
Chapter 8 Rules
“Do you want me to call you ‘Master’ now?” Kia asked.
Good question. I have always vehemently opposed the title of Master because it did not feel sincere. I did not feel like a teacher, as I was being taught, instead of teaching myself. It was easier to follow than to lead. I wouldn’t deny that I’ve sometimes felt a sense of flattery when that magical “M-word” came up. Like so many people, I really wanted to be what I wasn't. Obese people want to be thin; emaciated people want to get fatter. Poor people want to get richer; rich people want to get richer. I wanted to take the lead, but maybe it just wasn't in me. Every so often, I felt like I had postponed growing until I came on board here. Be honest, not only with others but also with yourself. Kia waited patiently for my answer.
“Yes, from now on call me Master.” I swallowed the ‘please’ at the end of the sentence with difficulty; without ‘please’ it sounded more masterful. 
Kia bowed her head in an unmistakably submissive gesture. “As you wish, Master.”
It still didn't feel right, but I let it go. 
“Let's see what the girls learned from Miss Vietnam,” I said.
Three of my concubines sat on the large, worn leather sofa watching the screen opposite them; my mother was busy preparing dinner. I wisely kept the thought of a recycled Anh to myself. I sat down between Isis and Aislinn because there was still room there. I placed my arm on the backrest behind Aislinn as a silent command for arm's length, but Kia went the other way.
"Can I sit next to the... Master?" she asked Isis.
“As far as I know, you have been with him all day; I think I would like to sit next to him for a moment now.” Isis said.
Kia just looked at me. 
Before I could regret my hasty decision to make Kia my little doll and get out of the situation with some lame excuse, I said, “I told Kia that she has to stay within arm's length of me for at least seven days. As much as I enjoy having Isis sitting next to me, I still have to ask you to make room for Kia.”
With strange looks directed at me, Isis silently made way for Kia, who snuggled close to me. 
“What do we know about Miss Vietnam so far?” I asked them.
Aislinn, businesslike as always, gave me a summary. “Madonna was officially her fitness coach and outside business hours her lover, I suppose. Miss Vietnam has a huge crush on him and probably doesn’t even notice that she is being manipulated. He forced her to take his sister with him.”
“Madonna.” I interrupted. 
Aislinn smiled despite herself. “An apt nickname. Anyway, it seems that Miss Vietnam was on Earth the one with the money and the brains behind the family business, and that her husband was taking all the credit for it. I know she can be ruthless. You only have to look at what she did with her husband, and that might also explain her high CAP score in part. 
“Do we know yet how she managed to get her husband to attack her?”
“Rumour says she has been playing with Maradona’s dick in public, and made rather disparaging remarks about the length and thickness of her husband’s member compared to the thing she was holding in her hand.”
“Really?” I said. Not that I doubted the truth of her remark, but more to keep the conversation going, so to speak.
“Yes, she must have known that his wounded ego was no match for that. On Earth, we would say this was an assassination attempt. The woman who was with her, what is her nickname again?”
“Browsie.”
“Of course, the eyebrows. I think our Miss Vietnam likes her nether lips dusted with that Swiffer Dusters quite a bit. You only have to look at Browsie to know that she is completely, head over heels in love with Miss Vietnam. 
“What about Twin Man? You all seem to like him?”
“He’s just a nice guy,” Sharon said. “He was the publisher of a small newspaper on Earth. Jade, or Josie, he still doesn’t know — or doesn’t want to know — worked there as his secretary. She told him she had too much work and that he needed to hire a second secretary. It was perfectly clear that the small publishing house didn't need two secretaries at all, but when Josie walked in, the man who is clearly doting on the twins never let her go. We haven't found out yet whether Josie's children are his too, but that is likely.”
“Fire and Flame.”
“What?” Aislinn interrupted.
“One is Fire. You only have to look her in the eye to know she is the tough one of the two; the other is flame. She’s softer, probably will end up as Fire’s concubine. How old are they?”
“Twelve. They are a handful, alright,” Sharon said. “But this whole family breathes harmony, and that’s a pleasant exception if you look at all the other pods.”
“What about Writer Woman? She doesn’t look happy.”
“She isn’t. My father is behaving like a lovesick jerk. I don’t know what it is with these fourteen-year-olds, but men turn into jelly when they fuck them.”
There were two fourteen-year-olds on this ship as far as I knew. One was Lolita, Angus’ concubine; the other was Kia. No way I could ignore this.
“Sharon, come and stand before me, please.”
She did without a word. “On your knees and look at me.” Don’t think that I cannot look people in the eyes, but talking and looking them in the eye for the length of a conversation was just too much. I still wasn’t able to do both. But that doesn’t mean I can’t look at Sharon to find out if there is a real problem or that she is just jerking my chain. Of all the women, Sharon is my soulmate. Sharon is my everything. I wouldn’t have coped with all the problems these last few years if it hadn’t been for Sharon. 
“Sharon, would you be so kind as to remind me why you have put so much time and energy into creating a team of women around me that would get along with each other?”
“I know, Master, and I’m sorry. It’s just that… It’s hard to see my father keeping his distance from us, behaving like a jerk. I always had a soft spot for my father, you know, and seeing him like this…” Sharon started crying. 
“I understand,” I said, “But Kia here did nothing wrong. She is just obeying orders. Orders she might even dislike. So I think you should apologise to Kia for hurting her feelings.”
“I’m sorry, Kia,” Sharon blubbered. “You know I didn’t mean any of it; you are wonderful. It’s just that you are calling him Master as well… It broke something with me, you know?” Apparently they both knew it, because this incident ended with stereo crying and chaste make-up kisses back and forth.
At the dinner table, I fed Kia spoon by spoon. Isis asked: “So, what’s going on with Kia? It’s not just curiosity, well, a lot of it is curiosity, I admit. But it’s also more. We are all affected by your actions. Could you do us a favour and fill us in, Drew?”
“I’m learning.” I said. “It’s easy to learn at school or at university. But it’s tough learning to lead a group of women. I want to learn to lead and stop being led. All of you are older than I. All of you have people skills. And all of you — I have to be honest here — know how to manipulate to get your way. So I asked the one who is younger than me, the only one, to help me be a better leader. And she has graciously accepted this challenge. It’s going to demand a lot from her; we are talking about unconditional surrender here. And I will fuck that up someday. We all know that. So does Kia, and yet she still agreed to be my doll. My own doll to play with, to make her do whatever I want. You all know that takes courage. And I want you to support her in any way you can. Because I know that if she makes me a better leader of this crew, my crew, Drew’s crew, you will all benefit from it.”
“And helping her eat is going to make you a better leader?” Isis asked, clearly not impressed. 
“Isis!” Joyce warned. My mother, the keeper of peace on Earth and goodwill toward men. 
“No, it’s a fair question. For a week, I am going to make all decisions for Kia, and she will depend on me. So if I don’t feed her, she will starve.”
I could see Isis wasn’t convinced, but the others sent her several warning looks, so she let it slide. 
——————————
“Master, do I need your permission to go to the bathroom?”
“Don’t be daft, Kia.”
“Master, do I need to be in the bathroom when you need to go, arm’s length and all?” 
“Stop being foolish, Kia…
“I do want you outside the bathroom door, though.”
———————————
“Have you noticed something about the crew?” Hajji asked me the next day.
“Can’t say that I have.” 
“Who do you see here, playing school-ma'am?”
“I see the omnipresent Sergeant.” I said.
“Exactly. When was the last time you’ve seen the Captain of this ship?”
“Captain Holt? Only on the first day, I guess.”
“Doesn’t that strike you as odd?” Hajji asked.
“Nah, he’s probably busy flying this baby.” I assumed. “He already said they were heavily understaffed on this trip.”
“He isn’t on the bridge.”
“How do you know? We only have access to this canteen; that’s all we go to every day and back to the pod. That’s it. He might be anywhere on this ship, for all we know.”
“His pod is next to mine.” 
“You should write detectives. At least those writers leave a clue every ten pages or so.” 
He smiled. “I know that because when he leaves his pod, his door makes this very annoying shriek. So I hear him come and go. And when he goes, he’s back within ten minutes.”
“So, he has a good crew. Like the good sergeant over there. Don’t worry. With a bit of luck, we will be on Fiditon-1 in two weeks’ time.” I said. I told my new friend about the arrangement Kia and I had made for the next week, just to take his mind off those things that are out of our control.
“That’s a good start.” He said. “Now reach out your hand and see if you feel your doll.” 
Instead of reaching out, I looked around. Kia sat at another table with Scheherazade and her sister. Dunyazade was laughing; she always laughs a lot. I think of all the concubines here, she’s the happiest. 
“She’s right by me at that table.” I said, relieved. 
“Is she within your arm’s reach?”
“No, but she is close enough.”
“You are making excuses for her behaviour. It saves her the trouble of coming up with an excuse if you already did that for her. You made a simple rule: stay within my arm’s reach. How long is your arm? Let’s say about 80 cm. Let’s also give her the benefit of the doubt and say she should be within one metre reach of you. What you are trying to do this week is to give her the chance to obey your rules, right?”
I nodded, a little wary; I didn't know where this conversation was going.
“And we just noticed that she is sitting well over three meters away from us, and therefore far outside the boundary you set for her.”
“I’m sure she just wanted to sit with her friends for a while.”
“You are still making excuses for her, young Master Drew. Let’s wait and see if she can make her own excuses, so you don’t have to do them for her, shall we? Do you mind if I ask the questions, and you concentrate on her behaviour?”
“One more question before we begin this experiment, Master Drew. Do you think it is fair to punish her for not obeying your rule?”
“No, I don’t think so. She is not within a metre of me, but she’s not too far away that I cannot see her. So, I think a simple warning will be enough.” I said what I meant.
“Interesting. Let’s see what happens, shall we? Would you be so kind as to make her kneel before the table so she can watch both of us. That means, I will do the talking and you will do the watching.”
“Kia, come here, please, and sit on your knees before our table.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“And you girls, sit behind me and learn,” Hajji said to his concubines.
“Kia, I have talked to your Master, and he gave me permission to ask you a few questions. Now, I am not your Master, nor do I want to be, so if you can’t or won’t want to answer my question, you are free to do so with no retribution from me or your Master. Is that clear?”
“Yes… I don’t know how to call you. Should I call you Master as well?”
“Good question, Kia. No, just call me Amir, or Hajji, as your Master has named me.”
“Yes, Hajji,” Kia rephrased obediently. 
“Good. Ask if something is not clear to you, just as you did. It’s very important that you understand the rules completely, and it’s your duty to ask for clarification if something isn’t clear, now or anytime later.
“Let’s start with the basics. Your Master gave you an order last night. Do you remember what that order was?”
“Yes, he told me to stay within arm’s length of him.”
“And was that rule clear for you, and did you understand that was a rule he wanted you to obey?”
“Yes, Sir. It was clear to me that he wanted me close to him at all times. That is why I went to sit with him yesterday at the cost of him sitting with his other concubines.”
“Good. So we know you understood the rule of being close with Master Drew all day, and that he considered closeness as his arm’s length, is that correct, Kia?”
“Yes, Hajji.” As she began to worry visibly, the relaxed expression vanished from Kia’s face.
“Young Master Drew, would you be so kind as to stretch your arm as far as you can towards that table where Kia and my concubines sat moments ago?” I obeyed him and stretched out my arm. The table was approximately three arms away from me. 
“We have established objectively that Kia didn’t follow the rule her Master gave her. The table is further away than his arm’s length. Now we all know that rules aren’t worth the paper they are written on — assuming they are written rules — if they aren’t enforced. If hygiene rules are ignored, they can cause infections. Breaking traffic rules can cause accidents.”
He looked at me and asked, “Young Master Drew, good rules are specific, simple, relevant, easy to find and easy to explain. Do you think your rule was a good rule?”
“Were you a lawyer in your past life?” I tried to joke my way out of it.
He remained focused and very serious. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I was a lawyer on Earth.”
“Oh. There goes my joke — naked and afraid.” I said. “Yes, I thought it was a good rule at the time. It’s simple; I could explain it in those terms. It’s relevant to my future goals with Kia. We don’t need to search for it, since I made it up yesterday, so findability is not an issue. So yes, I think the rule was good enough.”
“Good enough. Do you think you could have made it a bit more specific?”
“Yes, I could have mentioned the rules don’t apply to bathroom breaks, hers and mine. I made that up later.” I said, blushing a little.
“How about sitting with her fellow concubines at a table next to you? Would you consider that an exception to the rule as well?”
“No, I didn’t think of that. It’s hard to think of all exceptions when you are making a rule on the fly, you know.” I defended myself. You know what they say about defending yourself in court. Don’t do it. 
“So the lesson for the Master is: don’t make rules before you have carefully thought them through. Think about whether she can comply with the rule. Rules that are only fun or sexy serve no purpose if she cannot do in any situation what you want her to do. Think about what the consequences are if she disobeyed. Are you going to punish her for that, or will you turn a blind eye to that?
“Master Drew, can you explain to Kia why this rule exists?”
“I’m a lover, not a fighter. If Kia would like that I want her to be my bodyguard in the future. I think about what happened on Earth. There is no reason I would be safe on a planet outside Earth. I could learn how to defend myself, but it would be much more efficient to train one of my girls as my protector. And yes, she would have to take self defence lessons instead of me. As I am not interested in martial arts, I could concentrate on my research, something I would prefer a thousand times more.”
Hajji turned to Kia again. Her face looked a lot paler now. “Kia,” Hajji asked her, “would it make any difference to you if Master Drew had explained why it was important for you would obey this rule to the letter?”
“Of course it would. I would consider it a profound honour and a truly worthwhile aspiration to contribute to our team. I often wondered what my place and role within his concubine crew would be. This puts an end to doubt if my role could be significant enough.”
“Kia, we have established that you were not complying with an order of your Master. Do you think you deserve to be punished for this? I don’t have to tell you that you have to give an honest answer, because I know you will do so anyway. I will repeat my question so you’ll have a few seconds more to think about your answer. Do you think you deserve to be punished for this?”
“Yes, Hajji. I will accept any punishment.”
“Will you? Be careful with those words. Through the ages, people have invented such cruel punishments that the recycling of poor Anh is pale in comparison. What if I told you that young Master Drew thought a mere warning would be enough punishment, because he could imagine you would want a nice quiet chat with my concubines and that he knew you were close to him in the first place?”
“I think I should be punished, Sir.”
“Tell us why, if you can, Kia. Take all the time you need to choose the right words for your response.” She did. Very serious. Scheherazade and her sister were watching her breathlessly. 
“I would feel cheated if I did my utmost best to obey the rule all the time, and there would be no consequence for me if I didn’t. Why should I even try? I think a punishment that fits the crime would make me work even harder to prevent it happening once more. It doesn’t feel right to have disappointed him and got away with it. If there aren’t consequences, why would I bother?”

