, but Nysha would not speak. She ran to a corner of the room and curled into a ball.

Nysha had been taken from the room wearing a close fitting tracksuit, coloured pink and white, and underneath she had worn the bra and panties in which she had been sleeping when the ship was attacked. Now, eight hours later, she had been returned to the room. But from her head to her toes, Nysha wore not a stitch of clothing.


6: THE TIME OF OUR LIVES

It was several hours before anyone could persuade Nysha to speak. By that time, Leah, Daisy, Bonnie, Fern, Clara and Annamarie had all been returned as well. Gradually the girls pieced together their stories.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Meanwhile Krull had taken Nysha to a First Class cabin where he ordered her to undress. He showed no more mercy to Nysha than Boolg had to Leah. It was a thorough, lengthy and painful ordeal for Nysha, lasting perhaps an hour. Then he ordered her to come with him. She reached for her clothes to dress again. “Leave the clothes,” he said.

The men in the bar cheered when they saw Krull and clearly appreciated the sight of Nysha, entirely bare. He made Nysha fetch drinks for him and the other men and allowed the others to squeeze and fondle her. Nysha controlled her revulsion. At one point she glanced at a borbod and she was certain that it was looking back at her. The fronds of its horrible external olfactory organ were waving, tasting the air, and Nysha looked away quickly. 

Boolg had finished with Leah and one of the others had taken her to a nearby cabin. Wilson entered the bar, propelling Daisy in front of him and ordered her to the stage. She hurried to obey. “She’s just got married and now her man’s gone and left her all on her own!” announced Wilson loudly. “Give her a damn good honeymoon!” Amidst the chorus of cheers and laughter and lewd remarks, most of which the miserable Daisy did not understand, she was pulled off the stage by another man who led her to an empty cabin. Wilson sat at one of the tables, drinking and talking to several of the other men.

Boolg took hold of the still naked Nysha and pulled her unceremoniously to a spare table and lifted her onto it. Nysha looked frightened but was compliant. But at that point Krull angrily told Boolg to leave the girl alone. Boolg complied without complaint. There were plenty more girls to choose from. Like most of the crew he was afraid of Krull.

Krull made Nysha sit next to him while he fondled her and from time to time sent her to fetch more beer. The room was noisy with the music and the shouting and swearing and laughter of the men. The borbods did not drink alcohol but seemed to like the company. Someone slapped Nysha hard on the buttocks and squeezed her while she was fetching drinks. She gasped and nearly dropped the tray but Krull merely laughed. He did not seem to have any objection to her being manhandled.

Bonnie and Fern had fared no better. They too had been taken first to separate cabins and later brought to the bar. Later on Nysha saw each of them being taken out again by different men. Of the twenty men in the crew of the Vengeance, most preferred the privacy of a separate room for their entertainment. Only Boolg and one or two others enjoyed their sport publicly. It was a distinction of which Boolg was in fact rather proud.

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

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

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

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

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

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

The man from Boolg’s table who had watched Clara as she walked past, walked over to speak to Smales. He gestured at Clara. Smales nodded assent. Grinning, the man said, “You come, Girl,” and led the miserable Clara away.

Smales and his friends turned their attention to the girl now dancing on the stage. It was Leah, having her second or third turn on the stage. Fern, who had been sent to fetch drinks, heard some squealing and saw Clara on a table with a man on top of her and laughing Boolg and another man holding her ankles apart. She looked away and hurried back with the drinks. Krull got up and led Nysha out of the room. He was returning her to the dining room. He wanted at least some sleep but he did not want to leave Nysha in the bar. He would keep her for himself, for a while at least.

Gradually the other men began leaving, too. One of the borbods brought back the girls, one or two at a time, as the men ceased to have any use for them.

Back in the dining room the girls clung together for support and wept as they listened to each other’s stories. 

As each fragment of the tale was related it was punctuated by gasps of horror. The girls who had remained in the dining room were relieved that they had not been chosen but afraid that next time they would not be so fortunate.

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

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

Later, Kyra said to Leah, “Do you remember that blonde girl, with long hair? I think she’s from Stormhaven. I think her name is Felicity. Leah, where is she? She was taken away by the men when they took you and the others but they haven’t brought her back.” Leah did not know what had become of Felicity. Fern had seen her early in the evening, but no one was sure what had happened to her or why she was not brought back with the others.


7: ASHES TO ASHES

Bual intended to remove everything of value from the Evening Star. The Ziandan Navy needed modern weapons. It needed money. There was going to be war between the Empire and the Atkoi. That much was obvious to any fool; any fool, perhaps, except the Emperor Aethelstan and the Centralists who controlled the Senate and who were too far from the edges of the Empire to worry about its security. They were fools, but useful fools.

That brought Bual’s thoughts to the fate of the slaves. He did not want their value depreciated any more than necessary. It was a cargo of the finest quality. There were dealers on Akkadis who would pay the top rate for girls like these. They were attractive, well educated and from good backgrounds. Some men paid extra for Imperial girls. And they would pay a good deal extra if the girl in question was still a virgin. Conversely they would pay a lot less if the likes of Krull and Boolg and Smales had been using them as whores for six weeks. The Welbeck girl from Coromandel was probably the best of the bunch. Toltok had already put her ‘off limits’ to the men. She would bring in a small fortune if she were still ‘virgo intacta’ when they got her to market.

Toltok was efficient. Bual had told him to earmark a dozen girls for the use of the men during the voyage. The men had fought hard and deserved a reward. A gesture of goodwill would be appreciated. All the others were to be strictly off limits. No doubt they would be grateful. They ought to be. It would keep Krull and Boolg off them for the remainder of the voyage. Conversely, the earmarked girls would each get a lot more attention from the men. That would do them no harm. They would almost certainly be sold as whores on Akkadis, so they could start getting used to it now. Perhaps Toltok should arrange a rota. Bual did not want the drunken debauchery which took place last night to become a regular event. The men would not be fit for work. Discipline would suffer. There would be fights. Two girls had already been killed: one by a borbod, and one vacuumed because she couldn’t bring herself to do what Krull wanted. That did not matter a great deal – but it would a pity to waste any more. Trust Krull to be involved in those incidents! Whenever there was trouble, Krull was involved somehow. He had killed a man once, on Tolon, escaped the Imperial authorities and ended up joining the Ziandan Navy. Krull was useful in a fight, but Bual knew he had to keep an eye on him.

The girls were led through the corridors to the tunnel dock.

This was a cause of considerable trepidation to them, as the tunnel dock was next to the shuttle docks where they had already guessed that at least some of the passengers had been jettisoned. Perhaps they had ceased to be of use to their captors. Perhaps they had merely been a brief entertainment, to be destroyed now that they had outlived their usefulness. They dared not ask, in case the very question provoked the consequence they dreaded. Toltok had made it very plain to them that they must never ask any questions at all about the fate of the passengers and crew or about their own futures. The men did not want to be bothered by them. Theirs was to serve, not to question.

It was therefore with considerable relief that they saw the tunnel doors open and they realised that they were merely to be transferred and not jettisoned.

There was air but no artificial gravity inside the tunnel. It was merely a thick and flexible tube connecting the two vessels. They crawled through the tunnel using the handholds provided. After a minute or two they emerged into the Vengeance. They were taken to a medium sized room and locked in. It had a toilet and shower but no furniture. There was sufficient room for them all to sleep on the floor, shoulder to shoulder. Gravity in this room was set at about half the standard level. An Arcturus class vessel did not have the energy to waste on luxuries. After the crew had also transferred back to the Vengeance, the clamps holding the two vessels together were disconnected and the tunnel was retracted back into the Vengeance.

Bual watched for a while as the vast shape of the Evening Star, a flattened globe, silvery gray, with its name and the Tolcon badge and rows of duraglass windows, all dark now, began slowly to slip away. Its course had already been turned steeply downward. At the moment it was still habitable, but devoid of life, like a ghost ship, empty except for bodies. Its passengers and crew, their dreams and hopes and memories, were all gone now.

The ship sank gradually, ever faster towards the enormous planet below. Eventually it would hit the outer reaches of the dense atmosphere. Travelling at such a speed it would begin to bounce and tumble and glow red as it sank ever deeper. The pressure would increase as it sank. Not designed to cut through an atmosphere, it would begin to break apart. Eventually the friction and the raging storms in the lower atmosphere of the giant planet would tear the reactor engine open, haemorrhaging great gouts of radiation as it fell, but no-one would ever detect any trace of it.

Compressed beyond recognition by the immense pressure of the lower atmosphere, any parts of the vessel which had not been entirely vaporised would reach the hard, solid core of the planet tens of thousands of miles below. There they would lie undiscovered, forever. 

The Vengeance had originally been designed to carry a larger crew and more weapons than it now held. It had room to spare for cargo, passengers or in this case, slaves. 

The girls had been ordered to use the shower and to be very quick. Toltok would return in ten minutes to inspect them. They formed a queue and urged each other to hurry. They left their clothes in little bundles on the floor. There were neither towels nor did the shower cubicle have an air dryer, so they wiped off the water as best they could with their hands and dressed again, still damp.

Toltok returned promptly, or in fact a little early. Despite their best efforts to hurry, two girls were still in the shower cubicle: Bonnie and Carys. Bonnie emerged first and hurriedly looked around for her dark blue nightdress which, skimpy though it was, was her only garment. With mounting panic she realised it was not where she had left it. In fact it had been moved by accident. Bonnie heard the voice of Toltok in the corridor. Panicking, she caught sight of the only other article of clothing in the room, a white nightdress. She snatched it up. Thankfully it was quick and easy to don. Bonnie hurriedly joined the cluster of girls waiting for Toltok. She felt her heart thumping wildly as she waited for the door to open.

Seconds later, Carys emerged from the shower, dripping wet and searching in growing consternation for her white nightdress. She wasted valuable time looking in the tiny shower cubicle again. Then she heard the voice of Toltok.

“Get into line,” he said.

Confused, panicking, still dripping wet and entirely bare, Carys had no alternative but to obey, covering herself as best she could with her hands. The girls standing on either side of her did their best to shield her from Toltok’s view. She stood behind them with only her head and shoulders visible.

Toltok had earlier made a list of their names and demanded to know from each of them whether she was a virgin, with dire warnings of the consequences if any of them lied. Mortified, they had all answered truthfully. Now he had returned, together with Smales, holding what looked like a small pair of pliers. The girls waited fearfully.

Toltok glanced at his list and called out a name. It was Nysha. He gestured her forward.

He placed a clip in his device. It was a small strip of silvery metal, bent in a U-shape, with a sharp point at one end. It’s an ear tag, thought Leah.  He’s going to tag us like animals.  Bekka and one or two other girls from farming backgrounds also recognised the device.

Toltok gripped Nysha by the hair and bent her forward. He turned her head to one side, put the device carefully to her ear, and squeezed the handles shut. The two sides of the tag were pressed together and the sharp end was pressed through Nysha’s flesh and folded over and flattened like a staple. She squealed and whimpered. She could not help herself from squirming a little although she tried hard to be as cooperative as possible. There was not a lot of blood. Toltok had done this before. He told Nysha to wait on the other side of the room.

Next it was Clara’s turn. The willowy blonde knew what to expect and managed to remain quiet except for a little gasp when the tag penetrated her ear. Toltok released her. She hurried to join Nysha and they commiserated with one another.

Then Fern was called forward. She was wearing a short cropped blue bolero style pyjama top with a bare midriff and long matching blue pyjama trousers. She had a lovely figure. The firm hemispheres of her breasts thrust her short top forward and away from her slim, smooth waist. She was nervous and seemed reluctant to cooperate. Smales held her firmly by the neck and bent her head forward, while Toltok brushed aside her blonde hair and tagged her. Smales also took the opportunity to slip his hand inside her top and fondle her breasts. She gasped quietly. “Later, I will come for you,” he said with a grin and slapped her buttocks as she joined the group of tagged girls. The other girls all noticed what had happened. The remaining girls cooperated instantly when their names were called.

After Fern, it was the turn of Daisy, then Leah, Bonnie and Annamarie. The first seven had all been selected to serve the crew before. Then Aimee was called forward, shocked and frightened, followed by Janina and Juliet Esk, two very pretty sisters from Stormhaven, and then Louisa. This made eleven altogether. Toltok paused and checked his list. He wanted one more. One tag remained unused. He studied the line of girls. They tensed, unable to meet his eyes. He looked at Bekka, Philippa and Bianca, all very attractive. For a moment his gaze fell upon Millie, and she felt her heart turn cold with fear. 

Millicent Roche was eighteen, blonde, slender, and probably one of the most beautiful of the captives. Toltok paused a moment before shifting his gaze to the next girl. Millie felt weak with relief, sensing she had narrowly avoided something terrible. Then Toltok saw Carys, still bare and dripping wet. He grinned and gestured her forward.

Dismayed, Carys stepped forward, covering herself shyly with her hands. Toltok was not disappointed by what he saw. Carys was the only girl among the prisoners who had been a member of the crew rather than a passenger. She had been born on the impoverished agricultural world of Chalcedon into a peasant farming family, but her good looks and polite, helpful manner had made her career. She had successfully applied to join the shipping company as a hostess. Now twenty, she had been with the company for two years. Her responsibilities included welcoming people aboard in her smart uniform with her blue skirt and jacket and little round blue hat, showing the First Class passengers to their cabins and working as a waitress in the First Class dining room and bar. Sometimes she had daydreamed that she would meet a passenger and they would fall in love and marry. Perhaps he would be a wealthy first class passenger, but that was not important as long as he was kind and responsible. In the mean time she had worked hard and sent much of her income home to Chalcedon to help her younger siblings with their education and improve the family farm.

Now with her heart sunk in despair, Carys stepped forward to be tagged like an animal. On her parents’ farm the animals were not tagged. The few cows were recognised by sight, and in any case all the neighbours were honest. Blushing hotly, Carys stood still with her hands to her sides, as instructed.

She had firm, well rounded breasts. She did not resist as Toltok fitted the clip into his tagging device. Nevertheless Smales could not resist holding the pretty hostess still. He took one of her nipples between the thumb and forefinger of one hand, and squeezed until she winced. “Hold still,” he said, and nodded to Toltok. Her flesh was firm and wet and smooth. Toltok lifted her ear and inserted it into the device and squeezed. Carys gasped. She was no longer a hostess. She was a slave, tagged like an animal that belongs to a wealthy farmer.

The loss of her nightdress had sealed Carys’s fate.


8: VIRGIN SACRIFICE

When Toltok finished tagging the girls, he did not tell them why they had been tagged or what it meant. He simply pointed to Aimee Pembroke and said, “You come with me.” Then he left the room. Aimee was visibly frightened. She looked across to Kyra, hoping for a word of reassurance or encouragement from her friend, but Kyra was on the other side of the room and Aimee dared not delay in obeying Toltok’s command.  Feeling utterly alone, she hurried after him.

Aimee was wearing the same white tee shirt and panties that she had been captured in. She had blonde hair, long and very slightly wavy, with a small straight nose and well defined features. She was slim and of average height.

Wilson was waiting for them in the corridor. Toltok said something to him which Aimee did not understand. Wilson nodded and gestured for Aimee to accompany him. He took her along a corridor and knocked politely on a door, opened it and prodded her into the tiny but comfortable cabin. “Good day, Your Eminence,” said Wilson politely. “The girl you sent for, sir.”

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

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

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

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

Aimee was confused. Scamander made her feel that she or her family must have done something terrible. He was intelligent and articulate but she had never before seen him so angry. His eyes were small and unblinking and malevolent. She could not look into those terrible eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

“Pardon?” Aimee hoped she had misheard him.

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

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

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

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

“I’m waiting,” said Scamander.

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

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

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

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

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

“I am going to see Commander Bual,” he said at last. “I will be dining with him. I will ask him to postpone the execution of justice. When I return here, if I find that your heart is truly contrite I will speak to Commander Bual again and the execution will be cancelled. Do you understand?” Aimee nodded, still touching the low ceiling.

“You may put your hands down,” said Scamander. Aimee did so, relieved. Scamander donned his hat, a purple square biretta with gold cord as befitted his rank, and his cape which was purple with a black lining and fastened with a gold chain. As he turned to leave, Aimee stooped to pick up her clothes.

“No, leave them on the floor,” said Scamander. He wanted the girl naked while she waited. It would put her in a compliant frame of mind. “You may sit on the bed and wait,” Scamander added as he left the room.

He was gone a very long time. Aimee was not sure how long, because there was no clock, but it seemed like three hours or more. She sat and stood. Occasionally there would be a sound in the corridor as someone approached and her heart would thump in fear as she thought that the dreadful moment had arrived. Then the footsteps would recede and she knew that she was safe a little longer. Sometimes someone would pause and she could hear their muffled words, and she realised that Wilson or one of the other men was still standing guard outside the door. 

Eventually Aimee heard footsteps that did not recede again. She heard the muffled greetings, and the sound of someone keying in the code on the door lock. Aimee knew that Scamander had returned to claim his dues. She felt her heart thumping uncontrollably.

Scamander entered the tiny room. Aimee was standing as far away from him as she could, naked but trying to hide herself with her hands. Scamander had enjoyed a very good dinner and had a lengthy and useful discussion with Commander Bual. Now he had no further commitments on his time except to enjoy the young Borobuduri filly who was waiting for him in his cabin. “Lie on the bed,” said the Archpriest. He began to remove his clothes.

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

Later, a long time later, Scamander said, “Now lick it clean,” and pushed her head down towards his waist. Aimee managed to obey without retching or showing any disgust. When he was satisfied, Scamander said, “You can stop now.” Entirely sated by the good food, good wine (a fine red from Semiramis III of which he had drunk a little but not enough to dampen his ardour) and his evening’s sport with the Pembroke girl, Scamander slept, and snored.

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

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

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

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

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

“Put them out?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


9: THEY ALSO SERVE

It was early morning when a drunken Boolg brought Aimee back to the girls’ holding room. She was shaking and unable to talk for some time. Kyra and Annamarie helped her to shower and clean her injuries; she had suffered some severe bites to her nipples in particular.

The following evening, the ear tagged girls were informed of some new arrangements. Henceforth there would be three line ups a week. Aimee was excused from the first of these. Toltok had heard that she had suffered a lengthy initiation into her new life.

At seven o’clock that evening, the eleven available girls stood in the crew’s Recreation Room, staring straight ahead and waiting to be chosen. They no longer held hands for mutual encouragement. Each was alone now, in her private misery. The officers would have first choice. Bual selected Janina. Toltok, as promised, chose Clara. Smales chose Fern. Carys was led away by Krull. All the girls were taken that night, but by Bual’s order each was returned by midnight. This system was retained for the remainder of the voyage.

Those girls with spare clothes had already shared them with those who had none, and when an opportunity arose Kyra asked Toltok if he could provide clothing for those who had very little to wear. The next day he provided some spare men’s shirts. With the sleeves rolled up, Clara, Nysha and Bonnie all looked rather fetching in the large shirts which came down to their thighs.

They coped with their new circumstances in different ways. Rather than become the common plaything of twenty different men, Bonnie tried hard to monopolise Toltok, becoming in effect his mistress for the duration of the voyage. Similarly, Carys successfully attracted the exclusive attention of Commander Bual. (Annamarie tried but failed to catch the Commander’s eye.) As a result, Carys and Bonnie were spared the attention of the remaining eighteen men and given some privileges, which caused a certain amount of resentment. This was complicated by the fact that Bonnie was blamed for getting Carys ear tagged in the first place. Kyra did her best to sooth their resentment. They were all in the same predicament, she reminded them. They should be trying to find out where they were being taken and why, and what had happened to the rest of the crew and passengers.

Krull insisted, at least at first, on keeping Nysha entirely for his own disportment. He was not an officer and had no authority to do this, but none of the men dared challenge him on the matter. After suffering his attentions for some two weeks, Nysha was relieved when Krull tired of her and turned his attentions to Clara instead. Nysha in turn became one of the most popular girls with the men, often the first to be chosen in the line up and the last to be returned, and she was frequently required to entertain several men in succession.

Some of the girls, like Fern and Daisy, took every opportunity to ask the men for alcoholic drinks. Frequently they were willing to share their liquor and it helped the girls cope with their ordeal. Louisa, who had been shy to start with, withdrew into her own world and hardly spoke. Kyra gave her whatever encouragement and support she could.

After her lengthy initiation, Aimee was mercifully not persecuted more than any of the other girls. Most of the men understood that her father had been acting in self defence and the family had been punished enough already. It was only the spiteful Scamander with his hatred and resentment of Borobuduri, and the perverse Boolg, who had particularly wanted her punished. She was an attractive girl and was almost always selected to serve several of the men, and they seemed satisfied with her. Indeed, when at last the voyage came to an end, one or two of the men missed Aimee in particular.

Nysha, Aimee and Kyra were also required to serve the meals in the officer’s dining room aboard the Vengeance. Bual, Toltok and Scamander ate together. On their first evening, Toltok had arrived first. The three girls had each been given small matching green and white table cloths to wear as skirts. They were told to fold the cloths diagonally and wrap them around their waists, tying them at their rights hips.

Toltok sat at the table and told the girls to stand in a line facing him. He ordered Aimee and Nysha to remove their tops. Blushing, they obeyed. The result was very attractive, as both girls were slim waisted, with fine breasts. Kyra alone was spared the humiliation of serving topless. From then on, this was how they would serve dinner to the officers of the Vengeance.

One evening a few days later, having just served dinner, the three girls were standing neatly as they had been instructed, in a row with their hands clasped behind their backs and their heels and toes together and their backs straight and heads up. They looked quite demure, or in the case of Nysha and Aimee as demure as a young woman can look if she is wearing nothing except a small table cloth, folded in half. Their task was to remain quiet and still and hold themselves ready in case the men required anything.

Kyra was grateful she had been allowed to wear her pyjama top, skimpy though it was. She was acutely conscious of the fact that Scamander had been looking at her throughout the meal. He had also sent her to fetch another bottle of wine and to fill his glass and to fetch more gravy. After finishing his meal he spoke to Bual, and Kyra was horrified to realise that she was the subject of the conversation.

Scamander asked Bual if Kyra could be sent to his room after the meal. She did not understand why a senior cleric should be on such friendly terms with these brigands but there could be no doubt as to his plans for Kyra. He had already had several of the girls brought to his cabin for his own disgusting purposes, including Aimee, Juliet, and on one occasion Annamarie and Clara together. 

Until now, Bual had protected Kyra from his men’s depredations, but now he hesitated before answering. Kyra’s heart seemed to stop beating and she felt dizzy with fear.

Bual wanted to afford Scamander every possible consideration. Despite his contempt for the cleric he knew that Scamander was useful. But he had plans for Kyra. It would be a pity to ruin the girl and sell her as a whore in Akkadis. He searched for the right words. “I have plans for that girl,” said Bual. “Are there any of the others you would like to have sent to you? There is a little creature called Janina who is quite charming, and very keen to please.” (Janina also held the unique advantage, mused Bual, of being the only one among the ear tagged girls who had not been required to entertain Boolg. Upon first smelling his breath, the girl had vomited. It had earned her a thrashing with Boolg’s belt but perhaps she had found that preferable to the alternative.)

“No matter,” replied Scamander. “Yes, perhaps later I will enquire after Janina. I believe I am already acquainted with her sister.”  Kyra felt weak and relief. Scamander was not going to pursue the matter. The conversation shifted onto other topics. Kyra wondered for the thousandth time precisely what Bual’s plans for her involved.

Toltok, looking directly at Aimee, told her to fetch something from the kitchen. Toltok’s accent was always strong, but now he had been drinking and his words were slurred. Aimee knew he was sending her to fetch something but she could not understand what. Afraid to ask, she hesitated but then said, “Sir, I’m sorry, please will you repeat that?” Toltok repeated the word but Aimee still looked blank. He repeated the word again, this time irritably. Panicking, Aimee hurried from the room, her breasts bouncing delightfully as she went and her cheeks blushing at the unwanted attention. She still did not know what she was supposed to fetch. It could not be wine; there was an almost full bottle on the table. It could not be salt or pepper or gravy. The word had not been ‘coffee’ or ‘milk’ or ‘sugar.’ She hoped that when she reached the kitchen it would be visible and obvious.

There was no one else on the kitchen. Aimee was relieved to find that Boolg had already left, apparently by the rear door which led to the crew’s cabins. Aimee saw the cheese platter, which Boolg had prepared and left all ready. But the word Toltok had used had not sounded like ‘cheese’ or ‘platter.’ It began with an ‘s,’ but there was nothing else that Aimee could think of which Toltok might have wanted at the end of the meal. She hesitated, afraid to return empty handed and uncertain how to proceed.

Then she heard Boolg’s voice. It sounded as if Boolg was talking to Smales in the corridor outside. She wondered whether she should ask Boolg what she was supposed to fetch. No, she decided. She was terrified of Boolg. She was terrified of Smales, too. Besides, Boolg could not possibly know what Toltok had sent her for. In an agony of indecision, Aimee froze. Then she realised that Smales and Boolg were still talking. Smales said something like “…Akkadis…” and Boolg replied, “… better prices for them….”  There were other words, but they were muffled and indistinct.

Aimee knew that if she spent any longer in the kitchen, Toltok might be angry. Plucking up her courage she picked up the platter and did her best to walk gracefully back into the dining room. Bual and Scamander were talking. Aimee put down the platter, curtsied and looked nervously at Toltok.

Toltok looked at the cheese platter in genuine amazement. “What’s this? Where’s my serviette?” he demanded. He sounded irritated, Aimee thought. By now Scamander and Bual were watching, curious at what was going on. Aimee blushed deeper. Kyra and Nysha were both silently glad they had not been sent on this errand. Neither of them had any idea what ‘serviette’ might mean.

Suddenly Kyra remembered hearing the word before. “Napkin,” she whispered, just loudly enough for Aimee to hear.

“Serviette. Napkin. Yes, Sir. I’m sorry,” said Aimee, and hurried out again to the tiny kitchen. She knew where the napkins were kept. Boolg had shown her. She opened the drawer. To her horror it was empty. She looked around in panic. Then she remembered where the spare ones were kept. She rushed to pick one up, and took it to Toltok, curtsied, said “Sorry, sir,” and curtsied again and returned to her place next to Kyra.

Aimee’s immediate crisis was over. Relief swept over her and she was unable to help herself from dissolving into tears. But the meal was almost over and her humiliation was mercifully short lived. Bual excused the three pretty waitresses and they each bobbed a polite curtsey, thanked him and left. Aimee and Nysha were expected in the Recreation Room shortly for the line up. Kyra hugged Aimee but remained behind to clear the table and wash the dishes. She knew Boolg had left. She was still nervous of him, but he had never dared to molest her, nor any of the unmarked girls.

Scamander thanked Bual for the dinner and Bual remarked that the meals were better since extra supplies had been loaded from the Evening Star. To himself, Bual thought, Boolg is a good fighter, which is what matters; but I hope he washes his hands before he cooks my dinner.


10: CROSSING THE LINE

Aimee Pembroke was returned late to the holding room, as she often was, and it was the following morning before she had the opportunity to tell the other girls what she had overheard. They gathered around her to listen. “Akkadis… better prices for them,” repeated Aimee for the fourth time. “But what could it possibly mean?”

“I think it means what it says,” said Carys. “I think it means they’re going to sell us. On Akkadis.”

There were several horrified gasps. “But when people realise the Evening Star is missing, they’ll come to look for us. They’ll rescue us,” said Pippa. She looked at her mother and sister. “They will rescue us, won’t they, Mummy?” she added. Annamarie nodded emphatically, as she did every time Philippa raised this question.

“But they won’t know where to look. They won’t know what happened to the Evening Star. They might never know. They’ll think it just disappeared, like the Princess of Petwen,” said someone else.

“We don’t know that. We don’t know that at all,” said Annamarie, trying to protect Pippa and Clara.

It was not that the possibility of slavery had only just occurred to the prisoners. In the long hours when they were kept in the holding room, they imagined their fate. It was obvious that they were not being held for ransom. The Ziandans had clearly not selected the richest passengers, but the prettiest girls. It was Leah who had first wondered aloud if they would be sold into slavery. There were cries of horror when she said it, but most of the girls now realised it was a very real possibility. Obviously they could not be sold within the Empire. Mostly they were either full citizens or subjects of the Emperor. But there were many worlds outside the Empire, planets where the Emperor’s writ did not run. Some of those planets were independent. Some were Atkoi worlds.  Others were ruled by nonhuman aliens but had some human inhabitants who sometimes owned slaves.

All the girls were horrified by the idea that they might actually be owned like an animal. Slavery existed on many worlds even within the Empire, but even those who came from planets where it was legal were appalled to imagine it applying to themselves.  And to be a slave among a foreign people at the mercy of a master who might use or misuse his slave in any way he chose, or simply destroy her, must be awful: utterly, utterly awful. And how much worse it must be if her master were an Atkoi, a barbarian scarcely a generation removed from nomadic tribesmen.

And now their worst fears appeared well founded. ‘Better prices for them,’ could not mean the cinerium. It must refer to the girls themselves. The mention of Akkadis made their predicament seem more real, more immediate. If they were truly being taken beyond the boundaries of the Empire they might never be rescued.

Then Carys mentioned that she had heard of Akkadis. It was famous, she said, or infamous, for its pleasure houses. They were brothels where slave girls were kept and made to serve the men who paid to visit them. “What if the owner of a place like that wanted to buy one of us?” Carys wondered aloud.

None of her companions could answer this question. Even Annamarie was silent. Then Daisy spoke. Daisy had also heard of Akkadis and the very name made her heart sink. Her husband had visited Akkadis once, before he met Daisy. Imperials were not usually welcome there, but Lloyd had been there on business. He was supplying advanced food manufacturing equipment to a company belonging to one of the oligarchs who ruled the planet, and the authorities had turned a blind eye to his presence there. He had told Daisy all about the pleasure houses, although he had never visited one himself, of course. But Lloyd had also told her about the xenogenes, and it was this that worried her even more.

People on Akkadis were, of course, almost all entirely human. But Lloyd had seen a xenogene once, a horrible creature, part human and part alien. Its general appearance was roughly human. It very nearly was human. Its genes were probably ninety-nine percent human, Lloyd had said. He had no idea what the remaining one percent had been, but its ancestors had been engineered to survive and work and live in an environment with low moisture levels, low air pressure and extreme cold. Its kind seldom ventured to the cities. They lived on the high plains of Akkadis, where humans never went because of the altitude and cold. Much of Akkadis was uninhabitable for true humans.

The xenogenes had been created by the Nizamis, centuries ago, when they had conquered Old Earth in the days before the Empire. Some looked almost human. Others were entirely monstrous. Some were sexually attracted to humans, and some could even interbreed with them. The xenogenes were not a single species; there were many different types. Within the Empire they had been hunted down and destroyed, or they had fled, after the Nizamis were driven out. It was said that in the Autarchy of An-Nizam there were still xenogenes on many worlds. And on independent worlds like Akkadis, Luxor or Oriflamme there had never been any attempt to eradicate them.

“Some xenogenes are quite rich,” explained Daisy. “Some of them want a human wife, but obviously no human woman would want to marry a xenogene, so they buy a slave girl. Some of them like Imperial girls, and they pay extra for them. That’s what Lloyd said,” she concluded.

No one spoke. In the silence, they could hear Bekka weeping. Then Annamarie said, “There’s no point getting frightened over lurid stories. Anyway, we don’t know they’re taking us to Akkadis.”

Clara looked at her mother. “I don’t want to be owned,” she said, “not by a monster.” Philippa reached out and hugged her sister and they both subsided into tears. Annamarie did not trust herself to speak.

Her old life was over now, Kyra realised. The future she had planned, with Simon, happily married, having his children, visiting places on Nenuphar, that future would never happen now. Bual had a different future planned for her, and it might involve selling her to an Atkoi or a xenogene or a brothel keeper. None of the girls slept that night, not until the early hours when exhaustion overcame them. The last thing Kyra remembered before she fell asleep was the sound of one of her companions weeping.

“Come to my arms, my love” said Simon.

“My Love!” said Kyra. She reached out to him but then she saw his face. It was different. One of his ears was missing. Then she realised it was not a human face at all. It was the face of a borbod with leathery skin and gaping mouth and long teeth and writhing fronds where his nose should be, and he tried to speak but only hisses came out. He was walking towards her. He was about to seize her. She tried to run away but somehow she could move only slowly, as if wading through syrup.

Then she heard the translation device. It said, “Come to me, my wife. You will give me babies. Our babies will be almost human.”

Kyra suddenly realised she was naked and Boolg was watching and grinning. Smales and Wilson were watching too. Kyra screamed for help, “No! No! No!”

Leah shook her gently awake. “It’s all right,” said Leah, “You were having a nightmare. It’s over now.”

But Kyra knew that the nightmare was only just beginning.

The girls did not overhear any further snippets of conversation, but after about five weeks they sensed a change in the men’s mood and wondered whether they were nearing their destination. Then suddenly they were ordered to wash all of their clothes. They had never before been instructed to do this (although they did so anyway), and the unexpected command caused some consternation.

That evening there was no line up, although one was due. They felt a lurch and a sudden change in gravity. The Vengeance had begun its descent.

They felt it land in the early hours. The girls all felt suddenly much heavier. Gravity on this planet, wherever it was, must be at very nearly the standard level, they thought. The ventilation stopped and the room became warm and stifling. A thought crossed Kyra’s mind: Suppose the crew have somehow been killed or just gone away and left us here, trapped in this room, to suffocate? They remained in the room, bathed in sweat, for twelve hours. Then Dunlow opened the door and ordered them to line up and walk to the docking room. With a tingle of excitement and fear they saw that the external door was open. The light was very bright and the air was warm. They descended the steps onto the rough gravel surface. Kyra felt tired, thirsty, weak and unbearably heavy.

It was not a proper spaceport. An Arcturus class warship can land on any planetary surface. It simply needs a reasonably flat solid area of land. Barefoot, they picked their way carefully across the rough gravel. Annamarie was struggling with an enormous bag that Smales had told her to carry, and Kyra had just offered to help her. The heat and gravity made them all feel dizzy and weak. Even the occasional gusts of breeze seemed hot, and dust stuck to their sweaty skin as they dried in the warm breeze.

A hundred yards ahead was a large shed of rusty corrugated fibresteel. Beyond that was a line of hills covered in deep green forest. A thought occurred to Carys which gave her a glimmer of hope. The heat, the hills, the forest and the dilapidated building all reminded her of her home world. She hurried over to Kyra and whispered urgently, “Kyra, Kyra! I think this may be Chalcedon.”

Chalcedon was an Imperial world. Hope gave Kyra energy, despite the gravity and heat. Boolg was walking past at that moment and she dared to ask him directly, “Excuse me, Mr Boolg, Sir, but is this Chalcedon?”

Boolg laughed loudly. “Chalcedon?” He laughed again “Ha! Chalcedon! No, it’s not Chalcedon, it’s Akkadis! We’re forty light years outside of the Empire!”

The bag slipped from her fingers and Kyra slumped senseless to the ground.
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