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The Big Bad
Wolf




Kaley Blackburn had no
luggage and it felt absurd to travel without it. Seated across from
her, a woman was reading a paperback. The cover showed a
bare-chested man embracing a woman in ragged white clothing. Kaley
didn’t need to see the title to know what kind of book it
was.

Her gaze dropped to the low modern coffee
table between them. A trio of stubby green candles were lined on a
crystal tray, their candle-light lost in the overpowering glow of
fluorescents. They were there for their citrus scent and to add to
the ambience.

The man standing just inside the doorway of
the waiting room also added to the ambience. He wore a blue
uniform—not dark enough to be navy—with an assault rifle cradled in
his hands, the barrel pointed safely at the floor. He stood at
attention; unmoving, unwavering.

What big guns you have, Authorities.

All the better to protect you with.

Two chimes caught Kaley’s attention. There
was nothing to see overhead except for lights and a few discreet
speakers embedded in the ceiling. An overly-loud disembodied voice
made an announcement.

“Last call for Femme at
gate four. Departure time confirmed for nine hundred.”

The armchair was so plush that Kaley had
trouble extracting her phone out of her jeans back pocket. The
cushion expelled a wheeze of air that she pretended didn’t bother
her but her heated cheeks proved otherwise. She brushed a few wispy
blonde strands out of her face and woke her phone to check the
time. There was ten minutes to go.

A whispered conversation began behind her
and she tried her best not to listen but there was nothing to
distract her from it.

“I wish I’d looked up my
ranking online.”

“Didn’t you get your
letter?”

“I always get them late
because I transferred to wuss.”

Kaley screwed up her nose. The Wynnum
University of Scientific Study had a stellar reputation and she was
disgruntled when other students spoke its acronym instead of
spelling it out.

To avoid listening, she
decided to start up a conversation of her own. She thumbed her way
to her mother’s number in her contacts list even though she knew it
by heart. As she listened to it ring she couldn’t help but smile,
anticipating the reaction to a second call for the day.

“Kaley? Have you forgotten
something?”

Kaley laughed softly and shook her head.
“No, Mum. They just made final call. I wanted to talk to you on my
phone before I portal out.”

“Oh, honey, you’re a
sweetheart,” her mother said. Even though there was no tremor in
her voice, Kaley imagined she could hear the emotion behind those
words. Whenever her mother felt touched, her eyes glistened with
tears. She would often excuse herself to wipe them away in private
before they fell. Kaley didn’t understand the motivation behind it
but she thought it was elegant.

“I’ll call when I get to
the hotel,” Kaley promised again.

“No rush,” her mother said
warmly. “Did you remember to pack your inhaler?”

“They’ve got something
different for that over there. Something better.”

“Will they let you bring
it back with you?”

“I hope so,” Kaley
gushed.

“Your dad would be so
proud of you.”

Kaley was shocked into silence. Her mother
rarely brought up her father without being asked first. Kaley had
noticed this since primary school. She’d asked her mother why she
never spoke about her dad. Her answer had come in the form of a
question. ‘Don’t I?’ so Kaley hadn’t pursued it. She knew plenty
because she’d never been afraid to ask and her mother was always
forthright with her answers.

When the silence extended, her mother filled
it with more revelations.

“He said
you would achieve more than both of us combined. Silly man, you
were only a baby.” Kaley could hear the smile in her mother’s
voice. “But he was right, wasn’t he? He wasn’t just talking about
his hopes, he was talking about your future. Who knew that you’d be
travelling between worlds?”

Kaley listened to the air on the phone,
unsure how to continue the conversation. Nothing seemed
appropriate. She could hear a dog barking excitedly in the
background and knew it was the neighbour’s Jack Russell. Someone
would be walking past the house and it was going mental like it
always did.

“Mum, are you okay?” she
asked and instantly regretted it. Her mother had shared something
lovely without prompt and Kaley was short-sighted enough to ask if
her mother was feeling alright.

“I’m okay, honey. I just
woke up feeling old,” she said with a chuckle. Her words and
laughter sounded light enough to appease Kaley’s
concerns.

“I’ve got to go, they’re
ushering us in. I love you.”

“I love you
too.”

Kaley ended the call and
stood to pocket her phone. As she lined up, she pulled the plastic
travel card out of her other pocket and handed it to the blue
uniformed attendant. The woman turned and inserted the card into a
sleek silver machine at her side. The screen flickered once before
Kaley’s image appeared. She stood impassive as the attendant
checked her against the screen. Even though Kaley knew there was
going to be no trouble, she held her breath until she was asked to
press her palm onto a tablet the attendant thrust towards her. She
waited until a beep sounded and then the woman waved her
through.

What security you have, Authorities.

All the better to contain you with.

She was shown to her seat by a different
attendant, this one friendlier than the first but still performing
his duties in a perfunctory manner.

Fifteen seats were lined in three columns
with lots of space around them. The seats were very comfortable and
reminded her of dentist chairs with adjustable height, footrest and
back. She could position it herself using the button panel at her
left hand. She experimented with it to get herself comfortable.

What a big chair you have, Authorities.

All the better to sleep with.

“Have you portalled
before?” someone asked from the chair beside hers. Kaley recognised
a curly haired brunette from the huge lecture halls at Uni but
didn’t recall her name. The mess of dark curls made her distinctive
though this girl normally kept to herself.

“Yes, but not to Femme,”
Kaley said. “I visited Prospect on the weekend of my twenty-first,”
she said with a grin. The brunette answered Kaley’s smile with a
huge one of her own and Kaley decided she liked
whatever-her-name-was.

“What’s it
like?”

“Prospect? It’s like Vegas
but it’s cheaper to portal there than to fly to the
States.”

“Really? How is that
possible?”

“A lot of the tourist
worlds are really cheap. Not like Femme. I’ll have to get sponsored
if I plan on visiting again.”

“I think we all will,” her
new friend replied. “I don’t think any of us has been to Femme
before.”

“I have,” a new voice
interrupted.

Kaley looked up at the intensely green eyes
of Ronika Howard before she selected a seat for herself in front of
them, exiting her portion of the conversation as immediately as
she’d entered it. Kaley looked back at the brunette beside her who
was struggling to hold in laughter. Kaley liked her even more. She
needed someone on this trip to remind her to have fun.

“I’m Kaley,” she
said.

“Teresa.”

They settled into their seats when the
attendant came by with a round pill of swirling blue and green and
a plastic cup of water to wash it down with. Kaley thought it
appropriate that it resembled her beloved planet Earth before
popping it into her mouth. It didn’t take long for her to feel
light-headed and sleepy. She fought against it so she could watch
the next stage, but was only awake long enough to see the
attendants fitting oxygen masks onto the travellers seated ahead of
her.

What big masks you have, Authorities.

All the better to keep you alive with.


 


Arrival




Murmuring voices entered her consciousness
before Kaley opened her eyes. Her eyelids felt heavy in a way she
associated with waking from anaesthetised sleep. She sought the
water bottle that was supposed to be provided on arrival and found
it quickly—the attendants had already come around and dropped one
into the pouch at the seat’s arm. Kaley fumbled with the cap before
squeezing some water into her mouth. Her movements attracted the
attention of two attendants in Authority uniform.

“How are you feeling?” the
woman of the pair asked. Her tone was a combination of polite and
detached concern.

Like I got punched in the head.

“A little dry
mouthed.”

“To be expected.” The
woman velcroed a blood pressure cuff around Kaley’s arm and
discussed the other passengers with her assistant while Kaley was
trapped. When it was finished, she checked the results and gave a
curt nod before moving on. Her assistant removed the cuff and
explained the best routine for any side-effects she might
experience, including but not limited to dizziness, nausea,
aggression and dry-mouth. There were repeated recommendations for
contacting the medical services if any side-effects persisted. At
the end he handed her a plastic cup of slightly jellified pink
liquid, which Kaley drank at his prompt. She wasn’t told what it
was.

He held up a device that looked like
binoculars set atop a pistol grip. “I’m going to hold this scanner
over your eyes, if you could look at the green light please.”

Kaley was compliant as the device was
pressed against her face. The green light was already on. She had
time to wonder how long she’d have to look at it before the device
bleeped and was pulled away. The attendant told Kaley that she
could leave the portal now before he moved further down the
aisle.

Kaley was glad to get out.
It was exciting at the beginning but claustrophobic by the end.
There was also an unpleasant metallic smell in the air that wasn’t
there before.

When she exited into the
terminal, the quality of light shifted dramatically. Stepping into
Femme’s glow was like experiencing a sunset in a storm. Everything
was tinged vibrant orange.

Kaley moved to a plate
glass window so tall and wide it seemed impossible—it was certainly
beyond Earth’s ability to fabricate. But the truly inspiring thing
was what lay beyond it.

The city of Ning could be
seen under a blazing red sky that faded into purple hues further up
the horizon. The sun had already dipped out of view but there was a
huge red imperfect sphere hanging in the sky, blending in with the
sunset. It was like looking at a science fiction poster with Mars
as a backdrop.

“Femme has a red
moon.”

Kaley looked at Ronika who stood very close
to her. She was staring out the supersized window and not at Kaley.
The two of them admired the view in silence before Kaley thought to
use her phone to take some photos. They were good ones because the
glass gave no reflection but still couldn’t do the scene before
them any justice. As she pocketed it, she caught Ronika smirking at
her.

“What?” Kaley
asked.

“I have thousands of
photos of this world, but none that I want to keep.”

Kaley wondered what she meant but didn’t
want to ask. Ronika excused herself so she could boss around one of
the male Authority attendants, leaving Kaley at the window.

Outside were enormous
manicured gardens and narrow light blue painted lane-ways that
small pointy vehicles drove on. A lot of buildings looked like
normal glass and concrete skyscrapers, but there were also many
peculiar top-heavy buildings that reminded Kaley vaguely of trees.
It was as though the architects of this world had looked to nature
for inspiration. The few people Kaley could see walking around were
dressed in metallic colour-changing fabrics swathed around them
like the Greeks of old.

“Ladies of Wynnum
University.”

The commanding and slightly nasal voice
belonged to a plump lady in her mid-forties. Kaley joined the four
young women already gathered around her.

Silvery blonde hair was
swirled upon the top of her head and her dress was made of the same
colour-changing fabric Kaley had noticed from the window. Her dress
was ankle length but wasn’t a toga. Upon her feet were white
glittery loafers, the kind a fairy godmother might wear. Her
glasses were frameless and of the wraparound style, lightly tinted
blue. Behind those glasses was eye-makeup that was a cross between
the traditional Japanese kabuki theatre styling—light pink eye
shadow under the eyes flaring out over her cheeks—and the ancient
Egyptian practice of black kohl drawn around the eye to keep demons
out. Strangely, it worked. Only the glasses looked out of place in
her ensemble in spite of the futuristic material of her
dress.

“Are you
better, yeri?”
their fairy godmother asked when Teresa joined the small group.
Kaley realised guiltily she’d forgotten her newly made friend when
she’d woken up. By Teresa’s sickly pallor it was obvious she was
suffering. The Femme woman waited for Teresa’s response before she
introduced herself. “Ladies, my name is Shensha Linnor. If you
could please follow, we will go to a briefing
room.”

The group of six trailed their fast-walking
usher out of the large landing room and into a wide corridor with a
curved lower ceiling, twice as high as any on Earth though half the
height of the landing room. There were a lot more women here, some
groups standing to one side but most of them moving about. All were
dressed in the same shimmering fabric but now it was easier to
notice the differences. Some had golds mingling with greens and
blues, others had silvers and pinks. Every so often Kaley spied
someone in a dress with a shorter hem. The only ones wearing pants
were the Authorities in uniform and other tourists who’d just
portalled in—also being ushered in small groups of four or six. It
was easy to identify the Femme citizens, not just by their clothes
but because all of them wore wraparound glasses. She guessed they
were being used for something other than enhancing eyesight.

After a very long walk down the corridor and
where the crowd thinned out, Kaley entered a room with her group.
The walls were painted light blue and the windows were positioned
so high that Kaley could only see sky. It had turned a dark red in
the time it had taken them to arrive in the room. She was surprised
to notice the windows were dusty. A cluster of armchairs were
gathered around a metal circular coffee table. When Kaley moved
towards one to be seated she was stopped at the mention of her
name.

Shensha offered a brief smile. “I would like
you and Teresa Morris to please enter the far room,” she pointed at
a door set into the opposite wall. “We shall wait for you to return
before we begin.”

Kaley waited for Teresa to join her before
opening the door. It revealed a small clinic with two blonde women
within. Both women wore clear wraparound glasses and short-skirted
attire, one in teal and the other in shimmery silver. Unlike her
counterpart, the woman in the silver dress had no makeup and wore a
utility belt around her hips. There were some unusual things
sticking out of it that Kaley couldn’t identify but the item at her
right hand looked like the grip of a weapon.

“Kaley Blackburn, roll up
sleeve.”

Kaley wore a blouse with short sleeves so
bunched the material at her shoulder. The medic came over to her
holding a fat white pen and drew a dot on Kaley’s arm with it
before rubbing at the spot with her gloved free hand.

“That will remove all your
issue,” she said chirpily.

“All my issue?” Kaley
repeated and Teresa giggled beside her.

“Yes, your… ass-ma, that
how you say?” the medic clarified in broken English, looking at the
ceiling as she tried to remember the word.

“Oh my God,” Teresa said
beside Kaley, drawing her attention. The other girl’s hands covered
her mouth and she was looking at Kaley with wide-eyed excitement.
With Teresa so ashen the effect was ghastly. Kaley faced the medic
who was busy preparing a powdered drink.

“Has my asthma been cured
permanently?” she asked, wanting to be sure about what she and
Teresa had both assumed from the medic’s words. Since the woman’s
English wasn’t perfect, perhaps she hadn’t meant what Kaley had
been hoping for.

“Yes, no more problem. You
can breathe now.” She took a number of deep breaths to demonstrate
how Kaley could do so, all while smiling. Kaley looked at the
pen-mark high on her left arm and saw a red dot of blood there.
She’d assumed the pen had been for drawing a spot where to inject
but evidently it was a painless injection pen. This was why she’d
been instructed not to bring her inhaler to Femme.

They’d cured her.

She felt tingly and buoyant and close to
tears. She was grateful to have some time to get herself under
control while Teresa drank the concoction ‘for stomach’ the medic
had made for her. When the medic took the cup back from Teresa she
noticed Kaley with surprise.

“Okay, yeri?” she asked.

“Yes, yes, I’m very okay.
Thank you so much!” Kaley blurted and hugged the medic who
laughed.

Kaley and Teresa exited the clinic with
identical grins. Shensha waited for the pair of them to be seated
and for the chatter to die down. She swept a hand over the coffee
table in a clockwise direction. The gesture caused the surface to
glow before a beacon of light projected upwards and triangulated
out. The room filled with exclamations from the girls but quieted
when the first hologram appeared in the centre.

A woman in a long dress,
which Kaley now thought of as typical Femme attire, welcomed them
to the world of Demkoi. This was the native name and not the
Authority assigned world name of ‘Femme’. The hologram gave
explanations of local custom and phrases. The one Kaley found most
interesting was the term ‘yeri’ as she’d heard it twice
already. It was a respectful word from one woman to another,
whether they were strangers or friends. It was accepted along the
lines of ‘darling’ or ‘dear’, but a closer interpretation was
‘sister’.

The next hologram that appeared was of a
woman wearing many layers of shimmering fabric, like the ones Kaley
had spied from her vantage point at the window. This hologram
didn’t talk and Shensha told them this form of dress was reserved
for the members of the ruling council and they were not to be
approached.

A third hologram appeared
showing a woman and a man. The female hologram did all the speaking
and she had a great deal to establish. There were so many cultural
expectations for men and women that Kaley had trouble remembering
the examples. By the time the hologram faded away Kaley understood
the general rules, which she thought would be enough to get her
by.

All men were slaves on Femme. They were
assigned to assist their mistresses for the duration of their
lives. No woman performed a menial or manual task when her male
counterpart was present to perform it for her. No man was to be
contrary to any woman. Their assigned mistress was always to have
final say over others. Sexual relations were at the discretion of
the mistress, as were the sharing out of slaves to other
mistresses. Slave swapping wasn’t illegal but culturally frowned
upon and such a transaction was always arranged on a temporary
basis. Upon arriving in Demkoi, all women were assigned a male
slave that was to assist them in any way they saw fit.

Kaley hadn’t expected this. She’d thought
they would remain as a group, arriving and travelling as a unit,
working at the lab together regardless of their solo projects. The
fact she would be ushered around by a man who was supposed to do
her bidding was absurd. It felt as ridiculous as not bringing
luggage. No other world required such a thing, she’d looked it
up.

There was a frenzied burst of conversation
around the table, where every girl seemed to be talking at
once—except Ronika. Kaley’s gaze found the silent and watchful
brunette and when they made eye-contact, Ronika gave a small shrug.
Kaley didn’t know why the other girl both fascinated and
intimidated her or why she was suddenly being paid attention to,
when during the five years they’d shared some classes and barely
said anything beyond hello in passing to one another. Kaley only
knew her name because she was the Dean’s daughter.

“What if I don’t want a
slave?” Kaley asked too loudly, silencing the room. She reviewed
her tone and couldn’t decide if she’d sounded curious or
snide.

“Only someone that’s never
had one would ask such a thing,” Shensha gently chastised. “At the
most you would understand the importance of the relationship
between a slave and his mistress and the necessity of this role
within our society. At the least you would be experiencing Demkoi
culture first hand. This may not be why you are here but is
certainly not an opportunity you will be permitted to
miss.”

She was surprised by the passive aggression
in the answer. It implied she wasn’t being a good guest if she
chose to question further. At the same time, there was the idea
that she would be breaking some kind of law if she walked around
Femme without a man in tow. Maybe she would be.

Kaley had nothing witty to say and the
moment passed in which something could be said.

Shensha asked them to
follow her to processing where they would fill out their
preferences for their slaves. They left the room and piled into an
elevator with a lot of room to spare. The architects of Femme
certainly seemed to enjoy their space. There were a few extra
additions in the lift that Kaley found confusing—two thin bars
lined the walls at both waist and shoulder height and there were
four floor to ceiling posts in the middle like bus or train support
posts.

“Hold on to something,”
Shensha ordered, turning to a large green panel set into the
elevator’s wall. There were no buttons and Kaley was interested to
see how Shensha was going to communicate her destination. Kaley
held onto one of the rails that lined the elevator walls, watching
as Shensha wrote a symbol on the green panel with her finger. At
first it looked like a Q but then more dots and strokes were added.
Shensha turned to find Kaley looking at her and gave an ingenuine
smile as the elevator began to move. Kaley made herself smile
back.

The elevator moved diagonally, which
elicited a few sounds of surprise and then giggles from the girls.
It paused and something above them began to click.

“We’re turning on the
spot,” one of the other girls said. Kaley agreed, she could feel a
clockwise movement beneath her feet. The clicking stopped and the
elevator whizzed sideways. Kaley’s stomach lurched, some students
shrieked but nobody lost their footing.

Kaley was closest to the elevator doors when
they opened but Teresa was the first one out.

The new area they were in
held an ocean of dark blue armchairs. Everything else in the room
was champagne gold in colour, from the floor to the walls to the
long counter on the right. Kaley expected to be led up to it but
Shensha moved left instead. She arranged her six charges into a
line in front of a vending machine with cushioned binoculars
protruding in front of it. Instead of dispensing drinks and snacks
it expelled a transparent bracelet. Kaley had to look at another
green light to get hers.

“Why have we got these?”
Teresa asked, slipping her bracelet on.

“They’re queue holders,”
Shensha said. “They light up when it’s your turn.”

“Oh, how clever,” Teresa
remarked, admiring the item on her wrist.

Shensha led them to the first set of
available armchairs. Kaley studied the bracelet she wore. It was
stretchy and there was a glittery substance inside that made it
look like kids junk jewellery. Even so, wearing a re-useable
bracelet was a lot more convenient and environmentally friendly
than holding a ticket stub that would only need throwing away.

There were a few people
waiting apart from them. Kaley recognised the lady from the portal
terminal back on Earth, the one reading the romance. She was
scrolling through an electronic tablet at the counter.

“There don’t seem to be
any slaves here,” Kaley watched as some other tourists returned to
the elevator without any men.

“You fill out the form
here but they arrive at your hotel room,” Ronika
explained.

“My hotel room?” Kaley
asked in shock. “Am I supposed to have a strange man in my room
with me?”

Two of the girls laughed like Kaley was
making a joke but Teresa, Ronika and another girl with a platinum
bob looked at Kaley quizzically.

“Didn’t you read your
information pack before you came?” bob-girl asked.

“Yes, but it didn’t
say—”

“Femme
brochures would never be so crass. It was implied. You were supposed to read
between the lines,” she said imperiously.

Kaley’s face felt hot. She’d never been so
embarrassed, her ignorance on display. She felt like an idiot,
misunderstanding the brochure and taking things at face value. Why
make the information so subtle? She’d understood Femme to be a
world controlled by women with men as their assistants. She’d
believed the word ‘slave’ to be a misnomer of their culture, used
because men were designated roles at birth while women could
choose. It hadn’t sounded like ownership. She hadn’t considered
she’d be responsible for a man while she was here. If he was going
to be in her room, where was he supposed to sleep?

She watched the women already at the
counter. They stayed there for a long time and then looked into a
handheld retinal scanner before leaving. The process for getting a
slave was a lengthy one.

Ronika’s bangle changed to green. Shensha
began instructing her but Ronika was already on her way. Shensha
made a disparaging sound. When Teresa’s bangle went green next, she
leaped out of her seat with a giggle and sprinted to the counter
before Shensha could begin her explanation. Shensha then told Kaley
and the remaining girls what they could expect. They would be
scanned to verify who they were and answer a questionnaire. They
wouldn’t pick up their tourist specs here but at the hotel. When
Shensha said the word ‘specs’ she lightly touched the edge of her
wraparound glasses. Kaley was curious about them as every so often
she would catch a glint of something moving across Shensha’s
vision.

“They’re like smartphones,
aren’t they?” Kaley guessed while pulling out her phone to see if
it was working. While in her pocket it had automatically connected
to the Authority Network and had full bars of service. There was
nobody she knew to call here but it reminded her to collect the
numbers of the girls in her group.

Bob-girl’s bangle glowed
green next. Kaley discovered her name was Charlotte and plugged in
her number before she left them for the counter. Kaley added in the
others, learning Sophie’s and Andrea’s names as well as thumbing
their numbers into the phone’s memory. Kaley had a mild
recollection of the pair of them—Andrea was plump and giggly while
Sophie was more reserved except for her scarlet cat eye glasses; it
was her glasses Kaley remembered more than the girl who wore them.
Their names were vaguely familiar to her but they both remembered
Kaley, which made her feel awkward. It was easy to see they were
close friends with each other. Kaley took a photo of each of them
to put in her phone alongside their names and to help keep them
straight in her head because getting them mixed up would be
embarrassing. This led to a lot of photo taking and Kaley was quick
to learn that Sophie and Andrea were lovers of the group
selfie.

Kaley’s bangle glowed green and she left
them posing alongside Shensha who was delighted to be included.
When she approached the counter there was nobody obvious that she
could see so she stood beside Teresa who was poking at a form on an
electronic tablet.

“Kaley Grace
Blackburn?”

“Yes?”

Kaley turned to find a woman whose golden
hair was plaited in a thick braid coiled around like a jam scroll
askew upon her head, wearing it there like a little sideways hat.
Kaley’s eyes kept returning to it even though she did her best to
make eye contact so not to appear rude.

“Look here,
please.”

Another green light later
she was handed a tablet with a questionnaire on the screen that
appeared largely personality based. It reminded her of the kind of
silly tests people did online to find out how they were inclined,
as if they didn’t already know. At Wynnum University in her first
year she’d taken a personality type indicator called Myers Briggs
which had told her she was introverted, intuitive, feeling and
perceptive. She’d understood none of it at the time but after it
had all been explained to her she’d had a grasp. Four years later
she’d forgotten everything except her results.

This test was like that except she wasn’t
analysing herself. The questions asked how she preferred others to
treat her. It was apparent that the information would be used to
match a slave to her expectations. She felt obligated to take her
time answering all of the questions as correctly as possible.

“Finally done, gah!”
Teresa said beside her and Kaley offered her a grateful smile. It
was nice to know someone else displayed an appreciation of taking
time on the form. Ronika had somehow managed to finish very quickly
and was in one of the armchairs chatting with Shensha. One by one
all the girls finished until Kaley was the last one
left.

“Do I have to answer
everything?” Kaley asked, seeing that only the ‘romantic partner’
section was left.

“No, but
it’s advised.” The jam-scroll lady leaned forward to see what Kaley
had missed. “If you don’t want that
you’ll be fine,” she said with a smile and
indicated the bottom of the form. “Flick the page up and press your
hand firmly against the screen at the prompt.”

Kaley was thankful for being able to skip
the section entirely. She was told her assigned hotel was the Clio
and that her travelling group would be on the same floor. They all
left by a different elevator to the one they’d come in on and this
one went straight down after Shensha drew a different symbol on the
green pad.

The group exited into a
busy lobby. More impossibly large windows displayed a wondrous
vista, this time at ground level. Through it Kaley could see the
night-sky was generously powdered with stars. The window in the
briefing room hadn’t been dirty after all. She’d been looking at
the pinpoints of light and thought they were dust. The city in the
distance glowed a vivid green that didn’t interfere with the sky
above. She envied Femme its ability to harness light. Her native
world was just as lovely but the intense glow of Earthly cities
drowned out the beauty of space.

The gardens that lined the base of the
window were lit up with small pink and orange lights. It made the
plants look as though they grew neon flowers. Kaley was mesmerised
by them long enough for Ronika to comment.

“Bio labs showing off
their mad skills,” she said with a tinge of amusement.

“Aren’t they just lights?”
Kaley asked, moving to get a closer look. Each petal was luminous,
making them look artificial—except it was obvious the stems that
carried nutrients to them were real.

“Demkoi wouldn’t miss a
chance to show off,” Ronika replied.

Ronika was a curious young
woman. For a child of ambitious parents—a father who was the
university Dean and a mother campaigning for mayor—she’d managed to
keep herself out of the papers. It was easy to distinguish that she
came from wealth and she certainly seemed aware of the experiences
and opportunities it afforded her. There was a snide air about her
yet everything she’d said so far had been thought-provoking even if
it was cynical. Kaley was undecided how she felt about Ronika. She
wanted to like her but was afraid she’d get burned.

“We will catch a shuttle
to the Clio,” Shensha said.

They moved outside and walked along the
front of the building. Kaley was overwhelmed by the smells—there
was a lot of perfume in the air. She was unsure if it was coming
from all of the different women or wafting over from the flowering
bushes across the wide blue lane-way. Shuttles were arriving and
parking in bays for passengers to pile in.

It was very noisy outside. Many women were
talking at once and the sounds of the world were no longer
contained by giant windows and soundproof walls. Kaley only
realised now how hushed everyone had been within the terminal. Even
though there’d been some noise, it was nothing like this.

They stopped at a bay that wasn’t yet
occupied and waited for a shuttle to arrive.

“Is there supposed to be a
parade on tonight?” Charlotte asked, looking further up the
lane-way.

“Oh no,” Shensha said
softly but Kaley heard it because she was standing next to their
guide.

It didn’t look like a
parade so much as a group of protesters for they were holding
signs—the regular kind, hand painted and held up on sticks. Kaley
was surprised by the low-tech display. They were chanting something
as they marched but she couldn’t make out what was being said. Only
a few of the larger words could be seen from where she stood. One
of the words was ‘No’, ‘Men’ was another and on one Kaley thought
she read ‘Tourist’. There were also a few with Femme symbols on
them but most of the signs were written in English. Kaley took this
to mean the signs were for tourists and Authorities to
read.

Kaley glanced around and saw that everybody
was watching the protestors’ progression along the lane-way. They
were blocking the shuttles from arriving, maintaining a captive
audience.

“What’s going on?” Teresa
asked.

“Sympathisers.” Shensha
spat the word.

“What are they
protesting?” Teresa continued. Shensha’s answer was interrupted by
a strange insectile noise whirring overhead.

A spotlight was trained on
the empty laneway. Kaley watched as a triangular vehicle lowered
onto it. Just before it touched down a large gust of wind was
expelled from it. Kaley was forced to look away, protecting her
eyes from dust and debris. When the vehicle sounded like it was
powering down, Kaley looked towards it again.

It behaved like a harrier jet except a great
deal more streamlined, which Kaley wouldn’t have thought possible.
Femme’s hover-capable flying vehicle was a sleek silver wedge with
a runic symbol on the side and no visible window or pilot’s area.
Doors opened like a car and two Femme police officers got out.
There was nothing written on their clothing to indicate they were
police, but both women were dressed in short flared skirts of
shimmering silver and held strange weapons in their hands, low at
their sides and pointing downward.

Kaley was taken aback that a violent display
might unfold but after the officers approached the protesting
crowd, they stopped chanting. There was some talk and four women
were pulled aside while the rest of the protesters dispersed,
allowing the shuttles to get through.

Kaley looked around to see the Authorities
standing in their usual positions along the building, watching but
not participating in the policing of the Femme protesters. Did that
mean they didn’t have jurisdiction and their presence was largely
cosmetic? If things had turned violent would they still have stood
by? Kaley was glad not to have found out.

When their shuttle arrived and the doors
opened, Kaley saw nobody driving it. It wasn’t a huge shock—there
were self-driving cars on Earth nowadays—but it felt weird to sit
facing backwards in what should’ve been the driver’s seat. The
shuttle only sat four so Shensha stayed behind with the other three
girls while Kaley, Ronika and Teresa got into the first shuttle.
Shensha poked her head in and reminded them to clearly state their
destination as the Clio.

The speakers in the shuttle played a three
note melody and the doors sighed shut. A woman’s voice prompted
them.

“Destination.”

“The Clio,” Teresa said
gleefully. There was no confirmation for her answer but the shuttle
slowly pulled out onto the laneway and began to speed up when they
were far enough away from pedestrians. Kaley instinctively searched
for a seatbelt and frowned when she found none.

“What was that protest
about?” Teresa asked.

“What are protests always
about?” Ronika replied dryly. “Politics. It’s always
politics.”

“I guess you’d know best
about that,” Teresa said with a smile. Ronika changed the topic
deftly by directing a question to Kaley.

“So Teresa went to the
medic for throwing up but why’d you get called?”

“Um, I have
asthma.”

Ronika looked at her steadily until Kaley
began feeling uncomfortable.

“You had asthma,” Ronika corrected. The feeling of being surveyed like
a goldfish by a cat was gone.

“I… guess so.”

Nothing was said for a long moment.

“Have you stayed at the
Clio before?” Teresa asked, breaking the awkward
silence.

“No, there’s lots of
different places to stay. I’ve only come to Ning a few times. There
are other cities and countries.”

“But only a few cities
have integrated with English,” Teresa said.

“Authoritan, you mean,”
Ronika corrected before turning back to Kaley. She opened her mouth
to ask something but Teresa spoke first, not letting the topic
go.

“Sounds like you’ve come
here enough times to know the lay of the land. Do you get the same
slave? Does your mother come here too?”

Kaley listened to the hum
of the engine and waited an overly long time for a response from
Ronika. The ambience in the shuttle shifted dramatically thanks to
Teresa’s innocuous questions. Kaley detached herself from the
growing tension by staring out the window at the passing landscape.
They’d travelled well beyond the grounds of the terminal by now and
she had more new things to look at. Even though it was night-time,
she saw many people out walking and socialising. Here on the
streets there were mostly couples—either women with men or women
with other women. The shimmery colour-changing fabric was certainly
the fashion of choice as most women she saw were wearing it, though
the cuts and lengths of their dresses varied greatly.

“Nobody’s wearing pants,”
Kaley observed aloud. “Even the men.”

“That’s just how it looks.
They’re flared shorts.”

“Skorts!” Teresa shrieked
with delight. “I wore them when I was like, eight years old!” She
cackled. Kaley caught her infectious laughter with a giggle of her
own but when she looked at Ronika, the other girl remained stoic.
Kaley lost her humour.

“Where do you think the
design came from?” Ronika asked.

“No way!” Teresa blared,
still in good spirits.

“Earth had some of its own
variations already, like gauchos, but skorts and palazzo pants
started here.”

“What’s a ‘palazzo pants’
when it’s at home?”

“Loose and light pants
that flare out from the waist to the ankles. They look like summer
gowns. They first came out in the Jazz Age on Earth but came back
in the sixties and seventies.” Ronika said.

Kaley thought Ronika must be mistaken. She
was talking about fashion shifting from Femme to Earth almost a
century ago, yet portal travel had only been available on their
world for four years. Perhaps she meant there was a fashion overlap
and Femme had come up with the idea first.

“You know an awful lot
about fashion,” Teresa said. “You know, for a
scientist.”

“For a scientist?” Ronika
scoffed. “Stereotype much?”

Teresa laughed and nodded.

“I’m into biomechanics,
actually,” Ronika added, sounding like she wanted to talk about
that instead. Teresa followed her cue and Kaley left them to their
conversation. She was more fascinated with what they were
passing.

Now that they’d entered the inner city, she
could see elevated roads which had different kinds of vehicles
speeding along them. Some carriages were so narrow they could seat
only two but she noticed they were sometimes attached, creating
centipede-like trains.

The city was bathed in soft green light.
Streetlamps and shop windows all had the same coloured
luminescence. If Kaley looked directly at a source, it didn’t hurt
her eyes like white light did. It barely left an afterglow behind
her eyelids.

Now that they were out of
the portal terminal away from tourists and surrounded by natives,
Kaley noticed a peculiar thing. Everyone was blonde. There were
varying shades; dark blonde, golden blonde, straw coloured and
white-blonde. The only other variation she could see was grey.
Kaley’s own dark blonde locks would fit right in, but Teresa
wouldn’t and neither would Ronika. They would both look like
tourists because of their hair colour.

With Femme restricting immigration so
tightly, they were unlikely to adopt many genetic differences in
their population either. It was almost impossible to transfer to
this world—only through extensive partnerships such as the kind
Wynnum University had negotiated could young women obtain
sponsorship to live and work here.


 


A Cultural
Mecca




The Clio’s facade was a
sculpture of a great marbled tree. Kaley admired the green glass
overhang that was carved like a canopy of leaves, each leaf shaped
in intricate detail. It was impressive and inspiring.

“Let’s
get you checked in, yeri-na,” Shensha declared once they
were all together and herded them into the large lobby. The inside
of the Clio was as familiar as staying at a posh hotel on Earth.
Kaley guessed it was designed this way to make travellers from
other worlds feel comfortable.

For the first time Kaley
interacted with a male Femme native. He was an older man with a
dignified air and he welcomed them before checking them in. Once
again Kaley used an eye scanner - only this one was a plush white
cushioned affair that looked like fancy binoculars set atop the
counter. He explained that the security panel by their doors
required a palm-print to activate and their slaves would be
directed to their rooms upon arrival. He also explained to
them—much to Kaley’s relief—that they would be enjoying two
bedrooms, two bathrooms residences.

“That’s
my duty done,” Shensha said. “In your rooms you’ll find appropriate
clothing. If something needs to be adjusted, have your slaves
contact the concierge. I hope you were honest sending your
measurements.” There were a few giggles. “Make sure you try your
specs as soon as possible and familiarise yourself with them while
in your rooms. They can take some getting used to.” She made a
regretful noise and held out her arms, ready to accept an embrace.
Kaley tensed but Teresa stepped forward quickly. Only Ronika and
Kaley chose to hang back. “Good luck yeri-na, stay out of
trouble.”

The words seemed directed at Ronika, who
Kaley was positive twitched a smile in response.

“What room are you?”
Teresa asked each of them in turn. It was quickly obvious they’d
been assigned rooms one through six on the seventeenth floor. They
stepped into a lift.

“Hope this one doesn’t go
sideways,” Teresa muttered as she pressed herself into a
corner.

“It doesn’t, the lack of
rails gives that away and there’s nowhere to go in this building
except up or down.” Ronika quashed any further discussion and they
rode the lift in queasy silence because even though it only
travelled in one direction, it did so rapidly. Teresa was the first
out of the lift once again after elbowing past Ronika.

“Looking forward to
meeting my man,” Sophie exclaimed to general laughter. She was the
first to leave the group as they made their way up the corridor.
The group became smaller as one by one they entered their rooms
until Kaley and Ronika were the last two left.

“Did you want to swap
phone numbers?” Kaley asked, half expecting Ronika to refuse or
declare she hadn’t brought her phone.

“Sure,” she said, pulling
out a bright pink phone with a cartoon pig on it. Kaley recognised
the character from a children’s television show. Ronika was full of
surprises.

They swapped numbers and it occurred to her
that she had everyone’s number except Teresa’s. She made a mental
note to get it later because right now she wanted to try on her
specs and knew they were in the room waiting for her.

As soon as she stepped
through the door, she could tell the place was huge. The walls
weren’t pressing in on her like they had in the Prospect hotel.
That room had felt like one step could take her to a toilet, a
wardrobe or a bedroom. This was vastly different. Kaley looked back
to make sure the door was shut behind her and then threw out both
arms for a stretch to appreciate the space around her. She took a
few steps forward and found herself staring at a man standing a
couple of metres away between her and the lounge area. He was
smiling politely at her.

Kaley felt her eyes grow wide but couldn’t
undo her expression. She snatched her arms back before casually
lowering them.

Subtle Kaley, you
should’ve done a twirl and burst into song

“Hello.”

He was a little taller
than her with short light blonde hair brushed back and dark blue
eyes. He had a strong jaw and a very square face but his gentle
expression softened his looks considerably. He wore a tunic and
skirt of a bold blue colour—she’d noticed none of the men wore
shimmering colour-changing fabrics—but the hotel staff wore
burgundy.

“Hello, mistress,” he
replied back with a short bow. “I am named Mecca, at your
disposal.”

He was her slave, she realised belatedly.
She felt more awkward.

“I’m Kaley,” she said,
taking a step forward and giving him a little wave. It felt
ridiculous so she pocketed her hands to stop them from making more
gestures. “I didn’t expect you to already be here.”

“I apologise, mistress,”
he said immediately. “Would you like me to leave and return at a
more appropriate time?”

“Oh, no, you don’t have to
do that, I just… I was told you’d be coming, um, later.” Her hands
escaped her pockets and she held them together in front of
herself.

“I was at the head office
when your request came in,” Mecca explained. His tone was soft and
Kaley supposed he’d been educated to talk that way. He also didn’t
have that peculiar nasal quality to his English that all of the
other Femme natives had and he sounded vaguely British. “I arrived
a few minutes after the request was made.”

“Oh, so you’ve been here
for half an hour?” she asked, checking her phone again for the
time.

“About that, yes,
mistress,” he agreed after his gaze flicked to the wall behind her.
Unable to help herself, Kaley turned to see what he’d looked at and
saw five strange blue symbols printed on the wall. While she was
looking at it, one of the symbols changed.

“Is that a clock?” she
asked, taking a few more steps further into the room so she could
see it from a better vantage point.

“Yes, mistress. We tell
time differently here. Your twenty four hours is the same as the
Authorities so there will be clocks you understand.” He was silent
for a moment. “I like your clothing.”

“Thank you,” she said,
aware that ordinary clothes like jeans with a flowery blouse were
probably exotic to him. She sighted the specs on the coffee table
in the middle of the lounge and moved past him to get to them. They
felt heavier than expected when she picked them up and they were
clear instead of tinted blue like Shensha’s had been. When she
looked back at Mecca she saw he was still standing in the same
spot, though he’d turned to watch her. The same inquisitive look
was on his face and she felt compelled to speak to him. “Sorry, am
I supposed to say something?”

“It is not the local
custom to apologise to men, mistress. What would you like for me to
do?”

Kaley was flummoxed.

“Why are you still
standing there?”

“I require your permission
or a request made of me.”

She was astounded by the level of control
that was imposed on him. The whole ‘mistress’ thing bothered her as
well.

“You can move around as
you like and I’d prefer you call me Kaley and not mistress,
please.”

“Thank you, Kaley,” he
said and smiled broadly. That smile was a lot more sincere than the
pinched, polite one he’d offered her at the start and she liked it
a lot better.

“I was going to try on
these glasses. Specs,” she said, holding them up for him to see.
Mecca moved to stand in front of her and she took a small step back
to increase the space between them. He didn’t close it
in.

“Would you like me to put
them on you?” he offered, but didn’t reach for them.

“Um, no, I can do it
myself, thanks,” she said, thinking this whole conversation and
scenario was very peculiar. She wished she’d read through the
social section of her booklet more thoroughly but it had all seemed
like propaganda. She’d been more interested in the world’s economy
and standard of living, both of which were exceptionally high and
intensely desirable. “I was just pointing them out. You’d already
know I guess, from living here.” Kaley wished she would stop making
idiotic statements. “Have you ever worn them?”

“It is not the local
custom for men to wear specs,” he explained.

“No, of course,” Kaley
said, and put them on to help her stop talking. It was much like
wearing her smartphone on her face. Her hands hovered nearby, ready
to rip the specs off in case something happened in them she didn’t
like. There were icons to the left and right and when she focussed
on them, they opened out with more options. When she looked away,
the extra options withdrew. She looked at Mecca next and discovered
that face recognition was enabled because her specs listed
information about him, displaying his name, lineage, occupation and
work history. It also told her that his hair colour was blonde—no
surprise—but that his eye colour was indigo. It made her want to
look closer. She asked about his strange lineage as it made no
sense to her.

“What does mushroom flower
mean?”

“A mushroom flower is an
ocean creature. It is also the title of my blood lineage for
reproduction.”

“Your blood lineage?” she
asked, suspecting familial lines.

“There are some Femme
women who share the same mother or father who have mushroom flowers
on their non-reproduction lists, as well as other
creatures.”

“I see, your sisters and
brothers, or cousins.”

“I apologise, Kaley. You
will find the terms ‘sister’ and ‘brother’ do not mean the same
thing here as it does on your Authority world.”

“I don’t live on an
Authority world, I’m from Earth,” Kaley said, feeling a sense of
pride as she said it.

Mecca looked confused. “I
apologise again. Authoritan was my first language to cater for the
tourists from Authority shaped worlds. It is my understanding that
Earth has been shaped by the Authorities for two
millennia.”

Kaley took the specs off carefully, not
wanting to fumble and drop them.

“Did you
just say the Authorities have been shaping my world for two thousand
years?”

“Yes, Kaley. The
Authorities are an old organisation. They have been active for some
four thousand years, tracing paths of worlds to add to the World
Link and shaping some worlds for familiarity. They are responsible
for all Authority worlds. They are responsible for all tourist
worlds.”

Kaley stared at Mecca for
a long time, absorbing this information and trying to come to terms
with it. He’d said ‘tourist worlds’ and she thought of Prospect,
the world she’d holidayed on for her twenty-first. It was
categorised as a tourist world. Maybe it really was modelled that
way because of Las Vegas. No, she had it the wrong way around. Las
Vegas existed because of Prospect. It was a miniature version,
after all.

The truth of his words had
a physical impact on her. She felt dizzy and was having trouble
focussing like she’d had too much to drink. Mecca moved closer, his
hand out waiting to steady her but he didn’t touch.

My world isn’t really my world

My world is adopted

Earth had been manipulated
by an organisation that looked and behaved as militia.

This couldn’t be a good
thing.

“Two thousand years?” she
confirmed in a small voice, taking a few stiff steps to the
banana-shaped couch and dropping herself upon it.

“Yes, Kaley.”

What happened roughly two thousand years
ago? The biggest and most obvious change was one she dared not
question. She shifted the topic to something closer to the
present.

“What about Femme?” She
thought she already knew the answer. He gave her a sympathetic
expression.

“The Authorities are not
responsible for Femme. Our world representatives negotiated a
peaceful partnership many centuries ago, after the Leader
Wars.”

“The Leader Wars?” Kaley
asked, wishing now that she’d read up on Femme history before
coming over. She’d naively thought that she could learn it all when
she was here, but she couldn’t even interact with her slave. She
noticed that he was still standing. “Have a seat.”

Mecca sat beside her and Kaley saw that his
skirt was of the flared shorts variety. Her gaze lifted from his
skirt to his face to find him watching as she looked him over. She
blushed, wondering if he thought she was checking him out instead
of merely assessing his attire. She debated whether or not to
explain to him that she wasn’t being sexually predatory and thought
it would be better to say nothing. She wasn’t in the right mind to
make conversation; she could still feel herself reeling.

Thankfully he answered her question without
commenting on her stare. Maybe he hadn’t noticed.

“The Leader Wars were a
series of small wars around Femme with the intention of enslaving
the opposite gender.”

“So it wasn’t against the
Authorities?”

“No, Kaley.”

“Were they around at the
time?”

“Yes, but the Authorities
did not start the wars. Their technology was too simple to gain
favour for either side. They were forced to retreat.”

“How do you know so much
about the Authorities and their worlds?”

“I have been educated with
this employment in mind,” Mecca explained. “I will be your guide. I
will answer all of your questions,” he said. “I am here to make
your time in Femme comfortable and enjoyable.”

“Okay,” Kaley agreed,
unsure what else to say. Answering her questions obviously took
priority because talk of wars and Authorities wasn’t especially
comfortable or enjoyable. “I have to call my mum.”

“There is a portal phone
in the workspace nook,” he told her, and stood in order to hold out
a hand for her. Kaley took it and was pulled to her feet. Mecca had
an impressionable amount of strength, demonstrated in the
effortless way he’d pulled her up and the striking muscular figure
he cut. Before she released Mecca’s hand she was aware of his
smooth, warm skin. It was obvious he didn’t do manual labour. He
was standing so close to her that she could smell his scent—some
kind of woodsy tone that reminded her of pine trees. She doubted
he’d hiked through the middle of a pine forest so it had to be some
kind of cologne. She liked the smell, she considered it masculine.
She’d been expecting a male slave who was overtly effeminate, due
to being trained by women. Evidently Femme could still produce men
who behaved, looked and even smelled like men. “Do you require help
operating the phone, Kaley?”

“What? Oh, no, thank you.
I’ve used a portal-phone before,” she said, looking at the
workspace nook he’d gestured to. She discovered she had to be
scanned before operating it. She scrolled through the world listing
to get to Earth and selected it. She could be connected to her
mother’s landline but the connection couldn’t be performed in the
reverse, even with the portal centre switchboard. A woman answered
her call.

“You have called Citizen
Auth-Net. What number are you requesting?”

Kaley recited her mother’s phone number
along with the international digits and listened to a series of
clicks and tones as she was patched through. There was a ringing
and then a poor version of her mother’s voice came on the line.

“Hello?”

“Hi Mum, it’s Kaley. I’ve
checked in. It’s night time here.”

“Did you still manage to
see much of the city?”

“It’s
beautiful.”

Kaley told her mother about the sunset, the
red moon, the neon flowers and the self-driving shuttles. She
neglected to mention the protest as it didn’t fit the rosy picture
of Femme she was trying to convey.

“Ning sounds like a
fantasy,” her mother said wistfully.

“It looks just like the
Emerald City from Wizard of Oz.” The sound of Mecca’s soft laughter
drew her attention momentarily and she paused, trying to decide
whether or not to talk about him. “Um, I have my slave
already.”

“Is he
handsome?”

Kaley was mortified. Was this truly the
first question out of her mother’s mouth about him? She was aware
of Mecca close by.

“Well, his ears are
proportionate and I’m sure his hearing works fine.”

“Why are you telling me
about his ears?” her mother asked and Kaley sighed. This wasn’t how
she’d expected her call with her mother to go. She regretted
mentioning Mecca.

“Um. So I’m safe and well
and I’ll call you again once I figure out how their times
work.”

“Thank you, darling. It’s
lunchtime here at the moment. I was making a pie for Leslie’s
birthday. It’s in the oven.”

The conversation turned to
a recipe for homemade steak and mushroom pie. Kaley listened
dutifully until the side of her head was uncomfortably hot, forcing
her to swap to her other ear.

“I’m looking forward to
hearing more about Femme,” her mother said, finally winding the
conversation down. “I promise I won’t worry if you miss a call or
two. I’m sure they’ll keep you very busy.”

“Thanks, Mum. I love
you.”

“I love you,
too.”

Once she hung up she was
more aware of the throbbing headache she’d earned while using the
portal phone. She hated them—they made her think of the clunky old
eighties mobile phones that were the cause of tumour scares almost
forty years ago. It was before her time but her studies had taken
her through many different technologies and how there’d been a
number of jumps forward with each innovation. Now that Mecca had
explained Authorities were shaping her world, she wondered if
they’d been the cause for such advancements. Had they inspired
certain eras, such as the industrial age? Earth was still in the
Information Age, but it was developing at a screaming rate. Future
Tech was supposed to be the next stage. It heralded the Future
Era.

“Should I fetch you a
globe?” Mecca asked, interrupting her reverie.

“I’m sorry?” Kaley
asked.

“It is not the local
custom to apologise to men,” Mecca told her again. “A globe is a
pill that will remove pain symptoms. If you are feeling nauseous, I
can mix you a powder.”

“No, thank you. A Panadol
will do.”

“I apologise, Kaley. We do
not have a pan doll,” Mecca said uncertainly.

“It’s a pill with
paracetamol,” she said, hoping the name of the active ingredient
would be recognised.

“We no longer use
paracetamol. It is not as effective as a globe. I shall get one for
you,” he said and moved down a corridor she hadn’t explored yet. If
he knew his way around, he couldn’t have been standing in the
middle of the lounge the whole time, waiting for her to arrive.
Perhaps he was supposed to and had done something against Femme
rules. She didn’t mind that he had and was more comfortable knowing
that he had a facet to him other than the role of passive servant.
She supposed his insistence that she take medication for her
headache wasn’t passive either.

She heard running water before Mecca
returned to her with a glass of water and something small held
loosely in his fist. She held out her palm and he dropped a
familiar spotted blue and green pill into it.

“Oh!” she said with
surprise. This was the same thing she’d taken before going on the
portal. “This is a sleeping pill,” she said, looking warily at
Mecca. He held out the glass of water to her but she stepped back.
She thought the slaves were supposed to be safe but this guy was
dodgy.

“I apologise
mistress—Kaley, but it is a pill to remove your aches,” he
corrected.

“I took one of these
before going to sleep in the portal.”

Mecca’s concerned expression changed to one
of happy realisation. “I understand now. Side by side you can see
the difference. May I get you a sleeping pill to show you?”

“Can’t I just have the box
or bottle?” she asked, not giving him permission to give her any
more unidentifiable medication. She was aware she was being snappy,
irritated by her pounding head and taking it out on him.

“I will take you to the
dispenser,” he said. She followed him to the bathroom. As soon as
she stepped in she was awestruck. It was the most luxurious
bathroom she’d ever seen. There was a shiny black tub that ran the
length of one wall with an inset shelf beside it, lined with a
beautiful array of bottles. In one corner was a double shower,
beside that a long black marble bench-top with a wide gold sink
inset and an upside down glass sat beside it that matched the one
Mecca held. There was another collection of bottles at one end, and
the full wall behind the bench-top was mirrored.

Mecca moved across the spacious tiled room
to a cabinet set into the wall. He waved a hand in front of what
looked like cupboard doors and they faded away, like a hologram or
an opaque shield, revealing the contents within. As she drew
closer, she could see this cabinet held a variety of medications
that looked like a lolly display case. She only had to push a
button to get a pill of her choice. Each container had a label on
it in English giving the name of the pill and its main cure in
large letters. Smaller writing told her all the other things it
could be used for. None of them said anything beyond that.

“What about allergies and
side effects?” she asked Mecca who waited patiently, still holding
the glass of water in his hand.

“Your allergies are
immunised by the medic at the portal terminal. I… apologise, Kaley.
I do not know what you mean by side effects?”

“Side effects of the
medication,” she explained, hoping that she wouldn’t constantly
have these communication barriers, especially when everyone was
already speaking English. Or Authoritan, as she should start
calling it. “Some pain medication can make you drowsy, others can
give you a rash and so on.”

“I understand. This is the
reason we use globes. There are no… side effects,” he said
carefully. “Femme has advancements in medicine beyond your
world.”

She’d already known that
but didn’t know why such advancements hadn’t been shared. Why had
she been suffering with her inhaler for the past four years? When
the Authorities revealed their existence to Earth, they shared
their knowledge of the portals. If Femme had medical advancements
that surpassed other worlds, why were they letting others
suffer?

“I am sorry to have upset
you,” Mecca said sadly.

“I’m not upset,” she
countered, offended at the implication. “What made you think I was
upset, anyway?” she asked, suspecting he wouldn’t tell her unless
she prompted.

“You look
angry.”

“I’m not angry,” she said,
surprised by his assessment and recalled her thoughts about Femme’s
medical advancements. “I’m upset that your world won’t help others,
I guess,” she said, making an effort to keep her tone
light.

“I am unable to speak on
behalf of the decision making representatives of my world,” he said
after a moment, speaking a little slower and sounding like he was
reciting a line.

“Because they’re women?”
she asked, interested in how he’d phrased himself.

“Yes.”

Kaley stared at him for a
moment and realised she was still holding the pill. She put it in
her mouth and rescued the glass of water from his hold before
gulping it down. Tap water tasted cleaner on Femme. She wiped her
mouth with the back of her hand and then smiled at Mecca who
grinned back.

“I’d like to go for a
walk. Would it be better if I got changed?” she asked, her head
already clearing. He hadn’t been exaggerating its
effectiveness.

“It is more culturally
acceptable,” he said, nodding.

She sought out her room
and found it at the end of the corridor. It was a large, spacious
affair with a king sized bed centred against the far wall. A floor
to ceiling plate glass window made up the other wall, presenting
Kaley some of the city of Ning. She could see a garden and a
portion of courtyard hidden by other buildings—which were works of
art in themselves, curved, patterned and holistically beautiful.
She was distracted on her way to the wardrobe in order to
appreciate this view. When she returned her attention to the
wardrobe doors, she faltered. There was no obvious way of opening
them. Remembering Mecca’s movement at the bathroom cabinet, she
waved her hands in a circular motion and received nothing for her
efforts.

“The sensors are on either
side,” Mecca explained. He was speaking from the doorway. She
couldn’t see any sensors but made the same motion again, this time
to one side. She felt foolish but her embarrassment was replaced
with awe when the wardrobe’s hologrammed doors collapsed and
revealed a monumental collection of clothing, most of which
consisted of shimmering colour-changing gowns. She wiped her hands
on the seat of her jeans before touching them, amazed at how light
and insubstantial they felt.

“Shall I close the door,
Kaley?”

“Um, yes please,” she
said, feeling both awkward and grateful that he’d known she would
be modest about changing clothes in front of him.

“The windows only see out,
not in, but if you wish for more privacy, you can press the blue
symbol on the side panel to the left and it will black out the
view. Press it again and it will clear.”

“Thank
you,” she said, glad that Mecca had been thoughtful enough to give
her this information before he retreated. She waited for the door
to close—at least they were the regular opening closing variety
instead of swishy sliding ones, otherwise she’d feel like an extra
on Star Trek and
bad things always seemed to happen to them. There was no lock that
she could see but she felt secure that Mecca wouldn’t try anything
untoward in the middle of the night. She wouldn’t reveal her
temporary fears to the other girls either, even if only to laugh at
herself. She didn’t want to appear naïve in front of them
again.

 



 


The Duty of
Desire




“It’s like wearing a
spiderweb.” Kaley described her dress as she walked with Mecca
towards Ning’s central botanical gardens. The specs were in her
hand instead of over her eyes because she was still clumsy when
walking with them. It was certainly a learned skill, to be able to
both look where she was going and read the information she was
getting through her specs.

“You look beautiful,”
Mecca said at her side. He’d been full of compliments the moment
she’d walked out of her room dressed in the full length gown. It
looked like evening wear but matched what she’d seen a lot of the
local women wearing. She wondered what they could possibly wear to
classy functions or how a classy function could even be interpreted
since Femme seemed to have structured their whole world in
sophistication.

“You’re supposed to say
that,” she chastised.

“Not unless I mean it,” he
explained.

“So what would you say if
I’d looked terrible?” Kaley challenged.

“I would say the dress has
not done its wearer justice.”

“But isn’t it the other
way around? That the wearer hasn’t done the dress
justice?”

“The intention of the
dress is to make the wearer look lovely,” he explained. “Failure to
do so would be unjust.”

“Oh, you’re smooth. I’ll
have to watch you,” she teased. Mecca’s smile became
uncertain.

“I apologise,
Kaley.”

“You don’t have to say
sorry,” she said, but didn’t ask what he’d apologised for. She
assumed it was because of the tone she’d used. It had been a joke,
a playful combat of words that he probably wasn’t allowed to
participate in. She had to remember he wasn’t a regular person that
she was hanging out with, he was hired help. He was employed to be
friends with her and supposed to be nice. “You’re good at your
job,” she said to remind herself that this was all their time
together would be, for the six weeks that she was here.

“Thank you,” he said,
confirming her reasoning. She nodded and they walked in silence
until they reached the botanical gardens.

There were no fences to keep the public out
or to divide the space between where the city blocks stopped and
the garden began. It was obvious what was garden and what wasn’t.
Kaley reached out and touched Mecca’s forearm—the first contact
she’d initiated.

“It’s gorgeous,” she said,
for ‘beautiful’ seemed not enough to describe the wondrous display
of colour before her. Botanical gardens on Kaley’s world were fully
manicured and lovely in their own way but unlike this lush
spectacle of vegetation. A jungle of flowers, shrubbery and trees
had taken over the urban landscape, stopping neatly at the
footpath. It was as eerie as it was lovely and the green glow of
the city framed it beautifully. “It’s… is it very different in the
day?” she asked as they stepped off the path. She wondered how the
lush, springy grass could be so neatly trimmed when carpeted in
flowers and they also had to duck beneath low hanging
branches.

“Yes.”

Kaley looked at him. Mecca
had fallen a few steps behind. She could see his features clearly
illuminated in the soft glow of Ning’s well-planned and unobtrusive
lighting. His lips were pressed together firmly, he was holding
back.

“Are you not allowed to
offer opinions?” she asked.

“I am when given
permission,” he told her. She read his expression as hopeful. There
was something about it that made her feel guilty for being so
dismissive of his flattery earlier.

“You have my permission,
Mecca. I need you to tell me what you think about this place. I
need to understand it beyond the surface.”

They were standing beneath a tree that held
an umbrella of leaves, with many plants gathered around the base of
the trunk.

“My perspective will be
very different to your peers,” he admitted. “I do not wish to taint
you.”

“Taint me?” Kaley repeated with
disbelief. She didn’t miss the way Mecca glanced around because
there were other people enjoying the gardens also. Kaley drew
closer so that their conversation would be a touch more private.
“How could you taint my opinion of a world that’s superior in every
way? I mean, look at this place,” she said, throwing an arm out to
indicate the gardens surrounding them. “It’s so lush, so
wonderful.”

“Yes. Femme is very
pretty.”

His agreement to her words struck her as
sarcastic.

“Wow. Is that what you
meant by a tainted opinion? Is it so contemptible that I would
appreciate the loveliness of your world?”

“No, Kaley. I see the
loveliness.”

His words sounded so genuine that she was
uncertain. Had he been cynical or had she merely perceived it? They
looked at one another while she decided which way to take the
conversation. She decided to let it go and tour the gardens
instead, like they’d planned.

“Is there a path we can
follow?” she asked.

“Your specs will offer you
some options,” he advised. When Kaley put them over her face, she
couldn’t shake the feeling that Mecca was disappointed. She was
probably making some social faux pas. She was surprised he hadn’t
told her the customary way to behave again.

The specs offered her a number of paths and
gave her estimates of how long they were likely to take.

“Why is there an ‘A’ after
the clock?” she asked, recognising the twenty four hundred clock to
one side of her vision.

“Authority time,” Mecca
explained. Kaley had forgotten Femme worked using a different
measure. She was glad she could draw from her current understanding
of seconds, minutes and hours. She was beginning to appreciate
Authority consistency between worlds.

“I think a ten minute walk
should be enough,” she said, staring at that option until a lined
path superimposed itself on her specs over the scenery. It was an
interesting technique, to hike her way around the gardens following
a line that only she could see. Mecca fell into step beside her and
they walked together without speaking. There was no silence for
there were many noises to listen to. None of them fit the usual
city noises, though. There were no engine roars though once there
was a whooshing overhead. When she glanced upward, the thick
foliage of the gardens hid the vehicle but her specs identified a
police vehicle and gave her its identification number. She was
surprised that she would qualify for this information. When she
asked Mecca about it, he explained that everybody on Femme was
responsible for their actions and that everybody was identifiable
in the system.

“Even tourists?” she
asked, half joking.

“Yes.”

Mecca told her about the
plants and creatures they saw as they walked. Kaley didn’t have the
heart to tell him the specs were beating him to it every time. She
was impressed by how knowledgeable he was.

He made an exclamation over a single white
flower blooming from a prickly looking shrub that her specs
labelled a ‘Pyshka’. To Kaley’s surprise he scooped the flower up
with his hands and held it out to her. The information from the
specs was delayed as they attempted to identify the broken flower
he held.

“This is a White Tail
Moth.”

A moth? She looked closer and saw what she
mistook for a stem was actually a thin, green body.

“Why’s it called that?”
she asked, aware her specs still weren’t bringing up information
about it.

“It looks like the flower
of a White Tail tree.”

She reached out to gently take the moth into
her own hands but it flew away erratically. Her specs finally
identified it as it left.

They looped around and had
almost made their way back when a red dot began flashing in the top
right hand corner of her specs. She looked at it and had to stop
walking. Mecca stopped beside her and didn’t ask why. As Kaley
stared at the flashing dot, it expanded into the word ‘Reminder’.
She continued to stare at it until she was notified that there was
a dinner reservation for her group at the hotel’s main restaurant
‘Chanda’.

“We’re expected to have
dinner at Chanda in half an hour,” she told him as she started
walking again.

“You are expected, Kaley.
I will have dinner in our room.”

“But I thought slaves were
supposed to always stay with their… mistresses,” she said, the word
feeling peculiar on her tongue. Funny how she could say ‘slave’
without a problem yet ‘mistress’ was an issue. Perhaps because
Femme slaves had a great life and weren’t mistreated in any way—it
was status, not ownership. It felt like being in a temporarily
arranged marriage.

“Chanda is for sisters
only,” he told her. “Those who dine there do not wish their slaves
to join them.”

“Oh! I wonder if our
University knew that when they booked it,” she said.

“They would have been
informed when making the booking,” Mecca explained. “I will first
meet the rest of your group at breakfast, when we are to dine at
Lonchian.”

The name of the breakfast location sounded
French on his lips while all other words she’d gleaned so far had
an Asian feel to them. She wondered how he knew about breakfast
when she’d only just found out about dinner.

“Did you get my itinerary
when you arrived at the hotel?” she guessed.

“Yes. There is a message
wall in my room which displays your schedule for the approaching
day, so that I might assist you. Your full itinerary will be in
your specs, Kaley.”

She nodded, glad that the
information was on hand but she didn’t want to ruin the experience
for herself by learning too much about it. She’d rather ask Mecca
about her destination than read information that sounded dry. It
also gave her something to talk about.

“Does Lonchian mean
something special?” she asked.

“A Lonchian is a sweet
breakfast food. Similar to a rolled pancake from Earth.”

“You know a lot about
Earth,” she said, wondering how many Earthling tourists he’d been
assigned to.

“I was educated especially
for Authority world tourists,” he told her again.

“So you know about
pancakes. Have you eaten one?”

“Yes, I have eaten a few.
Some were better than others. I do not understand the
inconsistency.”

“People have different
tastes and recipes, I guess.”

“Everybody would enjoy a
buttery, fluffy pancake,” Mecca said.

“I’m sure there are people
that would prefer a pancake with more density and substance,” she
argued, just because she wanted to see how he would react to being
argued with even though she’d told him she wanted to hear his
opinions.

He ended up saying nothing.

“What do you think?” she
pressed, not wanting to let him off the hook.

“I apologise, Kaley,” he
said. “I think everybody would like a buttery, fluffy
pancake.”

The repetition of his words surprised her.
Apparently this was the opinion he’d adopted and he wasn’t going to
defend it so much as declare it.

“What if I told you I
didn’t?” she countered.

“I would then recommend
you do not try the Lonchian signature breakfast.”

“Let me guess, they have
light and fluffy pancakes,” she said with a grin.

Mecca regarded her for a moment before
returning her smile uncertainly.

“Similar,” he conceded.
“Were you… joking with me, when you said you disliked
pancakes?”

“I was joking,” Kaley said
with a nod and they both laughed a little together. As far as jokes
went it was pretty lame, but it showed her that Mecca was brave
enough to question her about it. She imagined it would be difficult
for a slave on Femme to go against everything he’d been taught just
to appease her.

But then, that was his job.

The specs flickered, causing Kaley to blink
rapidly. She reached up to take the specs off her face but the
shuttering stopped and she realised the superimposed path she was
supposed to follow in the gardens had changed, inserting three more
minutes into their walk. It wasn’t a big detour but she was
surprised that it had even happened.

“How come my specs changed
the path on its own?” she asked.

“I apologise, Kaley. I do
not know.”

She’d asked her question too early because
the answer soon flashed across her vision. “What does ‘detour for
release’ mean?”

“A wild animal is being
released into the gardens. We have been detoured to not interfere
with the ranger’s progress.”

“They release wild animals
into the gardens?” Kaley shouldn’t have been so surprised,
considering the jungle of foliage they were walking in. She hadn’t
seen any animals but she’d heard songbirds and Mecca had shown her
the moth. What wild animal was being released? Would she recognise
the kind of animal it was?

“I apologise, Kaley. I did
not mean to worry you. I meant to say undomesticated. A ranger
would not release a hostile animal into this location.”

She smiled at him and then laughed softly to
herself. It was sweet that Mecca had thought to reassure her.

“So no tigers then?” she
asked. He smiled at her and shook his head.

“No tigers.”

Kaley was glad he’d recognised the joke
immediately this time. Her sense of humour was understated and
nobody seemed to get it when she joked. They’d either explain how
her statement was incorrect or they’d look at her like she didn’t
have a clue. It was nice to be with someone interested in getting
to know her and responding in kind.

The extra three minutes of walking gave her
time to ask more questions.

“Nobody goes without on
this world, do they?” she asked. It was a question she already knew
the answer to, if the tourist brochure was to be believed. The
information pack had been extensive and sterile and the idea of
learning about Femme from something so impersonal had jarred with
her. Brochures were better though filled with propaganda. She
wanted to check the facts with a resident.

“Clothing, food and
housing are all supplied,” Mecca said. “Personal items and luxuries
are purchased with credits earned.”

“So if I visit a bunch of
houses, all the furniture will be the same?”

“There are no houses in
Ning. Houses are found in cities further to the south.”

This came as a surprise.
Everybody lived in apartments here. It would keep the city more
compact though that didn’t match her first impression of the world.
With such high ceilings and massive rooms she’d thought Ning would
be sprawling. He continued speaking.

“Furniture is selected
from a catalogue of limited options. Anything outside those options
are considered a luxury and require payment in credits.”

“Knick-knacks would be a
luxury, I guess.”

“I apologise, Kaley. What
are knick-knacks?”

“Um, items like figurines,
vases… anything small and decorative.”

“An item that does not
serve a function is a luxury.” Mecca nodded.

They were back on the pavement when Kaley
spoke again. She wanted to ask him more questions before
reconnecting with the other students.

“So every woman gets paid
the same amount of credits regardless of their job, but what about
the lazy ones? I mean, not everybody would be a hard worker.” She
felt as though her question was callous after hearing it out
loud.

“The women of Femme all
contribute equally towards our civilisation.”

“You sound just like the
pamphlet,” Kaley observed. “Word for word.”

It took him a moment to understand her
sentiment.

“I apologise, Kaley. It is
not the custom—”

“No, it’s okay. I didn’t
ask the right kind of question.” She thought about it for a moment
and saw the Clio up ahead. Her short walk with Mecca was coming to
an end. “Do you like your job?”

She thought his hesitation was more telling
than his words.

“I am well-suited to it,”
he said finally.

They separated when they stepped into the
foyer. She told him he could do whatever he liked as she dined,
thinking that an open-ended order would be perceived as generous.
She watched him go and was curious when he didn’t go to the
elevators but up a narrow corridor.


 


Backchat




At dinnertime Kaley understood why the
University had booked Chanda. Only she and Ronika had their
assigned slaves. Kaley fielded the questions about Mecca, divulging
only his name and that he was useful in explaining how Femme
worked. She took the opportunity to change the topic by getting
Teresa’s number for her phone.

The conversation then became about their
respective interests in science. Kaley revealed that her ultimate
goal was in medical imaging research.

“Like inventing the next
MRI?” Teresa asked. She was sitting directly across from
Kaley.

“Not quite,” Kaley shook
her head. “More like seeing if existing scanners can provide more
detailed or different information.”

“I bet Femme has a bunch
of advanced stuff for you to look at and get ideas from.” Teresa
sounded excited about Kaley’s interest and the two of them talked
about the future of medicine. She was impressed by Teresa’s studies
in physics and her interest of working in the field of portal
travel. Kaley knew the portal was connected to particle collision
and that the Large Hadron Collider was responsible in some way
towards creating its own portal, but she didn’t understand the
finer points. The Authorities had stepped in and were keeping that
knowledge to themselves. Teresa was crazy smart, well beyond
Kaley’s personal ability. Her intelligence was impressive and her
career would take her into top secret laboratories. She would be
working alongside the Authorities, or for them.

Talk soon turned towards
the fashions they were all wearing. While the dresses were
available to them, they were not allowed to take any back home
unless purchased. Kaley mostly sat without making comment. She
envied Teresa her easy manner and personable nature. She seemed to
be friends with everyone and could hold several conversations at
once. Kaley, on the other hand, did a lot of listening and smiling
and was planning her exit at some point between mains and
dessert.

“I’ve had enough, you’re
all loud and embarrassing,” Ronika said during a pause in
conversation. She stood among leers and jibes, all of them playful.
Kaley knew she herself wouldn’t have managed this. If she’d used
that phrase in the same manner, all of them would’ve stared at her
agog. “Kaley, you’re the only other sober one here. Want to
ditch?”

If she’d been feeling uncertain about Ronika
beforehand, she definitely liked her now.

“Sure,” she said, not
risking anything further as she made her escape. A surreptitious
glance around the table showed her four girls content to chat
amongst themselves.

She and Ronika left the dining room in
silence but as soon as they were in the lobby and heading for the
lift Kaley felt obliged to speak.

“I hope nobody was
offended by us leaving.”

“You care too much about
what those idiots think.”

“I’m sorry?” She was
floored by Ronika’s reply. They were all top ranking students.
“They’re not idiots.”

“You’re so
proper.”

“Because I don’t insult
people behind their backs?”

“I’d call them idiots to
their face,” Ronika admitted.

“They’d think you were
joking!”

“And how does that prove
me wrong?”

Kaley changed her mind about Ronika in an
instant. She could feel herself shutting down to the other girl—her
expression cooling.

“None of them think you
deserve to be here,” Ronika divulged.

“Oh?” Kaley asked. While
they waited for the lift she questioned whether or not she would
step inside with Ronika.

“I don’t waste my time
being diplomatic, Kaley. I know all of them well enough to
understand there’s no benefit to knowing them. They won’t make me a
better person and they won’t help me be successful.”

“Friends are about what
they can do for you?” Kaley asked, unable to stop herself from
being drawn into the discussion. She hadn’t wanted to comment but
Ronika’s words were so horrible that she felt her silence would be
accepted as consent and she wouldn’t stand for that.

Ronika laughed, but not derisively or
sarcastically. Somehow the real humour in it insulted Kaley even
more.

“Did you notice how
everybody except us dined with their specs on?” Ronika
asked.

The elevator arrived and Kaley automatically
entered it with Ronika, forgetting that she wasn’t going to. She
only remembered once the door swished across, enclosing them in the
cabin together. There was a lot of space for Kaley to keep her
distance so she pressed her shoulder to the side wall. They
wouldn’t be in the box for long.

“So they wanted to—” Kaley
grit her teeth as her stomach informed her they were on the move,
“—see the specs on their meal.” It was only after she shortened the
word ‘specifications’ to ‘specs’ that she realised that there might
be a deeper reason why the computer glasses were called specs. A
play on words. Whoever named them had a sense of humour.

“And why did you take them
off before coming to dinner?” Ronika asked.

“Because it would be rude,
like using a laptop at the dinner table. But it’s a cultural thing,
those Femme women—”

“Those Femme women don’t
give a shit who cooked their meal and which farm the eggs came
from,” Ronika interrupted. Even though the lift opened at their
floor, neither of them took a step out. “It’s about what the person
across the table can do for you. This whole world is a networker’s
wet dream.”

“Okay,” Kaley said as she
escaped the lift. She could hear Ronika’s footsteps behind her and
walked so hurriedly to her room that she thought she could’ve
qualified for the Olympics.

“Wait,” Ronika said, but
Kaley lurched inside and shut the door. She moved quickly away when
Ronika knocked on it, as though the other girl might sense she was
close on the other side. “Kaley? I’m sorry. This world brings out
the worst in me.”

Kaley wanted to say something clever in
return, to throw her words in her face somehow, but she had neither
the inclination nor the means. Mecca appeared in the living room
from the corridor and was looking at her with confusion. She stared
back at him, wanting his help but not knowing how he could give
it.

“Go away, Ronika,” Kaley
told her, then spoiled her demand. “Please?”

“Can I explain?” the voice
behind the door asked.

Kaley didn’t want to hear
it but if Ronika wanted to talk through the door, so be
it.

“Mecca, open the door,”
Ronika ordered. To Kaley’s horror, Mecca moved forward to follow
the command.

“Don’t!” she countered and
was pleased when Mecca stopped, though he looked
bewildered.

Little pig little pig let
me in.

“Mecca, I’m concerned for
Sister Kaley. It is your duty to ensure we communicate.”

The wording was so strange
that Kaley studied Mecca and thought she could see the debate on
his face. He was trying to decide whether or not to open the door,
even though she’d told him not to. He was her slave! Wasn’t he supposed to do
everything she told him to? Obviously Ronika had a few tricks about how to
get men to pay attention to her over their assigned
mistresses.

She shook her head at him and was relieved
when he nodded his assent.

Not by the hair of my
chinny chin chin.

There was a very long pause.

“Mecca?” Then Ronika spoke
in the native language.

Mecca moved to the door. Kaley hissed at him
to stop but this time he paid no attention. The door opened and he
stood aside, not making eye contact with Kaley as Ronika entered
the room and gave him an assessing stare that was too long for
Kaley’s liking.

“What the hell?” Kaley
dropped herself into the nearest armchair. She might as well get
comfortable as she listened to Ronika’s insistent explanation. What
kind of person did such things anyway?

A little rich girl, one
who can huff and puff and have her own way.

Ronika stood in front of Kaley, who expected
a bunch of justifications. What she got was another apology.

“I’m sorry I got carried
away. Listening to that conversation downstairs… no, I’ll let you
make up your own mind. Six weeks is long enough to
learn.”

“What
are you talking about?” She was still angry that Ronika had managed to order
Mecca around like he was hers. Not only that but she knew the
language and had kept that information to
herself.

“I just want to say sorry
to your face and not to the door, so you’d know I meant
it.”

“And so you can boss my
slave around like he was yours?” she snapped. Ronika looked
surprised.

“No,” she said. “Anyway,
it’s up to you now, what you want to do. You can pretend it never
happened or do whatever you want. If we’re assigned lab partners
tomorrow, I’ll understand if you want to nominate someone
else.”

She strode out of the room after her speech
and Mecca said some kind of tributary goodbye to her before closing
the door. Kaley waited a moment and then jumped out of the
chair.

“Why’d you open the door?”
she said more tersely than she meant to. Ronika had got her hackles
up.

“I apologise, Kaley. I am
obligated to ensure communication between arguing
sisters.”

His duty to ensure
communication.

“What did she say to you
after that?”

“She told me she could
report my refusal.”

“She can report you for
not opening a door?” Kaley asked incredulously.

“Yes.”

“And what would happen if
she reported you?”

“I’d be punished and
re-assigned.”

Kaley was shocked and
hugged her elbows. “Without any investigation?”

“The word of a sister has
more value than the word of a slave.”

“What if I
disagreed?”

“Your disagreement would
be evidence of argument. It would not help my case.” Mecca
approached Kaley, smiling apologetically at her shock. He stood
before her and gently teased her arms down from their hold on each
other before taking her hands in his own. His touch and soft tone
were comforting. “I do not believe Mistress Ronika would report
me.”

“How can you be so sure?”
Kaley asked though she was mostly in agreement with him. Ronika’s
apology had gone further with Kaley than she wished to admit. Maybe
she was gullible to dismiss Ronika’s callous words as something
spoken in the heat of the moment, but in retrospect Ronika had been
very tense during dinnertime. She’d probably been getting angrier
and angrier and finally released the valve when walking back with
Kaley. There was always an explanation for such things and Kaley
had been raised to be forgiving.

“Apologising to a door did
not meet her standards.”

How insightful Mecca was
and so eloquent to sum it up as well as he had. Kaley agreed that a
lesser person would’ve considered any form of apology
enough.

“This world is doing my
head in. I’m going to bed,” she said finally, pulling her hands out
of his hold. He’d calmed her but she still needed her
space.

“Did you wish for me to
sleep in my room?” Mecca asked.

“Only if you’re tired. You
can stay up if you like,” she said, no longer surprised that he was
required to ask. She supposed the lifestyle would be a lot easier
once she and Mecca developed a routine. “I’ve got to be at the lab
by nine so I’d like to be up by six, if you need to set any alarms
on my behalf or anything. Oh, and breakfast is at
seven.”

“Yes, Kaley.”

His response had been a little
perfunctory.

“Um, good night then,” she
said before heading for her bedroom. She would shower before bed
and look for a nightgown—though how she was supposed to identify
what one looked like was beyond her.

The shower was very easy
to use. There was an information sheet with pictures hanging on the
door handles. She set it aside and entered the cubicle, shutting
herself in before pressing the green button. Lukewarm water poured
over her which she adjusted with red and blue controls. Maybe it
was worlds-wide or perhaps just an Authority distinction, either
way she was glad the colours made sense. There was no off switch;
the spray of water automatically stopped when she moved out from
beneath it and back on when she went under it again. They certainly
loved their sensors on Femme. Once she felt clean and fresh she
moved into the second part of the shower, where there were a number
of little holes in the floor. She’d thought they were for dripping
water to drain into but they were in the wall as well. Warm air
blew across her body from the tiny holes and as she spun around in
adoration of it, the ones at her feet finished the job from
underneath.

She climbed into bed naked, not wanting to
put on her previously worn underwear or frustrate herself with a
search for a nightgown that might not even exist. The sheets were
just as wispy and light as her dress was and she didn’t know
whether she liked that. She preferred the weighty presence of a
blanket but the coverlet on this bed was feathery atop the sheet.
She didn’t think she would get to sleep easily because of the
unfamiliar bed with strange covers but this was her last conscious
thought before morning.

 



 


Oblivious
Princess




A bonging woke her with
soft yet insistent repetition. Kaley was momentarily confused by
her surroundings before an smiling excitedly. Today was the first
day working in the lab!

Investigating her closet further she was
relieved to find plain underwear in small, unopened packets. She
didn’t mind wearing dresses that had been worn by other women but
underwear wasn’t something she wanted to share so it was a relief
to get new things. They were the same kind of garments she wore on
Earth. She’d had the impression Femme would have something
different to offer. It was disappointing there wasn’t some kind of
super-bra she could buy and take home with her.

She quickly selected a
dress—not a shimmery number this time, but a pretty pastel green
that ended at the knee. As she admired her reflection, she thought
all the items in her closet were likely to be feminine and
flattering. She recalled Mecca’s words to her last night, that a
dress should complement the wearer. She could see his point.
Perhaps it hadn’t been a line after all.

She found Mecca in his room, lying on a
peculiar oval shaped cot that looked like something out of a 1970s
movie about space travel. There were no blankets or pillows but a
weird plastic-looking cover that looked like it slid over the top,
enclosing the person within. His bed wasn’t so much a bed as a
sleeping capsule. The wall on the right was filled with a blue
runic language. It had to be her daily roster.

When Mecca saw her in the
doorway he leapt to his feet, looking guilty.

“Good morning, mistress.
Kaley,” he said, the slip up showed her she’d surprised him. He was
fully dressed in the same outfit he’d worn yesterday—or perhaps a
different outfit of same design, like a uniform. At least he was
ready.

“Good morning, Mecca.” She
grinned at him and he smiled back.

“You prepare yourself
quickly,” he told her.

“I don’t wear a lot of
makeup. Maybe that’s why.”

He nodded. “Would you like me to style your
hair?”

“Have you missed your
calling as a hairdresser?” Kaley joked.

“I do enjoy it,” he said
without any self-consciousness. Of course he would be comfortable
performing tasks that many men from Earth would belittle. Mecca had
been raised in a world that celebrated his softer skills. Her gaze
drifted over his broad chest and muscled arms then back to his
handsome face.

“Um,” she said, looking
away to gather her thoughts.

“I am certain the other
slaves will offer to tend to their mistresses’ hair,” he
encouraged. Perhaps he might feel he’d failed in his duties if she
didn’t let him fancy her up for breakfast. Her group were all due
to dine together before going to the lab.

“Okay, sold,” she said.
“Where do you want me?”

“Where you are most
comfortable, Kaley.” He looked pleased with her consent and they
moved to the living room. “It is not the local custom to ask me
where I would like you to be.”

“And I’m sure it’s not the
local custom to give you permission to voice your opinion,
either.”

“It can be,” he said,
surprising her. “It varies from mistress to mistress.”

“So why are you telling me
off for asking your opinion?” she challenged, arriving at the
lounge. She faced him so she could see his expression. He looked
horrified.

“Forgive me, Kaley. I do
not wish to scold you or have you feel as though I am.”

“It’s just a figure of
speech,” she explained, not wanting him to think she didn’t
approve. Communicating with him was getting complicated. Maybe it
would be easier on both of them if she just made her demands and
had him run around for her. The idea didn’t sit well.

“May I make an
observation? It will help me to answer your question,” Mecca
asked.

“Go ahead.”

“An opinion is a point of
view, a perspective. Requesting my instruction for where you should
position yourself is not seeking my opinion.”

She blinked at him.

“So I can’t even ask if
you have a preference for something?” she asked
astounded.

“Your preference is more
important than mine.”

“No, it isn’t,” she argued
immediately.

“Kaley,
I am not your equal. I am your slave.” He said these words gently
and she felt as though he was trying to spare her feelings.
Her feelings, because
she was a stranger to Femme customs and he didn’t want her to feel
bad for her ignorance.

“Okay,” she said, dropping
onto the lounge so he could style her hair. The back of the
furniture wasn’t very high and she thought it would give him easy
access. He stood behind her and carefully undid her bun before
threading his fingers through her hair. His touch gave her
goosebumps. Warm hands stroked her temples and filtered through the
knots she’d made while twisting her hair carelessly.

“Your hair has a lovely
natural wave,” he complimented.

“Thank you,” she said. He
flattered her some more but it wasn’t until she began to murmur
noises instead of thanking him that he left. She felt her hair
falling loose around her shoulders and anticipated he was probably
getting something to style with other than his hands. She’d enjoyed
his attentions—the experience was pleasant and
guilt-free.

He came back carrying a mesh bag filled with
brushes and other instruments, most of which looked familiar to
her. It appeared hairstyling wasn’t something that had advanced
futuristically like other things. They still washed with water and
instead of using towels they used air to dry with—but towels were
still provided for the sinks. A thought struck her as Mecca worked
on her hair.

“Is Clio a hotel specially
designed for tourists?”

“Not just tourists,” he
replied while brushing. “The Clio is specifically for travellers
from Authority worlds.”

“And Earth is an Authority
world,” she said, still unable to believe that her history had been
shaped so deftly. “What makes it an Authority world?”

“By design. All of them
have a version of Hollywood. All of them have a version of
Prospect. Most of them have overlapping products.”

She nodded for she’d guessed as much about
Prospect.

“Hang
on, you said Hollywood. Is that a world?”

“Yes. It is an industry
oriented world for film-making.”

“Industry oriented,” she
repeated.

“Anything not based in
arts, math and science does not fall under Othello’s
sphere.”

“Othello,” she repeated
wistfully. Never mind the fancy universities dotted around the
Earth, Othello was a dedicated university world. Entire countries
were devoted to specifics field of study. “Othello has a region
assigned to dramatic arts, I would think?”

“I am certain of it.
Training in Othello to be a film-maker would be a different
experience than training in Hollywood.”

“That’s so weird,” she
said, thinking about Hollywood as a world.

They lapsed into silence and she enjoyed
Mecca’s wonderful touch for quite some time before he declared he
was finished. She glanced at the runic clock and Mecca promptly
told her the time. There was still an hour before breakfast.

“Did you want to go on a
walk with me?” she asked. Mecca was giving her the strangest look.
“What?”

“Do you not wish to
inspect your hair?”

“Oh! Of course, I’m
sorry.” Mecca opened his mouth and Kaley held up her hand to stop
him. “I know, not the custom to apologise,” she said, smiling. She
was pleased when he offered her a small smile back.

The bathroom mirror showed
that she looked much tidier but it wasn’t easy to see what he’d
done because all of his work was at the back. Mecca pulled out a
large hand-held mirror that could’ve doubled as a serving platter
and held it up behind her. She could see that her hair was folded
into an intricate design with crisscross braiding throughout and
little tufts that somehow looked like flowers.

“Oh wow, Mecca,” she said,
her hands covering her mouth. Coupled with the pretty green dress,
she looked more like she was going out for a cocktail party than
off to work in a lab.

Every day is dress-up day on Femme.

“You deserve to look your
best,” he told her, still holding the mirror up.

“I don’t look like
myself,” Kaley said, but she did like what she was seeing. Admiring
her own reflection wasn’t something she was used to. “Honestly,
thank you Mecca. It’s wonderful to look so nice,” she said, turning
around rather than speaking to him using the reflection.

He lowered the
platter-mirror to free one hand and caressed her cheek with his
fingertips. Her heart hammered and her mouth went dry, rendering
her speechless. She’d thought he was going to tuck in an errant
strand of hair behind her ear but her hair was immaculate, he’d
seen to that. The tender touch had her consciously aware of him as
a man rather than as a slave assigned to her.

Kaley was no ingénue, she’d had
relationships in the past—shallow, temporary distractions from her
real goal of graduating with honours. Right now she wasn’t looking
for someone, she didn’t need to divide her time between a boyfriend
and her studies. She was a little lonely for romance though and it
would be nice to have someone available to her for a little while;
someone who wouldn’t make demands for commitment but would still
remain faithful.

Mecca would be perfect.

She was shocked at herself but aware that
her thoughts had run this path because she’d been touched—evidently
fingertips on her cheek was an aphrodisiac, she’d have to watch out
for that. Turning her head with a smile in pretence of
embarrassment, the blush she could feel creeping along her face
sold the elusion a little too well.

“How about we take that
walk?” she said, grateful when Mecca agreed. He left the bathroom
and before Kaley followed she took in a deep breath, held it and
then released it.


 


Trouble With The
Law


Kaley wore her specs out on their walk but found
herself overwhelmed by them once again. The assault of information
had been too much so she took them off to give herself a break. It
was interesting to look at a building and know exactly what its
purpose was, who the tenants within were, who’d designed it and its
features and ratings but it wasn’t anything she needed to
know.

Last night she’d noticed a lot of Femme
citizens walking around the city of Ning, lit up green and implying
it was a city that didn’t sleep. Ning must’ve been dozing though,
for the population burst during the day. The sun was shining and
the sky was a clear, cloudless blue. The weather looked and felt
the same as late spring—though Ning was a great deal more temperate
than her home city.

“Where is Ning,
geographically?” she asked, wondering if they were north or south
of the equator.

“Ning is in the north-east
of Ankur.”

The country’s name sounded French, with that
distinctive throaty ‘r’ at the end. In the middle of the street,
surrounded by the citizens of Ning, her brain was interpreting the
speech around her as French people speaking Chinese. Many times
she’d also caught English—Authoritan—as people passed her speaking
it.

“Where is Ankur on the map
though?”

“Northern hemisphere,” he
said. “Your specs will show you exactly.”

Of course, her specs, but other than being
barraged with information she hadn’t actively sought anything. No,
that wasn’t right, she’d used it at the botanical gardens to find
herself a path, but the specs had known where she was when giving
her the option. How could she find out something unrelated? She
couldn’t ask Mecca, he’d never worn them.

Kaley put them on and looked at her options.
The specs somehow read her new focus and didn’t shoot information
her way about her surrounding area—though it had initially begun
to. There was a ‘Location’ option and ‘Ning’ was beneath it. She
looked at the city name for long enough for the menu to expand.
Products, Services, Locations, About. She looked at ‘About’ for
even more expanding options but the ‘Geographical’ one was what she
sought. She made a mental note to explore the ‘History’ option
later.

The specs showed her that Ning was indeed in
the northern hemisphere and the country called Ankur was huge and
undivided as far as she knew. It was like looking at a merged
Europe. There were borders though, and as the image of the
line-drawn globe zoomed out, she first saw other countries that
shared these borders and then the land masses themselves. They were
all different to Earth’s landmass. Confused, she kept on watching
until the line drawing began to spin and then colour in—green for
land and blue for ocean, the ratio of land to water was different
as well.

“Wait, I don’t get it. I
thought worlds were like… different versions of the same planet,”
she said.

“I apologise, Kaley,”
Mecca said near her and Kaley’s focus shifted to him, causing the
image in her specs to disappear. “I am unable to answer your
question.”

It hadn’t been a question, but she thought
she understood. He wasn’t educated about the science. Where were
portals taking her exactly? She knew about portals being created by
the Large Hadron Collider, and in 2015 when it was provided twice
the energy it normally consumed, the Authorities introduced
themselves to their world and helped calibrate everything for
travel. Kaley had been seventeen then and finishing high school.
She’d always been interested in scientific pursuits, but this had
been a revelation too big to ignore. She’d signed up for a Future
Tech course and four years later she was close to graduation. She’d
always assumed that travelling through the World Link was like
breaking through parallel dimensions that formed on the same
planet. How come Femme’s land and water masses were so
different?

“Excuse
me, yeri,” a
woman’s voice called out to her. Kaley saw a local policewoman
getting out of her vehicle while staring at her. Kaley immediately
felt guilty, like she’d done something wrong. As the officer
approached with a smile, Kaley saw her partner was still sitting
inside the vehicle. They were parked on the blue lane-way and many
of the shuttles were moving past, automatically slowing down as
they drew near and speeding up once they were safely out of the
way.

“Yes? Sorry?” Kaley asked,
biting back the question of whether she was doing anything wrong.
She could feel Mecca beside her but he kept his silence. When the
policewoman drew closer, Kaley’s specs gave her information about
her. Her title was Yanjan, her name Qyier. Kaley thought it best
not to try and pronounce those names.

“Is there something I can
help you with?” Yanjan Qyier asked.

“Pardon?” Kaley was
confused. The policewoman had approached her, not the other way
around.

“You look lost. I can take
you to Lonchian if your man is having trouble.”

“Um, no
I was just looking something up on the specs, but thank you,” she
said, unsure how Yanjan Qyier even knew she had a booking at Lonchian for
breakfast, or why she would have such interest in Kaley. Were the
police so hard up on crime that they were looking to taxi tourists
around?

“Alright. You better head
there if you want to arrive on time.” She was being very friendly
and polite but her attention made Kaley uneasy.

“Thank you,” she said
again and didn’t wait for the officer to get back into her vehicle
before she hastily headed in the direction of Lonchian. When she
was certain they weren’t being followed, she removed her specs and
asked if Mecca had any insight.

“We were standing
together, not talking much,” he advised her. “The officers of Ning
like to look after their tourists.”

“Keep tabs on them, you
mean,” she joked.

“Yes.”

His instant agreement caused her to wonder
if he understood the true intention of her words.

“How did she even know I
was having breakfast at Lonchian?”

“Her specs told
her.”

Kaley put her specs back on and started
looking intently at everyone she passed on the street, seeing their
names and some information about them, but certainly not their
daily routines. The information varied as well, from woman to
woman, while the information about the slaves that accompanied them
was extensive. It looked like women had options about what they
allowed to be displayed in their specs files.

“Do police specs give more
information?” she asked. She didn’t like the idea of everybody on
Femme knowing where she was going and what she was
doing.

“Yes.”

This made her feel better.

“There aren’t many
Authorities here,” she said as they crossed the lane-way and moved
down the street that Lonchian bordered.

“They do not have a strong
presence here.”

“They’re all over the
place on Earth now. They streamed in with this endless supply of
people and resources. It’s almost like they’ve become a world
army.”

“That is what they are.
They will protect your world ruthlessly.”

Mecca’s explanation silenced her. The
presence of Authorities was scary and reassuring at the same
time.

When Kaley and Mecca arrived at Lonchian
they were the last pair to arrive, even though they were a little
early. Kaley felt self-conscious as the conversation petered off
when they approached the table. Two chairs had been left for them
at the far end. Only Sophie was wearing her specs while the others
had taken them off. Kaley was grateful to remove them—she loved
what they could do but she was having enough new experiences that
she didn’t need them amplified.

As Mecca predicted, every girl had their
hair styled extravagantly. Teresa was the only one who looked
peculiar, whose thick curls had obviously been a challenge. She was
the only one with an accessory—her hair had been pulled up through
a small silver cone, puffing out the top like a pom-pom.

“Hi Kaley, oh my god your
slave is hot!” Teresa said with gusto. “Lucky cow. Do you like my
hat? All I need is a big red nose and the look is complete!” Her
comment incited laughter. Kaley sat on the chair Mecca had pulled
out for her. She laughed along with them, glad that Teresa was
seeing the funny side of her hairstyle, but wished that her new
friend hadn’t begun her statement with a passing remark on Mecca’s
looks and an insult.

Mecca reached for the carafe of water in the
middle of the table and placed a filled glass in front of Kaley.
She thanked him and took a sip while he poured one for himself. He
must’ve been thirsty because he drank it all in a few large gulps.
Sitting next to him was Ronika, who looked at him with an
expression Kaley didn’t care for. Instead of talking to Ronika,
Kaley chose to look further along the table.

Her gaze travelled from slave to slave that
had been assigned to the other students. They were all nice looking
as well, she thought. It wasn’t as though every man on Femme was
attractive, either. She’d seen many slaves with their mistresses
that wouldn’t suit the word handsome; most of them were plain.

Every slave watched their mistress carefully
and only included themselves in the conversation when they were
spoken to. They were like children being respectful of their
nannies.

Her thoughts nagged her momentarily, as
though they’d touched on something she’d noticed but hadn’t
connected yet. She chased it for a bit but it eluded her. Sophie
distracted everyone by taking photographs on her phone of the
group. Kaley made her photo-face, the practised smile that kept her
photos looking nice though artificial. When Sophie declared she’d
sent a copy of the photo to everyone’s phones, that was when Kaley
noticed she’d forgotten to charge hers. She only had half the
battery life but it should see her through the day if she didn’t
use it much. She’d meant to plug it in but had been surprised to
find the outlet had held seven different kinds of sockets—two of
which looked familiar while the others were configured in a way she
didn’t associate with Earth. One of them had been a large
triangular hole, perfect for little kids to stick their fingers
into.

The thought that eluded her stepped out of
the shadows. She’d not seen a single child on Femme. No babies, no
toddlers, no adolescents. Maybe there’d been teenagers, but only
the ones in their later years.

“Where are all the kids?”
she asked Mecca but Ronika answered first.

“The babies are in care
taking. At the age of two the girls will be in their boarding
schools and the boys will be at their training centres—a kind of
boarding school as well, but with different subjects and
outcomes.”

Kaley looked at Mecca, who nodded. A
conversation about photography continued at the other end of the
table which she didn’t feel obliged to enter. She pursued the topic
of children.

“What if the mother wants
to raise their child?”

“It is not the local
custom for children to be raised by a parent,” Mecca
replied.

“Mothers don’t want to
raise their children,” Ronika added. Her tone and manner was
subdued. “Children are not considered valuable citizens until
they’re fourteen and can contribute towards society.”

The idea of not being loved by parents while
growing up struck Kaley as backwards and entirely foreign.

“There
has to be some mothers who want to raise their children. If women are free
here, what options are available to them if they decide
to?”

Ronika choked laughter.
“What makes you think the women are free here?”

“What do you mean?” Kaley
asked, feeling like she was missing yet another point. “Women rule
this world,” she said, aware that Mecca was looking at his cutlery
instead of at her.

“A handful of women rule this world, like a handful of people rule our
countries on Earth.”

“Okay, I get that, but why
isn’t raising a child a choice?”

“Because this is a
well-oiled socialist machine. You don’t change what’s working.
Different people would make different choices when raising their
children. Unless you put kids in a mill that churns them all out
with the same beliefs, you’re going to have cultural and emotional
diversity and we can’t have that in utopia. Everybody’s supposed to
love this place.” Ronika’s contempt was clear.

Kaley lapsed into silence. It was a tragedy
that no citizens here would know or understand a mother’s love. She
felt comforted and safe because of her mother’s love and support.
She knew that even if she made terrible decisions or mistakes in
life, her mother would always take her in or help her out. A parent
worked together with their child to create opportunities. She’d
always felt her father’s absence. Anyone raised on Femme would go
without both parents. When she started to feel overwhelmed, a hand
brushing against her own caught her attention and she looked up at
Mecca.

He mouthed something that looked like ‘it is
okay’ and offered her a reassuring smile. She wondered if he hadn’t
spoken aloud because he wasn’t supposed to unless she addressed him
first, or if he was trying to spare her any extra attention she
might not want or need. Whatever his motive or permission, she was
glad he’d reached out to her before her thoughts got too dark.

A group of five men dressed in black shirts
and burgundy skirts like kilts converged on the table. They held
platters of food and set them in the middle, revealing a luxurious
breakfast. When they left, two more dressed in the same uniform
moved around the table setting plates down before all of the women
and setting down tall glasses to go alongside their water glass.
Then they walked around a second time to set down plates in front
of all of the seated men, who didn’t get a second glass, before
they left.

The smell of the food was mouth-watering.
There was a pyramid of what looked to be rolled-up pancakes—the
Lonchian signature dish—in the middle of the table. Teresa and
Charlotte both reached for and held the topmost one and giggled at
each other. Ronika indicated for her slave Awichin to collect the
new carafe that had been set down on the table alongside the water.
He poured her a glass of yellow-green juice.

“Mishmish juice.” Ronika
directed Awichin to pass the carafe to Mecca who poured her a full
glass before putting it back. Kaley picked up her glass and sniffed
the dubiously coloured liquid inside. It reminded her of a tropical
fruit. She sipped it and was surprised by the tang. “It’s
like…”

“Nothing you’ve ever
tasted,” Ronika finished for her with glee. “I love mishmish, but
they don’t export it.”

“Reminds me of
grapefruit,” Kaley said finally.

“Only because it’s a
little sour,” Ronika laughed. “They’re nothing alike.”

She had to concede. It had its own unique
taste, it couldn’t be compared to anything—not even a mixture of
juices.

The breakfast went quickly, with Kaley
eating far too many lonchians—which were easily superior to
pancakes. There was a sweet spice in them like cinnamon or nutmeg.
She asked Mecca which spice it was and he didn’t know. When she put
on her specs to look at the lonchian on her plate, it showed her an
ingredient list with more spices than she expected. Perhaps that
was why they tasted so different, though it didn’t explain how they
could be so light and insubstantial.

“How can these things make
me feel so bloated?” Kaley complained.

“Because five lonchians
are still a lot,” Ronika said with a grin.

“Seven,” Kaley corrected
and giggled at Ronika’s surprise.

“I can’t judge, I had a
half dozen myself.” Ronika smiled and Kaley thought she could see
relief in her eyes. This morning made last night feel melodramatic.
Kaley’s own reaction had felt excessive and Ronika’s apology—though
invasive—was certainly heartfelt. They were all tired from their
new surroundings, perhaps. Maybe Ronika wasn’t, but Kaley certainly
had been.

Their breakfast leftovers were collected and
they were asked if they wished to have coffee. All six of them said
yes. Talk turned to the wonders of coffee. Mecca explained to Kaley
that coffee and chocolate were two things that the Authorities had
brought with them that the women of Femme approved of.

The coffee was hot and nice enough but not
the best Kaley had tasted. She noticed none of the slaves were
drinking any.

“Are you allowed coffee,
Mecca?” she asked him.

“No, Kaley.”

“Did you tell him to call
you that?” Ronika asked, casting a suspicious look Mecca’s
way.

“Yes, I did,” Kaley
defended.

“Alright, just asking,”
Ronika said quickly. Perhaps they weren’t as easy together as Kaley
thought. Ronika was certainly treading lightly—a big deal if her
earlier behaviour was anything to go by.

“Um. What about
chocolate?” she asked Mecca, knowing the answer but wanting to
return the subject back to the previous topic.

“No. It is not the local
custom to share delicacies with slaves.”

“No snails for you!”
Teresa shouted their way, overhearing their conversation and
injecting her humour into it. She received laughter around the
table for her effort and Kaley explained to a confused Mecca that
snails were considered a delicacy in France, a country on her home
world.

“I do not think snails are
the same creature here as on Earth,” Mecca said
dubiously.

“Don’t do that, Mecca,”
Ronika said in a stage whisper. Awichin was wide-eyed, overhearing
what had been said.

“What did he do?” Kaley
asked.

Mecca nodded with a curt: “Yes, thank you,
mistress.”

“It is not the local
custom for a slave to voice their opinion, mistress,” Awichin
advised.

“Well, okay, so it’s not
the local custom, but so what?” Kaley asked, wanting Ronika to
explain.

“So you’ll get arrested
and he’ll get punished and re-assigned.”

Arrested? She’d get thrown in some
future jail because Mecca voiced an opinion? Her expression
prompted Ronika to explain further.

“Well, you probably
wouldn’t because you’re a tourist, but he’ll certainly be taken off
you.”

“But what if I ask him for
his opinion?”

“You’re better off not
to,” Ronika said firmly. “Every time he gives you his opinion, he
risks getting into trouble.”

Kaley stared at Mecca who was looking at his
plate. She felt bad for him, that he couldn’t speak his mind. The
consequences sounded extreme. She wanted to ask him why he’d misled
her into thinking voicing his opinion was alright. Had it been
something she’d inadvertently ordered him to do? She couldn’t
remember how the conversation had come about, but she was certain
he’d told her it was fine.

“Whenever Mecca says
something isn’t the local custom, he’s really telling me it’s
against the law?”

“Yes.”

She chose not to talk to Mecca again during
the breakfast.
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Kaley sat quietly in the glide-train, still
reeling from the knowledge of her law-breaking. Mecca’s lies had
put her in a bad position and she was upset with him. Wasn’t a
slave supposed to help their mistress? She spitefully thought he
deserved to be punished and reassigned before checking herself. No,
it was an excessive reaction, she couldn’t do that to another human
being simply for stretching the truth—he was risking punishment for
himself and possibly only a verbal reprimand for her. She also
hadn’t given him a chance to explain himself but she didn’t know
what he could say to her to earn her trust again.

The centipede-like train glided silently on
its track, well above the heads of tourists, but Kaley didn’t feel
like looking out the window at them.

“He should’ve told me,”
Kaley said.

Ronika was sitting beside her in the
two-person carriage.

“He told you the only way
he knew how. You’ve got to remember his restrictions. He can’t tell
you what to do or what not to do, he can only advise
you.”

Kaley frowned.

“I get that, but he
blatantly told me he was allowed to give me his
opinions.”

“Maybe he really wanted to
please you,” Ronika said wryly.

“By placing himself in
jeopardy?” Kaley was incredulous. “He doesn’t even know me, why
take that risk?”

“Maybe he wants to get to
know you.”

Kaley sighed. Ronika was stubbornly refusing
to be drawn into the conversation about Mecca’s lie. Perhaps she
was setting an example, that Kaley should be more tolerant. She
closed her eyes to give them a break from her specs so she could
think more clearly but when she opened them again, she realised the
information was no longer flashing up. When she looked at the
display inside the train carriage, her specs eventually pulled up
information about their route. They hadn’t stopped working, they’d
slowed down. She returned to the discussion, now that she wasn’t
feeling barraged.

“Why does he say ‘local
custom’? Why not say ‘Femme law’?” Kaley whined. She didn’t like
the sound of it in her voice but she couldn’t help herself. It was
at times like these—when she was feeling anxious—that she’d take a
puff of her inhaler. She wasn’t short of breath, but her mind
insisted it was feeling what her body didn’t. Regardless of it now
being unnecessary, her inhaler would at least be something familiar
in a world full of strange.

“It sounds better. If
Mecca constantly told you about all the laws you were breaking,
you’d feel overwhelmed.”

“No, I wouldn’t,” Kaley
argued. “I’d feel prepared.”

Ronika smiled indulgently. Kaley took it as
an end of discussion. Ronika wasn’t going to agree with her and
there was no point arguing about it anymore. She took the rest of
the time in the glide-train to think over everything that had been
said.

The glide-train stopped less often as it
travelled farther out of the city central. Kaley felt whenever it
had to shift lines in order to reach the laboratories but otherwise
it was a smooth and silent ride. She wondered how Teresa was
coping; this was the gentlest transport so far.

Ronika surprised her by continuing the topic
after a big pause.

“I wouldn’t take it
personally. It’s not like any of the slaves are plotting against
us. He probably pushes the boundaries because tourists wouldn’t
catch the subtleties.”

“So they’re not really
slaves,” Kaley declared.

“They’re hardly
free.”

“But everything’s provided
for them too. Isn’t it just a cultural thing?”

“Culture shouldn’t be used
as an excuse to enslave people,” Ronika said quietly.

“No, but
Mecca isn’t enslaved. He has strict rules and you’ve told me so do the
women.”

“Women on Earth don’t have
to serve men at the risk of punishment.”

“In some countries they
do,” Kaley said.

“Would you travel to those
countries?”

Kaley was silent for a moment because Ronika
had a point. No, she would not travel to those countries, but not
just because she was a woman, but also because she was Caucasian, a
tourist and didn’t practise the same religions. Because of these
things, she could end up in a troublesome position just by walking
down the street.

“You’ve gone quiet,”
Ronika observed.

“You made a good point.”
Kaley noticed that Ronika twitched a smile but she didn’t say
anything further, so Kaley took the lead again. “I’d rather be a
man on Femme than a woman in those countries, though.”

Ronika puffed air and shook her head.

“You don’t know what
you’re saying.”

“I know there’s very few
crimes here, no poverty or homelessness. I know
there’s—”

“Hang on. You don’t really
believe that, do you?” Ronika asked, amazed. Kaley started to feel
very foolish and could feel heat bursts on her cheeks.

“Doesn’t everybody earn
the same?” she asked.

“Yes,
but there’s tons of crimes, just that none of them are considered crimes, all
the way up to murder.”

Kaley was astounded.

“But how can that be
possible? How can they—?” She stopped halfway through her own
question as the terrible truth ran her cold. It was like being
encased in a block of ice. “The men.” She covered her mouth with
her hands, not wanting to say more, but Ronika said it for her,
drumming it home.

“The men. The slaves. If
one gets abused or beaten or killed, there’s no crime committed.
There’s a brief investigation, a fine and then a replacement
issued.” Kaley’s wide eyes declared her horror. “You think just
because this world is run by women that they’re any more civilised
than men? Anyone can get drunk on power and Femme is all about
empowerment.”

Kaley was silent for a moment and Ronika
threw her by jumping to a different topic.

“Does Mecca drink a lot of
water?” Ronika asked.

“Um, yes, he does. Don’t
tell me he has to ration water?”

“He can drink as much
water as he likes,” Ronika said, but she sounded
distracted.

“You’re going to have to
explain what you mean. I don’t understand what his drinking water
is all about.”

Ronika chuckled softly and shook her
head.

“Don’t worry, it’s just a
Demkoi thing.”

It was interesting how Ronika referred to
Femme by its native name. Kaley struggled to change the habit—the
Authority assigned name suited this world so well, albeit a little
cheesy. Femme; feminine. Femme; a French word for woman. Femme; a
world dominated by females. It just sounded right. Demkoi meant
nothing to her.

“How often do you come
here?” she asked.

“Twice a year. This makes
a third visit for me this year,” Ronika said.

“Wow, Ronika, that must
cost your family a fortune!” She’d known Ronika came from a wealthy
household, but she’d had no idea. She wondered why Ronika would
come so often when she seemed to despise the place.

“What? No, it doesn’t.”
Her face changed with the realisation of the kind of money Kaley
was talking about. “We get charged citizenship fees. It’s only a
couple of thousand to come here, to cover medicals.”

Kaley blinked at Ronika, making all kinds of
connections upon being told about ‘citizenship fees’. A couple of
thousand dollars, instead of the exorbitant out-of-reach price that
Kaley could never afford. If her project went well and the
laboratory was interested in sponsoring her, would her mother be
able to afford the ticket price to visit her? No, because the
University had always made it clear that her privileges on Femme
wouldn’t extend to her family and there would be no travelling
discounts.

“Were you born here?”
Kaley asked timidly, wondering if Ronika would be offended by the
question. An affirmative answer would tell Kaley more about
Ronika’s childhood than she might want to have known.

“Yes, but I didn’t grow up
here.”

The answer came without hesitation. Kaley
was quiet for a moment, mulling over whether she should pursue this
intimate line of questioning. She remembered Ronika’s mother was a
blonde; she’d seen her many times on television campaigning for her
party. Ronika’s father was blonde, too, though greying. She liked
the Dean, he wasn’t an intimidating man and very approachable. She
wondered where Ronika inherited her dark locks from and then it
occurred to her. Ronika dyed her hair.

“Are both your parents
from Femme?”

“Yes.”

It was weird to think that the Dean was once
a slave. It wasn’t long before another realisation hit her.

“Earth hasn’t had a portal
for that long,” Kaley said. “Not for the public.”

Ronika was nodding.

“But how? I mean, why
would your mother go to a world without portal travel?”

“It’s a long, congested
story that’ll bore you senseless.”

Kaley respected Ronika’s desire to keep it
to herself. “So you’ve been coming back to Femme for longer than
four years?”

“Yes and no. Before
Earth’s portal I only came back for special occasions, but I come
more often now,” she said.

“So the portal’s been
available on Earth for longer than when the Large Hadron Collider
made it possible?”

“That’s right. Only one of
the secrets the Authorities keep.”

They were getting away from the topic of
Ronika’s family so Kaley consciously brought it back.

“You travelled in the
portal when you were a baby?”

“Yes. My mother already
had her leave approved. I was a surprise because she had
complications falling pregnant after the last one. When she found
out I was a girl she took me with her.”

“And if you were a boy
she’d have left you behind,” Kaley said.

“She wouldn’t have had me
at all. I delayed her plans by five months because you can’t portal
in the second trimester. If I’d been a boy she would’ve
aborted.”

“Oh.” Kaley was at a loss
for something to say. ‘I’m sorry’ seemed inappropriate. Ronika
asked the next question.

“What’s Mecca’s blood
lineage? I forgot to look at him with specs on.”

“Mushroom flower,” Kaley
said with a smile. It was a cute name though she hadn’t checked it
out on her specs to see what it looked like yet.

“Ah.”

“Why’s that?” Kaley said,
suddenly feeling defensive and possessive. Mecca’s blood lineage
was only relevant if someone wanted to have sex with
him.

“Because I have a
brother.”

Once again Kaley was stunned.

“But you said your mother
would’ve aborted.”

“Oh, not for no reason.
Having a boy to put into the slave system is considered optimal and
doing your part for the support network of Femme.”

There were more questions dancing on the tip
of Kaley’s tongue, but the glide-train arrived at their platform
and ended their conversation abruptly. The door rolled to one side,
Ronika and Kaley stepped out and were swept up and separated by the
crowd. Kaley was grateful for her specs, as it was easy to focus on
the blinking light flashing at the top right corner of her vision,
signalling a request for her attendance. Much like the pathing
options presented to her at the botanical gardens the night before,
Kaley was offered directional instructions, which she selected.
Once again there was a path superimposed over the existing world.
She started that way but was stopped by a desperate cry of her
name.

“Kaley!”

Turning, she spied Teresa making her way
over to her, looking flustered. Kaley couldn’t help but smile at
the sight of her friend’s hairdo, then she noticed Teresa wasn’t
wearing her specs, but was holding them in her hand.

“Can I walk with you? My
specs have corrupted.”

“Really? I guess you don’t
think about stuff going wrong in Femme,” Kaley said.

“Until it happens,” Teresa
finished agreeably. There was something about Teresa that made
Kaley feel relaxed around her. She remembered the warning Ronika
had voiced about the other girls not feeling like Kaley deserved to
be here but she was struggling to associate that kind of criticism
coming from Teresa directly.

They walked to a lift and joined the Femme
citizens already inside. As soon as she stepped in she saw posts
and rails and immediately went to a wall alongside Teresa. They
were eventually joined by Charlotte and some more women before the
doors closed. The clicks began and her stomach rolled as they were
transported sideways to the other end of the platform where more
women poured in, taking up the remaining space. The elevator
clicked for a long time, spun them gently around and then plummeted
to the ground. Kaley didn’t know why the thing had to be so
fast.

Women filtered out of the elevator until
Kaley, Teresa and Charlotte were the last to leave. Only a few
women and their slaves waited on the ground to board and they
weren’t impatient like the bunch shoving their way onto the
glide-train.

Ronika, Andrea and Sophie joined them as
they walked up a footpath towards the expansive laboratory grounds.
There was a large sign in Femme’s runic language and below that the
Authoritan translation: ‘Shunso Developmental Facility’. Two
self-driving shuttles were parked in a giant u-turn bay. The blue
pathway seemed to make a giant loop from the main street to an
assortment of buildings that looked like they’d been constructed
haphazardly.

“Should we get a shuttle?”
Teresa asked, stepping towards them.

“They’re for tours,”
Ronika said. “But you can take them if you want.”

“I want,” Andrea declared
and hopped into one. Sophie joined her and so did Charlotte. Teresa
also jumped in after a brief hesitation, taking the last
seat.

Ronika started walking up the footpath and
Kaley joined her. She didn’t want to take a shuttle just for
herself. The other girls called out and waved as they went
past.

Kaley got a better impression of the
laboratory’s scope as she looked around with her specs on. There
was a tall and thick rectangular pillar with a domed top that her
specs eventually informed her was a storage facility, but it didn’t
say what it stored.

“How do you change the
speed back to normal?”

“Uh, to get to my settings
I have to look left and right rapidly a couple of
times.”

Kaley tried it and some new options appeared
in front of her. Her speed was set at two and the scale went up to
nine. She selected five and the specs began working normally. She
might experiment later to see what ten was like, but not right now.
Ronika corrected Kaley back on course with a laugh because she was
focussing on the wrong thing.

They approached a building with a long
curved overhang. The other girls were already gathered around two
women who were both holding transparent tablets. Ronika and Kaley
joined them.

“Welcome
to Shunso Developmental Facility, yeri-na. I am Mawi Sho and this is
Lydia Forrester.”

With a name like Lydia Forrester, she had to
come from Earth. Kaley paid special attention to the other woman
who stood by as Mawi spoke. She had light brown hair, but other
than this feature and her name, she blended in as a Femme citizen
very well.

“Are you from Earth?”
Teresa asked outright. Kaley admired Teresa’s lack of
subtlety.

Lydia’s gaze circled the girls who were all
staring at her.

“No.”

Mawi Sho reclaimed their attention by poking
and swiping the clear tablet with a perfectly manicured nail. She
advised them that today was dedicated towards their orientation and
they would be assigned lab specs to assist with their projects.
They were given gold-tinted specs which were more rudimentary, with
fewer icons to select from. They had to leave behind their specs as
well as their phones because no photographic devices were allowed
beyond the foyer. Teresa explained her specs had corrupted and was
advised new ones would be sent to the lab for her to collect by the
time their orientation was over.

They began their tour. The corridors were
coloured pastel blue textured with pinks and limes—they really
liked mixing their colours here—but every now and then they came to
a honeycombed panel that activated when they drew closer. They were
shown the maps of the floor they were on each time. The maps
would’ve been good enough to help them find their way around except
there was no Authoritan interpretation on it, only the Femme runic
language. Their lab specs were needed to interpret those
screens.

Mawi took them through an area that required
gloves and a bulky yet lightweight collar to be worn about their
necks. The collars were emergency breathing apparatus that could
also perform assessments of airborne toxins. Mawi reassured them
that it was merely precautionary as they wouldn’t be entering any
viral areas but there were gases used on these floors that could be
damaging if they were compromised. Kaley felt a mixture of emotions
when given this information; she was both impressed with their
safety and the invention of the collars but she hadn’t signed up
for working with toxins and viruses and didn’t like being anywhere
near them. She was surprised that students were allowed in here—she
couldn’t imagine being walked around restricted areas like this on
Earth. She was glad when they passed this area and could remove the
collars.

They were shown the next floor up, where
there was a number of glass roomed labs; all of them filled with
chemists. A corridor led them to a glass walkway that opened out
into the second floor of the building next door. This building
didn’t differ from the last; it had the same pastel corridors and
honeycomb maps. They were told this building was where they would
be working.

The second floor held the electronics and
robotics labs. From discussions at the breakfast table, Kaley knew
both Sophie and Andrea were specialising in computational science.
They went up a floor using an elevator without rails and entered a
floor reserved for imaging and biomechanics as they were both
medical fields.

“Looks like you and I will
be in the same lab,” Ronika said close to Kaley’s ear. Ronika
looked pleased when Kaley grinned at her.

The tour continued but Kaley was beginning
to lose interest. She was trying to focus but it was very
overwhelming and Mawi’s nasal tone had a droning quality to it that
was almost hypnotic.

They were led to the cafeteria and told they
would be collected again in an hour’s time to conclude their tour.
Kaley was surprised to discover their lunch was paid for by the
facility.

“Shunso better sponsor me
or I’ll be livid,” Charlotte said.

“I thought the Yunyun
Compound was supposed to be better,” Andrea replied. Kaley hadn’t
even heard of it.

“Yunyun specialises in
artificial intelligence. They’re probably better at that than
Shunso, but I doubt they’d want a polymer engineer.” She looked up
and met Kaley’s stare. “Or Kaley.”

It was obvious that Charlotte was having a
go at her but what the other girl had against her was beyond
Kaley’s understanding. Andrea glanced over but then hurriedly
looked away. Kaley chose to inspect the bottles of drink lined up
in the refrigerator instead. She selected the apple juice and by
the time she closed the fridge door and returned, Charlotte and
Andrea had joined Sophie and Teresa already seated at a table in
the outer courtyard. Kaley moved over to Ronika who was chatting
with one of the scientists lunching at the same time. As soon as
Kaley sat down, she realised that the conversation wasn’t in
Authoritan and she felt like she was intruding, but Ronika swapped
smoothly and the scientist made the transition along with her. It
didn’t take Kaley long to cast the ugliness of Charlotte’s snide
remark from her mind as she got caught up in the conversation of
the scientist’s work routine and life interests.

Mawi arrived to collect them by herself and
led them to a circular building across the cafeteria courtyard. She
explained this building was dedicated to animal and marine studies.
The lobby’s entire inside wall was a massive aquarium with a long
list of ocean creatures and she encouraged them to have a closer
look.

Kaley approached the glass to find that each
creature’s runic name was displayed on the glass, following them
around as they swam. A handful of them had a smaller runic glyph in
white below the gold print.

“Why do some of these have
two lines?” she asked Ronika beside her as they both followed a
long eel-like purple fish.

“It looks like some of
them have names, like pets,” Ronika guessed. “Look, there’s Mecca’s
sign.” She pointed at a jellyfish.

“Oh, a mushroom flower is
a jellyfish!” she said. After a moment she thought to ask: “Why is
he a jellyfish?”

“He’s not a jellyfish,” Ronika
laughed. “It’s his dominant bloodline.”

“I know that much. I
wasn’t imagining him blobbing around in the ocean or anything,”
Kaley huffed. Ronika laughed harder. “Why is ancestry reduced to
marine life?”

Ronika had to get herself under control
before she could answer.

“It’s not just marine
life. There’s no logic to the kinds of animals they use. He got
assigned his dominant matriarchal bloodline. If you use your specs
to look further into his bloodline you’ll see a few more different
creatures that also make up his genetics. He’ll have another animal
that’s his father’s bloodline and a few more in smaller text that
will be the generation beyond.”

“But he’s a tourist slave,
all his mistresses are off world,” Kaley said.

“True, but if he ends up
being swapped out to a Femme citizen, she might not want to have
sex with a relative.”

Kaley pulled a face and Ronika hummed a
noise of affirmation.

“Okay, so animals replace
family names,” Kaley said. “You’d think there wouldn’t be enough
animals to go around.”

“You can tell you’re not a
biologist,” Ronika teased. “I think I understand the question you
meant to ask. Creatures start dropping off when you go back far
enough in the family, so they can get re-used when you move past
three generations.

Kaley was surprised.

“So a jellyfish a hundred
years ago is not related to Mecca now?”

“That’s right.”

“They
really don’t care
about family in any form,” Kaley said. She didn’t know why she
hadn’t properly realised it until now; it wasn’t as though she
hadn’t already been told.

Her attention was caught by the other four
girls further around the tank who’d burst out laughing at something
someone had said.

“I wouldn’t let them get
to you,” Ronika said after catching Kaley looking their
way.

“They’re not getting to
me.”

Why would Kaley be bothered by their
perception of her when they didn’t even know her? They had nothing
factual to back up their silly comments. It was obvious Charlotte
had issues but she wasn’t going to judge the others based on one
girl’s opinion. She certainly wasn’t going to let it taint her
opinion of Teresa. She would continue being polite until given
cause to be different. Perhaps they were getting to Ronika.

They were taken up a floor and shown a room
filled with life sized holographic displays of different animals.
It was interesting to look at them and also learn that there were
no zoos and all animal studies were performed in the wild. Kaley
mentioned the animals in the botanical gardens and won praise for
herself though this wasn’t her intention. A discussion also began
on the ethics of keeping pets, as such things were illegal. The
huge aquarium the lab kept on the ground floor was controversial.
Keeping animals for the purpose of farming was the only acceptable
exclusion.

They were taken on a quick tour around the
grounds and Lydia caught up with them here, thanking her co-worker
for delaying the tour. Kaley wondered if the biology building was
something they were supposed to have seen, since nobody in their
small group was specialising in it.

As they walked, Kaley’s attention was caught
by a large chain-link fence and a guarded barricade. A soldier in
Authority uniform watched them without expression while another sat
within a small booth.

“Is that an Authority Base
on the campus?” she asked, even though it was obvious what it was.
There was an Authority Base at Wynnum University back home but it
was a great deal less intrusive and militant looking; in fact it
looked friendly and approachable.

“It was
part of the Raoko Nakoi. Uh…” Mawi looked at Lydia, who provided the words she was
looking for.

“The Authorities call it
the Handshake Negotiation,” Lydia explained, “the agreement that
occurs between them and established worlds that they haven’t
shaped. Because the Authorities have no control here, they require
contractual permission from each High Priestess to create
bases.”

“High Priestess?” Kaley
repeated, surprised that a religious figure would hold power over
Authority negotiations. She looked at Ronika who shook her
head.

“An interpretation of her
position, not a reflection of the Circle of Goddesses,” Lydia said
with a smile. Kaley worked out from the quick discussion between
the other girls that a High Priestess was more like a ruling
monarch for each region than a representative of a church. Just
when she thought she had it figured out, Charlotte asked an excited
question that made no sense.

“Is there a round of
pillars here?”

“Would you girls like to
see it?” Mawi matched her enthusiasm and all of the girls except
Ronika and Kaley answered with enthusiasm.

Kaley followed, clueless about what she was
going to see. Their walk took them past the Authority Base entrance
where hardened stares followed their progress. They moved around a
building and then up a gentle slope that steepened at the halfway
point. Andrea voiced expletives about how her smoking had affected
her health—there were no cigarettes on Femme for her to continue
her habit. Femme didn’t allow their importation and certainly
didn’t manufacture them.

When they got to the top Kaley discovered
the ‘round of pillars’ was exactly how it sounded. Twelve thick
pillars were arranged in a circle, each pillar stood about two
metres tall and were made from some kind of material that reminded
Kaley of resin or perspex. Each pillar was a different colour.
White, yellow, orange, pink, red, brown, black, purple, blue, teal,
green, grey.

And there were people inside them.

Women.

They slowed in their approach as Kaley came
to the understanding of what these pillars really were. Graves. She
looked at Ronika with alarm, who pressed an index finger to the
side of her lips in what could be interpreted as a thoughtful pose
but Kaley decided there was an alternate meaning. Be quiet. She
followed this advice and entered the middle of the circle with the
rest of the group. It was while she was inside the circle that she
could truly appreciate the horror of these graves. The pillars were
filled with some kind of liquid, judging by the way the bodies
inside were floating, their hair swimming about their faces. All of
them were still except for the one in the yellow pillar, who was
moving as though the liquid around her had been disturbed.
Charlotte asked about it and the scientists explained that to be
able to continue the preservation of the Round, they had to inject
a perishable chemical every few hours.

Kaley couldn’t hold her tongue.

“But who are
they?”

Thankfully this was a question that none of
the other students knew either.

“This is the highest
honour a woman can achieve. Whenever a Round of Pillars is
constructed for a city, there are many women who put forward their
names. The selection process is arduous and thorough. Every woman
here represents one of the Twelve Goddesses of the
Circle.”

“And their twelve slaves
are beneath us?” Charlotte asked, shifting her feet and looking
down. Kaley inspected the courtyard they were standing on and
noticed the deeper grooves on the paving, forming a dodecagon to
correlate with the twelve pillars. They were standing on what might
be a giant elevator.

“The
twelve attendants, yes.”

Kaley looked at Ronika again, who was now
closely inspecting Miss Yellow as she floated and spun in her
pillar. The effect of looking at a submerged human being trapped in
a pillar for eternity was eerie enough without having to think
about the religious overtones. It also sounded like these women—all
young—willingly sacrificed their lives to enter the Round of
Pillars, so they could be honoured in death. It was a barbaric
practice that Kaley couldn’t stomach. This was culturally accepted
suicide.

“What event wakes them
up?” Sophie asked, drawing closer to the woman in the blue pillar
and peering up at her.

“When the perishable
chemicals are no longer injected and the pillars detect a
life-threatening drop in what preserves them. The rejuvenation
process will begin and in the matter of a few hours, they will be
released from their suspended state.”

Kaley gaped when she realised that her first
impression of the Round of Pillars was wrong. These weren’t graves
at all, they were suspended animation chambers. The women floating
in each of these pillars were alive. No wonder the other girls were
so excited about coming here and seeing them. It was straight out
of the annals of science fiction. Femme had made it scientific
fact. She was glad she hadn’t said something clearly ignorant.

She started paying closer attention to her
lab specs for information about the circle, but nothing came up
beyond informing where she was on the grounds. It pinpointed the
Round of Pillars, but there was no blurb. She’d have to come here
while wearing her own specs.

“Has a round ever been
re-animated?” she asked. There was a pause that made her look
towards their guides. Lydia was looking at Mawi who seemed
pre-occupied.

“No,” she said
finally.

She thought the response was untrue but she
didn’t know why. There was a weighty silence that followed. The
moment passed when Andrea asked about the coloured pillars in
relation to each goddess.

They finished the day early, because their
orientation came with reading material. They were each given one of
the clear writing tablets and shown how to use them—so similar to
Earth touchscreen technology that they all picked it up quickly.
They could have the tablets for the duration of their stay, but
would have to hand them back during their final week when their
projects were wrapping up. They were shown how to take notes on
them and how they could be used with the lab specs. This was
something only achievable on the grounds, because their lab specs
were assigned every morning when they checked in and returned
before they checked out. Failure to do so would risk the
termination of their sponsorship on Femme. Kaley didn’t know why
the lab specs were so important… they seemed to have less in them
than the tourist specs.

Their phones were returned to them as well
as their normal specs and Kaley decided to visit the Round of
Pillars because it was still early afternoon. She didn’t ask if she
was able, just in case they said no. The girls were released from
Mawi’s and Lydia’s care and left the building.

Both Ronika and Kaley headed up the second
path that would take them to the Authority Base to the Round
beyond. Their actions were so synchronised it was as though they’d
discussed it. She was pleased for Ronika’s company because she now
had the opportunity to ask questions.

They arrived at the Round of Pillars without
being halted. They’d been observed but nobody seemed to care that
they were wandering the grounds with tourist specs on, though
Ronika’s were tinted a light blue. While thinking about this,
another connection formed in Kaley’s mind.

“Oh God, I’m so slow,” she
chastised herself out loud.

“What is it this time?”
Ronika asked with amusement.

“Your specs. You don’t
have tourist specs because you’re a citizen.”

“That’s right,” Ronika
said.

“Do you get more
information than we do?” Kaley asked, touching the corner of her
specs.

“Probably,” Ronika
answered

“Can I look?” she asked.
She was already taking off her own specs when Ronika said no.
Surprised and unsure how to treat the refusal, Kaley put her specs
back on. It took her a long moment before she could ask why
not.

“Because they’re not for
sharing.”

“Why not?” she asked
again.

“If you put them on,
they’ll identify who you are and not give you anything extra anyway
and I’ll get in trouble for giving my specs to someone who isn’t a
citizen.”

The answer was straight-forward enough for
Kaley to be appeased though she wondered what kind of extra
information citizens got over tourists.

“Do you know who she is?”
Kaley asked instead as she joined Ronika at the white pillar,
lowering her voice respectfully as she would at a library, or at a
cemetery. If she couldn’t get the information directly from
Ronika’s specs, she could at least ask for it.

“Not
personally.”

Kaley looked at Ronika to check if she was
being funny, but she wasn’t smirking. She was looking closely at
the woman suspended inside the liquid.

Kaley turned her attention to the woman also
but her specs only identified the goddess she was supposed to
represent.

Halini, Goddess of Spirits. She travels with
the stars to observe the paths of others.

“It’s a Fold,” Ronika
breathed quietly.

“A what?” Kaley
asked.

“All of the powers,
brought together.”

“Powers?” Kaley asked,
thinking the term sounded supernatural. It might be more religious
stuff about goddesses, but Ronika was talking like she meant the
women in the tubes.

“You know all those
paranormal stories on Earth about ghosts or werewolves or people
who can control things with their mind or read thoughts? Or people
who can read auras?”

“Yeah?” Kaley agreed
slowly, uncertain. They were both distracted by movement on the
other side of the circle, within the green pillar. As though they’d
been called over, they both moved to her and Ronika explained
further.

“The citizens in some
worlds possess actual powers. The kind that Earthlings would call
magic. But magic is just science we don’t understand yet. Erupting
volcanos were angry gods to primitive tribes. The Aztecs sacrificed
enemies to make the sun rise the next day. It’s not magic when you
understand the science.”

“Like suspended
animation,” Kaley said. Ronika chuckled and agreed. Kaley couldn’t
help but smile, except she knew she was missing the depth of
Ronika’s words.

“Yes. I never understood
before why these women would volunteer their lives to enter an
unknown future. Why they would sacrifice what they knew in favour
of what might be, especially when they knew they’d only reanimate
if something went terribly, horribly wrong.”

Kaley was silent for a moment, but Ronika
seemed to have finished talking—her hands flat on the green pillar.
The woman inside was changing position as new liquids were injected
and the turmoil inside caused her to gently spin, her hair slowly
floating upward as she simultaneously turned her back on them.

“But you understand now?”
Kaley prompted.

“Pardon?” Ronika asked,
looking at Kaley with a distant gaze.

“You never understood
before, but you understand now?” Kaley said, offering more
information about what Ronika had told her.

“Yes. I
always assumed it was to preserve Femme’s way of life, the whole
queen and slave deal. But it isn’t. It’s to preserve our
kind. It’s to preserve
the bloodlines. If things have become so terrible that there’s
nobody to bi-annually refill their chemicals, that means that the
Authorities are no longer welcome on Demkoi. Somebody would have to
rebuild the world. It wasn’t until now I realised the implications
of the men beneath us, thanks to you.”

“Thanks to me?” she asked
with surprise. The attendants, Kaley surmised, were the slaves
beneath the ground that would serve these goddess representatives
once they were awakened. She didn’t know how she’d helped Ronika
make an important connection when she didn’t even understand the
most basic elements.

“I was thinking about how
to explain it to you and that’s when I finally thought about their
title,” Ronika said gleefully. “It’s so simple. They’re not called
slaves, they’re called attendants. Their existence is to repopulate
the world after destruction but not necessarily to preserve society
as it is now. There’s a chance they’ll be parents, that they’ll
have partnerships. They’ll probably be equals. These things are
strong.” She knocked on the green pillar which Kaley thought was an
awful thing to do, maybe as bad as knocking on a fish tank.
“Nothing can break this polymer. Nothing the Authorities have
would, anyway. I’ve seen a round of attendants once—they’re in the
same tubes, just on the level below.”

“So they’ll survive an
apocalypse. Nuclear war,” Kaley said.

“It’s doubtful the
Authorities would use nuclear weapons when they have more powerful,
cleaner ones. If they want to eradicate a world, they’re most
likely to use the Ark, so only the space where it landed would feel
any impact, while the chemicals it releases would kill all the
people. It’s a nasty bomb that we’d never want used.”

“It poisons
people?”

“It starts a pandemic.
When it lands it wipes out anybody too close, who breathe in the
pure virus. Then, as the winds carry it around, it dilutes with the
air but anybody who breathes in any particles becomes infected.
Depending on the purity, they might die after a few days or after a
few weeks, but while they’re walking around they’re infecting other
people. It’s been documented to have fully wiped out a populated
world in a matter of six weeks. Most animals are unaffected. I
think pigs, rodents and a few other species are vulnerable, but not
many.”

Six
weeks, Kaley thought. The time she was
going to spend here on Femme was all the time the Authorities
needed to wipe out an entire world.

“How do you know about the
Ark?”

“How do you know about
nuclear weapons?” Ronika countered.

“Media.”

“Or propaganda. Scare us
all into behaving.”

Kaley was thoughtful but a horrible idea
formed in her mind that wouldn’t go away, fuelled by books she’d
read and movies she’d seen.

“Would they ever use the
Ark on Earth?” Kaley asked.

“Absolutely not. Earth is
one of their babies. It’s the Authority way of life. I think
nuclear weapons are specifically Earth’s contribution to the
Authorities arsenal actually, because I can’t think of a benefit
using something so destructive when they’ve had access to the Ark
for much longer.”

“Did it come from
Femme?”

“I don’t think so. Demkoi
wouldn’t share something like that with the
Authorities.”

Ronika was a wealth of information, but
then, if Mecca asked Kaley about Earth weaponry, she could likely
provide most of the answers he needed.

Ronika obviously came here often enough for
that to happen. Except when Ronika had talked to her at the portal
terminal about not wanting to keep photos of Femme, did that mean
the beauty of the world was tainted by her knowledge of it?

Her thoughts returned to Mecca, who’d said
as much and in so many words. His opinion would taint her.

“C’mon, let’s get going,”
Ronika said. She looked very happy. As Kaley walked alongside her,
she thought about Ronika’s new discovery of the Round. It was nice
to know that Femme had planned for a future that excluded slavery
but was surprised Ronika hadn’t made the connection until
now.

“Is it obvious in
hindsight? About what the Round represents?” Kaley asked. She still
felt like she was missing something and didn’t know enough to ask
the right questions either.

“Totally. I made
assumptions and never challenged them, until now.”

Assumptions. Kaley was making them too. The
way Ronika had said ‘our kind’ when speaking about what the Round
preserved, like there was something else represented beyond the
culture, beyond the reach of the world itself. Something that was
separate to the human condition. But people were still people.
Every world was inhabited by human beings.

Weren’t they?


 


The Regretful
Tourist




Kaley and Ronika rode the glide-train in
silence, Ronika smiling to herself and lost in her thoughts and
Kaley looking out the window. She watched the information flash up
on her specs as she looked from building to building as they
passed, or at the blue lane-way and people walking around below.
Changing her focus to the interior of the glide-train, her specs
informed her that her final destination could be to the centre of
Ning.

She knew that the girls were planning a
visit to the city centre during their recreation days, but Kaley
wanted to see it first by herself.

Their working routine would be four days on
and three days off, with an option to work two of the three days if
they desired to. This was a special setup for them, as the Femme
labs were open seven days. Kaley was looking forward to working
closely with a mentor and intended to work the full six days
available. Now was not the time to waver in her dedication.

Ronika didn’t question her when their stop
arrived and she didn’t hop off. She only gave a little wave when
she realised Kaley wasn’t following her onto the platform. Kaley
waved back.

The glide-train delivered her to the centre
of the city as promised and she followed her specs’ directions off
the platform and into the busy city. It wasn’t crammed with people,
but there was a purpose to the multitude of women and men that were
walking about. Their clothing was more varied here than at the
Portal terminal. There were fewer shimmery dresses and Kaley’s
choice with the pastel green dress blended in. The men were in
various unpatterned colours—either bright or soft in tone—but
always in their tunic-style dresses or same-coloured tunics over
shorts. They mostly moved in uniformly dressed groups. Kaley
recalled that their slaves were not to be sent on tasks on their
own, as they were tourist assigned slaves and not errand runners.
She felt a bit guilty for leaving Mecca behind at the hotel as he
wasn’t able to wander around on his own beyond the establishment.
She didn’t like the idea of trapping him—especially when all of the
other girls were back already.

She found she couldn’t enjoy the beauty of
the city now that she was thinking about Mecca stuck in their
suite. She’d been thoughtless, coming here without him. Being alone
wasn’t just about taking her time and enjoying the world on her own
terms, it was also to escape the frivolous comments of the other
girls who were more interested in chatting with one another than
enjoying the sounds and atmosphere Femme had to offer. She wanted
to immerse herself within it without hearing them compare it to
Earth. She wanted to enjoy it physically, without hearing about
statistics of this or that. Visiting a place was a million times
better than reading about it. She hated spoilers of all
kinds—books, movies and tourist destinations. Even though she
sometimes felt a bit lost or overwhelmed, this was the way she
wanted to experience things. To leap in; full immersion or nothing.
What was the point of reading other people’s impression of a place
when she could form her own, unbiased opinions?

She’d made a mistake
coming on her own, though. Mecca was a part of Femme and she was
enjoying his company more than she’d expected. It was nice to have
a knowledgeable companion at her side, especially one as gentle as
him. She knew he’d been raised for this purpose, but that didn’t
make his role any less important or change how she felt about him.
She’d been wrong in her initial impression about having a slave and
more forgiving in hindsight of Shensha’s words. It was true enough
that having a slave assigned to her helped her understand Femme’s
culture. She hadn’t understood until she’d experienced it for herself. She could
admit when she was wrong.

She hadn’t got far from the station before
she came across the town commons—though her specs called it the
Assembly Arena. The space was paved in a circular fashion and
peppered with miniature gardens and small fountains.

Citizens milled about here in a way they
hadn’t anywhere else. The atmosphere was different.

The town circle was huge and surrounding it
was a strange collection of buildings. The strangest one was the
most familiar one, as it didn’t fit in with the curves and arches
that Femme architects adored. This building could’ve felt right at
home in the annals of Earth history, Roman period. Large columns, a
long row of steps, old fashioned and impractical in design. There
were eight uniformed Authority officers positioned at intervals
across the lowermost step and they were standing to attention.
Kaley approached one, unsure of the result she’d get. The woman in
dark blue looked at her, though her position was unchanging.
Kaley’s specs didn’t identify her.

“Hi, wondering if you can
help me? I’m just looking for a public phone and—”

“There are no phones
here,” the Authority said bluntly.

“Oh. What? I mean, I don’t
want to disturb—”

“There are no public
phones on Femme.” The soldier observed Kaley’s stunned expression
for a long moment before Kaley realised that was the whole
answer.

“Then how do people talk
to each other when they’re out?”

“They don’t.”

“Um, okay. Thank you,” she
said while moving away, not wanting to get into trouble for talking
to the Authority for too long.

The information was astounding.

What kind of future world doesn’t have
something as basic as a phone?

Earth had been using phones for over a
century now and were almost integrated with computers. She supposed
the specs were their version of a smartphone, but she couldn’t
communicate with anyone on them! No telephones and no television;
it was like a media blackout.

Just as well Kaley had taken phone numbers
for all the girls. She considered calling Ronika, but thought she
should branch out a bit more, so looked up Teresa’s name and
dialled that. She glanced at the small logo in the top left corner
and the ‘Authnet’ text showing her connection to the Authority
Network. No public phones, the soldier had said, but she’d failed
to mention if you brought your own mobile phone, it would be
recognised and automatically serviced. She couldn’t call Mecca
directly but at least she could get to him through her friends.

“Hi Kaley, where you at?”
Teresa’s laughing voice sounded in Kaley’s ear and it summoned a
smile.

“Hi Teresa, I’m in the
middle of Ning.”

“Of where? Are you lost?
Do you have your specs?” Teresa was asking the right questions for
a concerned friend but her tone didn’t match. She was still having
too good a time to be worried, which was just as well. There was no
cause for alarm.

“Yes, but I’m after Mecca.
I wanted to get patched through to the hotel but there’s no way to
call him.”

“I know! Isn’t it crazy?”
Teresa squealed so excitedly that Kaley had to pull her phone away
from her ear.

“Yes. Are you busy? I can
try Ronika, maybe,” she said, not wanting to interrupt Teresa’s
good time.

“I wouldn’t pass up a
chance to eyeball that beautiful man you’ve kept tucked away in
your room,” Teresa said. There was less background noise now, which
meant Teresa was on the move.

Kaley didn’t know what to say, so simply
managed a soft laugh to show her amusement at Teresa’s words when
she was really feeling edgy about them. She was spared having to
say anything because Teresa carried the conversation on her own,
talking about how she quite liked her slave Baru, even if he
couldn’t style her hair, but she’d be open to slave-swapping with
Kaley. The choked sound that Kaley made in reply didn’t seem to
deter Teresa from her mostly one-sided conversation. Kaley hoped
Teresa was having her on and decided she must be. Teresa then
reported something unusual.

“Aw, Ronika’s already
talking to him. Did you call her first? They look like they’re in
pretty deep convo. Have you already swapped?”

“No, I haven’t,” Kaley
said, wondering where Ronika and Mecca were if Teresa could see
them already. Was Mecca out of their room? Was he standing in the
doorway or had Teresa found the pair somewhere else? Kaley wished
she could see.

“It’s for you, Mecca,” she
heard Teresa say in the background, as though the phone was already
being held out.

There was some fumbling and then some
discussion about how Mecca should hold the phone to his ear, not in
front of his face like that.

“Hello Kaley?” he asked,
his greeting uncertain.

“Hi Mecca. I wanted to
tell you I’ve gone sightseeing. I’m sorr—um, I mean,” she hunted
for a way to tell him how she felt without apologising. “I regret
not taking you with me.”

There was a pause and Kaley wondered if
maybe he’d hung up on her by accident. Then he spoke.

“That is very considerate
of you, Kaley,” he said warmly. She’d expected him to say more to
her, so struggled with something more to say.

“Instead of hanging around
in the room, how about—”

“I’ll go on a walk with
him in the gardens,” Ronika said, surprising Kaley. Mecca must’ve
handed the phone back, not realising that there was going to be
more to the conversation. She heard Teresa in the background
offering to entertain Mecca also and didn’t like the way it was
said.

“You could come with him
to meet me here,” she suggested. She’d meant to ask Mecca if he was
allowed to make his way to her by himself.

“You don’t have to do
that,” Ronika said. “I’ll look after him.”

“What about Awichin?”
Kaley prompted, trying to deter Ronika’s offer. Selfishly, she’d
prefer for Mecca to remain in the room than for Ronika to usher him
around the place. She had a way of making him do what she wanted
and Kaley wasn’t comfortable with that.

“He’s out shopping for me
at the moment. He’s a personal slave, he’s not tourist assigned,”
she explained.

No wonder Ronika had been so fast on the
slave questionnaire at the portal terminal. As a citizen she
already had Awichin assigned to her and probably hadn’t had to do
anything other than be scanned in.

“Uh,” Kaley struggled to
find another way to decline but the opportunity was taken out of
her hands when Teresa’s voice returned on the phone.

“Kaley, I would’ve been
happy to look after Mecca,” she whined.

“Ronika beat you to it.”
Kaley did her best to sound good-natured. They said their ‘see you
laters’ and hung up.

She was worried. Ronika had stared at Mecca
a couple of times already which Kaley thought were indication she
was interested in him. Ronika was also pretty quick to offer to
spend time with him, deflecting Kaley’s opposition
effortlessly.

She wasn’t about to turn back though, that
would be an over-reaction. She was sure Mecca would be able to
refuse her if he wanted to. Even if he couldn’t, she was positive
Ronika wouldn’t force herself on him. That would be wrong on all
kinds of levels. But how well did she know Ronika anyway? The more
she learned, the more she realised how much a part of Femme Ronika
was.

“Stop,” she told herself.
She was working herself up over nothing. A man close by and in
front of her was looking at her in alarm. She was momentarily
confused by his attention until she realised he’d obeyed her
command. “Oh I’m—uh, keep doing what you’re doing.”

Not apologising was difficult but she was
glad he smiled and nodded before moving away. It was a strange
experience, that a single word could stop a man twice her age.

Kaley slipped her phone into the pocket of
her dress and used her specs to direct her to Ning’s Cultural Hall.
By its description it sounded like a museum/art gallery/theatre
jumble.

She wandered around the large complex, her
specs giving extra insight to the things she saw. It was also
interesting that the newest items on display didn’t have further
information on them, as though the specs hadn’t been updated. She
hadn’t found a typo in her specs yet, so they were edited extremely
well, but the missing information proved that there must be
citizens somewhere inputting tons of information into a databank
that transmitted wirelessly. It was ridiculous that they had all
this technology at their fingertips but excluded the ability to
communicate over distance. She was getting a sense of purpose
behind it but she couldn’t see what the advantages could possibly
be.

After Ning’s culture hall, Kaley moved
around the city randomly, looking at the large windows with
products on display. Even though she’d noted and understood the
reasons behind the absence of children, it was eerie not to see
them. She wasn’t overly fond of children; she didn’t know how to
talk to them and certainly didn’t find them delightful for doing
ordinary things. She also didn’t dislike them or seethe about how
inconvenient or loud they were while in public places. They were
just a different stage of growing human beings. She hadn’t expected
to miss them, but there was no laughter or wild vibrancy that was
synonymous with them. Children laughed and played and got in the
way. They cried and screamed and frustrated their parents. They
were a part of life and living, except on Femme, where they were
swept aside and raised in artificial environments until they could
‘contribute’.

Their culture was obviously working for
them, just look at the advancements they’d made. She stopped to
watch a glide-train whirr overhead and then at the small two person
carriages that used the same rail system but acted more like taxis.
Her specs translated her eye line and offered her information. The
glide-trains and glide-cars operated by repelling magnetic forces.
The trains were free public transport while the smaller,
unconnected versions were more like a share-car. Femme citizens
sacrificed some of their personal credits to be able to use the
cars over the trains.

There were no deviants here, no openly
criminal activities. The only crime she’d seen so far was a walking
protest that had been quickly and peacefully scattered by the
presence of Femme police. There were no signs of vandalism, no
rubbish on the streets and everyone seemed satisfied with their
lives, including the slaves. The men looked as content as the
women. Why shouldn’t they be, in this high-tech world with no
negative drawbacks?

Kaley found the lack of familial connection
horrifying and the upbringing tragic. At the same time she
understood the citizens of Femme knew no different. Their ignorance
saved them from this heartache. How do you miss a parent’s love
when there was no understanding of what a parent even was?

Once a child was old enough to be released
into the system, what an amazing life to lead in an amazing world.
It was something that could be truly enjoyed.

As long as you’re a
woman.

Ronika’s words were haunting her. It didn’t
help knowing that Mecca was walking around with her, having a chat.
Kaley liked Mecca’s easy nature, she didn’t want Ronika to make
things difficult by putting new ideas into his head.

She couldn’t enjoy her tour because her mind
kept returning to what might be going on between Mecca and Ronika.
The desire to get back surpassed her wish to see the Chambers of
the High Priestess. She hadn’t read her information booklet in
great detail but she had looked at a tourist pamphlet so she would
know the names of some of the sights. The Chambers of the High
Priestess ranked as the top place to visit. A quick scan of her
itinerary within her specs revealed an event booked by the
University on the fourth week of their stay on Femme. She and the
other students were to witness a Judgement. The Judgement was to
take place in a huge hall beside the Chambers. With a little bit of
patience, she’d be able to see it then.

Her return to the Clio was swift in terms of
public transport but it was still getting dark by the time she
walked into the lobby. Her specs alerted her with a notice that she
had one hour before the shuttles arrived to take them to dinner at
Winhao. Kaley read the description for it while being transported
to her floor. The direct translation for Winhao was ‘rising
waters’, so perhaps they would be near the river. Ning’s
geographical map showed it was on the cusp of one.

When she arrived at her suite, Mecca was
already inside seated on the lounge. He stood and gave her a smile
that Kaley answered even as she approached.

“Was your walk with Ronika
a nice one?” she asked.

“Yes, thank you Kaley,” he
said and moved to greet her, holding her shoulders with his hands.
It was a gesture she assumed was his permitted version of a hug and
thought it sweet. “Was your time in Ning enjoyable?”

“No, not really,” she
said. “The whole time I was wishing were with me because you’re
much better than these silly specs,” she said, laughing at her own
mistake and taking the specs off, the movement confined by their
proximity.

When she made eye contact with Mecca again
she held her breath. There was something about the way he was
looking at her that made her tingle. She was aware of holding the
specs awkwardly between them, that they would get in the way if he
leant forward and kissed her. She waited for it, like she waited
for all kisses and then realised he wouldn’t do it unless she gave
him permission. Telling him that he was allowed to kiss her would
be a passion killer. She preferred spontaneity.

He dropped his hands and dipped his head in
a small bow before stepping back, putting more space between
them.

“Forgive me, Kaley. I have
not known such kind and considerate words. I wished to tell you on
the phone but with the other mistresses there, I did not want them
to overhear.”

Her heart did a flip in
her chest. Immense guilt flowed into her as she thought about how
selfish and thoughtless her action had been to disregard him, and
here he was praising her. She knew he was supposed to make her feel good, but this
was all kinds of wrong. She couldn’t even say sorry.

“I apologise for this
morning,” he said, confusing her. It took her a moment to remember
the breakfast at Lonchian. So much had happened today that she’d
forgotten his transgression.

“Why would you lie to me?”
she asked, no longer upset because enough time had passed but it
was still a concern.

“If you forgive me for
correcting you Kaley, I did not lie, I abused a
privilege.”

“How so?”

“I am able
to offer my opinion with your permission but I am disallowed from
sharing my views publicly. You seemed interested in what I had to
say so I… misrepresented myself.” He smiled at her but it looked
sad. “I do not wish to abuse your trust. I enjoy being assigned to
you. It is not often that I am heard.”

His appeal was intent and she felt it was
genuine. With him standing closely and speaking earnestly, she
couldn’t help but believe him. She remembered pushing him for his
opinion at the gardens so she couldn’t fault him entirely.

“Alright, but you
shouldn’t do the wrong thing just because I don’t know the rules.
You have to help me figure this world out without putting yourself
at risk.”

“Thank you, Kaley,” he
said warmly.

They’d had a shaky start but she was sure
they’d be able to manage. She hadn’t told him to stop voicing his
opinion because she still wanted it, but now she wouldn’t prompt
him for it in public.

“Would you like for me to
draw you a bath before dinner?” he offered.

“Um, no thanks. A shower
will be faster. Can you pick my dress, though? I have no idea what
to wear to Winhao.”

“If you please excuse me,
Kaley. You will discover the word is pronounced Ween-how,” he
corrected.

“Ween-how,” she repeated,
liking the sound of that much better than her own attempt. “Rising
waters,” she said, much to Mecca’s delight. He was openly pleased
that she knew the Femme translation.

She found the dress he’d chosen laying on
her bed when she came out of the ensuite. It was one of the long
shimmering colour-changing gowns that had a wispy cape-like
attachment at the neck that hooked onto bracelets just above her
elbows. It was slinky and feminine and made her think of sultry
jazz singers. He’d also set out white glittery slippers to go with
it. It was a dress she thought more suited for heels, but much like
cigarettes and public phones, there were no such things on Femme
and they were unlikely to be imported, either.

Mecca had changed into a turquoise outfit in
a style akin to ancient Egyptian kings. Throughout Earth
history—surely long before Authorities had come by—men had worn
gowns, togas, skirts. Surrounded by the culture and associating it
with her own world history, it no longer seemed odd that he was
wearing what she’d initially considered a dress. Kaley was
surprised at how quickly she’d adapted; she was already getting
used to being pampered with fancy clothes and exquisite
hairstyles.

He wove broad green leaves and large pink
flowers into her hair. Already with ancient civilisations in mind,
she thought of the mythical nymphs. She was steadily being
transformed from ordinary Earth girl to sophisticated Femme woman.
When Mecca did her makeup in the Femme style, blazing orange under
her eyes and over her cheeks, the transition was complete. She felt
like a Hollywood extra in a glamorous production.

“You’re stunning,” Mecca
said, admiring his handiwork.

“Only because of you,” she
said, pleased by his compliment but not feeling like she deserved
all the credit.

“Not only,” he replied.
“We must leave now, if we wish to arrive on time.”

“It’s Earth custom to
arrive a little bit late,” Kaley told him, and grinned at his
confused expression. “To make an entrance.”

“Is the entrance not
negative, being tardy?” he asked with surprise.

“Not usually. Depends
who’s late, I guess,” Kaley said, her confidence melting away. She
doubted her lateness would be appreciated. She’d already been late
once before and right now she didn’t want to create more waves.
Mecca must’ve sensed her shift in attitude because he immediately
drew close to her.

“I apologise, Kaley,
I—“

“It’s okay, really. You’re
helping me,” she said and extended her hand. Mecca surprised her by
taking it and lifting it to his lips for a kiss. When he saw her
face, he immediately lowered it.

“Was this not the correct
custom?”

“That’s an old-fashioned
way to greet a lady,” she said, trying not to think about how his
lips had felt upon her hand or the soft tingles that followed
afterward.

“I understand. What was
your intention?”

“For you to hold my hand,”
she said, blushing.

He held it and they walked out of the suite
together.

 



 


Impolite Dinner
Conversation




Kaley was impressed by Winhao. There was a
tall thick pillar in the centre of the restaurant that looked like
a waterfall, except water was streaming upward. The tables were
oval and the centrepieces were tiny fountains of gorgeous detail.
The chairs were light and ergonomic, with colour-swirling fabric
upon the cushions. The view itself was breathtaking—they were
halfway up a mountain overlooking the mouth of the river below,
dotted with a few small watercraft beneath a full red moon. The
food so far had been fantastic, new flavours that challenged her
palate that was also a feast for her eyes. Despite being surrounded
by so many wonderful things, Kaley felt terribly uncomfortable.

It wasn’t because of the extensive
photo-taking session with various phones and group shots—though
that had become tedious by the end. It wasn’t because the slaves
were excluded from conversation by the other girls, even though
this irritated Kaley. It was because the current topic of
discussion had moved onto something that wasn’t polite dinner
conversation by anyone’s standards.

Sex.

Every student had experimented with their
slave. It wasn’t enough that they were admitting it had happened,
but they were discussing it with said slaves sitting right beside
them. She remembered Charlotte’s first words to her; ‘Femme would
never be so crass’. Evidently Charlotte herself would because she
was explaining in detail how she’d been pleasured last night.

She was surprised by how quickly they’d been
intimate with their slave, as if all they’d done was indulge in a
bar of chocolate. A little bit naughty, they said with glee, but
there seemed to be no shame. There were certainly no consequences,
since tourist slaves took an annual contraceptive injection and
there were no health issues to be concerned about. She was learning
more about the sexual arrangements of Femme than she cared to
know.

Ronika and Andrea didn’t give graphic
details, but Kaley considered Ronika and Awichin to be in a
long-term relationship. He’d been with her for years already. She
also assumed Ronika’s compassion against slavery would prevent her
from forcing Awichin to do anything he was uncomfortable with. The
rest of them were little better than rapists, taking advantage of
men who were not permitted to refuse their advances. She didn’t
care that it was the culture, it was wrong.

She stared at the glass of water in front of
her while Mecca drank his beside her. Whenever she dared look up,
she watched the reactions of the slaves, who didn’t seem bothered
being talked about. They were speaking with each other quietly, not
caring about what their mistresses were sharing.

She didn’t want to be pulled into the
conversation but she also felt like she couldn’t turn to Mecca.
Looking at him with all of this talk going on would be humiliating.
What if he liked the idea of casual sex as an occupation? Would he
think he’d scored a dud? She had no intention of pursuing a
romantic relationship while here on Femme—her studies had to come
first and the six weeks spent here were the most important of her
entire education. It might lead to a sponsorship for her working
here and potentially living here.

Mecca leaned over to her to say something
privately. “Ronika told me about her brother.”

The words were so surprising that Kaley
forgot her embarrassment and looked at Mecca, grateful that he was
giving her an escape from the other conversation..

“Yes, I only found out
today myself,” she said. Now she could pretend she couldn’t hear
the other girls make inappropriate comments and cackle at
innuendo.

“She spoke to me about the
process of becoming an attendant to the Round of Pillars,” he said,
sounding like every word was weighted with care. His eyes seemed
full of questions, but he was making statements. She wondered if
there was a point beyond saving her from the rest of the
girls.

“What did you tell
her?”

“I was never considered
for the role.”

“Would you take it if you
had been?”

“I would not have had a
choice, but it would please me to become an attendant.”

“Really?” she asked,
properly drawn into the conversation and now able to shut out the
other chatter. “Wouldn’t it have scared you? To maybe not wake up
ever again?”

“Death does not scare me,
Kaley,” he said, but she didn’t believe him. It was easy to be
brave when life was good. “The idea of beginning a new world
appeals to me.”

His stare was intense and she found herself
admiring the depth of his eyes. From this proximity, she could
easily see their intriguing indigo hue.

“You don’t think you can
find happiness in this world?”

“As a tourist slave I will
not be assigned to a single mistress.”

She thought it was interesting that he
equated his happiness to having one woman in his life. It said a
great deal about him and his values. It also broke her heart that a
man who was looking for someone to love was being kept from it.

“So you’ll still be
escorting hapless tourists when you’re an old man?” she asked and
looked around the table again. All of these slaves were young, but
they’d also been assigned to young women. There had been age groups
on the slave selection form and she recalled selecting the range
she fell into.

“When I lose my appeal
I’ll be assigned to work in tourist occupations, such as hotel
reception or similar.”

“When you lose your
appeal?” she asked, feeling like she was being extra clueless. She
knew she was missing something screamingly obvious but she couldn’t
grasp what it was.

His sex appeal

Oh my god Kaley your slave is hot

She glanced over at Teresa in horror at the
unbidden memory of her words. Unfortunately Teresa was looking her
way.

“Kaley looks like we’re
upsetting her delicate constitution,” Teresa said and the girls
laughed. Ronika looked curious rather than sympathetic.

“I… just…” She was aware
the girls around the table were awaiting her reply. She wasn’t
about to tell them about Mecca’s future, that all their slaves
would remain prostitutes until they lost their superficial value.
“I don’t sleep with a guy on the first date.”

There. She must’ve said something funny
because Ronika laughed. Talk shifted abruptly to what their plans
were at the lab for tomorrow. She turned to Mecca, who was smiling
at her. His hand rested atop hers on the table, which brought
butterflies to her stomach. She smiled back and reached for a drink
with her free hand, not wanting to lose the moment.

Kaley participated in the new topic of
conversation and relaxed enough to joke around with the girls. The
awkwardness of the evening dissipated and Ronika’s sarcastic humour
had the girls laughing so hard that Sophie and Charlotte excused
themselves to go to the bathroom before they had an accident.
Ronika suggested they call her if they had a problem in there,
which drew more laughter, but nothing matched their joviality when
Ronika’s phone rang soon after and she excused herself to save
them.

“They must have entered
the Femme bathroom,” Mecca said. Kaley was curious how differently
Femme toilets could be to Earth toilets. Thank goodness for the
Authority standard, which gave her a toilet she could understand as
well as a bed dressed with pillows and sheets.

The evening passed quickly and nobody
lingered for dessert, keen to return to the hotel and get a decent
amount of sleep. Tomorrow was an exciting prospect—their first
working days in the labs towards their personal projects. She hoped
she would be paired with Ronika. She had a feeling she’d learn a
lot more than just science if they spent more time together.


 


Coffee and
Chocolate




Sophie and Andrea were partnered together,
but the other four girls had a choice. Kaley held her breath,
expecting another derisive comment from Charlotte but Ronika
gravitated to Kaley before anything was said. Their guide today
introduced herself as Yansho. No title, no surname, just Yansho.
She had two female assistants who did her bidding. It was the first
time Kaley had seen a woman give instructions to another woman. It
demonstrated there was rank to be held here, that all women weren’t
equals.

The labs they were given were collectively
on the third floor of the main building. Kaley was disappointed
because she’d expected to work in the existing labs specific to
their fields of study rather than generic labs set up for their
temporary needs.

They walked down the corridor in a tight
group and were quickly dropped off in pairs. Sophie and Andrea were
assigned the first lab. Kaley could see a bank of computers as well
as two women sitting and chatting together. Both of them wore black
specs. Before Sophie and Andrea went in, they were also handed
black specs to be used alongside their gold ones. They put them on
dubiously before exclaiming their surprise. Andrea began a litany
of ‘oh my gods’ before the pair entered the lab and closed the door
behind them.

The group continued down the corridor and
Ronika’s and Kaley’s assigned lab was next. Their lab had a half
dozen scientists inside already hard at work. All of them were
available to help and it was up to Kaley and Ronika to decide who
they selected as their mentor.

Charlotte and Teresa continued on with
Yansho and her two assistants. Ronika’s first move was to walk
around and inspect all of the other scientists’ work. Kaley joined
her and together they questioned the scientists on their
specialisations. Most of them had a good grasp of Authoritan but a
couple of them didn’t speak it very well. Kaley took advantage of
Ronika’s knowledge of the language and had her translate for
her.

Ronika introduced Kaley to a scientist who
was an imaging developer. The woman had an unpronounceable name and
Kaley was forced to shorten it to ‘Glay’. Much like the nurse at
the Portal terminal, Glay had a good but imperfect grasp on
Authoritan. Some words were missing but the message was always
clear. Ronika had organised for her to demonstrate the machines
that were part of her field. Kaley was amazed how many of them were
available as handheld devices. She lost track of time and she lost
track of Ronika. It was only after the day had come to an end and
everyone was cleaning up that Kaley realised how much she’d
learned. She hadn’t even stopped for lunch. Now that she was
thinking about food, her stomach rumbled.

Kaley expressed her desire to wait for the
other girls but Ronika forged ahead, with a ‘you can wait’ thrown
over her shoulder. Her contempt for the rest of the group was
clear, though Kaley was surprised that she was so wound up about
them. They liked her well enough, it was Kaley they evidently had a
problem with. Because she owed Ronika a lot for setting her up with
Glay, she caught up with her friend and lab partner and they headed
for the glide-train together.

Ronika saw a food-cart set up near a shuttle
platform and gravitated to it.

“Oh, you should eat this,”
Ronika said, her enthusiasm making her sound vastly different to
the subtly sarcastic tone Kaley had become accustomed
to.

“What is it?” she asked,
looking at the unappetising murky green ball that Ronika thrust
toward her face. Ronika had to be retinally scanned, lifting her
specs up in order to do so. Whatever this strange food was, she was
paying credits for it.

“Just eat it,” Ronika said
delightedly. Unsure if it was a joke, Kaley sniffed it but it had a
very delicate, watery smell. It reminded her of roses but it
certainly looked far from such. She tested it with the pad of her
index finger and cringed.

“Oh my
God, Ronika, it’s slimy,” she said, pulling a face as a gel-like liquid slowly ran
down her finger.

“Don’t you eat oysters or
mushrooms?” Ronika argued.

“This is neither an oyster
nor a mushroom.” Kaley grimaced.

“How would you know what
oysters or mushrooms look like here?” Ronika laughed

She was up for new experiences and the murky
green ball didn’t smell bad, so she placed her finger in her
mouth.

“It’s just like fairy
floss,” Ronika explained gleefully.

“It’s
nothing like fairy floss!” Kaley wailed, though the weird watery
green ball did have the kind of sickly sweetness to it that only
spun sugar did. “Fairy floss is pretty and pink. Why would they
make it look like that?”

“Because they didn’t make
it! It’s a nutritious seaweed.”

Kaley took the seaweed ball when Ronika gave
it to her, disliking the texture as she held it. Considering how
advanced this world was, why would they not mount the thing on a
stick to stop fingers from getting slimed?

“Is there nothing to hold
this with?” Kaley asked, transferring the ball out of one hand into
another before realising it was a bad decision.

“There are holders you can
buy but the seaweed tastes better when it’s in contact with your
skin,” Ronika said. Kaley couldn’t make the connection.

“I don’t see
how?”

“It stays healthy by
feeding on your dead skin cells. It doesn’t take long
to—”

“It’s feeding on me?”
Kaley interrupted, instinctively throwing the ball into the closest
available bin. When she saw Ronika’s expression, she couldn’t help
apologising.

“Never mind,” Ronika said
before giving a sly smile. “Don’t have any facials while you’re
here.”

Kaley didn’t know what to say so she looked
around for something to wipe her hands on instead, not wanting to
dirty her dress. She saw a drinking fountain and ran her hands
under the water as Ronika stood nearby.

Fountains, fountains
everywhere.

She was about to ask Ronika if there was a
reason there were so many water fountains in Ning, but Ronika
continued their previous conversation and the question was
lost.

“It doesn’t matter how
good our seaweed is though, nothing Demkoi has beats chocolate. Or
coffee.”

“But they import it, don’t
they?” Kaley asked, remembering what Mecca had told her. She shook
her hands to dry them and they continued towards the glide-train
platform.

“Yes, against their own
rules,” Ronika grinned. “I wouldn’t buy it here, though. Chocolate
is very expensive.”

“They should make a
chocolate world,” Kaley suggested as they waited by the elevator.
Ronika grinned in a way that Kaley couldn’t help commenting on. “So
there already is a chocolate world?” Kaley guessed. Ronika nodded.
“But I didn’t see anything on the tourist-world list?”

“Not yet, no. Your specs
wouldn’t tell you about it either, because they’re tourist specs. I
can go there as a Femme citizen but I haven’t been yet, so I can’t
tell you what it’s like. They don’t open tourist-worlds to all the
worlds right away. I’m sure there’s a reason for it but I can’t
think of one.”

“So what’s the name of
this chocolate world?” Kaley asked as they stepped into the lift.
“Cocoa Land? Sweet Tooth? Dentist Hell?”

Ronika tapped her lips, looking like she
might not want to tell, but then she dropped the bomb anyway.

“Nestlé.”


 


A Rebellious
Man




Kaley found herself short of breath after
waking in the mornings. She knew it was a psychosomatic reaction
because after reaching for an inhaler that wasn’t there, she would
remember she was on Femme and had already been cured. The pinhole
that she tried to force her breath through would abruptly become a
normal sized windpipe. She would then take a few deep breaths to
overcompensate, to remove the horrid sensation of
breathlessness.

The week passed quickly when she worked all
six days. Upon returning to the shared suite, she would be mentally
exhausted and not great company. Mecca was perceptive enough to
know exactly what she needed and had run baths, massaged her neck
and shoulders or her feet, requested the Clio concierge send up a
small collection of books in Authoritan for her to read and
organised a tourist news-cube for her to listen to. The news-cube
was made of toughened glass and worked like a podcast, as Kaley was
able to select the headlines she was most interested in. Mecca
enjoyed listening to it so she would get it going for him as it
needed specs to make it function.

Kaley cut her sixth day short because of the
headway she’d forged. She was happy with the progress made on her
project. At first she’d been offended that she didn’t have access
to the imaging machines Earth didn’t already have. She’d made a
fuss about it until Ronika calmed her down by telling her the
machinery she didn’t have access to was likely beyond Earth’s
understanding anyway. Kaley was still annoyed that Femme was
guarding secrets that could save billions of other-worldly lives
but had to concede Ronika’s point. Once she’d started researching
and investigating the handheld imaging devices that she did have
access to, she finally got an idea for creating one of her own and
had used the final day of the week to make a mess of notes. Once
Kaley was done she decided it would be best to review them with a
fresh mind.

Her stomach was growling by the time she
arrived at the Clio. Her specs told her it was already past
lunchtime. She hoped Mecca hadn’t eaten yet as it would be nice to
dine with him. While riding up in the lift to her floor, she
realised she had no idea what he did all day while she was at the
lab. He couldn’t listen to the news-cube and there was no such
thing as television on Femme. She hoped the Clio had some kind of
recreational area that he could access. She felt guilty for not
thinking to ask.

When Kaley entered the suite, Mecca and
Awichin both leapt to their feet from where they’d been sitting
together on the sofa. She realised she’d startled them but didn’t
know why they both looked so guilty. Was there something she was
missing?

 

“Good afternoon, Mistress
Kaley,” Awichin greeted, breaking the tense silence that settled
over the three of them.

“Hello,” she said. Mecca
greeted her next, his voice softer than usual so that she barely
heard him. For the first time, Kaley chose to use the entitlement
this world offered her as a woman, to find out what was going
on.

“What were you two
doing?”

“We were having a
conversation, Mistress Kaley,” Awichin replied.

She wanted to know what about, but that
would be an invasion of their privacy. It really wasn’t any of her
business.

“Do you often come by?”
she prompted instead, thinking it was nice that Mecca had some
company while she was working.

“No, Mecca did not wish to
invite me before today.”

Information about Awichin came up on her
glasses as she stared at him. She took them off as she considered
the phrasing he’d used. It had been unusual enough for her to pay
attention to it.

“Did you
wish to be invited before today?” she asked, using the same
phrasing he had. There was a slight pause before he said yes. Her
mind could only think of one reason why he might want to be invited
back to the suite with Mecca but she didn’t think her assumption
was correct. It was just that they’d looked so guilty when she’d
walked in. Then she thought of another reason for the guilt and
leapt on it. “Is Mecca allowed
to invite you?”

This time Awichin took a longer pause before
he answered.

“Yes, Mistress Kaley, with
your permission.”

She looked at Mecca who was not quite
meeting her stare.

“Okay,” she said but she
was starting to feel uncomfortable. “I think you should go now that
I’m here and Mecca can invite you back another time.”

“Thank you, Mistress
Kaley.”

Awichin promptly left the room, leaving
Kaley to stare at Mecca who was still not meeting her gaze. She’d
thought it was Awichin making her uncomfortable but it was Mecca’s
inability to look at her. It gave her the courage to ask what was
nagging her.

“Were the two of you going
to be intimate?” she blurted before realising how clumsy her
question was. Her hand played with her collar while she tried to
pretend she wasn’t trespassing on personal information.

Tresspassing? More like trampling.

“No, Kaley,” Mecca said
quickly, this time looking directly at her.

“If you want permission to
invite your, uh, friends here, you could’ve just asked.”

Why was she still talking about it?

“No, Kaley, it is not
something I indulge in.”

Indulge?
She was struck by the word and he must’ve seen
the expression on her face because he answered her unspoken
question.

“A relationship between
two slaves is an experience of equality. There are no expectations
or obligations so many slaves indulge.”

“Oh,” she said. “Of
course.” It made sense that men would wish to experience equality
on an intimate level, especially if their mistresses were
demanding… or like her, who demanded nothing.

“It is not something I
seek for myself,” he added.

She nodded. He looked frustrated but she
didn’t know why. She was doing her best to exclude herself from his
private needs. She wished she hadn’t asked about it now.

“Would you like me to run
you a bath?” he asked finally.

“Thank you, that would be
great,” she said, wanting some space. She also wanted to call home
to share the news of her week. While Mecca got her bath ready,
Kaley called her mother. The conversation was short but ideal; she
was informed about what was happening in the neighbourhood and then
they discussed Kaley’s work. She was reminded not to spend too much
time working as she had a wonderful opportunity to experience a
very different world and culture. Her mother was appeased when
Kaley told her she had a day off tomorrow and would do some
sightseeing.

After Kaley hung up, she went to her ensuite
and took one of the headache pills Mecca had shown her the first
day. Portal-phones made her temples throb every time. The bath was
ready and Mecca must’ve gone to his room to give her privacy. She
slipped out of her dress and stepped into the perfumed water.
Bubble baths existed in this world also; soap and water still made
bubbles, no matter which world she was in. Now that she was
starting to relax, her stomach gurgled to remind her that she
hadn’t yet eaten.

“Kaley?”

Water splashed as she sat upright and hugged
her knees, looking around. She couldn’t see Mecca in the bathroom
with her but his voice hadn’t sounded echoey so he must’ve spoken
from her bedroom.

“Would you like me to wash
your back?”

She wondered if he was making the offer
because she’d caught him with Awichin.

“Um,” she said, which
wasn’t an answer. He must’ve thought she’d said yes because he
appeared in the doorway; she could see him as she peered over her
shoulder. Her skin prickled with the awareness of his gaze on her
body—or it could just be the water drying on her back. She didn’t
ask him to leave but faced forward instead. Her arms remained
around her knees, squashing breasts against her legs.

Kaley heard him sit on the edge of the bath
behind her and listened as he made gentle splashes in the
bathwater, causing little waves to lap at her waist. She
anticipated his touch before she felt it and tried not to feel
disappointed that there was a cloth between her back and his hand.
Anything else would be too intimate, she justified. This was
already enough.

She lowered her head so that she was
huddled, blocking out the light that filtered into the bathroom
through clouded windows. He stroked her back from her shoulders to
the water, not dipping his hand beneath the surface other than to
wet the cloth further. She was soon relaxed once more, soothed by
the uncomplicated touch of the washcloth on her skin.

She heard the cloth being set aside and
opened her eyes to watch him kneel by the bath in front of her. She
was glad for the plentiful soap bubbles covering her body, though
his eyes didn’t drop from her own.

“I am not interested in
Awichin,” he said firmly. His voice was loud and rumbly in the
tiled room and it made her blink. She didn’t know why he was
pushing this declaration on her again as he’d said it already.
Perhaps he was worried that she thought he was covering for
himself, like it was illegal or something. She opened her mouth to
speak but she didn’t want to say anything that could be
misconstrued by her tone. She nodded instead and he seemed to
accept this, because he rose to his feet and left her
alone.

When she was dressed he fixed her hair and
then did a light application of makeup for her. Nothing was said
except for what was necessary. Kaley felt awkward but her hunger
distracted her from it. They found a small eatery a couple of doors
down from the Clio and the conversation was slow until the food
appeared. She was ravenous by now and ate quickly. Kaley used a
retinal scanner to pay for the meals and soon they were walking
slowly further down the street.

“Mistress,” he said,
catching her attention. “Why did you come back early?”

“I had a good day at the
lab.”

“I am pleased.”

There was another long silence and she used
it to look at all of the different buildings they passed.

“Mistress,” he said. Kaley
waited for the question to come. “Have I disappointed
you?”

She stopped walking so she could face him
directly.

“No, Mecca. I am pleased
with you.”

“Forgive me, mistress. You
do not look pleased.”

Kaley sighed and took his hand. She didn’t
know if this was the appropriate custom but he didn’t pull away and
no more questions came.

Dinner was a blur and the conversation
happened around her. She wasn’t hungry by the time the exotic meal
arrived at the table because of the very late lunch she’d had with
Mecca. She didn’t bother with dessert, even though the restaurant
was famous for them. She and Mecca left early and hopped into a
shuttle even though the Clio was only a ten minute walk away.

Kaley leant on Mecca during the elevator
ride and held his arm on the walk back to their suite. His pine
forest smell was strong tonight and it brought a smile to her face
at the memory of their first meeting; how clueless she’d been.

He opened the door for her and she went
through first, heading straight for her bedroom but Mecca’s hand
brushed hers and she turned to look at him enquiringly.

“Kaley,” he said. His
fingers tickled her wrist and she smiled but pulled away. When he
didn’t follow up on speaking her name, she thought it best to
prompt.

“Tell me,
Mecca.”

He seemed caught with indecision before
speaking.

“I would like to honour
you.”

“Okay,” she said and his
face lit up. “What does that mean?”

He looked surprised by her question and she
wondered if it was something she was supposed to know. The words
were vaguely familiar but she couldn’t associate them in her tired
mind. It had been a long week and today had been no less
exhausting.

“It means I would like to…
that I want to…”

Kaley realised what he was trying to say and
shook her head.

“No, Mecca. Not after one
week.”

She realised after she’d slipped under the
covers that she’d implied she would eventually agree to let him
share her bed. Six weeks was too short a time to develop a romance
and right now sleep was coming. She would explain herself tomorrow,
when she could think more clearly.

 



 


Nikiloo




On their shared day off,
the group made plans at breakfast to visit a touring cultural fair
called Nikiloo.
Mecca told her it was an annual fair and that he didn’t always
catch it. He wasn’t allowed to go without a mistress and sometimes
he wasn’t assigned one. Kaley wanted to know what he did while he
was waiting to be matched up to a tourist but surrounded by the
other girls at the breakfast table didn’t seem like the best place
to ask.

When they arrived by
glide-train in the centre of the Ning, Kaley realised that
Nikiloo was a sprawling
mess of market stalls. There were a lot of food stalls as well as
arts and crafts. Kaley noticed there were a higher percentage of
dark blondes and even a few whose hair could be considered light
brown manning the stalls. The stall owners were dressed in a
mixture of bold, bright colours but not in shimmery colour-changing
dresses that were favoured by Ning’s locals. There was a striking
cultural difference that Kaley found refreshing and enjoyable, but
the darker Femme citizens still had their ever-present slave. She
asked Mecca about it and he explained as much as he was able
that Nikiloo was
a touring market that had originated from the southern parts of
Femme and they were not as strict with their breeding permits. His
answer led to more questions but she consciously set them aside in
order to better enjoy the festive atmosphere. She also discovered
very quickly that none of the stall holders could speak Authoritan,
leaving Kaley to rely heavily on Mecca to translate for
her.

She and Mecca were separated from the rest
of the group when Kaley stopped to look at some digitally enhanced
glassware. Mecca was thirsty for knowledge as much as she and there
were several times that he subtly directed her to a craft stall
with a pull of his hand or a nod of his head. Kaley was pleased to
indulge him, she wanted to return the favours he was providing for
her on a daily basis. It cost her nothing to make him feel
appreciated and she doubted he received much gratitude.

She found a stall with some beautiful pieces
of jewellery—once again digitally enhanced glassware, only these
were wearable. Kaley had Mecca interpret the words that were coded
within, though they changed to form many different runes. They
looked like they were catching the light rather than communicating
a message and she had Mecca read a few out to her before selecting
one with a lovely message for her mother.

“For the woman who helped
me become a woman of my own,” she repeated, liking the sentiment
and telling Mecca that she would be taking that necklace back
home.

“Who are you giving it
to?” he asked, sounding a little odd.

“My mother,” she said,
wondering if there was something else it said that wouldn’t match
what she’d just been told.

“Forgive me, mistress, but
the necklace is intended for your first romantic
partner.”

“What? Oh.” Kaley
immediately set the necklace down. She knew her mother wouldn’t
know such a thing upon being given it and would think the message
appropriate, but now that Kaley knew what it was supposed to mean,
she didn’t want to hand it over. She knew she would feel weird
every time she saw her mother wearing it. She almost wished Mecca
hadn’t told her about it.

“Sorry,” Mecca said beside
her.

“Can you help me pick out
something?” she asked, mourning the necklace she’d found and lost.
Nothing seemed quite as pretty or sounded as nice and eventually
they moved away from the stall with Kaley empty handed.

“I apologise, mistress,”
Mecca said again, sounding regretful. “I should not have tainted
your decision.”

Tainted. She noticed every time he used that word. She wondered if
it had been taught to him because he was male or if it had
reverberated something within him.

“I want to get the right
Femme thing for her,” Kaley said decisively, forgiving Mecca his
transgression. He’d only been trying to help. “And that wasn’t the
right thing, so thank you.”

He returned her beaming smile and then
hesitated at a water fountain. It was similar in concept to the
bubblers on Earth, though Femme had a way of creating a more
aesthetically pleasing kind, turning them into works of art. This
one was abstract and looked like giant blown bubbles which had
collected together and been frozen in glass. Water poured over them
but there was a spout that could be manipulated higher or lower
depending on the drinker’s height. She nodded that Mecca could use
it and watched as he did so, the muscles of his throat moving as he
drank deeply. He was often thirsty. She remembered Ronika’s
question about his water consumption and her own observation about
the high number of fountains.

“People must drink a lot
of water here,” she said to him when he returned. He gave her an
oddly guilty look.

“Yes, mistress,” he said.
She was surprised he didn’t offer more information.

Nikiloo
conveniently ended at the bottom of the next
glide-train station platform but Mecca led Kaley away from the
lift. He took her away from the markets to another busy
thoroughfare that didn’t have a laneway for shuttles. At first
Kaley thought this was another part of the Nikiloo markets but
there were no stalls here and a lot of milling slaves. The few
women that were here seemed friendlier and made eye-contact with
Kaley, smiling at her even though they were strangers. That was
something else she’d noticed about Ning; she felt constantly
assessed. They would often look through her, probably reading
information about her on their specs. She was getting better at
ignoring the little flashes of summary data that scrolled across
the lenses.

There were many eateries
and little shops full of eclectic items. They weren’t the
holographic digitalised futuristic souvenirs like
Nikiloo boasted, but
simple handcrafted pieces made from paper, wood or shaped from
metal. They still had a distinctly other-world feel about them by
design.

Kaley was quite taken with a hand-painted
scarf that featured two Femme women dressed elaborately and wearing
full floral headdress. Mecca explained that they were two of the
High Priestesses that currently ruled over neighbouring parts of
Femme. Sorcha was the woman on the left, who Kaley knew she was
going to see. P’Yiki was the woman on the right. The pair were
supposed to be related, though they didn’t look similar. The scarf
was made of material as light and flowing as silk but it had a
sparkling sheen to it that Kaley questioned. She was told it was a
natural material, harvested from a kind of spider. When she learned
that they were around fifty centimetres long, it had been enough to
creep her out and to not want to discuss it further.

The scarf was perfect for her mother; a
rescuer of spiders. Kaley’s mother would quietly trap a spider and
release it into the garden. In contrast, Kaley would scream and
perform a strange dance of escape, or stomp on it if she had the
courage.

She paid for the scarf by scanner, lifting
her specs to peer into the device. When she put them down again,
she caught a sequence of numbers counting down on the specs before
they faded out. Apparently the scarf had cost a hundred and fifty
credits. She didn’t know if it was expensive or cheap, but Mecca
insisted she’d found a bargain.

“Did you bring me here to
find this?” Kaley asked as they left the narrow, cluttered shop.
The scarf had been folded and placed into a small and lovely
shimmering colour-changing box. Mecca immediately took care of
holding it for her once they were out in the walkway
again.

“I was hoping to replace
the loss of the necklace,” he admitted.

“What you’ve found me is
much better. Thanks, Mecca.”

He looked proud of himself and linked
fingers with her as they walked. She liked the smooth warmth of his
hand and was aware of feeling more buoyant and confident. She was
surprised his touch had such an impact on her. Perhaps she wasn’t
immune to his charms after all.

She had to talk with him about last night
though. She didn’t want to lead him on or give him the impression
that anything was going to happen between them. She thought telling
him at lunchtime while they were by themselves would be the best
way.

He led her to a small eatery that had three
tables and two chairs at each. One table was occupied with a couple
of men and they gave her a brief look over when she entered with
Mecca. They didn’t downcast their eyes as they usually did when
Kaley made eye-contact with other people’s slaves, but openly
assessed her instead before returning to their meals and
conversation. She was quite affronted and squeezed Mecca’s hand
lightly.

“We will go somewhere else
if they bother you,” Mecca said immediately as the host arrived to
greet them—another male who looked quite frankly at them
both.

“No, it’s fine. I’m just
surprised, I guess. Who knew it would only take a week to get used
to being treated a certain way?”

Mecca nodded but he watched her closely.
After a moment he was satisfied with whatever it was he was seeing
and turned to the host, saying something quickly in his own
language. He then led her to one of the vacant tables and released
her hand so he could pull out the chair for her. She sat and
watched him take the one opposite her, a crooked smile on his
face.

“Did I say something
funny?” she asked with an uncertain smile.

“No, Kaley,” he said,
folding his hands atop each other on the table. Kaley didn’t know
where he’d tucked her little giftbox away, but she was certain it
was safe. She squashed the instinct to reach out for his hands, but
she did end up leaning forward on her chair and mirroring his pose.
She noticed he’d dropped the ‘mistress’ and was using her name
again. She took that to mean it was okay to talk openly
here.

Bringing up the topic of last night was
difficult. She also thought it would be rude to tell him his
advances wouldn’t get him anywhere without some kind of
conversation beforehand.

“There is something on
your mind,” he told her. He was a very perceptive man and even
though she adored that about him, it was working against her now.
There was something else she’d been meaning to ask about though and
it was this she latched onto.

“When I was waiting
outside the portal terminal, there was a rally. It was a protest, a
group of women walking and holding signs and chanting something.
The police came along to scatter them. It was very civilised, but
three women got arrested I think.” Kaley couldn’t remember the name
of the woman who’d led them around when they’d first arrived, “My
guide called them sympathisers. What does that mean?”

Mecca’s face fell and he looked
uncomfortable.

“Male sympathisers. They
were protesting slavery,” Mecca said. Kaley had guessed as much but
neither her guide nor Ronika had shared that information with her.
Ronika had said it had to do with politics and had left it at
that.

“So
there are women
on Femme who don’t believe that women are superior to
men.”

Mecca tilted his head, looking surprised.
“Slavery on Femme does not represent superiority of one gender over
another. There are men who are given respectable positions or great
responsibility. Slavery is about obligation and limitations of
freedom. It is the issue of freedom that most sympathisers
protest.”

“But men are raised from
babies to serve women, how is that not implying women are
superior?”

“Not all men personally
serve a woman and not all women are assigned slaves,” he said. “A
slave is a status assigned by the Chambers. Their first priority is
to fill the gaps that make our world work effectively. When not
enough women enter an occupation, men are assigned to the rest of
the roles until another woman wishes that position. If there are
positions that men are not allowed to have, they import interested
women from other worlds with a preference for youth and
intelligence.”

Kaley nodded. She knew this much already
because she was one of those interested women being ‘imported’. She
still had to prove herself to earn a place in this world though. It
was interesting to hear Mecca talk about it. He’d touched on
something she hadn’t considered; that there were women without
slaves.

“Who misses out? What kind
of woman wouldn’t be assigned a slave?”

“I am not sure, but I do
know you will not miss out, Kaley. All tourists are assigned a new
slave when they are sponsored for work here.”

“A new slave?” she asked curiously. “Can’t I request for you to be
assigned to me?”

“I am specifically
educated to assist visiting tourists. Should you be awarded
sponsorship, you would be a temporary citizen, not a tourist. I
will not be assigned to you.” He gave her a sad smile. It was an
expression she’d seen on his face a few times already, but seeing
it there during his explanation tugged on her heart with strength
she hadn’t anticipated.

It bothered her that she wouldn’t be able to
keep him. After the conversations they’d shared and the quick way
they’d managed to fall into step with one another, she didn’t want
to swap him for anyone else. It seemed callous to discard him, even
if that was the way things were supposed to work.

Her decision to refuse him had been a good
one. If they developed a relationship, it would never be more than
something shallow and temporary. It would be worse if she started
to have strong feelings for him, as she would only be setting
herself up for heartbreak.

“We need to talk about
last night,” she said.

He opened his mouth to answer but then
closed it again when they were approached. The host of the eatery
served them a tray with an ornamental flask alongside two small
blue drinking cups. He went away without instruction and Kaley gave
Mecca a quizzical look as he poured steaming white liquid into each
of their cups.

“I didn’t pay for
this.”

“You do not need to. I
have arranged it.”

“But you don’t have any
money. Any credits,” she corrected herself.

Mecca smiled teasingly. “There are other
ways to pay for something.”

“What? What kind of ways?”
she asked warily.

“I am owed a great deal by
Yuriko. A free drink or two lets me know he has not forgotten his
debt to me.”

Kaley’s eyes widened.

“You’re having me on,” she
said.

Mecca paused. “On what?”

Kaley giggled and waved the saying away.
“You’re tricking me,” she rephrased.

“There is no trick. He
owes me much.”

“What did you do for him?”
Kaley asked, needing to know. Mecca leaned forward so that he could
speak more quietly, his hand curled protectively around the small
drinking cup.

“I competed in a Joclair
tournament on his behalf,” he said. “It is an offence to compete,
due to the violent nature of the game.”

Joclair. It had a pretty French sound to
it.

“What kind of violence?
Like death violence?”

“No, no, nothing like
that,” Mecca said hurriedly, “but slaves who compete are fighting,
which is punishable.”

“So why did you compete?
Why did he need you to?”

Mecca pressed his lips together firmly but
told her anyway.

“He became entangled in
slave debt. Slaves use honour to pay other slaves with favours
given or received. A slave has to be careful who is owed because
favours can be non-negotiable. If someone is unreasonable about
what they want, then the only way to settle a dispute is with
Joclair.”

“You settled his dispute,
then,” Kaley said, and Mecca nodded. “Why?”

“Because he is a
friend.”

She could accept this. It proved that Mecca
was kind-hearted, but she couldn’t imagine him fighting anyone.
Maybe he was talking about a boxing tournament. She wouldn’t mind
them outlawed on Earth, too. They were insensible.

“How do you play it? With
punching?”

“And kicking,” he added
while nodding.

“What’s the punishment for
competing?” she asked, picking up the small cup and smelling the
liquid within, ready to bring it to her lips.

“Death.”

Kaley froze, the cup of steaming white
liquid remained near her lips for a moment before she set it
carefully down on the table.

“Pardon?” she asked. Mecca didn’t repeat himself, he only
shrugged. “I thought playing that… that… Jock game didn’t have deathly
consequences,” she stammered.

“The
game itself does not. Participants usually sport nothing more than
a few bruises. Being caught
playing is something else.”

“You’re put to death for
playing a game?” she asked, thinking it an incredibly harsh penalty
and didn’t sound reasonable.

“Not for playing a game,
Kaley. For knowing how to fight.”

Kaley didn’t ask any more questions about
it. It didn’t seem like the right kind of thing to talk about
whilst in public. She didn’t want to get him in trouble.

The white liquid ended up being a hot spiced
milk drink. Their conversation turned to polite chatter, though she
enjoyed herself immensely. Mecca was attuned to her mood in a way
that surpassed his employ. It might’ve been his job to take care of
her, but his ability to converse with her and know when she needed
quiet moments to think and reflect was something that hinted at his
being more than a well-educated slave.

It hinted at their chemistry.

She didn’t bring up last night again.


 


Not Dating

 By the end of the second week Kaley had developed a routine
she loved. She stayed at the lab as late as she could, coming back
to the suite when she was mentally exhausted and needed to freshen
up. She would call her mother for a short conversation and then
explore the city with Mecca. He talked to her about Femme’s culture
and she found their conversations light-hearted and easy. Her work
enthused and inspired her and Mecca consistently added to those
positive emotions with insight and wit. She could certainly imagine
a life here—it was perfection.

Every evening she interacted with the other
students at dinner, though at times one or two of them chose not to
come. It was their decision but Kaley enjoyed what the University
had booked for them so far. They hadn’t dined in the same place
twice and they were all intriguing locations. Kaley occasionally
opted out of conversations when they centered around Ronika’s
discontent with the world’s structure or whenever the talk turned
to sex. Kaley kept her opinions to herself and wished they’d stop
discussing it. Who brought stuff like that up at a dinner
table?

Today was a scheduled recreational day and
she was pleased for it. She needed to unwind and give herself a
break. Her project had reached a point where she could go in a
couple of different directions and yesterday she’d achieved very
little, avoiding making a decision. Labouring over every option had
done her no good so having a proper rest would hopefully work
better.

Mecca did her hair and makeup in the
morning, something she was beginning to grow accustomed to and knew
she would miss when she got back home. There was a loose thread on
the rust coloured sleeve of his tunic that she stared at while he
made her look beautiful and when he was done, she reached out and
gently pulled it. It came willingly enough. Mecca looked from his
sleeve to her and plucked the thread from between her fingers with
a crooked smile.

“Thank you,
Kaley.”

“You look
mischievous.”

“I hope how I look does
not displease you,” he said and she blinked at the innuendo before
laughing. He grinned at her and then the smile changed so that he
was looking at her in a way that was positively steamy.

“Where would you take me,
if you could take me anywhere?” she asked, trying to break the
mounting tension before realising that her words were betraying her
lustful thoughts.

Thanks, Freud.

“I’m sure you would know a
great place most tourists overlook?” she continued, pushing past
the awkward phrasing of her first question.

Mecca took it in stride. She was being too
critical; just because she heard the implication in her own words
didn’t mean he knew what was on her mind.

“There is a place that is
often bypassed, because many fear it.”

Kaley didn’t know what he was thinking of
but she hoped he wasn’t going to surprise her with something
dangerous.

“Is it something to be
feared?”

“No,” he said firmly. “I
believe you would like it, Kaley. It matches you.”

“It matches me?” she
asked, intrigued.

“Would you like to travel
there and see for yourself?” he asked. She could see the sparkle of
excitement in his eyes. He was looking forward to taking her to
this place that reminded him of her.

“Yes, please,” she
said.

She was advised to change out of the
ankle-length dress that she’d selected that morning. It was easier
to let him pick out something for her so he chose a silvery pink
dress with a skirt that ended above the knee. It was more
figure-hugging than she’d expected and she hadn’t seen any women
wearing this kind of fashion. It had a more substantial feel as
well and stretched when she pulled it, like elastic. Mecca had set
out pink footwear for her, to go with her new outfit. They felt
sturdier than the usual slippers but didn’t look much
different.

The intention of the dress was made obvious
when she and Mecca were waiting for the lift and Teresa and her
slave Baru joined them.

“Oh wow, Kaley, seriously?
I can’t believe you’re exercising on your day off. You’re a
machine!”

“Don’t be too impressed,
it’s just a hike,” Kaley said, covering up the fact she was on a
mystery tour. She hadn’t considered her outfit was designed for a
purpose other than fashion.

“Baru and I are going
shopping,” Teresa announced. “I’m spending every last
credit.”

“You’ve still got four
weeks to go,” Kaley pointed out.

“I’ll be right. I’ve got a
plan.”

The elevator arrived to collect them and
took them quickly to the lobby. Teresa continued the conversation
as they walked towards the front doors.

“So… Baru can give the
most amazing full body massages,” she said. Kaley didn’t know how
to respond so made an affirmative noise. “You can give him a try,
if you like,” she offered.

“Thank you, Teresa. I’m
more a fan of foot massages,” Kaley said, trying to divert the
topic off full-body massages and onto something that contained less
nudity. She didn’t want to discuss full body massages in a busy
lobby.

“Oh my god, Baru does
great ones of those too,” Teresa said.

“Yes, Mecca spoils me with
them,” Kaley replied, pleased that Teresa took the hint to tone
things down.

“Mistress, we will require
a shuttle,” Mecca said softly and took her hand.

“I’m catching the glide,
so I’ll see you tonight,” Teresa said.

Kaley waved and said goodbye before entering
the shuttle and Mecca announced the destination.

“Hanice Lava
Caves.”

Lava caves?
She stared at Mecca wide-eyed but he didn’t
notice, looking out the window until they passed Teresa and Baru
walking on the footpath on their way to the glide-train
platform.

“She wished you to share
me,” he told Kaley.

Kaley felt foolish when she realised how
blind she’d been to the hints Teresa had made. It was obvious in
hindsight. Teresa had brought up the topic before but Kaley hadn’t
expected her to make a second attempt for it.

“I don’t want…” Kaley
stopped herself when she realised she wasn’t taking Mecca’s opinion
into account. “Um. If you want to go with Teresa—”

“No, Kaley,” he
interrupted. She didn’t think it was permitted for a slave to speak
over his mistress. She wondered if he’d been assigned to tourists
because he was too aggressive to be a personal slave. Visitors
would be more forgiving of his transgressions. She studied the deep
indigo hue of his eyes.

Oh my god, Kaley,

Teresa was right, he was very good
looking.

your slave is hot.

“Is it usual for slaves to
be shared out?” She asked, making herself talk about it like a
mature adult. “We were told it was a cultural no-no when we
arrived, but that it wasn’t illegal.”

“It is more common with
personal slaves than with tourist slaves.”

She was surprised to hear it—she’d thought
mistresses with their own slaves would feel more protective of the
men assigned to them.

“You’re going to have to
explain why,” she said, “because I don’t understand that at all.
Why wouldn’t you value the intimacy you have with
someone?”

When Mecca smiled at her, she felt like he
was amused at her expense.

“I wish with all my heart
I could be assigned personally to you, Kaley. You are the type of
woman every man here would want.”

She was shocked and flattered by the
compliment. He certainly had not been laughing at her, if this was
what he was thinking.

“Thank you,” she said and
looked out the window at the changing scenery. The shuttle took
them beyond the city’s edge to where the farms began. Out the side
window she could see the portal terminal in the distance. When she
faced forward she could see they were heading for the base of a
mountain.

“That mountain is an
active volcano?” she guessed as they drew nearer.

“No, this is where we
transfer to the cable cars.”

“You have cable cars
here?” Kaley asked, wondering if they would be like the
old-fashioned cable cars of San Francisco or a gondola lift like at
ski fields. It turned out to be neither but was still instantly
recognisable. The shuttle stopped and announced their destination
as Hanice. They got out and walked the rest of the way to a long
white hangar. It was the only building in sight.

As soon as Kaley and Mecca entered, she saw
what the cable car really was.

“It’s a rollercoaster,”
she told him. It was the suspended type, where the passengers were
seated in chairs that hung beneath the track. People were already
waiting in a queue and Kaley noticed that all of the women were
wearing the same kind of stretchy outfit as she was, though
different colours.

They lined up and waited for almost ten
minutes before she heard and felt the rumbling of the approaching
coaster. She watched it arrive and was confused when she saw there
were no people on it.

“Why isn’t anybody coming
back?” she asked as it slowly clacked into position.

“It is too early for
visitors to return,” Mecca explained.

“This rollercoaster takes
us to the Hanice Lava Caves?” she asked.

“Yes, mistress. If you
could forgive me, here on Femme this is called a cable
car.”

“But there’s no
cable.”

“It is an old-fashioned
terminology that remains. This used to be pulled along on cables
but was replaced with a faster, powered method. The trip to the
lava caves would take two rubions—I mean, over an hour. Now it
takes less than fifteen minutes.”

She’d gained some insight into the
terminology of the Femme clock, but it was overshadowed by the idea
of being on a rollercoaster for fifteen minutes. She’d thought the
rides that lasted one minute were long enough.

“How long is the ride
exactly?” she asked as the queue shuffled forward and people sat
down and were harnessed in by both female and male
attendants.

“Long,” he said with a
grin.

It was far too long a ride. Since it wasn’t
supposed to be a normal rollercoaster, she’d thought it wouldn’t
have sharp curves and a winding path. Evidently the designers of
this transport thought it would be fun to plunge the travellers
into darkness and then whip them around in circles. If the route
had been direct, Kaley was certain it would’ve taken them a couple
of minutes at most. The screams of the people intensified every
time they plunged downward.

They did pass lights every now and then but
they did more for the measure of speed than show where they were.
They were underground, there wasn’t much to see, she reasoned.
Kaley wondered how well the coaster was maintained and then put
such thoughts out of her head. She didn’t want to think of that in
the middle of riding it.

The lighting took on an orange, ethereal
quality and she realised she could see quite a lot now. There was
also a sensation of moving slower, but the tunnel walls were still
zipping by. The coaster straightened out and began to slow down
with a loud clacking. They exited the tunnel into a magnificent
cavern. Orange lights were everywhere, casting a sunset glow and
making it feel like the day was perpetually fading. Kaley knew
she’d probably lose all sense of time in this place.

After they arrived at the underground
platform, the attendant released her from her seat and Kaley clung
to Mecca’s hand to steady herself. Walking was proving difficult
and her heart was racing.

They sat down in the resting area for a
while before heading into the Lava Cave, the place Mecca had
brought her all this way to see. It was very loud in the cavern,
with all of the people talking and the noise of the departing
coaster. There was also a deep hum in the background that she
guessed was part of the ventilation.

Once she was ready to get going, Mecca took
her past some large signs written in Femme’s runic language—with no
Authoritan translation—and they followed a narrow path with a
guardrail.

“How many times have you
been here?” she asked, looking at the ground in front of her. There
were a lot of cracks and imperfections to trip over.

“Only once, mistress, when
I was little.”

This surprised her.

“They take little kids
here?”

“I was not quite so
little. I had seen about ten years pass.”

“And was it a cable car or
a rollercoaster back then?” she asked as she stepped over a handful
of crumbly rocks. There was a pause before he answered.

“It was the same manner of
transport as it is now.”

The woman in front of Kaley stumbled on some
pebbles underfoot and teetered backwards. Kaley reached out and
steadied her. There was a small hold-up in the line of people
following and Kaley wondered when this walk would end. The path
widened and grew smoother, making for more comfortable and steadier
walking. Eventually Kaley stepped out into another cavern, this one
much smaller than the first but a great deal more memorable. She
realised now why Mecca had wanted to take her here. It was
astonishing.

It seemed large red globules of light had
been fixed to the natural rock ceiling to cast an eerie effect on
the fiery pools below, but one light began to drip downward,
elongating and then releasing its drip onto the floor. Kaley
realised that this must be part of the spectacle and that the
things glowing above them weren’t lights at all. It was like being
inside a lava lamp. She wondered if Ronika would tease her by
telling her that lava lamps had been inspired by this place. It was
something Kaley could believe.

“Watch,” Mecca said
quietly and pointed at one of the globules about to release a drip
into a small red pool beneath. Kaley watched. It was a slow process
but a beautiful one to experience, for when the gel-like liquid hit
the centre of the pool beneath, there was a hiss and a jet of
orange and red smoke curled upward in a manner reminiscent of fire.
She felt the flare of heat that went with it and there were some
exclamations of wonder from the other visitors.

Together they watched more drops slowly form
and release, enclosing her in warmth. Kaley noticed some people
were already making the trek back and she was surprised that they
didn’t want to experience this place for longer than a couple of
minutes.

“This isn’t lava like I
know it,” Kaley said.

“The
Hanice Lava Caves are a misnomer. The ninoa on the roof is a lichen, not
lava. The pools are… what remind me of you.”

Kaley looked at Mecca and saw his
embarrassed smile, but he didn’t break eye contact with her. The
flickering sunset-like glow of the cavern around them and the heat
of the location made her feel like she’d entered a sauna. She
wanted to ask why this place was like her, but he must’ve seen the
question in her eyes.

“They are wells. They are
deep and full of heat.”

The sexual nature of his second statement
made her uncomfortable. She spoke up.

“And they are not for
touching, or else you will be burned.”

Mecca chuckled and nodded.

“That, also. This place is
a mystery to me, you are a mystery to me. I know you burn like this
place burns. I know you are different as this place is different.
You speak kindly to me and you think well of others.”

“How would you know what I
think of others?” she asked with a laugh, but her question was
serious.

“Your working moments are
your own, but Kaley, I have been with you every living moment. We
have walked together and spoken much. I dine with you when you are
with the other mistresses from your world. I hear the disrespectful
way they speak and notice you do not participate. There are times I
have seen desire in your eyes when you look at me and at first I
believed that you were shy, that you needed me to offer. When you
declined, I understood that your values are ingrained, that your
intentions are honest. I have met and befriended many women from
many worlds and none of them are as honest as you. This is a world
built on lies and deception and so I value truth. It is an uncommon
virtue.”

His speech was a grandiose
display of his verbal brilliance. Her heart was doing somersaults
in her chest at the wonderful things he said to her; personal
things about how she’d acted and what they meant to him, mirroring
what she wanted to think about herself. The message behind all of
those compliments was clear; you are
special. It was his duty to make her feel
this way. An obligation.

“Thank you,” she said
after a long pause, still gathering her thoughts. Beside them, red
and orange steam coiled upwards. “You say I’m honest and I try to
be, but…”

I don’t think you’re being honest

I think you’ve been well trained

She couldn’t say that, so she finished with
something else.

“But I don’t see the
connection to this place.”

“When I was shown the
caves, we were told that it is a prize for creating a bond. We were
told that sharing this location would always mean something to the
mistresses we shared it with. There were many locations we were
encouraged to show our mistresses to please them, but I did not
wish to share these caves.” Mecca shook his head. “I guarded this
secret in my heart, so I could have something that my mistresses
did not. It was my treasure. If they ever came here, it would not
be because I led them.”

He was so earnest that she felt guilty for
doubting him before. Mecca, a man born into slavery, who had
nothing to call his own, had created something out of nothing and
then invited her here.

“Thank you,” she said
again. “I understand the importance of this place now.”

“You have become another
treasure for me,” he said. His hand travelled up her arm to her
shoulder and then he cupped her face. She was short of breath and
though it was likely the heat, it could well have been him. He
lowered his head and she wet her lips in expectation but his eyes
closed and his forehead rested gently with hers instead.

Disappointment surged through her but she
let it wash away without action. She’d told him no and he was
respecting that. It was just as well because her resolve was
certainly weakening.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



 


A Hurtful
Revelation




The third week dragged because Kaley hit a
wall with her project. She’d had four days of discovering how she
couldn’t work around the problem and was frustrated. Perhaps her
desire to combine two scanners into one was too ambitious, but her
theory said it was possible. She was trying something better suited
to an engineer—she had nothing else to try though, not when she was
already halfway through her assigned time on Femme.

All of the girls were together this morning,
breakfasting at Chanda. The University had booked their breakfasts
there for the remainder of their time. Kaley didn’t like the
‘sisters only’ policy and suggested to Mecca that they could dine
together somewhere else. He explained there was a recreational area
as well as a dining hall for slaves in the basement level and that
he’d made friends there who were expecting him so she shouldn’t be
concerned. Kaley did feel better knowing he was socialising with
other slaves and that he felt comfortable enough to tell her he
wanted to hang out with them.

Everyone removed their specs when they
arrived, except for Sophie and Andrea. Kaley listened politely as
they spoke at length about their black specs at the lab, which
helped them to program pictorially. Kaley couldn’t grasp what this
meant and doubted even wearing the black specs herself would help
her understand. Both girls complained good-naturedly that they
needed to swap over to their gold specs whenever they took notes
and had everyone laughing with their demonstration of moving
between tasks, shuffling from one pair of specs to the other.

Breakfast began well and food arrived
quickly. Kaley ordered eggs and was intrigued with the very large
yolk—thankfully golden in colour. There were a lot of unfamiliar
green leaves beside it, but they were delicious so she cleaned her
plate. Ronika was right about the mishmish juice, she was now
craving it and drank it every time it was available.

“I wonder why Femme
doesn’t export this,” she said, holding up the glass so the other
girls would know what she was talking about.

“Demkoi is stricter on
exports than they are on imports,” Ronika replied before excusing
herself to go to the bathroom.

“They’d make a fortune,”
Kaley said to Teresa who enthusiastically agreed.

Sophie interjected. “The Authorities would
get the bigger cut because they control the portals. Femme’s World
Council doesn’t want them to make a profit from citizens and it
would upset the economical balance if they got a massive influx of
funds.”

Kaley nodded while considering the weight of
the argument. A well-balanced economy that the Council didn’t want
to upset, even with more money. While watching the hologram on her
first day on Femme, she’d realised that the World Council was
organised like the United Nations, but it was a great deal more
effective.

“I’m surprised the
Authorities aren’t more welcome here, considering the integration
they’ve gone to,” Kaley said. “With the agreement already in place
you’d think it would open further channels.” She thought she was
making an intelligent comment but Charlotte made another scoffing
noise. This time when Kaley looked her way, the platinum blonde
didn’t seem embarrassed. “Did you have something to add?” Kaley
asked as politely as she could, her heart racing thanks to the
impromptu conflict. She was hoping that Charlotte was the kind of
girl that made overt noises but even as she hoped it, she knew
there was more behind the snort.

“Who the fuck comes to a
world without even looking it up?” Charlotte snapped, inciting some
wide-eyed stares from the other students around the table, though
nobody spoke. They were all looking at Kaley. She shifted in her
seat but couldn’t properly defend herself. She hadn’t studied Femme
in detail, but it hadn’t been for lack of interest.

“Isn’t it better to learn
about a world and its people by immersion into the culture instead
of reading about it?”

“What would you know about
‘immersion’? You haven’t even bothered to get to know what’s
surrounding you at your own University! And you can’t even be
fucked learning anybody’s names until you’re forced to.” Charlotte
swivelled in her seat. “How many times have you told her your name,
Soph?”

Sophie shrugged so Andrea piped up on her
behalf. “About a half dozen times.”

They had to be talking about the times on
the University campus because she’d made the effort to learn their
names right away on Femme. She did recall a vague memory of meeting
them before but she’d had no idea she’d come across them so many
times. How could she tell them they weren’t that memorable without
sounding like a self-absorbed bitch?

But the attack wasn’t over
and Charlotte whirled back on Kaley. “And you still had to ask them their names
when we arrived, like you didn’t have a chance to socialise with
any of us before now. Epic fail.”

“At least I’m not
two-faced,” Kaley said, her trembling voice betraying the strength
of her emotions. She was uncomfortable with the confrontation but
she didn’t know how to settle it. Name-calling wasn’t going to end
it anytime soon but she wasn’t just going to let Charlotte run over
her without a word.

“I started off being
polite but you don’t deserve it. You act like you’re too good for
us and then expect us to be best friends just because we’re all
here together. And this bullshit prim and proper act that you have
going on about Mecca, like we’re all whores and you’re better than
us because you can’t bear to spread your legs for someone other
than the financial elite,” she gestured at Ronika’s empty seat.
“Who’s the whore now, Kaley?”

What the hell was that supposed to mean?
Charlotte’s accusation left her bewildered and she hated that she
had nothing to say in her own defence. She doubted Charlotte
would’ve dared to say anything if Ronika had been here. Was that
what she meant? That Kaley valued Ronika’s opinion over theirs?

“Just because I study more
than party doesn’t make me an insensitive bitch,” Kaley said
finally, not addressing the whore comment because she didn’t
understand it. Her voice continued to waver and she hated the fact
she was letting them know how much they were getting to
her.

“Maybe you should’ve
partied, it’s not like studying got you anywhere,” Charlotte
sneered.

“What are you talking
about? We’re all here as the top six students—”

“You’re
not in the top six, you’re not even in the top twenty! Didn’t you think that maybe
there were a lot of men
ranked above you that don’t get sent because of
the slave culture? ”

“What?” Kaley was in
turmoil. The achievement she was so proud of was ripped away from
her. Of course Charlotte might be lying but she didn’t think so.
Her rankings hadn’t yet arrived so she hadn’t been able to check
and these girls had obviously discussed it without her present,
because Ronika had warned her about them. Ronika, who’d divulged
she didn’t like them, who said they were idiots and not worth
Kaley’s time. And what had Kaley done? She’d run away and locked
the door like a child. Oh, no…

“Lotta, stop it,” Teresa
said and for her interruption Kaley felt like she had a friend in
Teresa after all. “There’s no need.”

Kaley decided now was a
good time to walk away. It would probably have been better to walk
away before Charlotte’s rant began but at least now she knew their
true feelings. Charlotte, Andrea and potentially Sophie seemed
happy to go along with whatever the alpha was saying, as long as
they didn’t have to say it themselves. Lovely Teresa at least had
the grace to speak up against Charlotte’s words, but she might have
been laughing along with them behind Kaley’s back. Ronika, poor
Ronika, whom Kaley had been so argumentative with,
she’d been the only
genuine person in the group—including Kaley herself. Was that the
face she truly owned? Was she an egocentric snob?

Kaley didn’t remember how she’d got back to
her room but as soon as she walked inside, Mecca held her. He
hadn’t needed her to say anything. The tears came. She felt
comfortable enough to sob into his chest, even though it was such a
ridiculous scenario. She was crying because a group of girls didn’t
like her. How did something so pathetic affect her so much?

Mecca made soothing sounds as he stroked her
hair. Her extravagant hairstyle was in the way and he carefully
unfurled it, his hands gentle and warm. Kaley clung to him until he
picked her up bridal style and carried her to her room. This time
he didn’t seek her permission to enter it. When he set her down on
the bed she continued to hold him tightly, forcing him to lay down
beside her.

“I’m not good enough,” she
said, her breath hitching as she spoke. It sounded so awful that
she gave up trying to talk.

“If they can do this to
you, then they are the ones who are not good enough,” Mecca said
tersely. Kaley pulled back from his chest so she could look at his
face even though she hadn’t wanted him to look at hers; not when it
was blotchy and she was red-eyed from crying, but she had to see
his expression. He looked somewhere between anger and
helplessness.

He truly cared about her. Whether it was his
duty to or not was irrelevant. She wanted to feel loved and here he
was, his gentle, earnest, sincere nature winning her over from the
very beginning. Obviously all slaves wouldn’t have suited her so
perfectly, otherwise there wouldn’t have been a personality-based
form. Femme had match-making down to a fine art.

“You’re beautiful,” she
said, because he was both inside and out. Mecca smiled widely, as
though she’d answered his dreams. He caressed her cheek.

“And so are you, Kaley. It
breaks my heart to see you this unhappy.”

“Then make me happy,” she
whispered, and leaned forward to capture his lips with hers. He
answered with the enthusiasm she needed, kissing her firmly and
pulling her closely while rolling onto her—his elbows supporting
him so as not to crush her. The feel of his weight on her
heightened her lust for him. She found his passion both encouraging
and overwhelming. He’d waited for this moment to happen between
them, hoping she would permit him. All she’d needed to help her
lose her inhibitions was for Charlotte to destroy everything she
believed about herself.

Like a roaring fire doused with water, he
caused their lips to part.

“It is not the local
custom for a slave to deny his mistress,” Mecca said hoarsely from
atop her, “but you are vulnerable at this moment and you may regret
your decision being with me. I do not wish to risk that.” He
crawled backwards off her and stood at the foot of the bed. Angry
at his rejection, Kaley grabbed her pillow and threw it at him.
Mecca didn’t move to deflect it and it landed unsatisfyingly
against his chest before falling with a soft plop to the floor.
Kaley threw the second one, hoping it might have a better result.
It didn’t.

She flipped onto her stomach and sobbed into
the mattress, hoping he’d go away and spare her further
humiliation. She felt the pillows being placed onto the bed at her
feet and then heard his footsteps leave the room. At least he had
the good sense not to stare at her as she cried.

She was miserable and
tormented by Charlotte’s truth. Her
truth. She felt like a fraud. All that study,
devoting her time and dedication towards a career she might never
achieve breakthroughs in, that she would be average at. Competent
and nothing more. Mediocrity was what she’d sacrificed
relationships for—both friendships and lovers.

Ronika visited next. Kaley heard Mecca
letting her in. She could hear them discussing where Kaley was and
soon Ronika was sitting on her bed. At least Kaley had stopped
crying by this time but she knew her face would betray her so she
remained as she was, with her arms folded over her head.

“Teresa started to come
with me but I sent her away.”

It wasn’t the beginning Kaley had expected
but she kept listening.

“I’m undecided about her.
Sometimes she strikes me as the worst of them.”

Kaley kept her silence.

“She’ll make jokes about
you and then feel guilty so she’ll balance it out with nice things.
She’s trying to please everyone at once. I think she’s
insecure.”

“You think I’m insecure,
too,” Kaley accused. Her words came out sounding whiny. She
should’ve stuck to saying nothing.

“Not at all. I think
you’re reasonable, actually. You listen to and consider someone’s
opposing argument, even if you don’t agree. You don’t put others
down to feel good about yourself. You’re respectful. Respect is a
trait those idiots downstairs could learn.”

Kaley found the courage to move onto her
side so she could look at Ronika. The brunette was staring at her
hands and didn’t look over when Kaley shifted. It gave Kaley the
opportunity to wipe her eyes and cheeks. She felt a bit like a
little girl being taught a life lesson from her mother. It was
something her mother had often done—sat upon her bed when Kaley was
upset and waited her out until she was ready to talk.

“You barely knew me, when
you warned me about them.”

Ronika looked at her with a coy smile.

“I already knew I liked
you.”

“But we’d barely talked to
one another,” Kaley pointed out.

Ronika laughed softly and
shook her head. “You don’t have to talk to someone before
you like them.”

Kaley was speechless. Ronika was telling her
that she was attracted to her. Was this a way of finding out if
Kaley was likeminded? Perhaps Ronika thought she wasn’t attracted
to men and this was why she’d not been intimate with Mecca. Was
Kaley jumping to the wrong conclusion? Ronika removed all doubt by
starting to lean over but Kaley shook her head before the attempt
at a kiss could become too awkward. She also felt guilty that
Mecca’s lips had already been on her own.

“No, I… I’m not,” she felt
like she would lose Ronika as a friend if she pushed her away
inconsiderately.

“You’re not.” Ronika
repeated her words and nodded with a slow smile, then shrugged like
it didn’t matter.

“I thought you and
Awichin…” Kaley began, then stopped when she realised how intimate
her question was.

“We do,” Ronika nodded,
her frank response stunned Kaley further.

“Oh, I didn’t mean to ask
about, you know.”

“You’re blushing,” Ronika
teased. “But really, it’s okay.”

“I must be irresistible
when I’m upset,” Kaley said, trying to lighten the conversation.
Ronika looked as though she didn’t understand but was trying to
figure it out.

“Mecca made a move on
you?” she guessed.

Kaley could feel her cheeks warming again.
She shook her head to indicate she didn’t want to talk about it and
suspected Ronika might think she was denying a move had been made.
It really didn’t matter as it wasn’t something she wanted to
discuss. Nothing had happened.

“They’re right,” Kaley
said finally.

“Who’s right?”

“I kind of remembered
Sophie and Andrea when I arrived on Femme, but I didn’t remember
their names.”

“Why should you remember their names? What makes them so important? They
share one lecture a week with us in a room with two hundred chairs
in it. I didn’t know their names either when I arrived here, but
they can’t forgive you because they don’t understand why you intimidate
them.”

Intimidate them? How did she do that? She
didn’t understand—or believe it—either. It certainly wasn’t because
she was smarter than them. Tears filled her eyes again.

“I’m not in the top
six.”

“So? I’m number one and
you still knocked me back so what good is it?”

Kaley blinked and Ronika laughed. Her
laughter was a relief and Kaley relaxed enough to giggle. She felt
a little better but there was still the weight of not being good
enough pressing on her chest. She doubted it would ever lift.

When their laughter subsided, Ronika stood
and offered her hand for Kaley to take getting up.

“Do you want to ditch the
crowd and take the day off?” she asked. Kaley considered it for a
moment and decided that she would. She’d intended on working
hard—and learning that her studies weren’t as effective as she’d
thought meant she should work even harder—but right now she needed
a break, to re-evaluate.

“I just have to say sorry
to Mecca first,” Kaley said. She wondered if Ronika would remind
her that apologies to men weren’t legal on Femme, but Ronika
mentioned she needed time to freshen up first and said they would
meet in the lobby after the other girls had gone. Kaley was
grateful for the suggestion.

She stood in the living room as Mecca closed
the door after Ronika. When he turned around she hoped he would
come to her, because she was feeling shaky and unsure. She didn’t
want to order him to. After a bit of staring at one another he
finally approached. His expression was one she couldn’t interpret,
so she launched into the apology before she lost the chance to
speak.

“I’m sorry I was mad at
you. You did the right thing and you even told me why. Now that I’m
calm I can say thank you. Please don’t tell me not to say sorry.
There’s nobody here but us.” She got it all out in one go, which
was the best way to do it. She took a deep breath and blew it out
slowly.

She expected him to say something. When he
gave her a curt nod she was disappointed.

“Um, Ronika and I are
having the day off. Would you like to come too?”

“Yes,
mistress.”

She was hurt when he didn’t use her name.
She didn’t understand why he was angry with her when he was the one
who’d pulled away. She wanted to ask him but starting the
conversation was too awkward and painful and she didn’t have the
energy for it.

“Can you make me look
nice?” she asked, remembering that he enjoyed his grooming
duties.

He nodded again and soon they were in the
middle of their usual routine, of his preparing her to look her
best.


 


A Good Slave




The four of them—Kaley, Mecca, Ronika and
Awichin—travelled to many cultural places of interest. Hotel Clio
was central to a number of attractions, not just the botanical
gardens, though they were easily Kaley’s favourite.

They zipped up to the observation deck of
Ning Tower, which Kaley’s specs informed her was the tallest
building on Femme. Her specs displayed the height at 848 metres,
but she didn’t know if it was taller than everything on Earth or
not. Her specs didn’t offer world knowledge beyond Femme and Ronika
didn’t seem to know. Kaley made a big deal out of Ronika not
knowing something, which made the other girl laugh.

Mecca was uncomfortable with the height and
wouldn’t join them at the window when Awichin first prompted then
teased him. Mecca looked pale and nervous when Kaley asked him if
he was okay. Perhaps he thought she’d order him to join them. She
instructed him to remain where he was and he smiled his thanks. She
understood why he continued calling her mistress while they were
out but it reminded her that there was something unresolved between
them.

They were so high up that Kaley could see
the curvature of the world. The city below them seemed
insignificant and it was only now that she realised how empty the
skies were. Oh, there were the hover-cars, which were like
miniature personal jets, but they only belonged to Femme police and
there were only a few of them flying around. Ronika explained that
they only flew somewhere when they had to be somewhere fast, which
wasn’t often.

She could see the river snaking away from
the city on the south and the mountains on the south east.
Somewhere halfway up that mountain was Winhao, where she’d had a
lovely meal with everyone and where she’d offended the other girls
with her higher values. Thinking about the confrontation she’d had
with Charlotte this morning made her angry now, rather than upset.
She swallowed the memory and it stuck in her throat. Mecca helped
wash it down by offering her an anxious smile and in her compassion
for his fears, she forgot about her indignation.

“Come on, let’s rescue
this wuss,” she said playfully. He didn’t say anything until they
were in the elevator screaming down at a gut-churning rate—which he
seemed fine with.

“What is
‘wuss’?”

“Pikoro,” Awichin said, prompting
Mecca to mock offence. Kaley didn’t know what a pikoro was, but it certainly got the
right response from him. When Mecca looked at her she gave him a
wink to show she was only joking and was energised by his return
smile. The tension between them seemed to be
over.

They hopped on a glide-train and visited the
Shinuri River. Before getting on one of the watercrafts, Kaley and
Ronika had to look into a scanner. It was the first time they’d had
to pay for transport. When Kaley questioned it, Ronika explained
that they could choose to travel all the way along the river to the
wide mouth of the bay and into the sea beyond.

“This doesn’t look big
enough to traverse an ocean,” Kaley said in surprise. The boat was
barely bigger than the catamarans that her home city used to ferry
people up and down and across the river. They certainly weren’t
sea-faring vehicles.

“The Narrow Sea is
incredibly pacific,” Ronika explained. “The waves are gentle.
Nothing dares upset the environmental qualities of Ning,” she said
in a way that Kaley thought mocking.

“But it’s not like they
can control the weather,” Kaley argued.

“Can’t they?” Ronika said,
widening her eyes.

“No!” Kaley insisted,
smiling but wanting the joke to end. Ronika smiled back at her but
she didn’t confirm or deny the comment. Kaley was getting used to
Ronika’s personality and humour.

The boat cruise was relaxing. Finger foods
were served and they were invited by a steward to spend their
personal credits on some spirited drinks. Kaley realised that his
choice of English—Authoritan— words was a mistaken translation for
alcohol and not some kind of excitable beverage. She declined, as
did Ronika.

Kaley had been assigned two thousand credits
to last her the six weeks while she was here as part of the
University’s setup. She’d initially wondered how long such an
amount would last, but since their breakfast and dinner
reservations had been covered by the University and lunch was
complimentary via the Clio, she’d found little to spend her credits
on. She wanted something quintessentially Femme for herself, just
as she’d done for her mother. Perhaps she would buy one of the
gowns, though she wasn’t sure even two thousand credits would cover
the cost.

They disembarked quite a way upriver and
headed for an arts centre that was dedicated for male performers.
Evidently this was the kind of thing Awichin was involved with when
Ronika was off-world. He played some kind of stringed instrument
with special gloves. Ronika described it as being like two harps
crossing strings in an X formation, then added whatever Kaley was
imagining would likely be wrong but that she would understand why
Ronika had described it that way when she saw it. Kaley’s dubious
response attracted some laughter and they were light of heart when
they all went in.

The shock hit her halfway
through the performance. Kaley started replaying the conversation
with Charlotte. She began to agonise over her reactions; all the
things she should’ve said instead of a dumbfounded ‘what?’ all the
things she should’ve done instead of walking away. A burning lump
was forming at the base of her throat. It was like all of her rage
and insecurity had bundled together into a hot ball and was making
it difficult to breathe. She remained in her seat, trying to will
it away but she could hear herself drawing deep, loud breaths and
she couldn’t stop her hand from reaching up and touching her
throat. Peripherally she was aware Mecca was now watching her
instead of the performance but she couldn’t bring herself to look
at him when trapped in this nightmare of a memory. She stood up and
whispered her excuse me’s
to woman and man alike as she moved past, not
really caring if it was part of the social grace or not. Nobody
voiced their disapproval, which was just as well because she wasn’t
sure she could take any more.

She escaped into the foyer and then outside
into the gardens, where the late afternoon made long shadows. She
pressed her hands firmly over her mouth in attempt to hold in her
sobs. Thankfully nobody was around because she wasn’t doing such a
good job of it. A large leafy tree with a purple trunk was the only
thing available to comfort her and she stepped off the path in
order to press her forehead against it. It was smooth and papery,
like the gum trees that lined the backyard of her mother’s home.
She closed her eyes but the smells were too different. This wasn’t
Australia, this wasn’t even Earth.

She heard his footsteps on the garden bed
before she felt his touch. There was no point resisting when she
wanted to be comforted by something more personal than a tree.
Mecca held her as she shook in his arms, feeling stupid and
vulnerable and safe, all at once. She didn’t understand why she was
crying again—she thought she’d cried it all out of herself.
Apparently the blow she’d received was worth more than a single sob
session. Even breakups hadn’t been so bad. This feeling, this ache
in her chest and constriction in her throat… this was something
unfamiliar.

She spoke when she was able, though she kept
her voice at a whisper.

“I don’t understand why
this is happening now.”

He lowered his voice to match hers—it wasn’t
a whisper but it was low enough for her to feel his words rumbling
in his chest as he spoke.

“You are relaxed so it
returns. You are grieving.”

She was
grieving? She supposed
it was true, she was grieving the loss of her academic pride. It
had been so humiliating, to learn the truth that way, thrown in
with a handful of other insults including how conceited she
was.

“I’ve had to face a hard
truth,” she said, feeling better now that she was tucked against
him. He was so good for her, it was a shame she couldn’t take him
back to Earth.

He tensed and she frowned and looked up at
him. His face was turned away, his eyes closed. Her movement caused
him to peek at her.

“Femme is full of hard
truths,” he said gently, but she could sense there was something
more behind the sentiment. They were in public, but nobody was
around.

“Tell me what you mean,”
she pleaded.

“I cannot.”

“Because it isn’t
permitted?”

He shook his head. “Because you will feel
differently about me.”

She couldn’t see how. He seemed sad yet his
hold on her didn’t waver. His arms were steady at her back,
pressing her against him.

“Tell me.”

“Is that an order?” he
asked her and she wanted to tell him it wasn’t fair. She’d not yet
treated him like a slave. He’d behaved like one but she’d always
given him the choice. He didn’t trust her enough to share his fears
with her, even though he’d just seen her face her own.

She squirmed in his hold. He immediately
released her and she backed up into the tree. She’d forgotten it
was behind her. Embarrassed, she turned her head while he remained
where he was. She wished he would leave her alone. She didn’t need
his rejection too. Again.

“I haven’t given you an
order yet,” she said.

“You have not given me a
chance, either.”

“You had your chance,” she
snapped, her hands flying to her mouth to stop words already
spoken. She looked at him anxiously, hoping he wouldn’t resent
her.

“A good slave would have
followed through,” he told her. “We would be lying in each other’s
arms instead of standing here in confrontation.”

She knew already how noble he’d been, she’d
apologised to him and thanked him for it—yet there was a nagging
part of her that felt like being with him would’ve made it better.
It would’ve been more than a band-aid though perhaps not a
cure.

“My father was a police
officer,” she told him. No doubt Mecca would be confused by the
change in topic but to his credit he nodded and listened. “He died
when I was very little. I don’t remember him really, except a few
vague impressions. He was a giant, big and brave. He was a knight
battling the world of dragons.”

“There are dragons on
Earth?” Mecca asked, wide-eyed.

“No,” Kaley said, shaking
her head with a smile. “Just a child’s fantasy.”

Mecca nodded his understanding and pressed
his lips more firmly together, signalling to Kaley that he wouldn’t
interrupt again.

“He was already a
policeman when he met Mum, but she didn’t find out until the end of
their date. He’d rescued her from the drunk guy she’d gone out with
and then spent the night out with her instead. I think they were
making plans to go out again or something, the story gets a bit
hazy in that part when Mum tells it, but she found out he was a
cop. A police officer,” she amended, uncertain if Mecca knew slang.
“She told him that she couldn’t be romantically involved with a
police officer, because she didn’t want that kind of anxiety in her
life.

“They kept bumping into
one another after that—turns out they had mutual friends—and even
though she didn’t want to be involved with him, they’d find a
corner and talk the night away, even if they’d gone to the party or
dinner with different people.” Kaley was smiling as she told the
story. “Anyway, he won her over and a couple of years later they
got married. Then I came along a year after that.

“When I was about two, he
was killed in the line of duty. Some domestic disturbance on a farm
where the guy had a rifle. He didn’t actually shoot my father with
it, he was hit in the head with the butt of it and died in the
hospital the next day.” Kaley didn’t always feel the weight of the
tragedy when she re-told this story—something she didn’t share
often—but she could feel it pressing on her heart now.

“So Mum’s worst fear was
realised. The man she loved died and she had to look after me
alone. But do you know what she tells me? Every time she can bring
herself to talk about it?” Kaley paused but she wasn’t expecting an
answer. Mecca made an inquisitive sound as a prompt. “She tells me
it was worth it. Every second that they had was worth it and the
only regret she had was missing out on the few months that he was
pursuing her because they could’ve spent it together. She’s told me
not to be afraid, not to push anyone away because the relationship
could be messy. She said I’d know when someone was right for
me.”

Mecca was silent and Kaley let him think it
over. It was because he’d refused her earlier that she felt
confident to tell him this now. His refusal had taken great
strength and courage, because she’d been emotional and he’d trusted
her not to over-react and report him. They’d only had a short time
together, but he already knew her better than some people who’d
known her for years.

“I am right for you,” he
told her. Gooseflesh broke out on her arms. There was a buoying
moment when everything felt like it was rising within her, sweet
and delicious. She was cake. “But I am no police
officer.”

She found his words so effervescent that she
laughed and bumped her head against the trunk of the tree at her
back. She could feel her hairstyle shifting, but when she ducked
and stepped away, it stayed correctly on her head. Mecca took the
opportunity to pull her against him once more. He was a fan of the
embrace, this one. She was grinning up at him, but not so lost in
her merry thoughts as to overlook his stern expression. Her joy
faltered into uncertainty.

“If I tell you, it will
change things between us.”

He was adamant that her knowledge of ‘Femme
truths’ would redirect her feelings for him. She didn’t understand
the warning, but there was no doubt about the profundity.

“Is it a secret?” she
asked.

“Not to those on Femme,
no,” he said. “Not to the Authorities either,” he added, which made
her more curious. What did the Authorities have to do with how she
saw Mecca? Was he some kind of spy for them? “You’re worried,” he
told her.

“Of course I’m worried,”
she said. “You’re not making any sense. Just tell me.”

He took in a long, controlled breath and
kissed her on the forehead. Her heart began to accelerate. This was
starting to feel very wrong.

“I’m a low-caste Wanderer.
Just enough blood to keep me away from Authority conscription, not
enough to make me an attendant to the Round.”

He looked at her meaningfully, like his
words were so dreadfully important and she didn’t understand them
in the slightest.

“What’s a low-caste
Wanderer?” she asked and his look of surprise would’ve been funny
if the situation wasn’t so horrible. She hated not understanding
something when it was being explained to her. This was different to
the selective ignorance Charlotte had accused her of this morning.
Had it really only been a few hours ago?

“A Wanderer can travel
worlds without the Authority portal.”

“What? How?” she asked.
Footsteps caused them both to look at an older man dressed in the
performing centre’s uniform walking past them on the path. He
glanced over at them but didn’t question their reason for standing
in the garden. If Mecca had been by himself, Kaley was sure he
would’ve been told off.

“Here’s not the best
place. I’ll tell you tonight, at the suite.”

She didn’t want to wait that long. She had
many questions to ask already and likely would have hundreds by the
time they had the chance to talk it over.

The most pressing thing was; if he was a
low-caste Wanderer that could move worlds without using the portal,
why was he still here on Femme, living as a slave?


 


The Wanderer’s
Betrayal




Kaley walked into the suite with Mecca
immediately behind her and didn’t turn to face him the minute the
door was shut. She wanted to be graceful about this, even though
she’d been burning with the need to know the rest of the afternoon.
Ronika and Awichin had gone to a galleria dedicated to some famous
dancer which Kaley had declined to join.

She reached the lounge and sank into one of
the end cushions so she could put her elbow upon the arm. Mecca
locked the door and glanced at the wall clock before sitting
adjacent from her on the armchair.

“Where would you like me
to begin?” he asked.

“Start by explaining what
a Wanderer is.”

“A person who is able to
shift between worlds.”

“Without a portal,” she
said.

“Without
the Authority portal,” he corrected.

“So there are a bunch of
portals Femme has stashed away somewhere that only
Wanderers—“

“It is not a device or
anything that can be made. It is natural.”

“A natural portal.” It
sounded like a fantasy. “Like a black hole?”

“No, it is supposed to be
a beautiful pillar of light,” he said, smiling. “Think of a rainbow
described as a striped arch in the sky and you’ll understand that
it is beyond that.”

How a pillar of light managed to move people
from one world to another was beyond her understanding.

“Rainbows can’t interact
with you though,” she pointed out.

“Maybe they can and we
have not yet discovered how.”

She sighed.

“You’re frustrated with
me,” he told her, as if she didn’t know.

“Because you’re not
explaining so much as challenging me,” she said.

“Perhaps you should
challenge me more,” he replied. “You take my observations in
stride. You do not question how I can be so in tune with your
feelings. Have there been so many people in your life that
interpret you correctly?”

She didn’t know what he was getting at, but
he was speaking slowly again, using that same measured tone as he
had when they’d been speaking outside the theatre. She considered
his words.

“A few people do, yes,”
she said, matching his tone.

“Such as?”

“My mother,” she
said.

“I imagine a parent child
bond would be quite strong,” he said wistfully.

“I’m sorry,” she said, the
apology escaping her lips before she could stop it.

“The women cheat
themselves of it also. It is a way of eliminating jealousy and
inherited bias. There is no nurturing but there are also no feuds.
There is no sibling connection but there are also no rivalries.”
Mecca spoke emotionlessly and Kaley figured he was apathetic about
his circumstance because he didn’t know any better.

“Sometimes,” he continued,
“you can be arrogant.”

“What?”

“You’re feeling it now.
There’s a hint of superiority to you that makes me worry I’ll lose
you to the temptress that is Femme.”

Kaley thought back to his suggestion, that
she didn’t challenge him enough. He made a lot of assumptions about
her and she argued them, but she’d never questioned them. Because
they’d been accurate.

Always, they’d been accurate.

“So you can you read my
mind?” she asked, not really believing in such things so she dared
give voice to it. The concept of mind-reading was
ludicrous.

“Not directly, no,” he
said.

She stared at him for a long moment.

“You’re going to have to
explain it to me,” she said. His smile broadened.

“I love the way you say
that. I have not met anyone who says it that way.”

She felt like he was stalling but waited for
him to gather his thoughts because he seemed to need the time.

“Wanderers inherit their
bloodlines through familial descent. It is a genetic trait. Anyone
who has enough blood can see the portal. A full or half blood can
touch the portal and travel. Anybody with less than that cannot. I
have a diluted amount of Wanderer blood. I cannot see it or touch
it.”

“Then how do you know it’s
a beautiful pillar of light?” Kaley asked.

“I have had it described
to me.”

Kaley thought he’d taken more from the
description than she had.

“So if you can’t see or
use the portal, what does the Wanderer bloodline give you?” she
asked, feeling a churning deep in her belly because she was
starting to understand what he was trying to tell her.

“I am what the Authorities
call an Intuit. They have researched and documented my ability
already, so I am not as important to them as a full blood, someone
who has full use of their talent. This is why Femme and the
Authorities do not work together. The Authorities mistrust the
Wanderer bloodlines and powers that run through many of our
citizens.”

The Authorities called him
an Intuit? They
knew of his ‘ability’? The conversation she’d had with Ronika at
the Round of Pillars started to make a lot more sense. There was
something more pressing that she wished to pursue about
Mecca.

“Intuit comes from
intuition?” she asked, and received a nod and a smile for her
educated guess, but his smile looked sad. Mecca was betraying
himself and his relationship to her by handing her this knowledge.
“How often do you use it?”

“I use it when I am
uncertain about what you want. Using my ability makes me
thirsty.”

She understood finally about why there were
so many drinking fountains on Femme and why Ronika had asked about
Mecca’s water consumption. Whenever he needed a drink it was
because he was using his abilities… on her.

“You can
read my emotions,” she said as she recalled each significant moment
between them. The way he correctly identified or perfectly reacted
to what she was feeling, because it was
how she’d needed him to behave. He might
as well have been a mind reader—it was just as intrusive and just
as deceptive.

As she watched, his expression changed to
despair.

“You mistrust me, you hate
me, for something I cannot control,” he whispered. Her fingers dug
into the arm of the chair and she wanted to hate him, she wanted to
feel betrayed by him, because it would make everything easier. It
wasn’t him that she mistrusted, but her feelings for him. How could
she trust her feelings when they were based on his behaviour and
attitude towards her and he had a personal radar for knowing
exactly how to behave? It tainted every interaction between
them.

First she’d found out that she wasn’t as
academically advanced as she’d thought. She felt like a charlatan.
Now she’d found out that Mecca had been expertly playing her heart
thanks to a secret ability. Nothing had substance anymore. She was
trapped in an alien world surrounded by people who didn’t like her
or those who were just pretending to, devoting all of her time to
studies that likely wouldn’t be fruitful in order to live in a
world that was masked and deceptive at every turn.

Something had to change.


 


The Heart Wants For
Nothing




She left Mecca in the suite and visited
Ronika who sent Awichin away so they could talk in private. She
blurted out everything that had happened between her and Mecca,
including the part about his ability. She knew it wasn’t her secret
to share but she trusted Ronika, who held contempt for all things
Femme and had indicated her sympathy for men. Kaley knew Ronika
wouldn’t betray Mecca, that she would be on his side. It turned out
she was a lot more on his side than Kaley had expected.

“You’re not a stupid
person, Kaley, but you’re being very stupid now.”

Kaley was astonished.

“What?”

Why couldn’t I say ‘I beg your pardon’?

Maybe if she said something better than that
one inept word, people wouldn’t accuse her of being stupid.

“Mecca’s just risked
himself by giving you his biggest secret and the first thing you do
is run and tell someone about it. Do you not think he would get
into trouble if it was discovered he was telling you things you
shouldn’t know?”

“But… but it’s you! I
wouldn’t tell anybody else,” Kaley appealed.

“You
have a man who will always know how you feel. He’s someone who
won’t misinterpret your words from your intentions, who won’t
question your motivation and who understands you. And you balk
because of some self-imposed ethical conundrum?” Ronika stood up so
she could talk down to Kaley. “How can you not question Demkoi’s
position as a slave world but be tormented by the idea of finding
love? Are you more interested in falling in love with this
ludicrous world than finding someone to love within it? Or maybe
it’s because he is just a slave to you, even though you know he’s something
better?”

“I came here for my
career, I’m not looking for love.”

“And
what about Mecca? Because it sounds like he’s fallen in
love.”

“No, he hasn’t,” Kaley
shook her head and smiled her dismay that Ronika could misread the
situation so completely.

“You are
just as bad as the rest of the bitches in this place! Can you not
hear yourself? What makes you think he’s not in love with you? Just because
he’s supposed to be nice to you doesn’t mean he had to take you to
Hanice or risk punishment telling you about his
powers.”

Kaley was shocked by the simplicity of
Ronika’s declaration. How come Kaley hadn’t seen it that simply
herself?

“Out you go,” Ronika said,
her tone gentler now. Kaley wondered if it was because Ronika had
seen the realisation appear on her face.

She stood and went to the door with Ronika
behind her. Kaley turned to look at her after she stepped into the
corridor but the brunette said nothing more and closed the
door.

When Kaley went back to the suite, she was
reminded of a wounded animal when Mecca looked her way. His eyes
were haunted and hurt and she knew she was responsible. She hadn’t
even said anything to him. How could a person control how they
felt? She was feeling an array of emotions and it wasn’t any of his
business to know what they were until she chose to tell him.

Mecca moved out of her sight and she felt
intensely guilty yet grateful at the same time. And sad. There was
a lot of grief and sadness. She didn’t know what to do. Usually at
times like this she spoke to her mum.

Mum will understand.

She strode to the portal phone and picked it
up, then immediately slammed it down again. It was an Authority
phone using Authority technology. Authority operators sat on both
ends of the line—the one that connected her through to her world
and then the one that patched her through to Earth’s normal
telephone system. Kaley didn’t dare openly discuss Mecca’s
bloodline over the phone in such poor circumstances. She’d get him
into trouble and she refused to do that. But she still needed her
mother’s advice.

She could make it sound like forbidden love
but she felt that her mother would only tell her to go for it.
Kaley’s dad had been a self-imposed forbidden fruit to her mother
and marrying him had never been a mistake. Yet look at how it
ended.

Exactly as predicted

He’s dead and she’s alone

Oh, that was horrible! She was a terrible,
horrible person for even thinking such things about her parents.
Kaley slapped a hand over her mouth and made a bizarre sound
between choking and braying. It wasn’t a delicate sound. She hoped
Mecca wouldn’t come into the room to investigate it and yet she
did. She didn’t know what she wanted anymore. She made a snorting
sound next. There was something she did want after all; she wanted
to stop making sounds.

Kaley closed her eyes and dropped her hands,
taking deep breaths that had some tremor to them. She needed to
calm down. She wanted to calm down. She wanted to be embraced and
loved and kissed and she missed him, oh how she missed him. Her
desire for him was the strongest, clearest emotion, the rest of it
was just a mess of confusion.

And then he was with her. Kaley’s arms
instinctively went around Mecca as she cuddled in close for
comfort. Ronika was right. How could she be so stupid as to push
this away? Mecca had already demonstrated to her how much he cared
about her—that much was clear. What did it matter if he’d done it
through a kind of special talent? As he’d argued, it was through no
fault of his own and it didn’t make their feelings for one another
any less real.

Did it?

“How do you feel about
me?” Kaley asked softly, into his chest.

“I am pained by your
suffering,” he immediately replied, showing her that
misinterpretation was still possible between them. “I have caused
you this turmoil. Made you like a storm inside.” He stroked her
hair.

“Do you love me?” she
asked, ashamed that she had to ask it outright and trusting that he
wouldn’t lie.

He pulled back from her, so that she could
see his face and his searching eyes. Beautiful indigo eyes, a shade
she’d never seen until Femme. Was it a Wanderer shade? Was it his
blood? Was he even the same species as her?

“Yes. I love you,” he
said, sounding like he believed it. “I wish you had my ability so
that you could sense it for yourself. You will have to take my word
for it that it is truth.”

With his sentiment she received the full
impact of his words. It was the same thing Ronika had told her.
She’d been so concerned about herself and her dilemma that she’d
failed to look at things from his point of view.

She was blind to
his emotions. She would
never sense what he was feeling. She wouldn’t understand him the way he would
her.

“How can you love me, when
I’ve been so selfish?” she asked, horrified at her own
behaviour.

“Oh Kaley, you are not
selfish, but you are allowed to be imperfect. You are my kind of
imperfect.”

If she was his kind of imperfect, then he
was her kind of perfect—argumentative nature and all.

The best thing about him was that she didn’t
have to say anything. When she wanted him to kiss her, he did. And
when she wanted him to take her to bed, he did.


 


Nobody Chooses




They spent most of their time in the
bedroom. The few times they ventured out were to eat, but she’d
initially requested having dinner in the room so she wouldn’t have
to face the other girls. Ronika had knocked on her door a few times
and they’d had a conversation in the doorway—Kaley declining the
day out so she could spend that time with Mecca instead. It seemed
pointless to spend all of her waking hours at the lab when nothing
positive was coming of it. She was slowly but surely proving
Charlotte right—she wasn’t capable of ground-breaking achievements,
so why should she continue to sacrifice her free time? She’d
sacrificed enough already. Every optional day off now saw her in
Mecca’s arms while every required day at the lab was filled with
frustration.

She did what she could, going through the
motions and assembling the components for her scanner. They hadn’t
worked independently so she knew they wouldn’t work together but
she had to do something. Her time on Femme was fast turning into a
learning holiday rather than a way of securing herself a position
here. Glay continued to feed her information and offer assistance.
She was grateful for the woman’s presence. She made the project
tolerable.

The only time she was happy was with Mecca.
He was teaching her to forgive herself, to feel calm about her
place in life and dampened her anxiety. He gave her a different
perspective, always positive and uplifting. In return, she gave him
her heart even though she felt like she was failing him. With her
project doing so poorly, there was no chance she would be able to
stay on Femme and request for Mecca be assigned to her. They would
have to take more drastic action.

“I’m going to request
asylum,” she said as they lay entwined in her huge bed. She drew
shapes on his chest with her finger while huddled in the crook of
his arm. “With my knowledge of Wanderers, Femme should allow me to
live here rather than send me back to an Authority world. Once I
get approval, I’ll then be in a position to nominate you as my
personal slave.”

Mecca was silent as his hand stroked her
bare hip.

“My mother will
understand. We can still talk through portal-phone. I think she
wants me to take control of my life and start living it. She’s
always been concerned about my strong focus on my studies,” Kaley
said, giving a light laugh but still feeling a heavy pain in her
chest from the knowledge that she might never see her mother
again.

He must’ve felt her dismay
because he shifted and squeezed her closely to him, whispering
words of gratitude and love, kissing her forehead and nuzzling her
cheek. It was very easy to kiss him back, to match his passion and
return the sentiment. She’d never known and felt such love and knew
she likely never would again. Not like this. Kaley not only loved,
she knew she was in love.

It was approaching lunchtime when they
exited the bedroom. Wrapped in a wispy multi-coloured dressing
gown, she felt as though she was floating to the table where her
specs lay waiting. Kaley intended on finding a nearby place to dine
with Mecca. Her dreamy, happy bubble popped when she noticed the
Judgement she was supposed to watch the High Priestess perform was
booked for this afternoon.

Time had performed somersaults while she
wasn’t looking. First it dragged, then it raced, leaving her to
feel like her whirlwind romance had taken forever to begin. Four
weeks sounded both ridiculously short and surprisingly long for
what she’d gone through. Mecca came out wearing an expression of
curiosity and nothing else. Kaley felt juvenile enough to giggle
but sobered up when he pulled her close. She reached up, clinging
to him as he planted small kisses on her cheeks and lips.

“What surprised you?” he
asked after a moment.

“You walked out nuddy,”
she said with another giggle. He laughed and she wasn’t sure if it
was at her or because of her, but didn’t mind either
way.

“You were surprised before
you saw me,” he clarified.

“Oh,” she said, and turned
her head so she could see where her specs had gone. She couldn’t
remember where she’d put them. She was surprised when she realised
they were still over her eyes. She was getting very good at
ignoring their icons and text now. “Sorcha. I’m supposed to watch
her today, after lunch.”

“You are referring to the
High Priestess Sorcha?” he asked. “It is not customary to name the
High Priestess without her full title,” he advised, falling into
habit.

“Are you going to report
me?” she teased.

“I would not be disloyal
to my mistress,” Mecca replied, lowering his head so he could take
her earlobe in his teeth, gnawing gently. It was something he’d
discovered she loved. Delightful shivers ran along her spine and
she clung to him more tightly. It was deliciously naughty to be
held by a naked man.

“Let’s not start up again
or we’ll never leave this room,” she said. He grinned at her like
he was okay with that. “But if you’re not allowed to come, I don’t
want to go,” she added.

“It would be good for you
to see the event,” he told her. His serious expression did more to
convince her than his words. “And there are hearings I am able to
attend downstairs while I wait for you. I find them
interesting.”

“What happens at the
hearings?”

“Young men are assigned
their occupation,” he said. “Their highest skills are listed and
they then have the opportunity to nominate their life
task.”

“So
men do get to
choose?” she asked with a smile.

“Nobody chooses to be a
slave, Kaley,” he said. She was too shocked to respond. He sensed
her embarrassment and hugged her closely again, whispering an
apology into her ear. Kaley wondered how she could be blind to the
slavery when it was everywhere, even in her own
vocabulary.


 


The High
Priestess




As the lights dimmed so did the chatter. The
auditorium was filled with respectful onlookers. All of them were
dressed in long Femme gowns, including Kaley. Mecca had made up her
hair in thick twirls and waves and selected a dress of melting
pastel colours much heavier in fabric for today’s event. There was
a stiffness to its shape that forced Kaley’s arms out from her
sides as she walked, otherwise her hands bumped into the flared,
unyielding skirt. It was lovely, feminine and flattering and had
more substance than the rest of her wardrobe but Kaley preferred
the light, breezy colour-changing gowns. At least she still had
fairy slippers to wear and she was getting used to the colourful
makeup that emblazoned from below her eyes and over her cheeks.

The husky tones of a pan-flute began to
play, silencing those who’d still dared to whisper beneath the low
lighting. The music echoed around the auditorium and Kaley’s arms
were riddled with goose bumps due to the eerie tune.

Two women walked out dressed in white gowns
that looked spun from gossamer. They carried a wide spindle between
them that unfurled delicate golden fabric which floated down to the
floor. They slowly walked all the way across without stopping.
Their ribbon lasted the entire way though it hadn’t looked like it
would.

“Here she comes,” Ronika
breathed beside her. She risked a glance at Ronika and found her
friend entranced by the spectacle before her. As much as Ronika
said she hated this world, she could obviously still be captivated
by it.

Kaley faced the front in time to see the
High Priestess make her entrance. There was a strange sound, like
every person watching had collectively sighed or taken in their
breath.

Even though she’d bought a scarf with the
High Priestess Sorcha’s icon painted on it, nothing prepared her
for the incredibly beautiful young woman that appeared. She wasn’t
dressed in ceremonial garb as far as Kaley could tell, but in a
silvered rainbow gown that made her look as though she was walking
through a perpetual waterfall.

She walked upon the golden makeshift path
until she arrived at the centre of the floor, then stopped and
turned. She was graceful, elegant, every movement purposeful. Her
white-blonde hair was immaculately braided into a thick, silken
rope. She was a combination of futuristic fashion and traditional
style. Kaley wondered if she wore fairy godmother slippers too and
was stunned to see that Sorcha’s feet were bare.

Two more of the white gowned women entered
from where Sorcha was looking. This time the spool between them
carried a wide white ribbon and a robed woman walked on it
immediately after them. She was barefoot also. The ribbon that the
spool carriers held between them ran out close to Sorcha and both
women knelt with the index and middle fingers of their right hand
upon their lips. Kaley didn’t understand what this meant but was
fascinated with the display before her.

The robed woman stood directly in front of
Sorcha before opening the robe and letting it slide off her
shoulders to puddle at her feet. Kaley tensed when the woman’s
naked body was revealed. She was in her thirties, her body plump
and her breasts and stomach a little saggy. Kaley felt vulnerable
on this strange woman’s behalf.

The pan-flute’s song faded and Sorcha took
this cue to speak. She did so in her own language, the lyrical
nature of the words washing over Kaley like music that she couldn’t
understand. The only part she understood was the woman’s name:
Hannah Judith Gillespie. There was no hiding her name among Femme
language. Vows were spoken because the naked woman repeated a few
phrases after the High Priestess. Eventually the exchange ended and
the spool carriers left quietly. Kaley was relieved when they
quickly returned with a wispy white sheath of material that they
wrapped around Hannah to cover her up before leading her away.

Different music began to play and Sorcha
turned and continued in the direction from which she’d come. As
soon as she disappeared from the circular stage the lighting rose.
The spell woven by the presentation was broken by intense chatter.
Voices drowned out the music—not because everyone was talking
exceptionally loud but because everyone was talking. Teresa gushed
her admiration of the High Priestess to the girls beside her so
Kaley faced the other way to look at Ronika who was looking at her
questioningly.

“I didn’t understand any
of that,” Kaley admitted.

“No, it’s weird,” Ronika
agreed. “But it’s beautiful. You miss out on a lot by not
understanding the speech and the vows.”

“What gets
said?”

Ronika opened her mouth but closed it again
when there was a click and a rumble that vibrated through their
seats. Kaley held on to the armrests and waited for the chairs to
begin moving. Slowly their chairs moved backwards until Kaley was
seated at the top of the auditorium before the chairs started
moving sideways towards the exits like the most boring ride at a
theme park. She glanced over to check how Teresa was doing but she
seemed happy enough because she was taking selfies on her
phone.

When they finally reached the foyer, they
hopped off the still moving chairs with the assistance of some
older men. The foyer was filled with chattering women and Kaley was
feeling claustrophobic. A hand upon her wrist guided her outside
and she grinned at Ronika beneath the burning twilight sky. The red
moon was a low hanging crescent behind fantastical looking
buildings.

“Still want to know what
gets said?” Ronika prompted.

“Sure.” They found a bench
to sit upon while they waited for Mecca and Awichin to come out
from their own judgment viewing.

“So the naked lady was
Hannah Gillespie—” Ronika began but Kaley interrupted.

“Why is she
naked?”

Ronika smiled as she spoke. “When someone
wants to be a citizen of Demkoi they have to enter the world purely
and let themselves be born again.”

“Born again?” Kaley
repeated, thinking of religion.

“Yes, it’s part of being
sworn in as a citizen. The vows say you trust the world to accept
you as you are, to accept the world as it is and to allow your
sisters to give you the things you need.”

“And that’s why those
women ran off and came back with clothing?” Kaley guessed. Ronika
nodded.

“I’m not doing the vows
justice. When you hear and understand the speech given by the High
Priestess, it’s quite a beautiful moment in your life. It doesn’t
matter that you’re naked in front of hundreds of women.”

Kaley’s hand went to her throat as she
realised what Ronika was truly saying.

“Oh wow, you’ve done it.
But weren’t you born here?”

“I’m a dual citizen so
it’s optional.”

“You chose to do it?”

“Yes,” Ronika replied,
looking thoughtfully at Kaley. “I felt it better solidified my
citizenship to Femme.”

Kaley lapsed into silence as she considered
Ronika’s hatred of the world, yet returned to it as often as
possible. There was something Femme gave her that Earth didn’t.

“I didn’t take my vows
with High Priestess Sorcha,” Ronika continued. “I quite like her
spin on them. I faced High Priestess Nyla when I was
fourteen.”

“You
must’ve been scared,” Kaley guessed. At fourteen, Kaley would’ve
run screaming if she knew she had to be naked in front of hundreds
of strangers, even if they were
all women.

“Not really,” Ronika said,
shaking her head. “I was arrogant back then.”

Kaley smiled to herself because she’d
initially considered Ronika arrogant, but that opinion had changed
since getting to know her better.

“So you stared the High
Priestess down?” Kaley prompted.

“Yes,” Ronika said, then
laughed. It prompted a laugh from Kaley and this was when Mecca
joined them.

“Hey you,” Kaley said
warmly as he sat beside her. “Did you enjoy your
presentation?”

Mecca hesitated. “Yes, mistress. It was
interesting.”

“What
happened?”

“A boy chose a purpose
different to the strain of his education.”

“Does that happen often?”
Ronika asked.

“No. It is the first time
I have seen it.”

“Didn’t you ask for
something different?” Kaley asked, thinking he would’ve wanted
something more for himself than being a tourist slave. She was
surprised when he shook his head.

“No. Boys are presented
with all the positives of their selected life course. It is unusual
to want something different.”

She wondered if that meant Mecca had chosen
to be a tourist slave, to be with different women all the time.

“Did he get his choice?”
Ronika asked after the brief silence that followed.

“No,” Mecca said. “He was
assigned the position he was educated for.”

“What was that?” Ronika
prompted.

“Builder.”

“And what did he want to
be?”

“Diver.”

It was so vastly different—to ask to make a
living underwater and being assigned to construction instead. It
was horrible to think that this boy who had asked for the ocean
wasn’t even allowed to even be near it.

“But why?” Kaley
asked.

“Because he is built
strong,” Mecca said and flexed his arms to demonstrate. Ronika made
an appreciative sound and then laughed at the warning glare Kaley
threw her way.

“So would you do it?”
Ronika asked after her giggles subsided.

“Do what?” Kaley asked,
looking up when Awichin joined them. They were in a small group of
four, huddled together when Ronika answered.

“Go naked in front of
hundreds of women.”

“Oh.” Kaley realised
Ronika was asking about whether she would apply for citizenship.
“Yes, I would.”

To see Mecca’s expression of gratitude and
pride at her answer gave her an extra boost of courage. She didn’t
think it would be so bad.

 




 



 


Asylum




During her fifth week, when she’d put her
project components together and assembled her combined scanner with
a lot of help from some of the other scientists, she’d been
astounded to find that one of the scanners worked. Her theory had
been sound after all. Her success helped towards her request for
asylum. If she became a citizen who specialised in an industry they
required more women for, it was possible she could negotiate for
Mecca to be personally assigned to her.

It had taken her all day to find the correct
department that handled immigration requests because men weren’t
allowed in such places. As smoothly as Femme ran, they didn’t like
to make any citizenship enquiries easy, as Kaley was instructed to
go to different areas all day.

She was glad she’d learned about the waiting
bangles. While sitting in the various waiting areas she thought of
Shensha, who she’d come to think of as her evil fairy godmother. As
patronising as that woman had been, she’d really helped them at the
beginning. It would be nice if someone like her could lead Kaley
around to all the places she needed to go.

She was in the fourth waiting room for the
day and this time she was sure she was in the right office. She’d
discovered that she couldn’t seek asylum until after she applied
for citizenship and she couldn’t apply for citizenship unless she
was already sponsored. On a whim, she indicated that she was
sponsored by Shunso Developmental Facility, just to get the
paperwork going so she could get a processing number for seeking
asylum. The lab hadn’t indicated they would sponsor her yet, but
she could claim ignorance or arrogance if questioned about her
misleading statement later.

She nervously looked on as a clerk read
through her answers and then fed the electronic tablet into a slot
into the wall. A flat silver square resembling a computer chip was
spat out into a dish beneath. The clerk picked the chip up and fed
it onto a silver chain for Kaley to wear. She was told that she
would have to wait a week before her form was answered, in which
case the chip would light up blue, summoning her back to the
offices for an interview. She wasn’t to take off the necklace at
any time before processing ended. Surprised by this request, she
agreed readily but asked if the asylum office would need to see the
necklace for their records.

“I did not know you were
seeking asylum,” the clerk said, giving her a closer look. Kaley
stared back in horror, hoping that she hadn’t made the wrong move.
“If you do not feel comfortable where you are now, at the—” the
clerk checked her screen, “Clio, please visit the housing
department for a safer location.”

“Thank you,” Kaley gushed,
relieved at not being found out rather than with genuine gratitude.
She left the office and heading for the building that processed
requests for asylum. This time she had the right paperwork with
her—if a bit of jewellery could even be called
‘paperwork’.

After she put through her request for
asylum, she was told to return to the waiting area for her
interview. There was no Authority clock, only the glowing squiggles
on the wall that Kaley could make no sense of. She shifted in her
seat three times and crossed and uncrossed her legs twice before
being called in.

The interview room held a woman in her
mid-forties with greying hair and a warm smile that made Kaley feel
a little better. Conversation began with the niceties, with the
woman introducing herself as Linea Shendo. She was the kind of
woman that spoke through a smile. She also had a few mannerisms
that reminded Kaley of her mother, which relaxed her further.

“You list illegal
knowledge as reason for asylum,” Linea said, not looking down at
the writing in front of her. The table she sat at was clear, like
it was made of Perspex, but the strange runic language of Femme
floated within it. The tabletop had become a computer
screen.

“Yes. I’m from an
Authority world and I have knowledge of… the kind they don’t want
me to have. I fear for my safety.” Kaley recited this woodenly,
even though she considered it true. She didn’t really feel afraid
but that was because her mind was still having trouble grasping the
concept of Wanderers and travelling without Authority
portals.

“You fear the
Authorities?” Linea asked, her smile replaced by an expression of
concern. She was nodding along, as though she already knew Kaley
had something to fear, even before she’d given details. Kaley sat
back in her chair, grateful that she was with somebody who was
already showing compassion.

“Yes. I’m worried I might
be the kind of problem they have to take care of.” Kaley felt a bit
dramatic phrasing herself this way, so contributed some extra
detail. “I mean, if they’re concerned I’ll start a panic or share
what I’ve learned, I imagine they’d feel obligated to, um…” she
frowned, unsure how to phrase herself and Linea finished for
her.

“Subdue the
threat.”

“Yes.”

“And what is it that you
know about?”

Kaley had to take the risk and reveal what
she’d learned. She sat forward again, her hands clasped together
tightly on her lap, pressing her lips together in a way she’d seen
Mecca do countless times before. Then she spoke.

“I know about Wanderers
and about the powers they have. I know they can travel without
portals and that the Authorities do experiments on
them.”

Linea blinked slowly. Kaley wondered if this
meant she was shocked by Kaley’s information.

“I see. And how did you
come by this information?”

My slave

He told me everything

“I uh, overheard a
conversation.”

Linea frowned at her and Kaley’s heart began
to skip along faster.

“I assume you wish to
protect the identity of the person who told you?” Linea asked and
she was smiling warmly again. Sympathetically, even. Kaley was
hopeful that this was an option available to her.

“Yes, but it wasn’t just
one person. I started asking questions and figured some of it out
myself.”

That was a big lie and one she felt a little
guilty about but she wanted to protect Mecca. She had no idea what
this information meant to anybody. She didn’t want anyone to get
into trouble.

“I see, and you’re
concerned you might not be able to keep this information to
yourself?”

“Um, I don’t want to risk
it. I mean, I don’t know what I’m not supposed to know
anymore.”

This much was true as Kaley was getting
confused between truths and secrets. No wonder people slipped up
when they lied, it was hard keeping things straight.

Linea nodded before swiping at the runes on
the table. She then looked up at Kaley with a broad smile. Kaley
smiled back, sitting up straighter and feeling more hopeful with
this reaction. It was promising. “As you’re no longer from a Delta
world, the information you possess is not life-threatening to you.
We’ve had leaks in the past from our world and all that’s required
is to report your knowledge to the Authorities. They will assign
you an information booklet. You do have to sign a confidentiality
agreement but you won’t be imprisoned or anything nasty like
that.”

Linea looked so pleased that she could share
this good news that Kaley couldn’t bear to show how disappointed
she was. She felt like it was obvious on her face even while she
forced a smile through it but the other woman seemed to find it
acceptable.

“Thank you very much,” she
said. She was told that only she could report the information she’d
learned to the Authorities, as information shared with the
citizenship or asylum request offices remained
confidential.

At least that was something.

She was asked to hand over the necklace to
save her from returning it later. As Kaley mutely surrendered it
into Linea’s warm palm, she realised that she’d have to go through
the slower sponsorship channels and hope they worked.


 


A Smooth
Deception




Her next optional recreation day became
another game of musical chairs in various waiting rooms. Ronika was
having lunch with Mecca while Awichin spent the day however he saw
fit. Kaley could see the advantage of having a personal slave who
was permitted to go out on his own. It was a freedom she wanted
Mecca to experience.

She’d called her mum earlier in the morning
and explained her plan for citizenship. It was something she could
freely discuss because they’d already talked about her possible
sponsorship. They’d not discussed citizenship though. The latter
meant no matter how long she was sponsored for, she would remain on
Femme. When questioned why, Kaley revealed her feelings about
Mecca. Her mother, true to form, was happy for her and supported
her choice. She repeated the idea of Kaley coming home for visits.
It would have to be that way around—her mother would never be able
to afford the cost of a tourist ticket to Femme.

“Mistress Kaley
Blackburn?”

Kaley started at the sound of her name and
leapt to her feet, turning to look at the man who’d called for her.
She followed him to a large, open room with a half-dozen
semi-circular desks.

Kaley was shown to a desk where a woman was
waiting for her. Her usher pulled the chair out for her and offered
her a choice of beverage. Kaley asked for mishmish juice even
though she felt too nervous to drink it. The woman who was helping
her today introduced herself as Zeliana Amara, which struck Kaley
as a lovely name. She kept this compliment to herself however, not
wanting to appear sycophantic.

The woman was wearing clear specs that
reminded Kaley of her own tourist specs but every so often Zeliana
would raise a hand and touch one side of her frames, selecting more
options perhaps.

“You have sponsor?”
Zeliana asked in her nasal accent. The way she’d been frowning at
the screen just before inquiring made Kaley think Zeliana already
knew.

“I’ve been told I’ll be
sponsored by Shunso,” Kaley lied with a smile. She was getting
better at being deceptive.

“Shunso Developmental
Facility?” Zeliana read off the screen.

“Yes.”

A glass of mishmish juice was set down
before her and Kaley smiled up at the man who’d delivered it, only
just managing to stop herself from thanking him. As she waited for
Zeliana to bring up her information, Kaley took a sip.

“Sponsorship not here,”
Zeliana said, sounding apologetic.

“Oh no, it wouldn’t be,
sorry,” Kaley replied, setting the drink down on the table. “I’ve
just been given verbal confirmation, nothing formal until after my
project is officially completed.” Kaley kept smiling, hoping her
bluff would work. She would have to work very hard for it to become
truth in the end… for this to work it would need to. The rush was
because Ronika had told her that the process of getting a slave
assigned could take over a week. If she waited until she was
actually sponsored by Shunso, Mecca would already be reassigned and
more difficult to extract.

Zeliana returned Kaley’s smile and accepted
her explanation with a nod. Then she went back to tapping
selections on her screen and blinking behind her specs.

“Your slave is Mecca of
mushroom flower?”

“Yes,” Kaley confirmed.
Zeliana blinked and tapped some more. “Um, just a question… if for
whatever reason my sponsorship is delayed and Mecca gets
reassigned, what are my options?”

“You can make request of
birth mother,” Zeliana said. “Or re-submit slave request form. If
no Mecca, you get someone same,” she said with a shrug, like it
didn’t really matter and that a similar slave was just as good.
Kaley decided to keep her questions to herself.

“Oh!” Zeliana
exclaimed.

“What is it?” Kaley asked
with concern.

“I am sorry but no Mecca
for you.”

“I beg your pardon?” Kaley
asked, her cheeks flushing pink with a mixture of indignation and
embarrassment. Had her lie about sponsorship been found
out?

“Someone already requests
Mecca, he is popular slave,” she said. The broken explanation and
mixed tense only served to confuse Kaley further.

“I’m sorry you’re going to
have to explain,” she requested.

“I
apologise, yeri,”
Zeliana said, her expression regretful. Kaley took this to mean
that the rejection was out of her hands. “Mecca is request personal
slave before and is refuse. Why it comes up quick on screen.
Request got through here, got through Mecca interview but refuse at
end. He stay with tourist.”

“Um, what do you mean by
Mecca interview?” Kaley asked, reaching out for a drink of her
juice. The sourness matched her emotions.

“After request made for
personal slave from other occupation, slave is asked feelings for
mistress, ensure loyalty and compatibility. He show
love.”

He show love.

“Thank you,” Kaley said
and set her drink carefully down before leaving with as much
dignity as she could, even though her heart was
breaking.

 



 


A Complex
Emotion




The walk back to the glide-train station was
a blur as she was lost in the sphere of her own emotion. The
hollowness in her chest and stomach was so intense that she never
knew betrayal could take on a physical pain. She’d heard of people
being so devastated by their romantic miscarriages that they felt
physically ill. She’d thought such things were dramatised but this…
this was dreadfully real.

By the time she was on the train and
returning to the Clio, she was burning with a mixture of
embarrassment and rage. Not just anger but hot, searing rage. How
dare Mecca string her along like some kind of lovelorn puppet in
order to better position himself? He’d done this before and had
identified Kaley as the kind of idiot that he could try again
with.

She was still steaming when she entered the
room, holding onto her anger even though it was difficult upon
seeing his face. He’d kept his distance instead of meeting her at
the door in an amorous embrace, likely because he’d felt her anger.
Let him feel it. He deserved no less.

“I was refused on the
spot,” she said while storming past him so that she didn’t have to
look at his face. She could feel her anger threatening to turn into
hurt, where she would likely lose all ability to communicate
because her tears would sap her words away. “They didn’t even
bother processing the form. It was humiliating!” she shouted,
because being loud helped her hold onto her fury.

“I am sorry,” Mecca said
quietly.

“They refused me because
someone else had already applied for you. Another woman. How come
you didn’t tell me about her?” Kaley demanded. She risked looking
back at him and found his expression maddeningly calm yet
sad.

“It pains me to speak of
her,” Mecca replied after a moment.

“Because you love her?”
Kaley shrieked, emotions bubbling over the surface and making her
act in a way that her reasonable mind was shocked at, yet couldn’t
rein in. There was too much hurt to deal with. Her volume was
getting away from her and even though she was aware that the walls
weren’t perfectly soundproof, she didn’t care as much as her
logical, reasonable self was telling her she should.

“Yes!” he said, his voice
raised also. It was enough to stun Kaley to stop screaming back and
stare at him. He moved close to her, stopping an arm’s distance
away. “Yes, I loved her. I loved her and she said she loved me. We
were planning on leaving this world together, or if not that, at
least for her to come here and organise for me to be assigned to
her, so we could be together.”

Kaley was stricken. He’d been through this
before with some other woman, kept it from her and was now
admitting he felt deeply for someone else. She wasn’t special to
him, she’d been kidding herself!

Kaley looked at him with an expression that
felt hideous on her face. She was too stunned to reply.

“The very first hurdle she
faced, she returned to me, said it could not be done, cried for two
days and went home.” His voice was deep and coarse, the words raw
and bitter. “That was how I learned the depth of her love for me in
exchange for the love I risked feeling for her. She grieved for me
then moved on with her life, while I was assigned to the next
tourist and had to pretend I felt nothing.” Mecca looked at Kaley
sternly. “Is that what you want, someone who does not appreciate
the risks that comes with love? Do you want someone who does not
understand the consequences or the significance?”

“I want someone who tells
me the truth,” she said as tears striped her cheeks. Damn
it.

“I have not lied to you. I
told you from the beginning that—”

“You didn’t tell me about
her,” Kaley spat, the words sounding venomous and ugly and she
wanted to stop.

“No, and you have not told
me of the men you slept with before me.”

“Because that’s none of
your business!” Kaley replied, shocked.

When Mecca replied, his tone was subdued.
“How is my past different to yours? Is it because you are a
mistress and I am a slave?”

Kaley deflated, her anger expelled. She was
still hurt and uncertain but the jealousy had disappeared and taken
the rage with it. Her eyes were burning and she could feel her chin
wobbling, but she could keep the tears at bay for now.

“I feel tricked,” she
admitted finally. “I want to believe I’m special to you but now I
can’t.”

“Being the second woman I
have fallen in love with makes you a great deal more special than
the first,” Mecca said. Kaley stared at him for a long time, trying
to work out how.

“I don’t
understand.”

“I know the pain that
comes with loss and rejection. I have been discarded by someone who
I gave my entire self to, who I was willing to risk everything for.
Because of that pain, I shielded my heart and vowed I would not put
myself in the same position again. Yet here I am. For
you.”

Such beautiful words. Such beautiful,
lovely, charming words from an insightful slave who specialised in
making women feel like they were important. Even if his dedication
was true there was still the question of his motivation.

“You’re supposed to love
your mistresses, isn’t that your duty?” she asked. Her words
sounded cold and hurtful, but it was a genuine question.

If I can’t trust my own feelings then I
can’t trust his either.

“The women of Femme
believe men cannot love, they can only experience devotion. Love is
too complex an emotion for a simple man to process.”

“You know what I mean,”
she said, exasperated.

“Do you believe that you
are only the second woman I have fallen in love with?” he asked
her. Kaley nodded as this wasn’t what she questioned. “And even if
it was my duty… if I truly love you now, does it matter how it
began? Is it not enough that I love you so deeply that thinking
about you lightens my heart, being near you makes me feel like the
impossible can be achieved and being with you makes me forget I am
merely your slave? You visit my world, but you have become
mine.”

She was astonished. She could feel her
resolve melting away. He was gifted with eloquence, his plea
causing different kinds of tears to prickle in her eyes. He was
right. It didn’t matter that he’d experienced love before because
she’d had her love affairs too, however brief. Her depth of
feelings for Mecca was no less important than if he’d been her
equal on Earth. The sensation of being unreasonable returned and
she felt bad for not talking to him about it calmly instead of
screaming accusations that he hadn’t denied but beautifully
explained.

It would be criminal not to forgive him.

“There’s one more way I
can try for us to be together,” she told him, closing the distance
between them and wrapping her arms around him. She pressed her ear
to his chest and listened to his heartbeat. “I’ll have to find your
mother.”

 



 


A Good Chance




She’d thought there would be an incredible
amount of barriers to finding Mecca’s mother, but the records hall
in town allowed them access thanks to Ronika’s citizenship. She had
to be retinally scanned as did Kaley. Mecca wasn’t with them
because men weren’t permitted.

They entered the genetic records file room
and even had someone assist them to the right place. It was
explained to them—like they were on a tour!—that the records used
to be available to the specs on request but the community at large
had chosen not to access them. The citizens of Femme did not wish
to know their heritage beyond familial lineage. It was of no use to
them and so the records archive was born.

As they were led around, Kaley was struck by
how clinical the records hall was. It felt like a cross between a
morgue and a warehouse. There were walls made up of storage banks,
made from many little file drawers. It was strange to see something
so familiar as a storage facility for hard copies. Whatever the
hard copies were, they certainly took up a lot of physical
space.

“Mushroom flowers here,”
the employee said, gesturing to a large section with silhouettes of
jellyfish stamped on the front. “What slave name?” she asked with a
polite smile.

“Mecca,” Ronika said.
Kaley was thankful to let her do all the speaking. Even though they
were getting what they wanted, she was still overwhelmed. Perhaps
Ronika sensed it. She looked at her friend inquisitively. She
hadn’t asked Ronika if she was also a Wanderer and if she had an
ability.

The employee pulled open a drawer. Inside
were multiple tiny glass canisters with a metal knob at each end.
The drawer had holders for the glass canisters and there were a few
empty ones. Potential brothers and sisters, she supposed. She
wondered if they were considered equal enough to be stored side by
side, or if the genetic records for the women had been segregated
into their own section.

“Here Mecca,” the woman
said, pulling out the fourth canister. To Kaley’s amazement, the
woman shook up the contents inside to reveal something akin to a
glitter-filled snow globe. “See if sister is living,” she
said.

“What? I wanted his
mother,” Kaley hissed at Ronika.

“There’s no such word,”
Ronika said as they followed their usher back along the storage
banks to a large machine that took up an entire wall. “Her
Authoritan is shaky, give her a break.”

Properly chastised, Kaley didn’t take it to
heart. Right now Ronika could scream obscenities at her and Kaley
would choose to overlook it, because she was being granted a huge
favour.

The canister went into the machine via a
purpose built slot and it hummed to life. Kaley could feel the
machine’s immense power thrumming up from the floor into her feet
and reverberating throughout her body. Ronika surprised her by
reaching out to hold her hand and the two of them drew closer
together. Kaley didn’t know if Ronika’s emotions matched her own,
but she felt like a little girl staring up at a giant. She wondered
why there needed to be so much power.

Holograms appeared in front of her and she
instinctively stepped back, pulling Ronika with her. Before them
was an almost perfect illusion of a woman, though only about thirty
centimetres tall and hovering in the air at eye level. Different
coloured lines shot out from her and the employee who was helping
them began to interact with the hologram, touching each of the six
red lines to bring up the faces of the men she’d given birth
to.

“She was breeder.
Fertile,” the employee said, and Kaley looked to Ronika for
clarification. It was pretty obvious what the woman meant but she
wondered if there was more information behind it.

“Some women sign up as
breeders to elevate their status early in the community. A lot of
the politicians and high-ranking women have fast-tracked their
careers this way.” Ronika looked at Kaley with disappointment. “If
she’s been so dedicated and has become a high ranking official,
she’s unlikely to give you permission to take Mecca off-world. She
might be in a position to assign him as your personal slave,
though.”

Ronika was very good at blunt
assessment.

Kaley returned to watch the holographic
woman, looking away from the red lines that led to male faces, to
see two blue lines that each connected to a man and a woman. Kaley
gathered they must be Mecca’s grandparents. There were also three
green lines that led to three women, who had to be Mecca’s sisters.
Looking at the holographic faces of the six men, it was easy to
spot Mecca among his brothers. The employee didn’t need their help
selecting Mecca’s face as the runic symbols beneath his hologram
told her who he was. Kaley thought it interesting that his was the
only name lit up in purple, while all the rest were white.

The other lines and faces disappeared at the
employee’s touch and only Mecca and his mother remained. Mecca’s
line to her turned blue, now that he was the selected hologram.
Another blue line diverted to the right and a male holographic face
appeared—quite obviously Mecca’s father because they looked alike.
There were no other lines and his name was in purple also.

“Makinin,” Ronika said
softly, looking at the male hologram before turning to Mecca’s
mother’s one. “And Laresh.”

“Question?” The employee
asked, a hand straying to toy with one of her blonde curls as she
waited for them to make another request.

Ronika asked her something in Femme language
and the two of them spoke rapidly back and forth. Kaley listened to
the French-Chinese sounding language and realised that it was now
starting to sound different as she was getting used to it. There
was nothing French about it beyond the throaty Rs that appeared now
and then and even though it still had an Asian feel to it, it no
longer sounded distinctly Chinese or Japanese or anything she’d
ever heard. Was that a sign she could conform to this world, if she
was beginning to hear subtle inflections?

“Laresh Buyaki is an
ambassador for inter-world relations,” Ronika said excitedly and
Kaley caught the positive note and smiled but didn’t catch the full
meaning until Ronika explained it more clearly. “Mecca might have a
good chance of coming back with you after all!”

 



 


Enlightenment




The waiting area at Laresh Buyaki’s building
where she both lived and worked was stark and intimidating. There
was a circle of twelve narrow armchairs all facing a round
low-lying table in the middle. Everything was round, white and pale
yellow, so that Kaley felt as though she’d been absorbed into an
egg. Ronika had explained a lot to her about diplomats and
acceptable social behaviours on the trip over.

They’d come directly from the records hall
and it was the most amazing trip. The glide-train had delivered
them to a station that transferred them to a special underwater
train. It was called something different but was essentially a
fast-moving train shooting through a long tunnel built on the sea
bed. There was the occasional clear section of tunnel for tourists
to be suitably impressed. Kaley would’ve enjoyed it much better if
she wasn’t thinking that this was possibly her last chance to be
with Mecca.

The underwater train ended at another
station where they took a shuttle to the centre of a small
city—this one was called Anjiang, neatly positioned between five
major cities. Ronika had warned her in the shuttle ride over here
not to give away too much information. Kaley promised, thinking
that she wouldn’t have said anything anyway.

Ronika and Kaley were eventually called out
of the egg room by Laresh’s female assistant. Kaley knew enough now
to understand it was a symbol of status, to have a woman assistant
as well as multiple slaves. She’d seen two men already, working on
the grounds outside the circular window of the egg room. They
passed another that was dressed in a uniform that she recognised
from Ning’s cultural centre. Her lingering stare on him prompted
Ronika to quietly tell her he was a guard-assigned slave. Purely
cosmetic because they weren’t taught how to fight or use
weaponry.

The room they were shown into was
minimalist, with four armchairs in a semi-circle and one very
high-backed throne-looking chair behind a clear semi-circle desk.
There was a floor to ceiling window that displayed the highly
manicured gardens on the grounds of Laresh Buyaki’s estate.

A petite woman entered the room dressed in a
lime and pink shimmering colour-changing swathe of robes. The door
she came through closed seamlessly into the wall behind her. As
soon as Kaley saw her clothing, she understood how highly Laresh
was ranked. One of the first rules Shensha had given them at the
Portal terminal was not to approach these women. Too late now.
Ronika and Kaley both stood and placed two fingers upon their lips
in a greeting designed for dignitaries. Ronika had explained the
symbolism; that they would respect Laresh with their intention to
let her speak first.

“Please, be seated,” she
said in perfect Authoritan. Her accent was remarkably nondescript.
The clear desk transformed white at her touch and she sat upon the
throne while Kaley and Ronika claimed armchairs.

She was an elegant looking older woman with
a pleasant face. She looked soft and gentle but Kaley knew better
than to trust appearances. Ronika’s frank appraisal of what women
had to do on Femme in order to get ahead meant that this woman was
tougher than her counterparts and likely more ruthless. The only
thing Kaley knew about her was that she’d been a breeder to move
her career forward. Kaley was hopeful for Mecca’s sake that this
woman had selected to involve herself in foreign
affairs—inter-world relations, as Ronika had called it.

“Thank you very much for
meeting with us,” Ronika began. “I am Ronika Neinha and this is
Kaley Blackburn, of Earth.”

Kaley smiled dutifully but her heart was
beating rapidly. Ronika said she would be using her mother’s name
when introducing herself to Mecca’s mother, but this was the first
time Kaley had heard it.

“How is your birth
sister?” Laresh asked with sincerity.

“She is advancing in her
task, thank you. I extend well wishes to you on her
behalf.”

Laresh nodded to accept them and her gaze
flicked to Kaley who could only hold her nervous smile. Her stomach
was doing somersaults and she’d just decided she needed the toilet.
Kaley did her best not to squirm. It wouldn’t be dignified.

“Why is your hair brown?”
Laresh asked.

“An Earth custom,” Ronika
replied with a shrug, to indicate it wasn’t important. Kaley knew
that it was a way for Ronika to distance herself from the world
she’d been born into. She’d said as much.

“And are you advancing in
your studies?” Laresh asked, keeping to small talk.

“I am the forefront
student and am here on assignment,” Ronika explained.

“Yet you are here before
me and not in your laboratory.”

It was a very polite accusation but Kaley
realised how wily Laresh was. It wouldn’t surprise her if this
woman had already suspected why they were here. Did she know her
file had been accessed? Mecca had told her that the first woman
he’d loved—she needed a name, why hadn’t she asked him for her
name?—had tried and failed at the first hurdle, but he hadn’t told
her what that was. Had she come directly here to request Laresh’s
help? Kaley wiped her hands on the lap of her dress, attracting
Laresh’s attention. She made herself stop.

“We have a
request.”

“Both of you?” Laresh
asked, her expression blank and unsurprised.

“Kaley has a request,”
Ronika amended, “but it would please me if she received your
approval.”

Laresh and Ronika held eye contact for a
brief moment. Kaley held her breath, aware that there was something
going on she didn’t understand and hoped her friend knew what she
was doing. Mecca’s mother seemed to have put a lot of weight to
Ronika’s words. Had her comment for acceptance been a threat of
some kind? How much influence did Ronika have because of her
mother? Ronika had commented that her mother’s task was advancing.
What task had she meant? There was an undercurrent that Kaley
didn’t understand nor did she want to. She just wanted to be with
Mecca, why was this world making that so hard?

Laresh turned her attention to Kaley. As
they looked at one another Kaley saw Laresh’s eyes were a dark
brown, not the lovely indigo colour of Mecca’s. He must’ve got his
colouring from his father.

“Please tell me of your
request, Kaley. You have me intrigued.”

“Um, thank you for hearing
my request,” she said with a shaking voice. How she loathed the way
her emotions would take control of her and betray her nerves for
all to hear. “I’m here to speak with you about your son Mecca. Um,
your offspring, sorry,” she said, shaking her head at herself for
getting the terminology wrong.

“It’s quite alright,”
Laresh said kindly. “I am familiar with the terminology of other
worlds. I won’t be offended by your cultural language.”

The pleasant tone and gentle manner calmed
Kaley a great deal, especially since it had been used after Laresh
knew why they were here. She didn’t seem upset that they were going
to broach the topic of Mecca. Perhaps she had known and prepared
herself for it and maybe that was a good thing. She didn’t want to
offend this woman.

“Thank you,” she blurted,
earning herself an indulgent smile. “I’ve bonded with Mecca during
our time together and I feel it would be in my best interest to
have him remain with me.”

Kaley was proud of herself for remembering
that her request had to be about her and not about Mecca’s desires.
Ronika had warned her not to speak of love or caring, that
everything was because of a bond or a connection they had with each
other.

“It is Mecca’s duty to
bond with the women he is assigned to,” Laresh said proudly. Kaley
saw that pride as a good thing, though the statement was
double-edged.

“Yes, he has served his
duty well, but he has no control over the bond I have with him. It
is my desire to keep him with me at all times.”

Silence met her request and Kaley found
herself in her own staring contest with Laresh. The woman was twice
her age and greatly intimidating but Kaley found it in herself to
hold her gaze. She wanted Laresh to know this was a serious request
and that she was strong enough to face adversity. She’d certainly
been brave enough to come here.

“You are seeking
citizenship?” Laresh queried. Kaley felt like she was entering a
minefield and had a choice to make—whether she would apply her
efforts to getting Mecca off-world or if she should abandon that
idea and request citizenship to become his mistress.

Her hand stole to her collar, where the
silver square of citizenship application hung upon her necklace,
hidden beneath the dress she’d worn today—an elegant shimmery gown
that had a very high neck and floaty butterfly sleeves.

“I have a very close
relationship with my mother,” Kaley answered, tackling the problem
from the side instead of head-on. She consciously placed her hand
back onto her lap. “I wouldn’t want to isolate myself from her.”
She hoped that the ambassador of inter-world relations would
appreciate the relationship between a mother and daughter, even if
she didn’t have one for herself.

“So you wish dual
citizenship, as per Ronika,” Laresh lifted a hand to gesture
towards the quiet brunette.

“That would be wonderful,”
Kaley gushed.

“But there is more you
wish to ask of me,” Laresh continued.

Kaley blushed, feeling inept. She’d wanted
the conversation to go more smoothly. She’d wanted to articulate
her wish in the most reasonable manner possible, so that Mecca’s
mother would permit her to take her son off-world.

“I specifically came to
see you, because you uh, birthed Mecca.” The statement seemed very
rude to her, even though she knew it was most suited to the
culture. “You have the ability to—”

“No.”

Kaley blinked. “Excuse me?” she said as
politely as she was able, her smile glued to her face even though
she didn’t feel like smiling. She hadn’t even voiced her
request!

“You wish to take Mecca
with you to Earth and you need my permission to do it,” Laresh
pointed out. “Unfortunately I must disappoint you. I cannot allow
him to leave this world, in his best interests.”

“His best interests?”
Kaley blurted and she sensed Ronika tensing beside her, but to the
other girl’s credit she said nothing. “He wants to
leave!”

“He wants what you want,
that is his duty.”

“Then can you arrange him
to be assigned to me? Only you can veto his placement.”

Laresh smiled at Kaley and it was such a
compassionate expression that Kaley’s hopes soared.

“You may not see this now,
but it is to Demkoi’s great benefit and in Mecca’s best interests
for him to remain assigned to tourists. He does incredibly well
guiding the women of other worlds into our culture and he will earn
himself a quality role when he naturally retires from that
position.”

Kaley stared disbelievingly at the woman
before her. She didn’t care about what Mecca wanted, or what Kaley
wanted, she only wished to keep the status quo. She, like all the
other women in this stupid world, was so busy patronising the men
that she seemed to believe others were better off under her
supervision. Ronika’s resentment of this world was making a lot
more sense.

Kaley had a moment of insight next, about
the purple text that spelled Mecca’s name and why everyone else had
been white. She opened her mouth to tell Laresh that she knew of
Mecca’s Wanderer bloodline, that it had come from his father. She
closed her mouth again, remembering her promise to Ronika not to
say too much. Had this been what she’d meant? Just as well Laresh
wasn’t intuitive the same way Mecca was, otherwise she’d know that
Kaley was keeping secrets.

“Let me help you gain
perspective,” Laresh said kindly, though Kaley could no longer see
kindness in her eyes but something much colder. “Mecca has already
converted three women to citizenship status. There were many more
that applied because of his influence. They were not suitable for
us but they were willing applicants because of his charm and that
is his task. He is supposed to enlighten you in a way that
reverberates within you. He is supposed to bond with you so that
you understand the benefits of our society. The mistress-slave bond
is arguably more powerful than familial lines. You were matched to
him perfectly and it is only natural that you would want to keep
him with you. There are other slaves that would also be suitable
for you, should you be accepted for citizenship.” Kaley wasn’t
surprised that Laresh knew she’d already applied. “If I had granted
permission to each woman who sought Mecca as a personal slave, I
would’ve lost him four times over.”

Four times? Kaley sat in silent shock and was peripherally aware
of Ronika looking at her. She didn’t turn to meet her friend’s
gaze, too embarrassed and stunned. Mecca had told her about one
woman. One woman,
who he’d loved before they’d met a hurdle, choosing to return home
and leave him. She’d not received citizenship. Or perhaps she had
and he was lying about that, just like he’d lied about the other
three’s existence. Oh, Mecca was
very good at his job. With a talent like his, how
could he not be?

“Thank you for your time,”
Kaley said. She could hear her own voice but was disconnected to
it. The room was spinning like she’d had too much to drink. It was
difficult to draw breath and she had to take a few shallow ones
before turning and heading for the door. There were noises behind
her that she supposed was language, but she couldn’t make sense of
it. Someone was holding onto her arm and walking with her down the
corridor and she recognised the perfume as Ronika’s.


 


Blunt
Appraisal




When they were outside waiting for a shuttle
to collect them, Ronika physically turned Kaley around to face
her.

“Don’t fall for it,” she
said firmly, though she sounded worried. “She was ready for us. She
must’ve got alerted by us accessing her records at
Ning.”

“Four women,” Kaley
managed to say through the haze.

“Since when did you start
trusting the word of politicians?” Ronika said. The words seemed
light-hearted and jovial but Kaley had never known Ronika to be
this way when criticising Femme. Her perception was still
altered.

“Why would she lie about
that?” Kaley whispered. “There’s no motive.”

“Mecca loves you, you
idiot,” Ronika snapped, shaking Kaley. It wasn’t doing good things
to her head. She felt like one of those bobble toys with a spring
for a neck. “He’s risked everything just telling you about his
bloodline.”

“Jellyfish?” Kaley
asked.

“The other thing,” Ronika
hissed. The shuttle arrived up the blue laneway that led to Laresh
Buyaki’s estate and halted in front of them. They clambered in. It
was only when they were being driven away that Ronika clarified.
“Wanderer Intuit.”

“She wasn’t a Wanderer,”
Kaley said. “Mecca got his bloodline from his father.”

“How did you know that?”
Ronika asked with surprise.

“The records hall. Purple
text for Wanderers.”

“Oh, I hadn’t
noticed.”

Ronika, Queen of Perception, hadn’t noticed
something that Kaley had. There was something new. Kaley was
starting to feel a little bit more normal now, as they reversed
their path back to the underwater train station.

“What’s your ability?” she
asked.

“I don’t want to tell
you,” Ronika replied frankly. Kaley was surprised.

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not a
documented Wanderer. I come under Femme’s protection as a
citizen.”

“Documented by… the
Authorities?” Kaley guessed. Ronika gave a nod. “Who would I tell
and why would I?”

“You can’t see the future,
Kaley. You’re in a bind now because of Mecca and you have some
decisions to make. You don’t know what kind of ripple effect it’ll
have. He’s safe because he’s an Intuit and they’re already on
record with the Authorities. He has a weak bloodline, which means
he’s not so useful to them in that sense. They won’t risk taking
him because of the agreement they have in place with Femme. They’ve
not properly got their hooks in this world and they don’t want to
make any diplomatic waves. My parents and I are in a worse position
because we live on Earth. We’re protected by Femme because we’re
citizens but if we were taken by the Authorities I don’t think
they’d stick their neck out for us. We live in a political bluff
bubble.”

Kaley lapsed into silence, thinking about
all of the obstacles in their way. The shuttle arrived at their
destination and they walked the short distance to Anjiang’s
underwater train platform together in silence. Neither of them
spoke until they scanned themselves on-board the train and selected
a private cabin. Kaley excused herself to visit the toilet and by
the time she returned the train had started moving.

She sat down and looked out the window,
initially seeing grass and trees and sky. Soon it changed to the
wide but shallow waters of the sea that separated Ning from
Anjiang. It was one giant coral reef and as much as Kaley delighted
in seeing it again, her mind was playing over Ronika’s words to the
point that she was barely registering the colours blurring past the
window. She heard Ronika tell her that it would be night-time by
the time they arrived back at the hotel.

“If you hate this world so
much, why do you come back so often?” Kaley asked.

“As much as I hate it,
Femme keeps me safe. I’m a part of this world. I carry the blood
that most of its citizens carry.”

“Most of its citizens?”
Kaley asked, already thinking of her next question but wanting to
chase down all the threads of this one.

“The Authorities already
know that their precious Femme is populated mostly by Wanderers.
It’s hard for a woman like Laresh Buyaki to achieve anything or get
anywhere unless she does things like become a breeder. Because she
doesn’t have any abilities, she was likely hoping to have a lot of
sons. Slaves without abilities are best.”

“Then why would they give
Mecca an ability? Were they trying for a baby girl?” Kaley
challenged.

“Not with that weak a
talent, no. They got exactly what they wanted. A boy with a small
but profound intuitive skill. A perfect slave for
tourists.”

Kaley considered this and what it meant.

“If they’re so advanced,
why don’t they just breed the right amount of women and men in test
tubes?”

“They used to. It’s what
started the Leader Wars,” Ronika said. “They’ve decided that some
things have to happen naturally, so now there’s no IVF and no
genetic sequencing.”

Thinking of genetic sequencing made her
think about bloodlines again and the abilities that went with
it.

“Okay. If your ability
isn’t known, I respect your decision not to tell me. I’d rather not
know.” Ronika’s smile broadened. “When did you find out Mecca was a
Wanderer?”

Ronika shifted in her seat, uncomfortable
with answering. Kaley thought she might know the answer, based on
that fidget.

“As soon as I saw
him.”

“So Wanderers can identify
other Wanderers,” Kaley said.

“Mostly.”

Kaley re-assessed that maybe Ronika’s
knowing had something to do with her ability so she didn’t push it
further.

“Do you really have a
brother here?”

Ronika looked surprised to be asked this,
but didn’t seem upset.

“Yes, I really
do.”

“And that was what you and
Mecca talked about when I was away?”

“When were you away?” she
asked, frowning.

“The first week, before we
started at the lab. You took him for a walk.”

“Oh, that!”
Ronika said and laughed. Kaley wasn’t in the mood to join in but
she smiled. “No. I mean yes, we talked about my brother, but I was
mostly asking him about how he viewed his lifestyle. It’s the
closest connection I can get if I never find my
brother.”

“Why can’t you find him
though? Isn’t he in the records hall? Can’t you just look him
up?”

“No, he’s not in there.
Neither are my parents.”

Kaley didn’t expect to hear that.

“Are you?”

“Yes, I have dual
citizenship.”

“That implies your parents
don’t.”

“That’s right,” Ronika
said. “When my mother decided to leave with my father and me, it
was a big deal. She wasn’t someone that they wanted to let go. She
got special permission from the High Priestess herself.”

“How? How did she manage
that?”

Ronika shook her head. “It’s not anything
you can arrange for yourself Kaley. Neither you nor Mecca have
anything to barter with.”

Kaley sighed and stared out the window. All
she could see was tunnel without windows for the moment. Even
before she’d turned to look she’d known there was no view because
their cabin wasn’t painted with the pretty turquoise light of the
sea.

“She got assigned some
kind of off-world task. Like a spy,” Kaley said. Ronika didn’t
reply and Kaley changed the subject. “Why isn’t your brother in the
records?”

“I don’t know, but I have
my suspicions.”

“But if something happened
to him…?”

“Deceased citizens are
still in the records,” Ronika said, sounding amused. She had a
weird sense of humour.

“But a person isn’t in the
records if they’re off world?”

“That’s what I think,”
Ronika nodded, looking pleased.

“What kind of bind am I
in?” Kaley asked.

“What do you
mean?”

“You told me I was in a
bind now, because of Mecca. What were you talking about?” she asked
the window, seeing Ronika’s reflection in the blackness of
it.

“Now that you’ve been
refused, you only have difficult options left,” she said
softly.

“What options are they?”
Kaley asked, looking at Ronika directly now to better appeal to
her.

“I think they’re something
you’re best to discuss with him.”

“No, I think you should
tell me since you seem to know.”

Kaley watched as Ronika considered her
words, her mouth twisting to one side. She took a deep breath and
straightened in her seat. Their cabin lit up turquoise but they
didn’t look out the window.

“You could return to Earth
and leave him behind. You could stay here on Demkoi, be assigned
another slave and meet Mecca in secret. You could fall pregnant
with a Femme baby but you’d need to have sex with someone other
than a tourist slave and it would likely be detected too late
anyway. You could seek out the Authorities and report everything
you’ve learned in an effort to negotiate passage for yourself and
Mecca off-world, but you’d need to trade me and my family in for
leverage.” Ronika took a deep breath after this and Kaley shook her
head at her, wide-eyed. “You could bluff to Demkoi representatives
that you would seek out the Authorities but they’re more likely to
execute you for treason the instant you became a citizen. You could
sneak him through the Authority portal with some bribery and get
yourself and him back to Earth, though the bribe will cost you more
money than you have. You could use the Wanderer portal with a full
blood Wanderer and travel back to Earth that way, but then you’d be
hunted by Authorities and assassinated if caught.”

Kaley was floored. Ronika had rattled off
these options as impassively as a robot and they all sounded awful.
Every solution created either ongoing problems or death. Ronika was
right, Kaley would have to discuss her options with Mecca when she
got back to the hotel because her decision would have an impact on
him.


 


The Other
Woman




Kaley was feeling very calm while Mecca
looked nervous. He’d followed her around the suite since she’d
returned, waiting impatiently as she changed out of her clothes and
into fresh ones. He was sitting on the edge of her bed when she
returned from using the bathroom and stood up the instant he saw
her. He followed Kaley down the corridor and got a glass of water
for each of them after she headed for the lounge. He didn’t need to
be asked, he’d sensed that she felt thirsty.

He handed her the glass and she thanked him.
He then sat, using the armchair adjacent to her on the couch. She
approved of his choice. She’d wanted to see his face when she told
him about her visit to Laresh, his mother.

“It didn’t go well,” she
said right away, not wanting to extend his hopes. Mecca pressed his
lips firmly together and glanced at the floor. Shortly after he
looked up and nodded for her to continue. “She very politely called
me an ignorant child who didn’t know any better while she sang your
praises.”

His shock seemed real. He’d physically
flinched when hearing about his mother’s review of him. Not his
mother, Kaley reconsidered, his birth mistress. She’d never
understood the quality of those words until now. It was the most
appropriate description.

“Why would she deny us
when she thinks highly of me?” Mecca wondered aloud.

“It’s because she thinks highly of you that she denies us,” Kaley said
resentfully. Mecca thought about this and plunged himself backward
into his chair, defeated. When he turned his face away from her she
could see from his profile how upset he was and felt a wave of
guilt.

She’d coldly told him that they were
unlikely to remain together. What the hell was wrong with her? She
was supposed to be in love with him, that was why he was now
sleeping in her bed. Kaley shuffled forward in her seat to go to
him and then thought about the four women who’d been given the same
news before her. She slid back.

“Your mother also told me
about the others who sought her consent.”

Why was she telling him this? She hadn’t
intended on bringing it up.

Mecca took a moment before answering. He
wiped his glistening eyes with his forearm first. He was frowning
at her in confusion. If it was an act, it was a good one.

“Others? What
others?”

“Other women have applied
for you to be their personal slave. Four of them,
actually.”

Mecca said nothing so she continued.

“They lodged applications,
which is why Laresh knew about it. She made it sound as though they
went and talked to her and everything.”

Mecca looked as though
this was the first he was hearing about it. She’d meant to approach
it calmly, to tell him about these women and get his side of the
story, but the clueless expression on his face angered her. Oh, she
knew it was unreasonable and she knew she felt this way because she
was jealous but he had to have had some idea.

“You had to know!” she
accused louder than she intended.

“Why would I have to know?
I do not have any say in the matter,” he pointed out.

“But they wouldn’t have
just decided to keep you without asking you?” she suggested, even
though she was beginning to see the truth. Her heart knew but her
head didn’t.

“It’s what this world
does, Kaley,” Mecca said sadly. “I was to show these women how
wonderful it is to have a loyal follower. They became Priestesses
with a devoted subject. Control and power over another is a heady
experience and one they grew accustomed to. It makes sense that
they would want me to continue in my worship of them and it makes
sense that they would not ask my opinion.”

Kaley blinked. She
really didn’t think like any of the women here, tourists included. What had
bonded him to the woman he’d first fallen in love with?

“What was her name?” she
asked, switching to the singular. Mecca didn’t look confused
anymore but he didn’t look happy about the shift in topic,
either.

“Is it important to you?”
Mecca asked.

“She’s
important to you if you can’t bring yourself to talk about her,” Kaley
countered. He stared and she held his gaze, waiting for him to make
a decision.

“Her name was—is—Janette.
Janette Byron.”

He wasn’t being forthcoming so she continued
to ask questions about her.

“How old were
you?”

“Nineteen. She was twenty
five.”

With Mecca in his mid-twenties now, it had
been many years ago when they’d separated. When their application
to be together had interfered with Kaley’s, she’d assumed that the
attempt had been made more recently. Still, the wound sounded fresh
for him, perhaps because she’d been his first love. Kaley was
jealous of that even while knowing her jealousy was
unreasonable.

“Did you use your ability
on her?”

“Yes, of course. I was not
an experienced tourist slave so I relied on my ability.”

“And you don’t rely on it
now?”

“Only at the start.” He
offered a wan smile.

“What made you fall in
love with her?”

“Kaley,” he
chastised.

“I need to know. I need to
understand what it is that makes you fall in love.”

“You already understand,”
he said.

“Both you and Ronika have
been reading the same books. Stop thinking that I already know
stuff and just tell me,” she said crossly.

“I am in love with you. Do
you need to ask me why?”

“That’s not
fair.”

Mecca left the couch to kneel before her,
strong hands parting her legs. She tried to keep her knees pressed
together without success and soon he was embracing her. His touch
fogged her mind and lust flooded her body to feel him so close to
her, the memory of their lovemaking interfering with her anger.

“I know you love me. I can
feel it in my heart. I no longer need to use my ability to know
this.” Kaley could feel her eyes stinging with tears that she
fought off. She didn’t want to fall apart, but he had more to say.
“When you hurt me with your jealousy, I know you also hurt
yourself. I do not feel angry because I feel your pain. I will
continue to love you and wait for the day you believe
me.”

Whenever she was with him she could feel her
doubts melting away. This world was poisonous; every time she
ventured into it without him she was barraged with negativity and
rejection. It was a world convinced that men were not as emotional
as women, a world that had decided the sexes were not equal. Ronika
had warned her not to trust anything but her heart and Kaley
finally saw the wisdom of that advice.

 



 


The Right
Decision




They woke up entwined in each other’s arms.
He was asleep and she had the advantage of watching him. Some
people looked different when they slept, but he looked the same.
Calm, peaceful. He was a steadying influence to her torrential
emotions. He felt everything she did but had been trained to keep
his control, yet he’d allowed his emotions to leak out. Was it
because of her or had every woman caught glimpses of his true
nature beneath the surface? Was that why they had sought out
keeping him? Because when he was with them, it didn’t feel like a
façade?

Mecca’s eyes opened and she wished she had
his gift. What a wonderful thing it would be to intimately
understand how someone else was feeling. How satisfying to know
when someone cared or if they were only pretending. How awesome it
must be to not only hear about being loved, but to feel it
radiating back. He had that from her, along with her doubts
unfortunately, but he knew that she loved him.

As if she’d said it out loud, Mecca smiled
sleepily and reached out to embrace her. The simple action quelled
her thoughts.

“I have to go to the lab
today,” she groaned into his chest. She didn’t want to leave him
lying here in bed because she wanted to spend more time with
him—especially now that she was in the sixth week and her time with
Mecca was coming to a close. Today was not one of those days—she
had to go in or she risked her sponsorship. She felt good about her
project now but she was also aware her end goal had
changed.

She no longer wanted to live and work on
Femme. She didn’t think she could turn a blind eye to its
imperfections. She would be a slave here as much as Mecca. She
wouldn’t be able to freely voice her opinion, do things for herself
when she had someone assigned to do them for her or move about
unrestricted on this world. Earth was flawed but she’d never
realised how much better it was. Funny how she’d initially
romanticised Femme as being something Earth should strive for.

There was only one thing on Femme that was
worth being here for.

“Do not let me hold you
back,” Mecca said, his fingers working through her hair, separating
strands. It gave her tingles and she wriggled against
him.

“You’re not holding me
back,” she whispered.

She decided it didn’t matter if she didn’t
get to work with a fantastic hairstyle that took twenty minutes or
with carefully applied makeup that made her look exotic and
beautiful. She didn’t care if her slippers didn’t exactly match her
dress or if she had a quick shower without using the massage pulse
setting. Right now she wanted to dedicate every remaining second
she had to Mecca and judging by the growing grin on his face, he
knew it.

A little while later, Kaley was in the foyer
waiting for Ronika to arrive so they could head for the lab
together when a small group of four people entered. They not only
drew her attention but also that of everyone around her. Three of
them were dressed in jeans and carrying hefty backpacks. They were
filthy, looking like they hadn’t washed in days. There was a stern
look about them that intimidated her, but not enough to make her to
look away. The idea of what kind of people they might be fascinated
her enough so that when one of them—the redheaded woman—looked at
her, she held eye-contact. This woman was perhaps ten years older
than her, somewhere in her thirties. She looked weathered and
hardened. Her eyes were intelligent and weren’t interested in Kaley
for long.

Their usher was a Femme officer. She was
speaking rapidly and quietly to them in Authoritan, because Kaley
was catching a few words by lip-reading. The officer was speaking
to the two men travelling with the redhead also, as though their
opinions and knowledge were equally as important as the woman with
them. This was bizarre in itself, enough to arouse Kaley’s
suspicions.

The small group hurried through the foyer
and to the elevators, where everyone stared after them. There was
some hushed conversation—nobody wanted to say anything loudly—and
once the group was gone, everyone went back to what they were doing
as though nothing had happened. It was like everyone was in on the
same conspiracy. The slaves that were in charge of maintaining the
hotel had hurried out to clean up the dirty footsteps the group had
left in their wake.

When Ronika joined her, she greeted her but
chose not to mention the strange event. She wanted to muse on it
first. This group of people represented another option to her that
she’d previously been unwilling to face. She didn’t want to be
influenced by Ronika’s strong point of view before she’d decided
for herself what she wanted.

All day she operated on
auto-pilot. She was conscious enough of her actions to advance her
project, albeit slowly. Glay returned to her own work when Kaley
couldn’t keep her attention on her project. Maybe she was an Intuit
too. Most of them had some kind of ability, she knew now. It made
her feel small and helpless, like she was trapped in a hamster’s
wheel; running and getting nowhere while those who knew more
watched on and took notes. The earlier freedom she’d experienced at
being given illicit information had transformed into silent
resentment, a wish to return to normality. Home was normal. Earth
was normal. The Authorities had shaped many normal worlds and Femme
was unusual even to them. How was she supposed to feel accepted
here?

There were a few times when she escaped to
the bathroom and ignored the contraptions that were supposed to be
the toilets. She only wanted to stand at the mirror and stare at
herself with the specs on, flashing message icons and requests on
the side of her vision. She glanced at one that was particularly
insistent. The lab specs allowed for very short messages within the
building, unlike the tourist specs that didn’t allow for any
communication at all. She’d been sent a quick note from Ronika.
Working in the same lab meant she was missed, but she suspected
Ronika knew something was going on with her because of her silence
on the glide train and then her long and frequent bathroom visits.
The note was simple but poignant.

Let me know if you need help.

She needed help but nobody could help her.
She had to figure everything out herself because only she could
decide the direction she wanted to go in. She’d explored every
bureaucratic option, investigated every crevice and found herself
unable to move or bypass the hurdles along the way. There were only
two real options left and she felt sick about both of them. She
wanted to escape this mess that she’d created for herself. Falling
in love had never been a conscious decision, it was a messy,
difficult situation and her mother’s attitude about it haunted
her.

Ronika glanced her way several times on the
glide train trip back home. She said nothing, but just before they
stopped at their station, she reached over and placed a hand on
Kaley’s shoulder. Kaley looked at her to see if the gesture was a
prequel to speaking but Ronika just watched her curiously.

“Thinking,” Kaley said,
because it didn’t seem fair not to acknowledge Ronika’s touch. Her
friend nodded and then they were both out and walking together to
the hotel. There weren’t as many people around at this time as
Kaley and Ronika had left as early as possible and beaten the
crowds. They went their separate ways once reaching their floor and
Kaley let herself into her suite.

Mecca was already moving swiftly towards
her. She barely got out a greeting when he picked her up and spun
her around with enthusiasm, placing kisses upon her neck and
shoulders because she was turning her face away. He probably
thought she was being playful and attempted to capture her mouth
for a moment longer before he tensed and set her down. He must’ve
checked how she was feeling with his ability and realised that she
wasn’t in the mood.

“What bothers you?” he
asked her immediately, leading her by the hand to the settee. It
was wonderful how his concern didn’t touch on his insecurity. She
wasn’t sure that he had any. Why would a person be insecure when
they could always tell how another person was feeling?

Still, he’d misinterpreted. She wasn’t
bothered, she was thrumming with nervous excitement and
anxiety.

“There are travelling
Wanderers in the building. I saw them arrive this
morning.”

He reacted exactly as she’d predicted. He
was full of questions and excited chatter about the potential for
escape. He spoke to her of travel and unknown worlds. He talked
about it as though he and Kaley were both in agreement that this
was the path they were going to take. It took a long time before he
finished telling her about the wonderful opportunities and
adventure they were going to set out on. She watched as it slowly
dawned on him that she’d sat throughout his speech with an
interested smile, nodding but not participating.

“You do see
this is the only way we can be together,” he said, concerned. Her
heart felt like breaking. He needed to know the truth about her
doubts but she didn’t want to dampen his excitement. Too
late.

“I understand that, yes,”
she said.

He moved over to sink onto the lounge beside
her. He reached for her hand and cupped it in both of his own.
Kaley shifted slightly to accommodate him and to better look his
way.

“You saw them this
morning,” he told her slowly. “And then you went to the lab. I
thought perhaps to behave as normal, to not arouse concern. But it
was not just this reason,” he prompted.

“I needed to work out what
I wanted.”

He licked his lips. Perhaps he needed water.
It was possible he was using his ability on her right now. She
wanted to get him a drink but she remained where she was, needing
to see this through without interruption.

“What was your
decision?”

“I think we should talk to
them,” Kaley replied. “I think we should ask them if they would
mind adding to their group.”

Mecca looked at her intently until she gave
him a tiny smile. He beamed at her before throwing his arms around
her and stood, picking her up off the chair by her waist and
throwing her over his shoulder. She cried out her surprise and
laughed, her heart soaring along with his as he spun in circles.
She didn’t need to be an Intuit to know how she was making him
feel.

This was the right decision.


 


Bluffs and
Blackmail




It took them a few days to find the
Wanderers again because they were dressed and made up like Femme
inhabitants. Kaley had gone to the lab on her compulsory days but
came back as early as possible to continue looking for the small
group. Each day that passed heightened her stress because she could
feel her time with Mecca slipping away. Kaley had mostly lost hope
by this stage but persevered. Even Mecca was beginning to doubt
they were still at the hotel.

On her first optional day off, she and Mecca
were scouting the lobby when they finally spotted the Wanderers
again. Kaley recognised the redheaded woman that was walking across
the foyer beside one of the men that had arrived with her. Kaley
gripped Mecca’s arm tightly, causing him to look in the direction
she was. The Wanderers were certainly a striking couple.

The woman was dressed in a shimmering gown
and wearing tourist specs. The man she was with towered over
everyone, he was very tall and muscular. His dark looks and hostile
expression made him stand out and Kaley found she instinctively
wanted to shrink away from the pair of them. Instead, she
approached with Mecca by her side. It was only when she stepped up
to the couple and they both faced her that she realised how soft
all of the male slaves on this world really were.

Mecca wasn’t effeminate by any means—he had
a masculine, muscular frame and strong chiselled features, but
there wasn’t the cool assessment in his eyes that this man
possessed. Mecca didn’t make her feel vulnerable like being in this
man’s presence did. She thought she’d enjoyed that about Earth
men—she’d even chalked it up to manliness—but now she knew it
wasn’t that at all. Being intimidating didn’t make someone more of
a man, it had been foolish of her to think so.

She thought she understood now why she’d
become gradually disappointed with the world of Femme. It had
promised to empower her, to put her in control—but it hadn’t
delivered. She felt less in control here than she had on Earth.

Mecca spoke first, even though it wasn’t in
his nature to do so. It showed just how motivated he was to leave
his slavery behind. Kaley could feel panic creeping up on her and
was initially unable to communicate, concentrating on keeping her
breathing steady. She wanted her inhaler.

“We know what you are. We
would like to speak with you privately.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t know
what you’re talking about,” the redhead said to Mecca.

“You’re not supposed to
apologise to men here,” Kaley blurted. “I’m not from Femme. I’m
from Earth.”

There was no recognition in the woman’s eyes
but when Kaley lifted her gaze to look at Mr Intimidating, she
thought she saw a flicker of understanding.

“We haven’t passed through
that one,” he said, his deep voice not lifting above a
murmur.

“You must’ve because
it’s—” Kaley started but Mecca surprised her by
interrupting.

“We can
help you. We just want to talk, please. In our room, if you do not
want to show us where you are staying,” he reasoned. He must’ve
used his Intuit ability to realise they were worried or suspicious,
because they accepted his offer.

They would meet in twenty minutes. Kaley and
Mecca returned to their suite and waited.

Mecca went for the door an instant before a
soft knock sounded. Kaley figured he must’ve been scanning somehow,
or been alerted to a different mental presence. She knew his
ability had more to do with emotions than outright communication,
but it was still eerie whenever he displayed evidence of his
gift.

The redhead was the first to enter and both
men followed after her. Mr Intimidating came in last because he
took a moment to check the corridor first. Even dressed in Femme
garb he still looked out of place.

The Wanderers were led to the square of
sofas that made up the suite’s sitting area. Both Kaley and the
redhead sat, joined by their male counterparts afterward. Kaley and
Mecca were together on one settee with the three strangers squashed
on the one opposite, the redhead in the middle.

“I’m Kaley, this is
Mecca,” she said at first, then had a moment of doubt where she
thought perhaps she should’ve given them fake names in case they
talked. No, it didn’t matter, they had a lot more to risk than she
did. In the silence that had followed, the trio across from them
didn’t offer their names. Kaley’s anxiety rose and Mecca put his
hand on her leg to comfort her before taking over the
explanation.

“We know what you are,” he
repeated his statement from the lobby. “I am also of the
blood.”

“What power?” Mr
Intimidating demanded.

“Intuit,” Mecca replied.
“Do you know what that is?”

“Yes,” Mr Intimidating
said, assessing Mecca thoughtfully.

“Then unless one of you is
the same, you know I can be helpful.”

Kaley tensed. Mecca had plunged headfirst
into negotiations without even knowing their names. Perhaps he
sensed that they were only willing to listen for so long and that
was why he was hurrying. She hoped Mecca knew what he was
doing.

The other male in the small group made a
snorting sound. Kaley didn’t like the sound of it, it distinctly
reminded her of Charlotte. The association summoned her courage to
speak out.

“If I managed to spot you
all so easily and I’m only a tourist here, just imagine how quickly
the Authorities could figure you out.”

It was the wrong thing to say because Mr
Intimidating rose from his seat and advanced on her. Kaley squealed
and cringed behind Mecca, who stood to confront a man a great deal
taller and tougher than himself.

“That is
not a threat, she is warning
you! If you take us with you, I can tell you who
your enemies are.”

“We know who our enemies
are,” the redhead said coolly. The other man with them still hadn’t
spoken nor moved from his seat. “Sit down, Meryl.”

Mr Intimidating reclaimed his seat while
Kaley struggled to associate him with the name ‘Meryl’. Mecca sat
also, his arm reaching around Kaley, making her feel protected. She
was emboldened by Mecca’s bravery.

“I’m Ava and this is
Bishop,” the redhead introduced. She still looked wary but at least
she was starting to be more accommodating.

“Pleased to meet you all,”
Kaley said automatically, though she would’ve preferred the group
without Meryl’s presence. Bishop looked a lot more laid back and
reasonable, though silent and watchful. His posture was very
different to the other two, who were both sitting very straight in
their seats. Bishop was leaning back with his ankle resting upon
the opposite knee and his arms stretched across the back of the
settee and along the arm.

“I request not only your
mercy, but your assistance,” Mecca began. “Born a man on Femme
makes me a slave. The only way it is bearable is with a loving
mistress.” This time he looked at Kaley with a smile but quickly
returned his attention to the Wanderers. “Kaley will be forced to
return to her world very soon. If she chooses to stay here, I will
not be assigned to her. That much has been made clear. Kaley does
not wish to stay here, except for me.”

She nodded when the Wanderers looked her
way, confirming Mecca’s words were accurate. He was speaking for
her, which was not the custom at all. Had he changed so much in the
time she’d been here or was he always like this, waiting for an
opportunity to take charge?

While they waited for an answer, there was a
knock on the door and Meryl was once again on his feet. He looked
from the door to Kaley and Mecca, but this time he didn’t appear
threatening so much as defensive.

“Not the Authorities,”
Bishop said. Kaley looked at him quizzically. She was curious if he
had the same ability as Ronika, who’d admitted she’d known Mecca
had been like her the instant she’d seen him.

When the door wasn’t immediately answered, a
voice called out.

“Kaley, you there? It’s
Ronika.”

“Send her away,” Bishop
said.

“She’s a friend. She’s
actually the reason—”

“Send her away,” Bishop
repeated, looking pointedly at Mecca who nodded and approached the
door. Kaley was surprised when he didn’t look her way to check with
her first. Things were slipping from her control.

Ronika left without argument, which Kaley
was surprised about. Mecca had only opened the door a fraction so
she couldn’t see in, but she hadn’t made a fuss after only a few
words were murmured.

“You need our help,”
Bishop summarised once Mecca returned to sit beside Kaley, taking
her hand and squeezing it.

“There is no other way,”
Mecca said. Kaley was struck by the words. She’d known it already,
that she and Mecca couldn’t be together unless they did this. To
hear him say it to other people made it seem more real and their
situation more hopeless. They were relying on strangers who
mistrusted them.

“Why are you waiting?”
Kaley asked, injecting herself into the conversation. “Why have you
stayed here for so long? Don’t you know how to leave?”

Ava and Bishop exchanged looks while Meryl
growled at her.

“We know well
enough.”

Mecca surprised her by answering her
questions.

“They are waiting for
their usher. As they are now, they will be obvious. They look too
different and there is an extra man in the group. Because of their
colouring, they will require a diplomat from the south and they
will pose as her assistant and male entourage.

Ava looked shocked by Mecca’s knowledge
while Bishop only smiled. Meryl scowled; it appeared to be his
singular expression.

“We were told the
Authorities aren’t welcome on this world,” Bishop said. “It appears
true because the soldiers are contained. How do you know about the
diplomats?”

“I was
once a guide for a woman when the Portal was in the west. She was
taken to it by a diplomat who knew the Portal’s location. There was
no male assistant available so I was assigned to them during their
travel. The adventure lasted only two days, but I learned much
about Raoko Nakoi.”

Kaley remembered the term from when she’d
been shown around campus six weeks ago. Had it really only been
almost six weeks ago? She supplied an explanation when the others
looked confused.

“The agreement between the
Authorities and Femme’s leaders.”

“May I ask how long before
your guide is to arrive?” Mecca asked. Ava and Bishop exchanged
looks again and then Bishop replied.

“Five more
days.”

Mecca was surprised by this news, Kaley
could see it on his face. She was getting better at reading his
expressions.

“Have… have you revealed
your abilities yet to Femme representatives?” he asked
them.

“Yes, once we felt safe,”
Bishop said, now leaning forward with his elbows resting on his
knees. He no longer looked relaxed. Kaley was confused about the
sudden attitude shift.

“Are any of you a full
blood Healer?”

Bishop gestured to his left. “Partial,” he
said, indicating either Ava or Meryl because they were both seated
to the left of him.

Kaley was flummoxed. What did being a Healer
have to do with anything? She looked at Meryl, who shook his head.
Ava beside him looked concerned. Kaley took this to mean that Ava
was the one with healing abilities. Being a Healer had to be a good
thing.

“Enough to use the
portal?” Mecca asked. When Ava nodded, Mecca was silent for a
moment, thinking. All three Wanderers gave him the time to do so,
until Kaley couldn’t stand it anymore.

“You’re going to have to
explain it to me.”

Mecca explained it to all of them.

“There are procedures in
place that helps Wanderers move through this world. Discovery that
you are being helped will challenge the contract Femme
representatives have with the Authorities. There may be hostilities
as a result. The risk is therefore kept to a minimum with an
assigned chaperone to move travelling Wanderers through as quickly
as possible.”

“But we’re here for
another five days,” Meryl said with a frown.

“Yes,”
Mecca agreed, “because Ava is a Healer. Healers are both spiritual
and territory leaders because there are so few of the bloodline
here. If your bloodline is strong enough to use the portal,
you will be
encouraged to remain here. If your travelling partners are against
staying, then they shall be externally motivated to
leave.”

“Interesting,” Bishop
said. His expression looked to Kaley like he found the information
concerning more than interesting. “But I don’t know what we’re
going to do about it. We’re unable to find the portal ourselves so
we’re going to need help.”

“I know where it is,”
Mecca said. Kaley looked at him with surprise. How had he learned
its location?

“How would an Intuit
know?” Meryl’s question became rhetorical, for nobody answered.
“He’s lying!” Meryl added.

“He’s not lying,” Bishop
said. Kaley looked from Bishop to Mecca, who were having some kind
of staring contest. She could feel tension mounting. “Is that your
price?” Bishop finally asked. Mecca didn’t answer straight away so
Kaley had to ask.

“Price for
what?”

“The price for making us
take you,” Bishop clarified for Kaley. “Telling us where the portal
is.”

“Oh. No! We wouldn’t do
that,” Kaley was offended and frowned at Mecca, who looked at her
like she’d spoken out of turn.

“Then tell us,” Ava said,
sounding cross. Kaley closed her eyes and lowered her head. She
didn’t think they would agree to take them unless they were
extorted. She didn’t want to do that. She didn’t want to travel
with people who didn’t want her, especially if they had the power
to dump them in the next world.

“Not yet,” Bishop said.
His voice was soft but it was enough to raise Kaley’s eyes to him.
He was looking at her. “We need to decide between ourselves first,
whether we take you.”

“Derrick!” Ava exclaimed,
revealing ‘Bishop’ was either a nickname or a surname.

“They’re genuine,” he told
her and the connection was finally made for Kaley.

“You’re an Intuit,
too.”

Mecca’s partial blood powers would be
trifling in comparison. No wonder they’d argued that they knew who
their enemies were and snorted derisively at an offer of help. They
truly didn’t need it.

But they did need to know where the portal
was. Kaley thought she was right to offer to tell them whether the
Wanderers agreed to take them or not. They had to show good faith
and hope for mercy in return.

“Thank you for the
warning,” Bishop said, standing up. Ava was quick to her feet also
and reached a hand out to Meryl, who took it dutifully. Kaley
thought bitterly that the pair of them might enjoy staying on
Femme, but didn’t say so. She felt Mecca’s comforting touch on her
arm before he stood up also and wondered how much of her emotions
he’d received.

“You’re welcome,” Kaley
said, hugging herself. She sat, remaining where she was while Mecca
showed the three of them out.

“If we come for you, be
ready,” Bishop said in the doorway, loud enough for Kaley to
hear.

Mecca shut the door behind them and Kaley
stood, hoping that he would come over for a cuddle. She could feel
her last hope to remain with Mecca slipping away. Instead, Mecca
grinned at her like he hadn’t been listening to the same
conversation.

“We should
pack.”


 


Wildflowers




Kaley wrote her address on the small package
that was being posted to her mother. She’d meant to give it to her
personally but now it would come in the mail, along with a small
but heartfelt handwritten note.

Mecca had to hold it for her when they
arrived in the lobby with it and she watched as he scanned it for
her at the mailbox machine. She performed a retinal scan to pay for
the parcel to be delivered and gestured for Mecca to drop it in. He
delayed for a moment before doing so, as though he was shouldering
the burden of the moment with her.

They went back to their suite but Kaley left
Mecca so she could speak with Ronika. Awichin was already out
somewhere and Ronika didn’t look surprised when Kaley told her what
was going on.

“You told him, didn’t you?
Where to find the portal?” Kaley guessed. She didn’t know how
Ronika knew such a thing but reasoned it had something to do with
her ability. If Mecca couldn’t see the portal himself then the only
way he could know where it was, was if Ronika had told
him.

“Yes.”

“You can use it, can’t
you?” she asked further.

“Yes.”

“Do you think he used it?
Your brother? Is that why you think he’s not in the
archives?”

Ronika was nodding already, so it wasn’t a
surprise when she said yes a final time, with tears in her eyes.
They didn’t fall and Kaley was reminded quite strongly of her
mother. She threw her arms around Ronika and they hugged
tightly.

Kaley left Ronika’s room and returned to her
own where Mecca was getting their bag. When she entered she saw a
small backpack by the door. There wasn’t a great deal inside;
enough Femme style clothes for the both of them and Kaley’s jeans,
blouse and shoes. She was wearing a teal knee-length dress
today.

It was a day too early to leave the world
and return home but nobody else knew that other than her peers and
the laboratory’s employees. None of the other girls were here
because they’d gone into the city to celebrate their final days on
Femme and do some sightseeing.

As she and Mecca headed for the lift, Ronika
called out to them.

“Don’t come
back.”

Both she and Mecca turned to see her
standing in the middle of the corridor and they both gave her a
small wave.

With no luggage and wearing unsuitable
clothes for going on adventures, Kaley and Mecca entered the lift.
They were speedily deposited into the lobby after a stop to pick up
another mistress and her slave. When the lift arrived in the foyer,
the other slave waited for Kaley to exit before him. She refused
with a shake of her head and he scurried out. His mistress gave
Kaley a surprised look when the lift doors closed and they were
carried another floor downward, taking them underground.

“I guess not too many
women visit the slave’s area,” she said. Mecca grinned and shook
his head, bouncing lightly from one foot to the other. When the
lift doors opened he gestured for her to exit first and shouldered
their bag. Kaley was amused that even in his excitement of finally
being free he was still behaving like a slave.

The Wanderers were waiting where they’d
promised they would. They were also dressed in their Femme clothing
but their huge backpacks were likely filled with practical
things.

“Put your specs on,” Kaley
said to Ava.

“They make me
dizzy.”

“Then put them on and
close your eyes for a bit. It’ll slow their settings down.” Kaley
was pleased that she could provide some useful
information.

“Where’s your stuff?”
Bishop asked after a moment.

“I wasn’t allowed to bring
anything. Femme provides.” She gestured at her knee-length teal
dress.

“Didn’t you arrive in
normal clothes?”

“Yes, they’re in my bag.
We don’t need to attract the police.” As soon as she said it, she
gripped Mecca’s elbow to get his attention. “The police! Won’t
their specs tell them who we all are?”

“I do not know. It would
be best to avoid the police,” Mecca said.

“You think?” Meryl
growled. Kaley was not in the mood for his gruffness. She hoped he
had an emotion beyond anger, otherwise travelling with him would
become tedious very quickly.

“We just have to keep
moving and not behave irregularly,” Kaley said, widening her eyes
at Meryl so that he would know his hostile manner was irregular. He
surprised her by giving her a nod and not talking back.

“Shall we go?” Bishop
invited pleasantly.

Mecca showed them through the men’s
recreational lounge and then through a huge dining hall furnished
with long tables. There was a medieval feast association to it that
Kaley couldn’t shake. It was strange to see in a world that she
considered futuristic. They exited at the far end.

“We better hurry now that
we have been identified,” Mecca encouraged as he led them to a
flight of tiled stairs.

“Who identified us?” Kaley
asked, looking up and around for cameras.

“The other slaves. We only
need one loyal Femme slave to report our movements before it is
realised we are leaving.”

“You’re taking a big risk
helping us,” Bishop observed, moving up stairs two at a time to
keep in step with Mecca. “Thank you.”

Kaley was pleased that they had a true ally
with Bishop. Ava and Meryl were suspicious but she thought that
they would be manageable if Bishop was on their side.

There was little chatter between them as
they caught a shuttle. It wasn’t supposed to seat more than four
and Meryl was very tall and broad so he ended up sitting on the
floor. Kaley hoped they wouldn’t be stopped for dangerous shuttle
riding but she was loathe to separate into two shuttles.

“Outer City West,” Mecca
said after a prompt for their destination.

They’d discussed the portal’s destination
but neither of them knew exactly how far west it was. Mecca said it
was close but not close enough to see. The shuttle would take them
out as far as it could.

The shuttle drove past crowds of people
until they started to thin out. There were only a few other
shuttles passing them now and Kaley recognised this blue laneway as
the path to Anjiang, but then their shuttle diverted and they began
passing undisturbed land that had markers on it, indicating it was
awaiting future development. Meryl commented that they were
close.

“I can feel it,” he said.
It was the first time he’d spoken without gruffness or hostility.
He had a nice voice when he wasn’t growling.

“I
can see it,”
Bishop added, craning his neck around.

“Where?” Ava peered,
looking at nothing but blue sky.

The shuttle stopped when the laneway ended
and they all clamoured out. There was nobody around to stop them or
ask questions. There was no reason to be here, in this lush field
of wildflowers. Even the flowers betrayed their world origin, for
their petals were streaked with multiple colours. It was like
walking through a painter’s messy palette.

Bishop drew near her while Mecca forged
ahead, leading them to the thing that was their escape.

“Does he know?” he asked
softly.

“Know what?” Kaley
replied.

After a moment of staring at her, Bishop
frowned and shook his head.

“Never mind.”

But she was curious.

 



 


Leaving A Tainted
World




The five of them assembled in the field near
where the portal was supposed to be. Kaley couldn’t see it because
she had not a single drop of Wanderer blood in her. Mecca was
beaming at her, looking gorgeous and vibrant and full of
possibilities.

Tainted. The word continued to haunt her. Any children she might
have with Mecca would have a bloodline so diluted that it was
difficult to imagine they would receive any powers at all.
Intuition was a good talent to have, especially if there were going
to be enemies.

She would forever be hunted by the
Authorities and dependant on Wanderers of greater bloodlines to
take them along in their travels, or upon Mecca’s ability to keep
her safe. If they ever separated, she would be alone and without
any support to help her survive. If they stayed together, any
children they had would be condemned by their actions, even if they
settled down. She would always wonder about who would be turning up
at her door.

She couldn’t live like that.

She loved Mecca but Kaley didn’t believe she
was strong enough to brave the perils of multiple unknown worlds
ahead. Her life had already changed enough. She could accept a
strange home but she couldn’t accept no home at all.

She’d told Ronika all of her fears and made
her friend promise to help her if things didn’t go smoothly. Ronika
had been reticent but finally agreed. Her opinion on the matter was
clear when she’d made her goodbye.

Don’t come back.

If Kaley came back without Mecca, she would
have to return to Earth early in order to escape Femme persecution.
Helping Mecca escape would sever her opportunities with Femme but
there was no asking him to stay. She loved him too much to hold him
back. She would never be able to return to Femme but it wasn’t a
place she wanted to experience again. It was beautiful, yes, but
there was beauty on Earth, too. And there were other worlds.

What fantastic things Mecca would see. What
an exciting life he would lead. If she was braver, she would be at
his side. Yet there was a persistent nagging doubt about whether
they would last. If she went with him, there would be an intense
stress on their relationship. It was such a new and budding
connection that she knew it needed nurturing, not life-threatening
risk. Their biggest drawback was her, where beneath the honeymoon
enamourment she could feel darker concerns. If he felt them persist
beneath her trust and love for him, he might become resentful. Her
heart believed in him so much that it hurt. Her head was more
reasonable, more logical. She was tired of constantly
second-guessing herself. She wanted to be sure about their love and
knew she never would be. They were too different.

Leaving him here and now, she knew there
would be regret. She would yearn for Mecca in his absence and
always think about the opportunity lost. The worst part was if she
travelled with him, she might lose him the same way her mum had
lost her dad. She would rather think of him as he was now; excited
and vital, starting a new life, gaining new opportunities. He would
meet someone else. He would fall in love again. He was lovely, he
was smart and he was on a path she couldn’t take.

As they held hands with one another, she
thought he’d suspected it all along. Bishop knew because he was an
Intuit. Mecca hadn’t seen the truth because he hadn’t wanted
to.

The three Wanderers were already linking
hands for the journey. Before Mecca took Meryl’s outstretched hand,
he turned to her. His sad smile squeezed her heart.

“I can feel your fears,
eating at you like acid,” he said quietly. She was shocked at the
description and felt his hand tighten on hers, like he thought she
might pull it away. “I know you doubt me and so your courage must
be stronger than mine. All I can do is tell you I love you and hope
it will be enough to chase those doubts away.”

“Mecca, don’t make this
harder than it has to be,” she said, her eyes hot and itchy. She
held his hands even while knowing she should let go. When the first
tears fell, her voice became croaky but she didn’t care. “I’m not
strong enough.”

“You are, Kaley. You do
not believe in yourself the way I do because this world has knocked
you down, your friends have knocked you down. You measure yourself
against things that do not matter. All that matters is what is in
here,” he touched his chest first then hers, taking her hand along
for the ride. His hand felt soft and warm upon her breast and she
was sure he would feel her heart hammering beneath his palm. The
flimsy material of her top would do little to conceal
it.

“Mecca,” she said, shaking
her head and openly sobbing. “I don’t believe our love will
last.”

He looked hurt by her words and she had to
finish it.

“I know you can feel that
I love you, but you’re not enough for me.”

“Kaley, do not do this,”
he begged. He tried to pull her into an embrace but she shoved him
away so that he wouldn’t persist. She managed to break their
contact completely and it was suddenly easier to yell at
him.

“You’re not worth the
risk!”

She clapped her hands over her mouth, hating
what she’d just said.

Mecca stared at her, frozen without reply.
Perhaps he was waiting for her to retract her words, to apologise
and beg for forgiveness. She had no idea how long he would have
stood there looking at her because Bishop came over and took his
hand. Mecca allowed himself to be led away.

Kaley felt as though her insides had been
scooped out. She cried into her hands, her vision blurred and her
nose blocked as Mecca and Bishop walked the short distance away
from her to where Ava and Meryl waited.

As they drew closer together Kaley could
feel herself shaking with the force of her sobs. Her mouth was
still covered; half because she hated what she’d said and half
because she was afraid she would retract it.

One of the Wanderers reached out a hand and
the four of them were gone.

There was no dazzling white light, no sounds
other than the shushing of tall grass in the wind and a few
songbirds in the trees. Kaley blinked her surprise and then it was
too hard for her to stand. Her legs lost their strength and she
dropped to her knees in the field. She covered her face and curled
up into a ball, crying for what she’d pushed away.

She loved him enough to let him go. She
hoped he would understand and forgive her. She hoped she would
forgive herself.

Ronika found her that way. She said very
little and Kaley barely heard. The ocean had transported itself
into her ears, waves of white noise washing over her. Kaley and her
suitcase were both delivered to the Portal terminal. Ronika did a
lot of talking on her behalf but Kaley wasn’t surprised to find
that departing Femme was a great deal easier than arriving. She was
aware that Ronika was using her sorry state as an excuse for why
she was leaving—that she’d failed to get nominated for work
sponsorship.

Taking the globe pill handed to her was a
mercy. This time she didn’t battle the drowsiness that stole over
her. She was eager to surrender her consciousness and to let sleep
be the haven from love not just lost, but released.

 



 


A Different
Life




She was kneeling in the garden when the
neighbour’s Jack Russell started barking. Her mum was inside
getting them each a glass of lemonade. It was a nice way to spend a
Saturday in spring, visiting her mother to help pull weeds and
plant bulbs. Kaley knew the little dog from next door would calm
once the pedestrian passed, so there was no point shushing it. As
expected it stopped yapping and returned to snuffle at the fence
between them.

“Silly old dog,” Kaley
said to it without malice. She heard the doorbell ring and then her
mother’s voice calling out that she was coming. Kaley continued
weeding because it was good, honest work that kept her spirits up.
She still felt hollow from her experience two years ago.

There had been pressure applied by Femme
diplomats to expel her from Wynnum University, due to her actions.
They’d never confirmed what she’d done but they had enough
influence due to their annual sponsorship program. Kaley never got
a chance to complete her degree but she’d lost interest in it
anyway. She got a job at a beauty salon, giving facials, painting
nails and plucking eyebrows. It was satisfying work in a way she’d
never anticipated. It was nice to make people feel happy about
themselves by performing small luxuries. It also made her feel
closer to Mecca.

Nobody had taken his place in her heart.
She’d made a few empty attempts but none had lasted. She’d
underestimated the depth of the connection she’d made with him.
She’d doubted the strength of their love because of its convenient
nature. He’d offered her nothing but truth and she’d considered it
deception. She’d once thought that she would never love again the
way she loved him and she’d fought hard to keep him with her on
Femme. How strange that she could believe in their love so
adamantly and still let him go in the end. She’d lacked courage and
would pay the price forever.

“Kaley?” her mother’s
voice filled with concern. It was possible she’d called for her
already without answer. Sometimes Kaley could lose herself quite
deeply in her thoughts. How many tears had her mother seen while
she’d cried in her arms like a little girl? Too many before Kaley
had got herself under a façade of control.

“Yes, Mum?” she asked,
turning and forcing a smile.

Her smile was wiped off her face when she
saw who was standing beside her mother. He was tall, his hair a
sun-streaked blonde. He wore a polo over jeans and dirty hiking
boots on his feet. His indigo eyes were colder than she remembered
and as he helped her to her feet, she could feel his hands were
calloused. They’d seen hard work.

She wanted to speak his name, to tell him
she’d missed him, was pleased that he’d found her and was here,
that she’d loved him then and even more now. She wanted to tell him
she was sorry that she’d forced him to leave without her, that her
doubts had been manufactured both by the world she’d visited and
her own emotional insecurity. She wanted to hold him and never let
him go again, because it didn’t matter which world she was in; if
he wasn’t in it, it was bleak and grey.

When Mecca pulled her into his strong
embrace, he whispered in her ear.

“I know.”

As the world grew more vibrant around them,
Kaley told him what she knew was the truth of her heart.

“So do I.”
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Afterword




To my readers:

 


Thank you for supporting
me and my work. I hope you enjoyed reading this book.

 


I would be extremely
grateful if you could leave a review with either
goodreads.com or with the
bookseller that you purchased this book from.

 


I invite you to share this
book with your family, friends and acquaintances.

 


I encourage emails:
delia@grantcreek.com

 


If you enjoyed this story,
please visit deliastrange.com and sign
up for my newsletter to be informed when the Wanderer of Worlds
book series is released.
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