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Chapter One

 


 


“Love … is an ever-fixed mark,

That looks on tempests and is never shaken;

It is the star to every wandering bark,

Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken.”

– William Shakespeare

 


 


The first corpse showed up at one of
the landings of the Riva del Vin on a misty morning, at about
breakfast time.

It was all over the papers for a week
and more, but I was offered a suitably creepy, semi-first-hand
account of the events by the gondolier who rowed me over to Lukan’s
palace one evening, for a quiet dinner among friends. The man
claimed to have been on the canal that morning, which may have been
true or not. All the boatmen enjoyed making a tourist’s skin crawl
with local horror stories, more or less invented, and even if I had
been an official resident in the city for months now, I was still
considered a perfect outsider.

The Riva, I gathered, was still
abuzz with delivery men unloading fresh goods from barges
and sandolos, and the waiters were shaking out tablecloths and putting
out chairs and menus when the man, floating face down in the Grand
Canal like some sort of mournful snorkeler, bumped gently against
the steps as if intending to climb out of the water and order
breakfast at one of the cafés. The fog was thick over the canal,
which may explain why nobody noticed him until one of the bargemen
almost knocked him under with an oar.

Once discovered, the mysterious man,
who had showed up so discreetly at the landing, suddenly attracted
much more attention than he had ever wanted.

The police determined that he had
drowned, apparently all by himself, probably after stumbling into
the canal. He had been very drunk, they said; the night was thick
with fog; the canal-sides were tricky even at the best of times,
and some bridges were very dangerous.

The dead man, a certain Randall König,
had been a quiet, retiring fellow, living alone in a small attic
apartment on a lesser canal. The neighbors liked him. He spent most
days at home writing. He made little noise, and was always willing
to keep an eye on pets during holiday time. He had been an idealist
with a certain radical streak and a troubled political past in the
Central Planets, but mostly, in the last years, he had only written
about ecological issues and the devastating effects of terraforming
on native environments.

 


****

My wrists were firmly tied behind my
back, and there were tears, stinging, brimming tears in my eyes.
Why? I was not in pain. Well, pain was there, in truth, lighting up
my smarting skin with red-hot stripes edged with stinging white,
slashing flashes of pulsing fire across my butt and thighs. But it
didn’t feel like pain. My cleft was throbbing in longing, my throat
sore with rough, gravelly moans and pleading sobs.

How did this happen?
I wondered. I could
not remember how I had ended up in this position. I could not
remember anything of the last hour, or night, but for some reason
it did not seem to matter much. Was I drunk?

The room was mostly dark; it had
something familiar, as if I had been there once or twice before,
but I could not quite say where or when. A few candles made a
flickering orange glow, which tinged with gold Laz’law’s silver
tattoos. A twinge of desire went through me as I recognized the
beautiful lines of his body and the silver-brown sheen of his dark
skin.

“Again?” he asked, very low in
my ear. His voice was the faintest whisper, yet full with music. It
did not sound quite like his voice, but it made my stomach twitch
with fear and desire. I nodded, and the whip hit again, across my
thighs.

It had to be a whip. Too sharp and
stinging for a spanking hand, or even a strap, the quality of the
pain wholly different. I cried out, yet my voice was hoarse with
pleasure, even as my tears flowed faster, rolling along my cheeks
and dripping heavily from my chin.

My vision swam and blurred. The
candlelight washed in waves, and then went dark, a single gleam of
silver-gold filling my eyes. It was Laz’law’s cock-ring. He was
kneeling in front of me, and he pulled my face into his crotch,
roughly, but the roughness suited the mood of it all. I moaned when
my nose and lips choked into the hot velvet corner between his
thigh and his taut, smooth balls. I could hardly breathe, and when
the next blow came, I opened my mouth in a sobbing cry, and his
testicles rolled on my tongue as if by magic. Still sobbing, I
began sucking them.

I must be careful. Another blow
like the last, and I might bite them off, I thought. It was the first
coherent thought in a while, and it almost snapped me out of the
mood. But not quite. I sucked harder, slower. Everything was wet
and salty with tears.

I felt hot hands on my hips, pulling
me up straight, because I had folded sideways in the last few hard
blows. I tried to hold steady on my knees. Even if my stomach lay
on a low stool, it was still difficult to stay put, without using
my hands for support. I whimpered, and Laz’law pushed my head back
to take his balls out of my mouth. With my lips still open, slack,
I waited, looking down.

The disembodied hands ran along my
buttocks and up my back, and fingernails dug into my shoulders
briefly, and then ran around my shoulder-blades. I shuddered. Then
a warm chest leaned over my back, and Lune’s face rubbed into my
neck. He bit my earlobe, just hard enough to hurt a little. I
whimpered.

“Again?” he asked. His low,
whispering voice made my whole body shudder in a pang of longing. I
had missed him so much, so much. I wanted him so much. I’d take
anything he would give me. Anything, just to be with him once
more.

“Yes. Yes, please,” I
said.

He sat back, and I waited for the next
blow, floating in a state of drugged submissive anticipation. I was
in their hands, and there was nothing I could do but take what came
my way. There was a sort of eerie peace in the thought. I had been
so busy lately. I was so tired. It was good to let go, and just
give up, give up everything, starting with my body. I
waited.

But there was no blow. Lune dragged
his fingernails slowly along my thighs, raising a tremendous,
curling wave of pleasure in my flesh which made me keen softly.
Where the path of his fingernails crossed a whip slash, hot flowers
of pain blossomed for a moment under my skin and then died to
nothing. I sobbed and sighed and moaned, rocking slowly on my
knees. My slit contracted frantically, empty, horribly
empty.

“Please,” I said.

I felt a hot breath on my dripping
pussy, and my belly twisted into a knot of fierce desire. “Please,”
I said again. A hand cupped my dripping cleft, as if gaging its
weight and shape. I moaned.

A tongue touched my slit once, twice,
the smallest teasing touch. I shuddered and sobbed, and Lune
laughed. His tongue touched me deeper, as he lapped up the dripping
fluids and then licked up in the crack of my ass. Everything grew
cool and slick with wetness.

“Again?”

“Please.”

The tongue touched my slit again,
lapping, probing, but not deep, by far not deep enough. I was mad
with waiting, with waiting for him to be back inside me.

“Please,” I said, and sobbed,
hard desperate sobs. I wiped my tears in Laz’law’s crotch; I could
hardly breathe. He pushed me off, and cupped my cheeks in his warm
palms, stroking my wet lashes with his thumbs, very gently. Then,
abruptly, he pried my mouth open with two fingers, which he pushed
deep in, over my tongue. I gagged violently, but my clitoris
responded even to that coarse sort of penetration with a dense,
heavy twitching, and my hoarse moan was as much pleasure as
complaint. I sucked his fingers, and then opened my mouth and my
eyes to look up into his face, pleadingly.

He looked back at me with a little
grin, and rubbed my palate with his fingertips before finally
taking them out of my mouth and giving me what I was begging for.
His cock was fully erect, heavy on my lips. He pushed it into my
mouth, and I took it with desperate relish. Its round, elastic
smoothness filled my palate exactly. I savored the salt of my tears
on his glans for a moment; then he pulled my mouth down along his
shaft, demanding a deeper suck.

I whimpered, a sound so choked and
muffled that it was more like a vibration, a quiet hum into my
flesh and Laz’law’s. I opened my legs wider, exposing my cleft and
crack as much as I could, still begging, begging for deliverance
from the unbearable bite of longing and yearning. A tongue touched
my clitoris, and my world shattered into swirls of darkness, silver
and candlelight.

Please, please.
I hummed, and
Laz’law’s hand held my head tight into his crotch. His body was
quivering, his stomach taut and hard. Lune’s tongue lapped and
circled, lapped and circled, and was pushed into my slit, drinking,
licking.

Please. Fingers, long wet fingers
probed the entrance of my slit and went deeper in for a brief
second. Then a smooth, round, warm glans nuzzled between my labia
for a moment, a moment only. The fingers had felt good, but the
shape of his cock was so heavenly perfect for my slit, that it was
like a different nature of touch entirely. Lune pulled his cock out
of my slit again and rubbed its slick head on my clitoris, round
and round. My body spasmed in a pleasure more unbearable than the
blows had been.

Please, please.
I pleaded, hoarse
with tension, desire and a sort of forlorn heartache. I could not
go empty another minute; I could not. Please.

The cock was slammed home in one
single hard thrust, and I cried out, but the cry was nearly silent,
a moaning sigh no more. Smooth balls slapped my clitoris again and
again as the cock thrust inside me, rocking my whole body. I moaned
and moaned into Laz’law’s cock, tears and ecstasy mingling behind
my eyelids, filling my whole body. I could feel an orgasm mounting
and mounting, and a sound of bells, bells, bells. I almost lost
touch with my body at the last moment.

Bells?

Then the climax came, with luminous,
heaving perfection, my clitoris and vagina contracting in deep
thrumming resonance, surge after surge of deep, heavenly bliss, and
suddenly I was jolted back to consciousness, alone, alone and awake
in blue-black darkness, and bells were ringing.

“Oh shit. Oh fuck, fuck, fuck,
not now!” I said, and dug my face in the pillow and my pubis in the
mattress, clinging body and soul to the last contractions of the
orgasm I had nearly missed. The climax shook me all over, wave
after wave after wave, and then left me stranded in my lonely,
lonely bed. Oh fuck, that was close. I nearly missed it.

Bells were still ringing, louder and
louder.

“I g-get it, house,
I get
it!” I said,
lifting my face out of the pillow and trying to speak clearly,
although my voice, too, was shaking; finally the alarm went
quiet.

What the heck had possessed me to set
up a ring-tone of church bells for the morning alarm? It had seemed
like an elegant idea the evening before, but right now it was just
grotesquely ridiculous. Wet dream, yay, let’s ring some bells. Joy
to the world, the Lord has come.

“It is 5:32 a.m.,” said the
suave synthetic voice of the house, quite unruffled, and I tried to
sink my face deep into the nest of soft, incredibly light,
luxurious duvet.

I lay there panting for some
minutes, trying to recapture the mood and thread of the dream. I
blushed hotly into my cushion as the vague broken memories
rearranged themselves into a sort of coherent picture.
Wow,
I thought,
fancy
that.

I didn’t know whether to be amused or
horrified. Lune had never hit me even with a feather. He was the
most caring lover I had ever had. The idea of him going for my ass
with a whip was bizarre to say the least.

You are not mixing up Lune and
Lukan are you, Ivory? I thought. Lukan might have liked my dream. It
suited his tastes to perfection. I had never imagined that it
suited mine. I was flabbergasted. The orgasm had been quite genuine
though. I rubbed my eyes and shook my head, striving for
clarity.

A single bell dinged in the silence,
shaking me out of my dazed reflections.

“It is 5:42 a.m.,” said the
house.

There was no time to ponder over the
obscure meaning of dreams. There was in truth nothing very obscure.
I was starved for sex; the Black Carnival had opened Pandora ’s Box
and showed me a hundred different shades of desire, but I had not
had a lover ever since the end of the festivities. What’s more, all
the events of the Carnival were jumbled in my subconscious. There,
the dream was soon explained. I jumped out of bed and walked
barefoot out of my room. The great day had finally arrived, and
there was not a minute to be lost.

White Sands was waiting for me. I
hoped that Lune was waiting for me as well.

****

Helenay’s apartment was, like most of
her wardrobe, deep blue. It was not the plain, flat paint that one
would expect to see on a wall in these unromantic modern days, but
a deep, shimmery, almost iridescent blue, like a peacock neck,
obtained by varnishing a metallic base with several layers of
transparent oil paint in shades of ultramarine, cyan and emerald
blue. It was a blue you could drown in. It was also, almost
exactly, the blue of her eyes.

I had never met anyone so obsessed
with a particular color as Helenay was.

I padded across the apartment,
expecting to find Helenay around, but there was no sign of her. I
knew she was even less of a morning bird than I; she mostly worked
at night, after all. I was showered and dressed, and was brushing
out my hair before she appeared at the bathroom door, with a dark,
tumbled, sleep-deprived look about her. She was buck naked and
quite gorgeous even in that disheveled state.

“Morning!” I said, trying to
brighten her up, but all she said was, “Mh.” Then she disappeared
in the shower, and it was several minutes before her voice, more or
less human, came out of the steamy box.

“I wish I had not told you to
wake us up at 5:30. I didn’t think you’d take me to the letter. And
what was that business with the bells, for hell’s love? This ain’t
a church, you know.”

I didn’t comment on the fact that it
was past seven by now. I had spent the night on Helenay’s guest-bed
because we had decided to leave very early. We needed to take the
speed train to the Peninsula, rent a car, and drive eighty miles
westward, to White Sands. I was sure she would see reason, once she
had some coffee in her.

“Think of it this way, Hell, the
sooner we are out of here, the sooner we are in White Sands, the
sooner you find Laz’law and I Lune. Everybody’s happy.”

“I hope you are right,” she said
from the shower.

“What do you mean
you
hope?”

“I hope we find them and all
goes smooth. White Sands is not a big place, but the Riders are
scattered across half the continent. Let’s hope those two are
home.”

I brushed my teeth industriously,
refusing to listen. Of course they would be home. I dared destiny
to make it otherwise. And Lune had promised we’d see each other
soon.

I had lived in NeuVenedig for five
months now, to the everlasting horror of my family and friends on
NA, Central Ring, who assumed that I was now lost to a life of sin
and perversion in the city of the Black Carnival. In fact I had
mostly been lost to a life of furious painting as I completed the
illustrations for the book that had brought me in the city in the
first place, more than half a year earlier, at the height of the
Carnival festivities. I was painting also larger, much more complex
paintings that Lukan, my unexpectedly supportive, art-collecting
friend had somehow placed into the best gallery in town, so that
now, all of a sudden, I was actually making a living out of my
art.

Sin had been a tolerably rare
diversion since the end of the Carnival. It was not for lack of
opportunity, because even out of season NeuVenedig catered to every
delightful, wicked taste one could possibly come up with. Neither
was I bound to chaste fidelity to my now absent lover, Lune,
because he had made it pretty clear that he did not require that.
But to put it simply, I had not felt particularly inclined to rove
and range.

Lukan, who had been my first mentor in
the city, had taken on a sort of benevolent uncle’s role since Lune
had appeared in my life. It was amusing and surprising. Sometimes a
little vein of regret also made itself felt. He was still one of
the most attractive and glamorous men I had ever met, and it was
hard to remain completely unaffected by his charm, especially now
that he behaved so nicely.

Aliz was the other friend I had made
during the Carnival, but we weren’t close anymore. Our disagreement
about Lune stood between us all the time. She didn’t think that the
opening of White Sands to human visitors would make my love for him
any easier or more sensible. She was very set on killing my dream
to be with him, and I could not forgive her for it.

NeuVenedig out of the Carnival was a
remarkably sober town, beautiful beyond words but with a dignified,
bookish, artsy look about it. It was still a delightfully dissolute
city, but all the mischief had moved back into private courtyards,
palaces, and clubs. As the pale polar dawn changed into an
everlasting morning, and the book illustrations piled higher and
higher, it had become almost impossible to believe that the
luxuriant, gothic Carnival night had been anything but a dream.
Only my sketches and the silver mask hanging askew from a corner of
my studio’s door-frame were there to prove the contrary.

That, and Lune’s leather thong tied
around my neck like a tight choker.

Lune had worn it as a bracelet, wound
round and round his wiry, sinewy wrist half a dozen times, his only
ornament. I had never asked him what its significance had been to
him; to me, it was the memory of his tall rangy body, of his low,
husky voice, of his dazzling smile, of his grey-green eyes in the
sparkling, candlelit frame of his scaly brows.

All Sand Riders shared that
disconcerting, bizarre marker, a half mask of reptilian scales
around the nostrils, brows and cheekbones. Lune’s had been pale
silver and vaguely iridescent, like a delicate shell. Laz’law’s,
whose skin was a beautiful dark brown, had also been darker, an
inky, silky carmine, absorbing and mutable, as everything about
Laz’law had been.

Lune had been my lover for little more
than a week and changed me for a lifetime. I would never have found
the courage to go for my dream, move into the city and be a
full-time artist if it had not been for him.

After the end of the carnival, when
the Riders had left the city, obeying the separation laws of the
central government, going back to my day-job and old life had been
unthinkable. I had moved to NeuVenedig in less than a month, hoping
never to lose the thrill of fantastic beauty that had made my
painter’s fingers itch during my first visit.

And now that the law had
finally relented, and White Sands, the main desert town, just
outside the perimeter, was open to human visitors, I hoped to find
him again, and Laz’law, who had been his lover, and then, briefly,
mine and Helenay’s. A busy boy, that Laz’law, I thought with a
smile, while drawing a black line over my eyelashes. I missed him,
too, in a different way. We had spent a week on Lukan’s lovely
yacht, the Alhambra, Lune, Laz’law, and I, and I had come to love his sense of
humor, his cheerful smugness, even his changeful moods, because for
all his humor he was a prickly, sensitive creature. Still, thinking
of Laz’law always brought a smile to my face, while the thought of
Lune often made me anxious. He had promised we would meet soon, and
I had assumed I would somehow hear from him once White Sands was
open, but no word had come, and Hell and I were driving into an
unknown town with no idea where our friends were.

I didn’t know whether to be angry,
hurt, or just worried by Lune’s silence.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


It was abysmally late by the time we
made our way to the mainland, rented a car and drove off across the
Peninsula towards the Perimeter.

The NeuVenedian Peninsula was a weird
mixture of homey and alien. It was the only cultivated land on
Cydonia, and the neat succession of fields and orchards had a
bucolic countryside look to it, with farms scattered between the
crops like toys on a patchwork quilt. But the crops were like
nothing I had ever seen on NA, because the Cydonian flora was
mostly tinted in shades of crimson and violet, and the gm-crops had
inherited the color scheme. It was strangely beautiful, but I had
never felt so keenly how alien Cydonia was, and my anxiety about
Lune’s silence slowly mingled with a faint dread of the unknown
world I was driving into. I had no idea at all what White Sands
would be like, or where to start looking for my lover.

“You look very glum, partner.
You haven’t spoken a word since the ferry. Still pissed at me?”
asked Helenay at a certain point. I shrugged.

“It’s ok,” I said. “Guess I am
just a little bit nervous.”

She nodded. There was hardly any need
to add anything to that.

“We’ll get there soon enough,
hon, and then we shall see. Look, that line down there, that is the
Perimeter.”

I strained my eyes in the low sunshine
to make out the thin grey streak at the edge of the irrigated crop
lands. Over the grey line a white radiance seemed to rise from the
earth and meet the sky, the pale sand of the desert, glowing in the
sun. A thrill of excitement finally stole down my spine, despite
the anxiety.

The Perimeter was a 200 mile long
electrified barrier that cut the narrow, long NeuVenedian Peninsula
off from the Cydonian polar continent. At the beginning of the
Cydonian colonization it had been installed, mostly by droids, to
keep the then still threatening local fauna out of the Peninsula.
Stone crawlers and snakes of every size and sort had been the main
danger back then, and as they were systematically exterminated from
the peninsula the barrier was supposed to keep them from wandering
back in. Nowadays the perimeter was mostly a border between the
human territories and the wilderness where the Riders lived their
free yet strictly separate lives.

It was almost midday by the time we
reached the main desert gate. We drove slowly behind a heavy
delivery lorry, and as we approached I realized that it was a real
frontier, with armed guards, a checkpoint, a few shabby scattered
buildings. Unlike the weirdly tinted but pretty countryside we had
just crossed, this was a brutally utilitarian place.

“Wow, you would think that there
is our mortal enemy living the other side of this gate,” I said in
disgust.

Helenay nodded. “Yes, the barriers are
patrolled all the time, on both sides. On the desert’s side by
Rider rangers; they do repairs and hunt down the beasties that
still try to get in, not that there are many of those left
nowadays. On this side there’s the army, making sure that the
Riders remain outside.”

“How sad and absurd,” I said.
“Now that White Sands has been opened shouldn’t the Army
decamp?”

Helenay laughed bitterly. “On the
contrary. After the opening, the Galactic Council sent in
additional men to keep an eye on things, make sure that Riders
don’t stray out now that the separation laws are relenting. White
Sands is open, but that does not mean that the Riders are free to
come and go as they please. Or us for that matter.”

“What do you mean by
that?”

“Nothing. Just a thought. We
shall soon see. We are almost there.”

As we drove up to the gate I realized
that indeed the place was crawling with soldiers.

“It wasn’t always like this,”
said Helenay. “I drove up here a couple of times. Just to snoop
around. All the youngsters in NeuVenedig do it, soon or late. There
were always guards, but mostly locals. You could talk and reason
with them, and have chat with the Riders through the barriers, if
any happened to be around.” There was a bitter, angry edge on her
voice.

“So this is not the Cydonian
army, is it?”

She laughed a hard dry
laugh.

“The whole Cydonian army would
not fill one of those barracks. No, it’s your pals from the Central
Ring, sticking their nose where it doesn’t belong.”

I did not answer to that. It always
annoyed me when NeuVenedians referred to my origins accusingly. I
was not part of the bossy central government. I didn’t like the
attitude of the Galactic Council in the least. It was offensive to
be considered somewhat in league with it, but it was hard to make
the locals understand it.

“Sorry,” said Helenay after a
minute.

I gave her a reproachful look, but I
nodded, to show that I appreciated and accepted the apology. Any
further conversation was cut short by a soldier in a grey uniform
who walked out on the road in front of the car, and made us stop
just short of the gate.

“What’s up?” asked Helenay,
seemingly unconcerned.

“Will you step in the office,
please?”

He put it as a question, but the fact
that he was accompanying his words with a wave of his gun sort of
spoilt the courtesy.

“Do you mind taking care of
this, Ivy? I am sure it’s just some formality or other,” said
Helenay to me, and I just nodded and stepped out of the car. It was
a truly hot day, but I had hardly noticed in the car with all the
vents open.

“What is this about?” I asked,
as I was shown into a rickety mobile home at the side of the gates.
I was still peeved by Helenay’s behavior, and extremely nettled by
being shown around with a gun like a prisoner. That may or may not
explain why I behaved as I did.

The inside was a dingy little office
with a table, a couple of chairs, and a less-than-perfectly-clean
coffee machine. The air conditioning was pumping freezing-cold air
into the office; it was like stepping into a fridge. I shivered and
hugged myself for warmth.

Behind the table sat a bear of a man
in the same grey uniform. The color did not match the pale creamy
tint of the desert outside and made him look pathetically out of
place.

“Good day to you, too, miss,” he
said in a low rasping drawl that went well enough with his looks.
“What is this about? It is about the fact that every person that
wants to go to White Sands must declare their business to
me.”

“This is ridiculous,” I
said.

“Ridiculous or not, that’s the
rule. You don’t like the rules you can get yourself a proper job,
go to parliament, change the laws, and come back to me afterwards.
I have all the time in the world. There’s the door, and I assume
you know the way back to town.”

I stared at him trying to bore a hole
in his thick military skull then shrugged. It was not worth the
hassle. I’d just get my eyes in a squint for nothing.

“I am visiting a friend. Two
friends, actually.”

“Two?” he said, with a prolonged
leering stare, and a dirty chuckle.

He threw a significant look to a tall
blond soldier who stood in a corner, leaning casually against the
wall and rolling a cigarette. The soldier shrugged.

“It’s always the shy ones,
sergeant.”

“Well, miss, I am sure you have
your M 467-38 at hand?”

“My what?”

“467-38? M 467-38, the
visitation form?”

“Visitation form?” I repeated,
undecided whether to laugh or get angry.

“It is required of
visitors.
People like you. It
must be filled out and signed and presented to this office for
official stamping before entering the desert. I mean, before
exiting the Perimeter.”

“I don’t have any visitation
form,” I said. What do I look like, I thought, some sort of bureaucratic ghost?
“I never heard of
any such nonsense. They are my friends, and White Sands is open to
humans, end of the story.”

“Yes, well, it may be open, but
there are still certain formalities, certain procedures to observe. I cannot allow you
to pass without the form, miss.”

“All right, all right,” I sighed
with the age-long weariness of every rational, sensitive human
being ever confronted with the true, unflinching, mineral stare of
the true bureaucrat. “Can I fill out the form now?”

The sergeant gave me a condescending
look and then bestirred himself to open a drawer in his desk and
pass me a sheet of pale blue paper.

Paper. I hadn’t seen a paper form
since my grand-parents had shown me their birth certificates,
smiling proudly at their rarity value. It was so like the Galactic
Council to send a whole battalion of soldiers to the farthest
outpost of the galaxy for the sole purpose of pushing papers
around.

“Pen?” I snapped.

He grinned smugly as he pulled a
chewed ball pen from the drawer. I slammed the sheet on the edge of
the desk and started filling fields, writing as if trying to carve
words into the grimy table top.

The blond soldier had lighted his
cigarette, and smoke was slowly filling the little room. I gave him
a murderous look, and he answered through the trailing white smoke
with a detestable, smug little smirk.

I wrote down my name, date and place
of birth, current address, occupation and tax number, the name of
family members to contact in case of loss, accident and/or death; I
declared that I was an organ donor and what my blood type was,
accepted that the Army, God and the Galactic Council declined any
responsibility for my fate outside the barriers, and then stopped
dead.

“What do you mean Visited
Subject Serial Number?”

“The number of your friends?
Yes, yes I know, two of them,” he said, chuckling, “but
their identification number? Series, model, and personal
number?”

And that was when I lost
it.

“You do realize, you arrogant
prick, that these are people we are talking about? Free, intelligent,
respectable people, with a soul, not some kind of
convicts,
or
robots, or cattle? They don’t have numbers, sir, they have
names!”

I threw the pen and the paper on the
table, glaring at him. He sniggered.

“Corporal,” he said, eventually,
“I believe the young lady is showing disrespect.”

The man gave a little flick of his
finger to his blond minion, and the younger guy slowly picked
himself up and stepped towards me.

“Disrespect? Disrespect? What
the fuck are you, sir, a bloody court of justice? This is pathetic,
and unlawful! You have absolutely no right to…”

“Yes, yes,” said the blond
soldier. “I am sure it is. Let us just go out in the fresh air and
calm down a bit, eh?”

He took me by the elbow and began
herding me towards the door, but I swatted him off and stomped away
on my own. He came out after me, with that insufferable smirk still
lingering on his lips. Outside the office the air was oven
hot.

Helenay was standing by the car
fanning herself with what looked suspiciously like a leather
paddle, and shot me a very amused look when she saw me escorted by
a man in uniform like a criminal, but she never for a moment lost
her cool composure.

“Is there a problem,
sweetie?”

“You wouldn’t believe it, Hell.
We need a Visitation Form. With serial number. Like they are some
sort of motor vehicle.”

“Oh, that,” she said
airily.

“You knew about
that?”

“Well, of course, sweetie. Under
what rock do you live exactly?”

“And … do we have this
form?”

“Oh dear me, no, what a
whimsical idea.”

I closed my mouth and spent some
seconds breathing carefully. Either some important part of the
situation had failed to make itself known to me, or I was losing my
grip on sanity.

“Do we have their
numbers, so that we can fill one of these forms?” I asked slowly,
judiciously trying to keep my voice level, lest I explode and try
to hit someone. I was, as always, the smallest person present, and
it didn’t look like a sensible course of action.

“We won’t need those. Will we,
my love?”

I realized with a shock that she was
not talking to me anymore, but to the blond soldier with the
cigarette standing behind me. Her voice had dropped an octave and
acquired the silky, throaty hum of a cougar’s purr.

I slowly turned to look at the bemused
soldier, mumbling, “Oh … right.”

I stepped back, deeming it wise
to give Helenay a clear runway. I leaned against the car and
studied how the native Cydonian handled the vagaries of the central
government’s bureaucracy. This may still turn out to be a fun day after
all, I
thought.

****

We drove half a mile back towards
NeuVenedig before turning off the road and making north-west toward
the Perimeter over the sand. We reached the high electrified fence,
turned due north and drove another two miles before spying the army
jeep on the horizon. We pulled up close to it and got out of the
car. There was a small service gate in the fence right beside the
jeep.

“Ladies. What a pleasant
surprise,” said the blond soldier. He crushed the end of a
cigarette in the dust with the heel of his boot, staring at us with
a little sniggering laugh.

“Cut it, sweetheart,” said
Helenay, not unkindly. “Open that gate, and tell me what you want
to let us through.”

The man made a funny face, shrugging.
He was a passably good looking fellow in a sort of red-cheeked,
overfed, beefy way, at least when he was not smirking;
unfortunately, since he did smirk most of the time, he mostly
looked like twelve stone of good male material sadly
wasted.

“How do I know that you won’t
just drive through and disappear before I get my due?” he
asked.

“We won’t,” said Helenay
throwing him the keys of our car. He caught them nimbly, stuck them
in his pocket and smiled. He pulled a remote control from the car,
punched one button and the gate slowly opened outward with a
suffering, grinding groan. It might have been a door to the
underworld, the way it sounded. Helenay nodded approvingly,
Persephone going home to her beautiful black Hades.

“So, your price?” she asked,
walking up to him.

“Well, you know, two pretty gals
like you … and here I am, all alone, away from home in this bloody
dry desert.”

“I see,” said Helenay
pleasantly. “Two girls … it’s a pretty spicy dish, isn’t
it?”

“I like spicy,” said the man,
shrugging modestly.

“You do?” asked Helenay,
stepping so close that he was practically sandwiched between her
breasts and the side of the jeep.

“I do.”

That is when she stepped back and hit
him hard on the chin, slamming his face sideways on the car window.
She grabbed him, turned him round and banged his head on the corner
of the jeep’s roof while wrenching his arm up behind his back until
he yelled. I don’t know if she would have had it so easy if he had
not been totally off guard, but as it went, it was as neat as a
pin. He didn’t pass out, but he did look pretty dazed and limp.
Even I stood there for a moment completely aghast.

“Anything I can do, Hell?” I
asked finally, a bit shakily.

“No, not really. Just watch and
enjoy, sweetie.”

She pulled a pair of cuffs from
the back pocket of her trousers, the pocket where another girl
would keep a lipstick or a packet of tissues, and shackled his left
wrist to the side mirror of the jeep. Then she gave him a brisk
clout that sent him sprawling over the hood, climbed on top of him
banging his head down again, grabbed his right wrist while going
down the other side of the car and cuffed him to the other mirror.
You have to admire a girl who goes around with two pairs of handcuffs is her pockets.
That is what I called being prepared. I watched in amazement and
something like alarm. I wondered if Helenay intended to fight the
whole galactic army singlehanded when this got out. This would land
us in a mountain of trouble. I hope my parents never know what sorts of friends
I am making on this crazy planet, I thought half in dismay, half in
awe.

“Uhm, uh,” said the soldier. He
was coming round nicely, but he seemed more astonished than alarmed
for the moment.

“Girls…” he said.

“Shut up, love,” said Helenay,
quite kindly. “You are going to get it good and spicy, as you like.
Ok?”

“Girls, listen,” he said again,
with something like urgency finally creeping into his
voice.

When Helenay took the keys from his
pocket, opened the back of our car and took out a length of rope, I
felt a bit sorry for him, and for myself, too, when I began to
wonder if I would end my days in prison.

“Hell, ahem … are you sure this
is a good idea?” I asked diplomatically. She seemed to ignore
me.

“Listen, I was kidding, ok?”
said the soldier, while she tied his feet wide apart to the jeep’s
bumper.

“I mean, it’s just a lark! We
know that you can’t fill in the form. There is actually no form –
it’s a joke! The sergeant knows, and it’s all for show! We just
bring the girls to this gate and ... I mean we all figure that if
you gals like to hang around with the Snakeys you are up for
anything, right? Right? Come on!”

Helenay gave me a meaningful look.
“See? See what sort of pigs we are dealing with here? Is it a good
idea? Never had a better. Swine.”

She accompanied the last word with a
good slap on the man’s ass, then put her hand under his body and
tugged and pulled, swearing steadily, until she managed to undo his
belt. Then she opened his trousers and began pulling them down.
Since his legs were spread wide she could not pull them very far
down, but far enough that his milk white butt was bare in the
beautiful morning sun.

“No, seriously, come on, it’s
just a running gag, bring here the girls, and tease them a bit …
It’s all good for a laugh, no? No?”

“Well, I ain’t laughing,” said
Helenay dryly. “So, I don’t know, baby. Either my sense of humor is
really poor, or you ain’t funny at all. What do you
think?”

He didn’t seem to think, so she gave
him a smart spank on the ass to jog his brain.

Unfortunately, all that came out was a
yowl.

“No, you really don’t make me
laugh, you know?” she said, while pulling his thick leather belt
from his trousers.

“Please, come on…” He whimpered.
I grimaced when she stretched her right arm back, belt in hand, and
balanced herself easily on her heels.

She gave him a brisk belt rap on the
ass that made him yowl again, and then got into a good steady
rhythm, slap, back, balance, slap, back … I winced, but his little
speech about the Snakeys had gone right home and riled me up to a
fine pitch. I was still fretful but not particularly sorry for him
anymore.

The slaps made a sort of fleshy
music; you could have danced to it. It would have been almost
pleasant if he had not made such a racket. For a moment I quite
forgot my alarm and my good manners and just enjoyed his
well-deserved punishment. Swine indeed, I thought darkly. This is a jolly good way to deal with
bureaucracy.

After two minutes his ass glowed
bright pink, as if he had been lying too long in the sun, and she
stopped, mostly to catch her breath, I think. He was mewling like a
kitten.

“Do you still want two girls,
pal? Because my friend here has never spanked anyone, to my
knowledge, and she could do with the practice.”

He sniffled pitifully and let out a
tiny sob, but did not answer, and I laughed.

“Come on, Hell,” I said, “let’s
leave him alone and get going.”

I wasn’t feeling especially merciful,
but a certain sense of reality was coming back to the forefront of
my mind. This was a man of the galactic army we were spanking. I
knew we would be in a whole world of trouble if we were caught
red-handed with a soldier strapped across his jeep, pants down and
ass on fire. I wanted to get away from this as fast as I could,
hoping he would be too ashamed of having been bested by a couple of
girls to denounce us to the authorities.

And also, I had more important things
to do that day that bruising my palms on his butt. She shrugged and
made a face.

“You are the boss, hon. There is
however one last thing…”

She moved to the side of the car, to
make sure that he could see her clearly, and began unbuttoning her
trousers.

“I promised he’d have two girls.
I think he should have at least one, poor darling. He did open the
gate after all.”

She lowered her pants and her thong,
and he whined pathetically when she pulled her half-hard cock out,
and began stroking it.

“Oh, God,” he groaned. “I swear
that chicks on this planet are too freaking weird for
words.”

That did, finally, make Helenay laugh.
She walked behind him, and I saw his cherry-red buttocks
contracting frantically, as if to protect his exposed, vulnerable
crack. He whimpered again, and she gave him one last open-handed
spank on each buttock, still laughing.

“There you go, funny boy, you
did it. Saved yourself at the last minute, you did. Make a girl
laugh, and she may still be kind to you.”

She stuffed her penis back in her
pants, unlocked one of the cuffs, freeing his left hand, and
carefully placed the key of the other cuff on the roof of the car,
in his reach, but only just.

“There, you’d better get your
ass out of the sun, funny boy. It’s already burning.”

She winked at me, grinning, and
gestured to our car. We got in, drove through the gate and made
south-west, towards the road to White Sands.

Trouble would find us eventually, but
not that day.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


When White Sands appeared on the
horizon after yet another series of dunes, I realized that its name
was not a joke. The sand of the desert, which was creamy or pale
buff in other parts of the continent, was salt white here, and the
town huddling in its immensity looked tiny and lost. It was a
rambling, scattered town, growing out in every direction along a
number of wide, streets, like a dark star-fish in the pale
landscape, yet even so, compared to the surrounding immensity, it
was just a little man-made smidge, with some irrigated farmland
surrounding it, horse pastures for the most part. The grass in the
pastures seemed grey and meager, yet the horses in it were
beautiful, tall, long-limbed animals with glossy coats.

The town itself was mostly constituted
of low buildings made of glass and metal, with curvy,
organic-looking solar roofs. It had a curious functional beauty to
it, perhaps because the gleaming roofs and windows gave out
changing, vibrant reflections of sunlight, sky and landscape,
masking the plain, efficient simplicity of the architecture
underneath. Trees and shrubs in improbable shapes and colors grew
luxuriantly in courtyards and odd sheltered corners, and it was
hard to say if they had been planted or had just taken residence.
It was as different from NeuVenedig as a town could possibly be. It
was as if we had moved to a different planet.

“So, do we have a smart plan of
where to start looking?” I asked as we drove slowly along the wide,
sand-strewn streets, apparently at random.

“Well, I wouldn’t have any
notion of where to start looking for your Lune, but as for Laz’law,
yeah, I have a couple of ideas.”

I waited patiently for any further
explanation, but nothing came. In time Helenay pulled up the car by
a group of tall men who stood by the road, chatting, hands in their
pockets, obviously not in any hurry to go anywhere. My neck and jaw
went altogether stiff. Gaggles of idle men standing at street
corners were generally not pleasant company, in my experience.
Helenay however, opened her window and smiled brightly.

“Hi, guys!” she said, and there
was a vast collective grin in reply.

“Hi, pretties! What news from
the sea?” asked one of them, which did strike me as one of the most
polite greetings that I had ever heard in any such circumstances. I
began to relax a bit, and wondered what gene exactly had produced
this particular trait of the Sand Riders’ breed, and if it could be
inoculated in every other male of the Galaxy.

As it turned out, however, it must
have been just a single very nice specimen, because his right-hand
mate walked up to the car in a much more typical attitude, laid his
elbow on the roof of the vehicle and stuck his face in the window
with a grin.

“Hi, darling. If you are looking
for company, you’ve
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