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Chapter
One

Africa,
1908:

 


A hot, dry
savannah wind blew along a dirt road lined with single- and
twin-level buildings, huts and merchant stalls. A few natives in
coloured linen robes loudly hawked overripe fruits and vegetables
from produce carts, while in the distance a bell rang from a sheer
white tower, a Christian occupation of a former Muslim mosque. The
smell was thick with sweat and manure, and it seemed inconceivable
that anyone would live here unless they had absolutely no other
options. As for visiting...

Susannah Beck
looked at her surroundings with utter disdain, waving a straw hat
in front of her face, as much to chase away the odours and the
flies as to cool herself. She'd read a few sordid adventures about
Africa, about intrepid hunters and explorers spreading civilisation
into the Dark Continent, but had never shared the love of it that
her brother had. If she'd had her druthers, she'd have remained in
London. For all its faults - the throngs of common people, the
smoky skies - it was at least cooler, and cultured.

'Is this
Makali?' she asked aloud.

The
dark-skinned driver of the wagon never looked back at her, replying
proudly in fractured English. 'Yes, Missus. The biggest city in the
country.'

She grunted to
herself, but chose not to point out just how small and
insignificant this "city" was in comparison with even the smaller
communities of Europe. Maybe it was just the long journey finally
catching up with her: two weeks on a steamship from London to
Vintori in Gambia, and an almost equal amount of time by various
wagons and carriages eastward, seeing smaller and smaller
communities, more and more strange and exotic wildlife. She had no
wish to present the image of a haughty, superior woman, even if she
was British. 'Does this "city" have a suitable hotel? Or any
hotel?'

The driver
chuckled, waving his stick, not at his horse, but at a large,
sturdy structure ahead. 'There, missus. The best you'll get around
here.'

'I believe it.
Do you know a Maarten Van Zant?'

He nodded.
'Big man here. You his new woman?'

Susannah
scowled and put her hat back on her head, leaning against the bag
that had been her travelling companion for many thousands of miles.
'Certainly not! I have business with him. Where is his
establishment?'

He turned,
grinning, his gaunt face looking skeletal as he pointed over her
shoulder. 'The big warehouse at the edge of town. Big warehouse for
a big man. You want to go back?'

'No, take me
to the hotel.' She needed to rest and freshen up before paying a
visit to Mr Van Zant.

 


The hotel spoke
of weariness, where attempts to appear majestic and splendid had
long since been sapped by the relentless heat and dryness. The
walls were crowded with a hodgepodge of stuffed animals, tribal
shields and spears, stretched and moth-eaten pelts of stripped and
spotted animals, and dusty portraits. The country was currently
owned by the Dutch, God help them. As far as she was concerned,
they were welcome to it.

The room was
threadbare, a wooden cloister with the barest of materials, a
gauche and rather ugly pair of animal tusks mounted on a wall, and
a window that barely held back the mosquitoes. But she'd grown
accustomed to such places, in her journey here.

At least there
was a mirror, an ornate French cheval mirror that seemed out of
place here. She removed her hat and tossed it to an adjacent chair,
as she regarded her reflection. Susannah Beck was small in stature,
with frizzled straw-blonde hair reaching her shoulder blades, pale
skin now more tanned from her travels, cool blue eyes wide set and
sharp with scrutiny, and a round chin between full cheeks. Her
burgundy dress hid her full figure, as it was designed, though she
wished there had been a shop here to purchase something she hadn't
worn halfway across the world and couldn't afford to have
washed.

Of course, she
would need money for such a purchase in the first place, and there
was precious little of that left. It had been a desperate gamble
coming here - and her family had never been very proficient at
gambling - and she feared what would happen if it didn't pay
off.

Susannah
pushed aside such thoughts as she pulled aside the mosquito netting
around the bed and lay down, ignoring the protests from her back
about the decrepit state of the mattress, which felt stuffed with
pebbles.

What the devil
was she doing here?

Fate, her
father once said, in one of his periodically florid moments, was a
current in the ocean of life, and one should let it carry you where
it desired. Of course, his currents ended up having him die and,
despite being a moderately successful watchmaker, leave behind such
debts that Susannah had been forced to depart the house she'd grown
up in, forced to depart the life she'd known. She'd never had very
much; most of everything had always been given to her older brother
Niles, for one of his many insane ventures, none of which ever
seemed to be rewarding.

She was
eighteen now, was used to fending for herself, and could have
secured herself a place in London in someone's household, as a lady
in waiting or a nanny. But something had driven her to Africa. No,
not something - someone. Niles had come here over a year ago,
claiming to be on a quest to find some lost city in the wilderness
between the jungle and the edge of the Sahara, a city called
Abyssar. The continent was full of stories of such places: Prester
John's kingdom of riches in Ethiopia, King Solomon's Mines,
Tegdaoust... a place of riches, and more. All fodder for penny
bloods and credulous fools like Niles, of course.

She'd never
had much time or respect for her older brother. But then their
father died and she was left homeless. And then she received a
letter from Maarten Van Zant stating that Niles had gone missing in
his quest, presumed dead. She'd mourned for him, and came here to
find him, or to find answers, or to find completion.

She closed her
eyes, determined to get some rest. But it wasn't forthcoming.

 


Van Zant's
office in his warehouse seemed to reflect its owner: an attempt to
appear stylish and cultured, marred by the rough, unpolished
qualities suffused within the material. Books lined the shelves
behind the large desk, looking dusty and untouched, and a portrait
of Queen Victoria hung on a wall beside a much larger map of the
territory.

Van Zant was a
tall, lean, hawk-nosed man in his fifties, with bushy, iron-gray
sideburns and a balding pate that was leathered, tanned and
liver-spotted. He wore haggard workmen's clothes, but carried an
air of authority about him, and when he smiled he displayed a gold
tooth. 'Welcome to the township of Makali, Miss Beck. Please, have
a seat.'

She did,
watching as he took a place behind his desk. 'Thank you for seeing
me at short notice.'

'Visitors are
a rare privilege here.' He smiled again. 'Especially ones as pretty
as you. Your brother's description of you did not do you
justice.'

'Thank you,'
she repeated, frowning with distaste as he reached into a cigar box
and withdrew one, snipping the end off it and lighting up. She
hated smoking, and men who smoked without asking for a lady's
permission. 'You received my letter stating I was coming here?'

He chuckled.
'No such luck.' He blew grey smoke into the air between them,
watching it swirl and dance like serpents. 'The bloody postal
service here is only as good as the lazy goigois they employ to
lose the mail bags. You're not in London now, missy.'

'So I've
noticed. Mr Van Zant, I'll not waste too much of your time, so I'll
come straight to the point. My brother wrote about you, stated you
helped equip his expedition with supplies, guides, bearers,
everything he'd need to seek out his supposed lost city. The next I
hear you have written to me, informing me of his demise. I wish to
know more.'

The Dutchman
nodded. 'I fear you've come a very long way, for a very short
story.' He rose to his feet and approached his wall map, indicating
various points as he continued. 'He left on schedule, headed north
by northeast across the savannah. Over the following days his
bearers began reappearing in town, in small groups.'

'Why?'

'Their courage
fled them as Mr Beck led them closer to the volcano.'

'Volcano?'

'Yes, it sits
at the border between the savannah and the desert; it's long since
dead and covered in jungle. It was always said that the lost city
was based there. The natives have always avoided it, have claimed
it was haunted, an abode of monsters.' At her expression he
grinned. 'Some superstitions have always been stronger than
greed.'

'But my
brother didn't return.'

'No - but the
last of his bearers did. They said he ventured out into the
savannah looking for game, and never returned. Probably killed and
eaten by wild animals.'

Revulsion at
the image his callous words offered vied with anger within her.
'What kind of cowards did you supply Niles? How do you know they
didn't just kill him out there?'

Van Zant
puffed on his cigar some more before replying indignantly, 'Many
parties come here, seeking gold and lost cities and such. He was
the first not to return. And the men were paid for carrying, not
courage. Should they risk not returning to their families for some
foolish Englishman? You are far too young to be so impertinent,
missy.'

Susannah's
initial dislike for the man blossomed into a full loathing - even
if he did have a point. 'Niles said he left some possessions behind
in your care. I want them.'

He regarded
her for a moment, before nodding. 'I need to leave now and make a
visit to a neighbouring township, a matter of business. I will be
back at sunset. Return then and you'll have what he left.'

'I would
prefer them now, please.'

He shook his
head. 'No. Return later, or not at all.'

'Why?'

'Because
you've annoyed and insulted me. You should be taught patience, and
humility.'

She rose to
her feet, furious at his attitude. 'I could go to the police.'

Now he smiled,
without mirth. 'Do so. Ask for the Chief of Police, Mr Juurgens,
and mention my name - I play cards every week with him.'

Susannah
gritted her teeth, realising just how much of a disadvantage she
was here. 'Sunset it is, then, Mr Van Zant. Try not to be
late.'

 


The meal served
at the hotel was plain, but edible; she spent her time noting some
of the other guests in the township, seeing it was a busier place
than she had expected. She was the only one alone, a circumstance
which would have shocked the people she knew back in London. A
woman on her own, in a foreign land, full of danger, would have
been unthinkable.

Once again,
she asked herself what the devil she was doing here.

She would
collect Niles' possessions and return to England, start anew.

Nearby there
was a table with a trio, two men and a woman: a rugged,
ragged-looking man in a cowboy hat with an appalling American
accent, a hugely-muscled, swarthy man whose working-class English
origins betrayed him with every utterance, and some red-haired
Irish tart who sat between them, her own occupation evident in her
provocative clothing.

Susannah rose
and departed for her room. Her family may not have been wealthy or
highborn, but she had no wish to consort with the likes of
them.

 


The sun had
fled quickly, taking some of the heat with it, making her walk back
to the warehouse a little more comfortable. Ahead of her the glow
of lamps shone through some of the dirty windows, and she guessed
that Mr Van Zant had returned from whatever sordid business had
occupied him, though she suspected it had been a lie on his part to
make her wait for waiting's sake.

A tall, bald
local man in European clothes appeared at the door, silently
escorting her inside, not to Van Zant's office, but into the main
area of the warehouse: a dark, manmade valley of high-stacked,
marked crates, some perched precariously, threatening to fall upon
the unwary and unlucky. She wanted to take her leave of this place.
'Where is your employer? Perhaps I should wait for him
outside—'

Bodies emerged
from the flanking darkness, hot, strong, rough hands grasping her
arms. She was stunned, but only momentarily, and then she
struggled, crying out for help until a filthy flannel rag was
shoved into her mouth; she fought back the urge to gag as she
tasted vile things on the rag. The men pulled her hands roughly
behind her, securing her wrists with cord or rope, and someone
frogmarched her along, forcing her head down. Panic welled within
her. What was happening? What were they planning to do with
her?

A part of her
remained in denial about how at risk she had been travelling alone,
unescorted, in a dangerous world. But it had been a very small
part, having steadily shrunk as she'd travelled further and further
away from London and the life and safety she knew. Indeed, in many
ways she'd been lucky to get this far unmolested. She was a virgin,
but she wasn't ignorant of the world or its many dangers.

And it was
very likely that her virginal status would soon become
academic.

Her attackers
led her into an open area in the centre of the warehouse, lit
overhead by a gas lamp, and forced her down to her knees. She
looked up to see Van Zant standing before her, carrying a long thin
bamboo rod in one hand. He strode closer, idly tapping the other
end of the rod in his free palm. 'I will remove the cloth from your
mouth, if you promise not to call out. Deal?'

Gagged, anger
and anxiety mixing inside like acid and bile, Susannah finally
nodded in surrender. What choice did she have?

He drew closer
and tugged the rag out, casting it aside as she spat and moistened
her mouth and lips, feeling dizzy. Then he stood and waited while
she found her voice again. 'How dare you treat me like this? Why
are you doing this?'

'To satisfy my
curiosity. Your brother talked a great deal about you. He called
you a harridan. Are you?'

'What?'

'A harridan. A
shrew. A witch. Are you?'

She didn't
know what to say, the enquiry was so unexpected.

'Well?' he
insisted.

Susannah
swallowed, tried to focus on what he was saying. 'W-why do you want
to know—?'

Her words were
cut off by Van Zant striking his palm with the cane. 'Answer the
question!'

'I-I don't
know,' she lied. The truth was she knew she was frequently abusive
to her older brother, and her father - and considering how their
antics have left her homeless and near-penniless, it was
unsurprising. 'M-maybe. But why—?'

'Are all
Englishwomen like that?'

'I - why are
you asking me this?' Her fear at the answer, that he was some sort
of madman, threatened to make her weep.

'I am an aficionado of English literature. Have you ever
read Lady Whippingham's Academy? The
Taming of Daphne? Or His Lordship's Switch?'

Susannah
blushed, recognising at least one of the titles, among her
brother's possessions back home when she was packing to leave their
former house. 'Certainly not!'

'A pity,
they're most enjoyable, and enlightening as to the mind of the
average Englishwoman. I believe you're naturally obstreperous, out
of a need, a desire for punishment. The women of those stories all
appear to enjoy flagellation, become excited at the strike of wood
or leather or flesh on their bare bums. Do you enjoy this as
well?'

She blushed
acutely. 'No! It's disgusting that you should even consider such a
thing! The English are not like that!'

'The scores of
books I've read and the photographs I've seen speak otherwise.' He
pointed the cane at her. 'But I'll give you the opportunity to
prove me wrong.'

'W-what do you
mean?'

The corner of
his thin, colourless lips rose. 'Allow me to chastise you as they
do the women in those stories. If it fails to excite you, then I'll
be proven wrong.'

Susannah
couldn't believe she was hearing this. It was insane, obscene! 'How
dare you! Release me at once, or you'll spend the rest of your
wretched life in some filthy prison!'

Van Zant drew
in closer to her, until she feared falling backwards, and his voice
took on a low, dangerous tone. 'Agree to this, or I'll leave you to
my men for the rest of the evening, and you'll find to your cost
how little justice and mercy there is in this country.'

She stared,
wide-eyed like some mouse caught in a cobra's hypnotic gaze. Tears
rolled down her cheeks. 'P-please... I've never... no man
has...'

'Your virtue
will remain intact with me,' he assured her, smirking. 'A promise I
don't think my workers can make.' He stepped back, awaiting her
answer.

It was
horrifying, nightmarish. And yet Susannah surprised herself with
her level of pragmatism. If that was all he wanted surely she could
accede - and then later have him dealt with by the proper
authorities?

Finally,
blinking away her remaining tears, she nodded. 'All right,
then.'

'Do you give
your word, as an Englishwoman?'

She nodded
again. 'I-I do.' A sudden thought made her add, 'Your men - don't
let them see.'

Van Zant
called out something in the local language, and seconds later she
heard the door slam shut - and lock - and a silence settled in the
warehouse.

The Dutchman
drew closer again, this time orbiting behind her and untying her
wrists, but remaining close. She entertained the notion of trying
to escape, but remembered hearing the door lock, even if she did
manage to evade the clutches of Van Zant. Maybe there were weapons
nearby, or...

No. She had
surrendered. And yet... in that acknowledgement she felt something
more than the trepidation. There was an excitement, a terrible,
shameful excitement that reached down into her very womb.

Van Zant stood
there, strong and vital and commanding and so self-assured. Then he
stepped back, regarding her again. 'Strip.'

He said it so
casually Susannah almost didn't respond, as if he may have been
talking to someone else. 'What?'

'Disrobe. Take
off your clothes.'

Still kneeling
there, Susannah glanced around reflexively. 'N-no...'

'I believe I
mentioned your bare bum,' he reminded her. 'Or do you wish to
accept the alternative I offered?'

Before she
even acknowledged it to herself Susannah's fingers were moving to
obey, reaching beneath her dress to untie her boots, removing them
and casting them aside, a quick flash of defiance offering the
heels to be used as weapons - no. There was no escape. She reached
behind to unhook the back of her dress, wanting to get this over
with quickly. This was nothing, she assured herself.

She rose to
her feet and slid the dress down, letting it crumple around her
ankles, blushing furiously. During her journey into hotter climates
she had silently acknowledged to herself that she had to reduce the
number of underclothes she wore, for the sake of comfort. Gone went
the petticoats and bustles, the corset and corset cover, leaving
her with just her long, sleeveless silk chemise and knee-length
silken drawers, trusting in her young, fit body to maintain the
figure accepted by society.

She stopped,
trembling.

Van Zant
pointed at her with his cane. 'The rest. Come along now.'

'You bastard,'
she murmured, before drawing the chemise over her head, pressing it
against her bosom before dropping it, quickly replacing it with her
arm across her breasts, Van Zant's eyes on her every step of the
way, silent and expectant. The air felt cool and dry on her back,
and she wished her hair was long enough to cover her breasts like a
Venus or Eve in a Renaissance painting.

The tip of his
cane dropped to the level of her sex. 'Come along, missy.'

Still shaking,
her free hand reached down, trying to draw down her drawers, until
she was forced to use her other hand, bending down and slipping
them to join the rest of her clothes, before she straightened up
again, covering her breasts and her sex now.

Van Zant
stared, and made no apology for so doing. 'You're excited.'

'I'm
afraid...'

'Yes. But also
excited.'

'No,' she
lied. Beneath the arm covering her breasts her nipples had risen to
attention, from something other than the cool air, and a heat was
radiating from her sex, a heat that should have set her pubic hair
alight, such was the seeming intensity she felt from it. Shivers of
apprehension and expectation ran down her spine and over her skin.
So this was what it was like to have another hold power over you;
to her own surprise and shame her body was responding further, as
if sensing Susannah no longer had control over it.

He walked
around her. 'And such a bottom,' he commented, reaching down and
patting her cheeks. 'Step out of your clothes; I don't want you
falling. Walk over to that box, bend over it.'

Wordlessly she
obeyed. Naked now, without even the token physical contact of her
clothing at her feet, she bent over the waist-high crate,
supporting herself with one hand but still shielding her breasts
with the other, though aware that Van Zant's full attention would
be on her exposed bottom.

Van Zant swished his cane through the air as he approached.
Susannah's breathing quickened as his cane tapped at each cheek;
Susannah held her breath and swallowed the shameful moan of
delight. It was wrong, wrong, wrong...

'You've never
been punished like this before,' Van Zant asked, 'have you?'

'N-no.' It was
true; her father had often threatened, but never brought himself to
chastise her. She suspected that if her mother had not died giving
birth to her, then perhaps there would have been a more punitive
authority figure in the household.

Glancing
behind her, Susannah could see him standing beside her, eyes
feasting on her naked back and trembling buttocks. Her sex was now
open, and his switch was lightly grazing, poking at the soft lips
and parted cleft, tapping each cheek. Susannah tensed, held her
breath. But even knowing what was to happen she couldn't help but
start at the touch of the tip of the switch at her sex, at the
moist resistance it encountered.

'You're wet
already,' Van Zant purred unnecessarily.

'No...'
Susannah's voice seemed fragile, detached even from herself.

'Liar.' The
switch tapped her sex again before Van Zant raised it and levelled
a stinging blow across Susannah's buttocks.

Susannah
gasped, her other hand dropping from her breasts to help support
her. Her fingers gripped the sides of the crate and her nipples
peaked further. Her bottom stung and burned with the kiss of the
cane. Her pelvis pushed down with the blow until it pressed against
the edge of the crate. Her sex pressed harder against the wood.

'I will give
you only ten,' Van Zant announced. 'You will count them as they
strike. And each time you miss counting one, or get the count
wrong, I will add two more to what you deserve. Are you ready?'

'Yes,'
answered Susannah without hesitation, a glow of tingling delight
spreading upwards from her thighs, though her voice trembled, 'I'm
ready.'

'Good,' Van
Zant purred. 'Then we shall continue.'

The air
swished as the cane fell.

'Two!' cried
Susannah as her buttocks clenched and stung beneath the blow. The
wood firmly kissed her sex, the nub of flesh she had discovered
some time ago, and to her shame had played with, not caring about
the threats of insanity and disease that self-abuse would
bring.

'No,' Van Zant
corrected. 'One.'

'B-but...'

'You surely
don't expect that first one to count, do you? That was a mere
demonstration. Now that's two added to those deserved.'

The air
swished again. The pain shot through her again. Susannah gasped
again. 'Two!' Her bottom began to glow.

Again the cane
flew through the air. 'Three!' Now she was almost wishing for its
stinging caress and for the pelvic movement that accompanied it,
and pressed her more firmly against the wood.

And just as
she had wished, it came again. 'Four!' Her buttocks quivered,
warmed beneath its burning touch. 'Five!' she exclaimed, and felt
the fires of climax spreading through her loins and homing in on
that very sensitive spot pressed so tightly to the crate.

Susannah had
failed to keep her rising need in check, and felt her body moving
back against the wood, desperate for release. The cane swung out
again - 'Six!' - stopping her, but still drawing her closer; sweat
beaded between her naked flesh and the wood, and her loins rubbed
against the rough surface, pleasuring her bud. 'Seven!' Her release
was rising, nearing like storm clouds. Her bottom quivered; it was
redder and warmer now, tingling as much from sexual longing as from
the chastisement. 'Eight.'

But the cane
was not through with her. It cut the air again and Susannah moaned
again. 'Nine.' Her voice was shaking as the first waves started,
quivering through her parted sex and causing her empty, aching sex
to shed its moist fluid so it dripped through her sex and down her
thighs to join her sweat. 'Ten!'

She was
panting. She was rubbing herself like some bitch in heat, a wanton
harlot. She had been reduced to a naked strumpet. And Susannah
didn't care. 'Eleven!'

The final blow
of the cane would come now. She craved it, longed for its burning
kiss on her bottom so her sex would thrust one more time - just
once more - before the flood of release washed over her.

It came.

'Twelve!' she
cried, and pressed herself tight against the wood, riding it in
small sharp spurts until the last eruptions of her release had
melted away. It was glorious!

Tears rolled
down her eyes, dropping to the top of the crate - and then she
started as she felt Van Zant's fingers between her cheeks, stroking
her furred slit, touching her brazenly, dipping a little inside
her, feeling her moistness before withdrawing. Dimly yet acutely
she became aware of him fumbling with his own clothes. She
suspected what was about to happen. He would have her now, breaking
his word. But at that moment she didn't give a damn. Let him take
her! Let all his men come in and take her!

The sound of
flesh rapidly slapping flesh made her look back. He was directly
behind her, his trousers around his knees, one hand holding back
the bottom of his shirt, revealing a pale groin covered in thick
curls, as his other hand grasped his erect member, pumping it
furiously, his eyes fixed on her rear. She watched for a moment,
watched the head of it turn purple, flaring, but looked away as he
began gasping. Having once caught her brother and one of his
friends doing this, she knew what would happen next.

She felt
rather than saw the thick spurts of spunk strike her burning,
sensitive bottom, splattering on each cheek, letting it drip down
to the tops of her thighs.

Oh God, what
had she done?

Shame was
quickly returning, replacing the heat and fire she had felt but
heartbeats before. She straightened up, wincing as she reached
back, touching his sperm and flinging it off her body, as much as
she could, unable to face him as she made a wide berth around him
and back to her clothes, dressing as quickly as possible. She
thought she would die.

Susannah was
still unable to look at him. Her voice cracked. 'My brother's
possessions...'

Van Zant
sounded breathless as well. 'I'll have one of my men bring them to
your hotel room in the morning.'

'Do that, you
bastard.' She lifted up her boots and carried them to the warehouse
door, preferring to walk back barefoot than spend even another
minute in the man's company.

 


It wasn't long
after this when Van Zant sat in his office, sharing a bottle of
whiskey with a man of his recent acquaintance. He grinned with
utter satisfaction. 'I hope you enjoyed the show. Best money I ever
made.' He downed another shot and poured himself another, holding
out the bottle. 'Help yourselves.'

His
acquaintance did. 'And she said she's a virgin?'

'So she says.
I believe her.'

'And she was
definitely aroused by the beating?'

'Oh yes. She
was as wet as Lake Zampira. The little strumpet enjoyed it, no
matter how much she might deny it.' He frowned. 'I was so tempted
to forget our agreement and just slip it in—'

'Good thing
for you that you didn't, or I would have killed you.'

Van Zant
chuckled - until he acknowledged the sincerity of the threat. More
soberly now, he asked, 'Are you still going ahead?'

'Yes. But
you'd better equip us for an additional member.'

 


 



Chapter
Two

 


Susannah awoke
with a start, sitting bolt upright, unsure of where she was or how
she got there; the room was dim, further obfuscated by the mosquito
netting around the bed. It took a few quickened heartbeats for her
to remember: she had taken herself back to the hotel last night,
ignoring the stares from the guest in the bar as she retired to her
room, stripped off her clothes except for her chemise, and examined
the wounds Van Zant had left upon her. He had been thorough; short
red stripes crisscrossed both her cheeks, ensuring no part of her
posterior was left unmarked, but none of the marks appeared
permanent.

She lay down again, her rear protesting once again, as
memories of the night before returned to her now, filling her with
shame - and excitement. Before then she had no idea she could feel
like that, so degraded and submissive, and yet so
alive. She shifted as she
ran her hands over her body beneath the sheets and chemise -
pulling it up past her navel - enjoying the sensual response before
she stretched her limbs in all directions. She woke fully and lay
still beneath the sheet, recalling the memories of last
night.

Could Van Zant
have been right? Did she act like such a shrew out of a need, a
hunger, to be punished? Was it really as simple as that? Women in
society could not express their needs without being labelled the
worst things. The one advantage to being the only woman in her
household, mostly neglected, was that she was free to seek out her
own answers, through books, through some of the emancipators. She
had been determined to take charge of her own body, and its
responses.

As if on cue
her sex pulsed for attention once more, and more visceral thoughts
returned. For a naughty moment she brought her fingers to her nose,
sniffed; she'd been touching herself in her sleep again. Lovely.
Present medical wisdom told her that self-abuse was harmful, but
commonsense said otherwise. As if no longer needing to skulk about
by themselves now, Susannah's hands descended to her breasts, lying
flat on her chest, shapeless as jellyfish beneath her chemise.
Gently they kneaded them, Susannah biting her lip in sympathy at
the acute pleasures generated; it was like squeezing a sponge of
water over her body.

Susannah's
fingers softly toyed with her nipples until they grew so stiff they
felt as if they'd pierce the cotton sheets above them. Her vulva
replied readily and immediately, and she brought her hand back, to
rediscover the strands of dew in the dark-blonde hair. How
remarkable that an incident that, ostensibly, could be unpleasant
and humiliating, could arouse her so quickly.

Without
realising it, Susannah's right hand dove further into the entwined
hair. Her left leg rose, tenting her sheets until the foot was flat
against the yielding mattress and the knee pointed straight
upwards. Her thighs parted further, ever so slightly.

Her sex
opened, gasping for stimulation, and her fingers tentatively sought
out the expectant button. She gasped aloud, licking her lips,
feeling hot, fluid, no longer quite substantial. The movement of
her arms, and her body's responses, were no sleep-stiff, unsure;
they were part of something ephemeral, like the view of the room
beyond through the gauze surrounding her bed.

She grunted
and pressed her thighs together, the finger of one hand remaining
insistently in her pubic hair. Susannah pretended to resist, as if
her hand belonged to some intruder who had come in, had attacked
her, seeking to pierce her, open her up to inspection, to sweet
torture. Her palm kept massaging her mound, grinding down on it,
steadily eroding her token resistance, stopping only short of her
throbbing nubbin; touching that now would be too much for her, she
felt so sensitive.

But her sex
was impatient and demanding, and Susannah finally relented. She bit
her lip, moaning, eyes clenched shut, head and body cambering back
and jerking at the penetration of itself, and her vagina clamped
down on her fingers in response, resisting further entry in order
to augment her pleasure at its inevitable succumbing.

When her thumb
inevitably swivelled upwards to massage her clit, it completed the
circle that finally brought Susannah to a long, strong,
well-deserved release, and bringing with it a ragged moan that
echoed hollowly in the room. Then she sighed and relaxed, drawing
her exposed foot out of the cool air and back under the sheet's
embrace.

In the
after-waves of her release there came unwanted guilt. It was a hook
that pierced her flesh; she twisted in place, face down, as if to
avoid the unwanted thoughts and feelings, sought the euphoric
bliss. But it was gone, like the night.

Someone
knocked on her door, startling her out of her bliss. Cursing, she
rose, slipped under the bed netting and strode to the door,
slipping into a travelling coat for wont of a dressing gown.

She opened the
door to a man she recognised from Van Zant's staff, carrying a
small wooden chest she guessed was her brother's belongings.
Embarrassment at what happened last night made her blush as she had
him place it on the floor and leave. Once alone and with the door
locked, she knelt and went through the box: clothes, some letters,
one or two small journals. Nothing of value, nothing to sell.

Susannah knew
how cold-blooded that might have seemed. But Niles was missing,
presumed dead, and she had to live.

But not here.
She had to return to civilisation - and thought she had just enough
money to do that.

She returned
to bed, reading through some of the journals. Niles at least was
meticulous in his keeping good records of his foolish ventures.
This Abyssar was said to be a city on the edge of the great desert,
once a Roman outpost named Abyssimus, and said to be a gateway to
Hades. Later it became an Arabic oasis town, an important stop on
the southernmost trans-Saharan trade routes. It had gathered wealth
over the centuries, but around the year 1000 AD it disappeared, for
reasons unknown. The city had been forgotten until 1550, when a
Portuguese occultist and astrologer, Abarron del Faro, escaped the
Inquisition and led a group of disciples into the interior of
Africa to find it - and never came back. This account revived the
legend, and spawned many subsequent attempts to locate it over the
centuries: the English, French, Dutch, Prussians, Ottomans,
Mohammedans and even the Chinese. Many returned unsuccessful. Many
died.

All fools, she
concluded, shutting the journal.

 


It was near
noon before she found out that the next ride back to the coast
wouldn't be for another two days. Two more days in this Purgatory!
She wandered through the streets, finding the place busier than
yesterday. Maybe it wouldn't be so bad here; she just had to keep
to herself, stay out of trouble...


'Susannah?'

She turned at
the sound of the English voice, her heart skipping as she
recognised the owner. 'Mister Lyall?'

William Lyall
drew closer, smiling. 'Mister Lyall? How formal.' He was a tall man
in his late twenties, a snub-nosed man with short, truculent black
hair and narrow chin, clad in a simple white shirt with rolled-up
sleeves, riding trousers and boots. 'The gossip at the hotel was
that an English girl had arrived alone, but I never expected it
would be you. Such a pleasure to see you again, Susannah, if a
little surprising.'

'I'm sure,
Mister Lyall.' Her shock was genuine. It had been ages since she'd
last seen him, and half a world away, under somewhat different
circumstances.

'Call me
William, Susannah. We're both adults now, aren't we?'

Her distaste
for him remained strong, however. She remembered him from years
before, when she was just a young girl. He was a promising engineer
whose abilities were eclipsed by his scandalous reputation. She
remembered how he would visit the household, regaling her older
brother with tales of adventure, turning him away from a
respectable life. She was glad when he stopped visiting. 'Why are
you here?'

'The same
reason that brought your brother here.' He glanced around. 'May we
repair to the hotel bar and discuss certain matters involving
Niles?'

Had he not
mentioned him she would have made some excuse, any excuse, not to
spend time with him. As it happened, she agreed. 'I suppose.'

 


William ordered
whiskey and two glasses; Susannah ignored hers. 'What business did
you have with Niles, Mister Lyall?'

'Please, it's
William,' he insisted. 'We're well acquainted, after all. And I'm
certain you're already aware that Niles came to Africa to seek
Abyssar. Well, as it happens, we had started out as partners back
in London, having collected information from a number of sources
that pointed to the city's location being in this area.' At her
expression he asked, 'Did he not mention me in his letters?'

'No, but then
he was always reticent.' Which was one way of describing him. What
few letters he did send, when not asking for more money, painted
rosy pictures of the fortunes he was always on the verge of
making.

'Indeed. Well,
while I was off meeting potential backers, your reticent brother
was off ahead of me, taking certain papers we had collected, hoping
to stake a sole claim to the treasure. I'd raced down here hoping
to talk sense into him, not just because I had a fair and equal
claim to the treasure, but because I acknowledged the dangers in
the jungle. He was always an impetuous boy - forgive me for
speaking ill of the dead.'

He mistook the
look she knew was on her face for indignation at his words - her
mourning for Niles had been as brief as that for their father -
rather than he himself. As for his accusations about Niles,
privately it didn't surprise her. He had committed many sins in his
young life. Theft would not have been beyond him.

'His loss was
saddening,' he continued. 'As was the loss of your father. They
were both good men.'

'Thank you,'
she replied perfunctorily.

'You're alone
in the world now.'

Susannah
tightened her expression. 'My father spent his time gambling and
writing bad poetry. My brother spent his time stealing from his
associates and chasing fancies like your Abyssar—'

'Abyssar is no
fancy,' he assured her.

'And the fact
is I have been alone in the world for quite some time. You said
there were certain matters involving Niles you wished to discuss?
Does it involve the papers he was alleged to have taken from
you?'

He waved at the air dismissively. 'Those are unimportant. You,
however, are another matter. Yes, you may have been alone for quite
some time, but that is a situation you can change. And I'm also
aware of your dire financial situation. I believe I can help you
rectify both straits. How would you like to become a member
of my venture?
Receive an equal share in the profits?'

Susannah
frowned in confusion. 'I beg your pardon? Why would you want me,
Mister Lyall? I have nothing to offer you.'

He smiled.
'Please, call me William. And you have much to offer me, Susannah.
Especially now you've come of age; you've grown into a fine,
full-bodied woman.' He reached out and took her hand. 'A woman who
would make for a fine mistress.'

He said it so
casually, so openly, that once she overcame her initial shock
Susannah didn't know whether to laugh out loud or slap his face.
Instead she pulled her hand out from under his and rose to her
feet. 'Mister Lyall, I didn't like you when I first met you years
ago, and time has not inured me to you. I find you boorish,
sinister and arrogant, and I hope you locate your fancy so that
your path takes you as far away from me as it possibly can. Good
day, sir.'

She strode away towards her room, fury boiling within her.
How dare he make
such a proposition? What kind of woman did he think she
was?

Well, the
answer to that was obvious.

That obscene
man! He should be horse-whipped!

Her heart
quickened as she saw her hotel room door ajar, and she hurried to
enter, gasping as she saw her possessions scattered about the room,
books opened, letters lying about - her money! She dropped to her
travelling bag, which sat there, its mouth agape as if in shock,
and rummaged through for...

No... It was
all gone!

She was
penniless. God, what was she to do?

Noise from the
open window made her glance outside, to the street below. Several
local women in Western clothes had congregated, chatting happily to
each other, without a care in the world...

Wait. One of
them had her blue shawl! Susannah recognised it immediately. That
thieving bitch!

Thoughts of
civility evaporated from her as she practically raced back down the
stairs and outside. Stress and anger accumulated over the past few
weeks, brought to ignition by the odious William Lyall and the
robbery, galvanised her limbs and sent her storming towards the
thief with the shawl. Susannah wasn't interested in negotiation, or
following proper procedure for civilised behaviour. She was going
to take action, and take action now!

The thief, her
back turned to Susannah, faced her on prompting from her friends,
smiling broadly, trying to be innocent.

The smile
vanished as Susannah struck her across the face with her open hand,
making her shriek as Susannah grasped for the shawl, demanding, 'My
money! Where's my money, you dirty thief!' She ignored thief's
friends' attempts to pull her away as she grappled in the dirt with
the shocked, angry woman.

But Susannah
couldn't ignore the uniformed men grabbing her, forcing her to the
ground until she was eating dust. She cursed and struggled, and
then began screaming as she felt hands lifting up the backs of her
dress. Her screams were drowned out by laughter and jeers from the
crowd surrounding her as she felt more hands pulling down her
bloomers, exposing her rear end.

Then her
screams became wails as she felt the sharp strike of a switch or
birch against her cheeks. So soon after what Van Zant had done to
her, her bottom still felt raw as well as exposed, and the sudden
terror she felt made her wails become tears. Stop it, please! She
begged them inside her head.

They did. In
their own time.

 


The cell was
bare, like everything else in this town, with a thin blanket and a
bucket for unmentionables, and nothing else. It stunk of filth and
despair, and as the sun had set outside it had grown cool and
dark.

Susannah knelt
on the blanket, unable to sit down with her bottom still sore. She
felt numb and dizzy and aching. Her life was over. She would die in
here, she was certain - or would end up wishing for death. It was
some sort of nightmare.

She looked up
at the sound of metal clinking, and the outer door of the jail
swung open, allowing a familiar figure to enter and approach her
cell door. His face was a picture of lament. 'Oh, Susannah, what
have you done?'

She felt her
face grow tight as a drum, and rose to her feet to face him.
'William! Thank God you came.'

'Of course I
came. But what happened? Why did you attack the mayor's sister, of
all people?'

'She had my
shawl! She'd stolen it, and my money, from my room!'

'She stated
she bought it on the market, and most likely the thief himself
probably sold it to her. And it's irrelevant at any rate; you
attacked her. And the Mayor intends to throw the book at you. It'll
mean six months at the very least, under rather harsh conditions.
Not to mention a public whipping. Naked.'

Her blood ran cold. Six months? With a naked public whipping
as well? 'Mister Lyall - William
- you've got to contact the British Consulate.
They'll help.'

'I'll be happy
to, my dear Susannah. The trouble is, it's in the capital, quite a
few days away as you're aware. I fear you will already be in the
tender mercies of the proverbial wolves by the time any action can
be taken.' He reached up, idly stroking the length of the bars, as
if testing their strength. 'What I can do immediately is pay the
appropriate fines, appeal to the judge to place you in my custody
and, when we're ready, ensure you leave the country and not
return.'

An unexpected
hope rose within her and she helped herself to her feet, gratitude
welling up inside her. 'You would? You would? Oh William, that
would be... that would be...'

'Expensive,'
he finished, looking and sounding cool and professional. 'A
considerable investment.'

She drew
closer to him, a genuine appreciation for him welling up inside
her. 'I'd pay you back, William, I promise, just as soon as I
return to England and secure employment—'

'There's no
need to wait that long. I have employment waiting for you here and
now.' He smirked with great self-satisfaction.

And then she
understood, with a dread that twisted her stomach into knots.
'Employment? As your... mistress?'

He smiled
mirthlessly. 'No, that offer has now expired. Now I want you in a
more... subservient role. I want you now as a servant, a vassal, a
thrall. A slave. Call it what you will. You'll serve me, obey me
without question, hesitation or defiance; a display of any of these
will earn you punishment of my choosing. Once I find Abyssar and
its treasures you will still receive a fair portion, enough to keep
you secure in whatever future you choose to make for yourself. But
if you attempt to leave me before my venture is concluded, I will
rescind my custodial hold over you, and you will be considered a
fugitive from justice. I doubt if you'll find other allies before
you're caught again. Can you imagine what they would do with a
white woman in their hands here?' His face grew hardened and
serious. 'It doesn't bear thinking about, does it?'

So that was
her choice: face local justice, for what little it seemed to be
worth, or spend a relatively short time in the company - and
command - of this execrable man. Her voice was dry like autumn
leaves. 'Why are you doing this, William?'

His gaze
narrowed. 'Why have you always treated me with disdain? Looked down
at me even when you were a child, like I was something you'd
stepped in? I watched you behave so haughty and ill-tempered with
your father and brother, and have often dreamed of putting you in
your place. Also, your brother wronged me, and as I cannot demand
recompense from him, you will have to suffice.'

She swallowed.
He was insane. Did she want to put herself in the hands of a
sadistic madman?

'Well?' he
asked. 'What is your decision?'

'I... I need
time...'

'That is
something you do not possess. My party's leaving in the morning. If
you are to accompany us your training will have to start
immediately. So I ask one final time: what is your decision?'

Susannah
swallowed again. What choice did she have, really? 'I - I guess I
have to accept.'

'Get on your
knees.'

'Excuse
me?'

'I said get on
your knees.'

Fear trickled
into her voice. 'W-why?'

He suddenly
banged his fist against the bars. 'Stop asking questions! Do
it!'

The bars of
the cell separated them, but she felt so threatened and intimidated
by him anyway. Unable to take his eyes off of him she sank to her
knees, looking up.

When she had
obeyed he continued. 'Swear to be my slave. Swear to obey me
without question, or hesitation, or defiance. On your honour as an
Englishwoman.'

He was really
going through with it, wasn't he? It was no tease. 'I... I
swear.'

A smirk raised
his mouth. 'Say it fully.'

She breathed
in, the words choking a little. 'I-I swear, on my honour as an
Englishwoman, to be your slave. I swear to obey you, without
question, or hesitation, or defiance.'

'And swear
that I now own you, body and soul, to do with as I please.'

'I...' she
swallowed. 'I swear that you now own me, body and soul, to do with
as you please, William.'

He grunted.
'Call me Mister Lyall, or sir. I'll go arrange for your release.
Wait here.' He smiled as he realized how foolish his last words
were, given her present location.

She sank back
onto her heels. Dear God, what had she gotten herself into?

But still, she
acknowledged to herself, at least she would now be in the hands of
someone like William Lyall. The man was a scoundrel and libertine,
but he had some measure of honour within him.

 


It was a simple
matter for William to get her released. Especially given how he had
arranged it all in the first place, merely paying off the woman he
had bribed to rob Susannah's hotel room and suffer Susannah's
consequent assault, and the policemen for playing along with the
charade of arrest.

He couldn't
help but grin as he returned to collect his new possession, feeling
his cock swell within his breeches.

 


 



Chapter
Three

 


Susannah's
stomach was twisting into knots as she followed him back to the
hotel. Thoughts of suddenly running off appeared, and were quickly
dismissed for the childish conjurations they were. She caught up to
his side. 'William...'

'It's Mr
Lyall,' he reminded her. 'Or sir. Remember that. And you keep a
pace behind me unless I tell you differently. Is that
understood?'

'I...
yes.'

'Yes,
what?'

'Yes... Mr
Lyall.' She pushed down her indignation at his attitude, refusing
to call him anything as respectful as 'sir', as they entered the
hotel and ascended the stairs. 'My things...'

'My things
now. You own nothing now unless I provide it to you. And I've
already arranged for them to be placed in my room, since you no
longer have money to pay for your own accommodation. Whatever you
think you need, you may ask me, and I will decide whether or not to
lend them to you.'

Susannah bit
back her instinctive retort, her face fuming. She felt like she was
tumbling down, even as she followed him upwards.

 


His room was
similar to her own but far more cluttered, with trunks and bags,
and the stink of cigars and alcohol. A soft breeze made the
curtains flutter like a coy woman's paper fan as he lit a lamp on
the dressing table. She stepped into the centre of the room,
keeping her gaze away from the bed, while remaining acutely aware
of its presence.

He would have
her. She knew it. She had thought the same thing the night before,
with that odious Mr Van Zant. She was certain he would have taken
her maidenhead, in that disgusting warehouse after making her
undress and beating her like she was a servant. And the thought of
it, of how she had been waiting, almost eager for it, shamed and
sickened her. But for whatever reason he chose not to take any
further advantage of her.

But Susannah
knew that William would be different. He had always wanted her, and
now he practically owned her - and worse, he owned her with her
permission. The world of London and its rules and civilization
seemed a distant place now.

But there was
still a chance for her to gain some foothold, some handhold, an
opportunity to maintain some small measure of dignity. 'William—'
She started as his hand smacked her bum through her dress.

'Mr Lyall, I
told you. Or sir.'

Susannah spun
on him, shock at his intimate touch and her pride momentarily
resurfacing, galvanising her. 'I am not used to being treated like
some common whore!'

He stood
close, his jacket removed and on the bed, the man rolling the
sleeves of his white shirt up to the bottoms of his forearms,
revealing smooth, slender limbs. 'Good. It will make taming and
breaking you all the more satisfying.'

He spoke with
such a casual insouciance; it was as if he'd done this sort of
thing all the time. Perhaps he had; it wouldn't surprise her about
him. She felt the strength bleed from her body as if from an open
wound. 'Will - Mr Lyall, I mean - I thank you for releasing me from
that awful jail, but there's no need to treat me like some...
some...'

'Slave?' he
prompted, amusement lighting up his eyes. 'But that's precisely
what you are now. Still, you had a choice, either to stay in that
"awful jail", and be subjected to anonymous brutality, or to give
yourself over to me. What's the expression? "Better the Devil you
know, than the Devil you don't"?' He smiled. 'You'll find you made
the correct decision, in time. But remember this: you agreed to
come with me, to obey me. You swore an oath, something I know you
respect. Still, should you wish to change your mind I can return
you to that "awful jail". Simply say the word. Do you
understand?'

She stared at
him, shock eclipsing her indignation. Then she gasped as he reached
up, took her chin between thumb and forefinger and squeezed
slightly, repeating, 'Do you understand?'

Susannah
swallowed. 'Yes... Mr Lyall.'

His smile
broadened and his thumb drew up to lightly brush across her lips,
while she trembled. A part of her wanted to open her mouth, to let
his thumb inside, an unconscious auger of a desire she felt further
below.

Then he
dropped his hand and stepped back, regarding her as if for the
first time. 'You're a beautiful possession, Susannah. But it needs
to be made obvious that you're owned; I wouldn't want anyone to get
the wrong impression and try to claim you, now would I?'

She stared
back, not sure how to respond, except to feel her hands move up
instinctively, as if he was seeing through her clothing.

'Keep your
hands at your side.'

A simple
command. She obeyed.

'Stay where
you are.' He turned and moved towards one of his trunks, opening it
and rummaging through the contents while she watched silently,
expectantly. He called her a possession, said he wanted to mark her
as such. How could he do that? He wouldn't... he wouldn't brand
her, would he? Like she was some cow he'd bought in an auction? She
shuddered.

Then he
returned with something in his hands: a thick black leather studded
collar, with a simple latch on the side, and D-rings for chains on
the front. He opened it up reverently. 'The original collars used
to send slaves from here to the Americas where made of heavy
wrought iron. Brutal accessories for a brutal time. But we are more
civilised now, and I had this fashioned out of more sympathetic
materials.' He raised it before her, as if she might somehow
overlook it. 'This is also a symbol. While you wear it you
willingly belong to someone else. It reminds you, constantly. When
you put it on you will not remove it without my permission. Lift up
your hair.' At her pause he added, 'Or tell me you wish to return
to the jail. Otherwise, do as you're told.'

He spoke with
such command, but lacking any aggression or anger. Her breath
quickened further and she reached up and lifted her hair with both
hands, watching as he brought the collar closer, wrapping it around
her throat. She feared it would be too tight, constricting, but it
wasn't; it sat comfortably on her. And William was correct; it felt
like a constant reminder of its presence, and of her present state.
Wordlessly she let her hair drop as he stepped back. 'That looks
lovely on you, Susannah. How does it feel?'

'I...' she
reached up again, touching it, smelling the strong leather. 'I
don't know.'

He nodded at
her response, as if having expected it all along. 'You changed, the
moment you were collared. You are no longer the proud, headstrong,
stubborn little vixen who came to this country, who had haughtily
rejected me in the past. The Susannah who now stands before me is a
different person.' He paused, and then commanded, 'Say it.'

'I...' her
heart skipped a beat, and she seemed to struggle to find her voice.
'The... the Susannah who now stands before you is a different
person.'

He nodded
again. 'You're a woman. Repeat it.'

'I'm a
woman.'

'A woman who
belongs to me.'

'A... a woman
who... belongs to you.'

'A slave.'

Her words were
as gentle and deep as a prayer. 'A... slave.' And to her amazement
she felt a surge of arousal from them, from the collar around her
neck, from the bold authority of the man and how he made her feel
both owned and desired.

'Take off your
dress, Susannah.'

A lingering
part of her wanted to protest, but it scurried away as she reached
behind for the hooks, as he continued to look her over, the only
sounds coming through the window, from the street outside. Her
nipples peaked, and felt like they were visible through her
clothes. Her fingers stumbled. This was the second time in as many
days a man who was not her husband or doctor was making her
undress. No, not making her. This was done of her own volition.

The dress
puddled at her feet, leaving her in her silk chemise and drawers.
Her nipples were erect beneath the material, damn them! This was
worse than with Van Zant. At least with the Dutchman there was a
level of anonymity, like a cloak between them. William Lyall knew
her, knew her well, making her feel all that more vulnerable.

And his
continued observation of her served to accentuate that
vulnerability. 'Kick the dress aside, Susannah, and then lock your
hands behind your head.'

After a moment
she obeyed, her thumbs tucking under the leather collar, her whole
body trembling, her nipples threatening to pierce her chemise. He
drew closer until she almost swayed, and then reached up and
stroked her cheeks, her jaw, moving to her shoulders, the soft skin
of her arms. He smiled again. 'My little slave is beautiful.
Beautiful, and brave, to accept her fate.' When she closed her eyes
he added, 'Keep them open, Susannah.'

Then William
dropped his hand, drawing a long black silk scarf from his trouser
pocket like some music hall magician. 'Put your hands behind your
back.'

She obeyed as
he moved behind her, gently but quickly wrapping the silk around
her wrists, making her glance back. 'Why... why are you doing
this?'

He paused,
only long enough to slap her bum again, the impact more harsh and
intimate as there was only a thin layer of underwear silk now
covering her rear. His voice remained low and intimate, lacking any
anger, only command. 'We are no longer equals, Susannah. You are
not permitted to speak without permission.'

His hand
lingered on her bum, before returning to finish binding her
wrists.

Susannah
swallowed again, pushing down her pride to ask, 'May I please
speak... Mr Lyall?'

He chuckled
softly. 'You may.'

'Why are you
doing this? You don't have to... tie me up. You can... you can have
me, without resistance.'

'How generous of you. I know I don't have to tie you up. But
I want to.' He
leaned closer to her from behind, his body almost pressing against
hers. His hands moved up to her bare arms, and his voice and beard
was an additional caress. 'I want you to feel more helpless and
vulnerable than you have felt already. More than you have ever
felt. And I want you to learn to give yourself up to it.' When her
head turned to see him from the corner of her eye he growled, 'Face
forward, Susannah.'

She obeyed as
he continued to touch her, feeling dizzy and not a little afraid,
but also feeling very hot and moist between her legs.

William's
hands moved down to the bottom of her chemise, lifting it slowly,
baring first her midriff, and then her breasts, and then stepping
back enough to draw it over her head and down her arms, leaving it
hanging there as her bound state made it impossible to shake it
off. He drew back closer to her, his hands returning to her bared
flesh, moving upwards. She whimpered, knowing he was going to be
the first man to touch her breasts, knowing she couldn't stop
him.

Knowing a
terrible, shameful part of her wanted it.

He cupped her
peachy, aching breasts, squeezing gently. 'What are these,
Susannah?'

She swallowed.
'M-my breasts.'

'Yes. But who
do they belong to right now?'


'"Belong"?'

'The word is
explicit. Since I now own you, and they are a part of you, who do
you think they belong to?'

She knew the
answer he wanted. Still, it came out almost like a mouse's squeak.
'Y-you?'

'That's
right.'

He used his
thumbs and forefingers to tease her hardened nipples. She moaned
aloud, and then bit her lip in shame at her audible reaction.
Suddenly she became aware of something near her hands. Looking for
something to distract her she reached out - and realised too late
that he had an erection. He was still wearing his trousers, of
course, and she had no direct experience before, but it was
unmistakable.

He chuckled
again. 'Eager, are we?'

'N-no,' she
stammered, feeling her skin turn seven shades of red.

'Liar,' he
accused, making her yelp as he pinched her nipples sharply. 'Don't
lie to me, slave, ever.'

She closed her
eyes as he pinched her again, and then again, but this time she
made the effort not to cry out.

She felt him
withdraw his hands and then move around to face her. 'Open your
eyes. Keep them fixed on me.'

Susannah did
so, standing in just her silk drawers and collar, her hands bound
behind her.

She tried,
seeing the dark pink buds of her nipples pointing at him, before he
lowered his head to lick her breasts, her nipples, giving them
tiny, careful nibbles that sent more sweet shards of sensation
through her, and making her double her efforts to stay steady.

She almost
reacted audibly when he stopped - and then he knelt down, his
attention on her drawers, as if he could see through them. She knew
what was coming next, but couldn't prepare herself enough for
it.

William
reached up for the waistband of the drawers, and without ceremony
lowered them to her ankles.

He stared
boldly at her bush. Then he leaned in, making an obvious show of
smelling her, like he was some dog sniffing his bitch in heat.
Susannah felt the heat of mortification radiate from her like a
furnace fire - not just because of the humiliation of her private
parts being seen, but because the comparison with a bitch in heat
was too apt now - and looked away.

Before he
scolded her. 'Eyes down. You do not get the luxury of avoiding what
is happening in any way.'

She obeyed,
trembling further as she watched his fingers reach up and play with
the dark blonde hairs of her sex, teasing the groove of her
intimate area, up and down, up and down. His voice suffused her.
'And what's this, Susannah?'

Another
frontier crossed, with another's hand beside hers down there, for
the first time. She had to moisten her mouth before she could
reply. 'It's... it's...' She shook her head. 'I'm sorry, I can't
think of any polite names.'

William
chuckled. 'Propriety seems ill-placed at this juncture in our
relationship. What would you call it if you were being
impolite?'

She breathed
in, her heart quickening. 'A c-cunny.'

He smiled.
'Yes. Although an American friend of mine introduced me to another
term for it: a pussy. As a warm, soft, adorable thing, I quite like
it, and you might feel more comfortable using that term. So, who
does this pussy belong to?'

Susannah
gasped as he continued to stroke her intimately. 'Y-you.'

'Reply more
fully, please.'

She swayed,
until she felt his other hand at her hip, steadying her. Her
reserves of strength seemed to be fleeing her rapidly and she
struggled to respond as he desired. 'My... my pussy belongs to
you.'

'Good girl. Am
I the first man to touch your pussy?'

'Yes.'

'Say it.'

'You're...
you're the first man to touch my pussy.'

'And is it wet
now?'

Tears were
welling up in her eyes; tears of shame and desire. 'I-I don't know,
Mister Lyall.'

'I think you
do. Open your legs, just a little bit more.'

She obeyed,
the skin of her thighs damp from sweat. His finger gently but
insistently pierced her, finding hot, wet, supple flesh within. She
yelped again. William slid it in and out, in and out, ever so
slowly, as her body responded.

William broke
the heavy silence again. 'You weren't telling me the truth,
Susannah. Look at me.'

She did,
watching now as well as feeling him withdraw his finger, displaying
the glistening tip of the digit, undeniable evidence of her wanton
lustfulness. He made a show of licking it, making a pleasing sound.
'Your pussy tastes pleasant, slave. I look forward to feasting on
it during our journey. But that won't save you from being punished
for lying to me, now will it?'

Her mounting
desire, her expectation of being imminently ravished, now stumbled
at his words. 'P-punished?'

'Yes.' He rose
back to his feet, reached up to the ring on the collar, slipped a
finger around it and guided her to the window.

Panic quickly
welled up within her. 'No, please, I'll be seen.'

'No you won't;
the street is empty this time of night. Not that it should matter -
to a slave.' He untied the scarf from her wrists and then removed
her chemise, leaving her naked but for her collar. 'Bend forward,
place your hands on the windowsill and don't move them.'

She complied,
feeling her breasts hang and her bottom displayed for him. She
stared out into the night, seeing nothing but a few lights in
buildings across the wide street. A breeze slipped in, allowing her
to pretend it was the cause of her tightening nipples. She started
as she felt his hand on her rear, and his voice was thick with
passion as he spoke again. "Now, Susannah, I want to punish you for
lying to me. I want to punish you with a spanking. But I want you
to ask me for it. Do you understand?"

She
understood. It was not enough that she surrender her body to him,
she had to vocalize that surrender. 'Please... spank me, Mr Lyall.
Please.'

And he did. A
slow, careful and deliberate spanking, as if measured to a fine
degree, with his other hand steadying her at her lower back.
Initially each slap was hard but well apart, at least ten seconds
between blows, as if to allow each one its moment, each one to have
its full effect on her flesh, to send its jolt of pain into her,
and never in the same place consecutively. And at each one Susannah
moaned, but it was not a moan of hurt or protest, but more a reply,
an acknowledgement of what the other had done, and she would raise
her buttocks for the next slap.

Sometimes he
stopped, to stroke her tenderised flesh, before delving down the
wet lips of her sex - her pussy, she corrected herself, revelling
in the rudeness of the word - dipping lightly between them, drawing
out her slickness to salve her sex, and occasionally to seek out
her clit and accentuate her bliss tenfold.

Then William
stepped up the pace with light flicking slaps, each hard on the
heels of the previous one. And in response Susannah's moans ran
into each other, a long low gurgling cry of ecstasy seeking an
outlet. She twisted and writhed but kept her hands on the sill as
ordered, the rings on her collar tinkling, her body seeking
release.

She somehow
found the voice to plead. 'Take me... please take me...'

He stopped
spanking her. 'Take you?'

Susannah's
voice was low and husky, and it felt like someone else who said,
'Fuck me. Please.'

'Straighten
up.'

She did,
turning, expecting him to drag her to the bed, strip himself and
fill her with his manhood. Instead he reached for her discarded
chemise, throwing it to her. 'Put that on.'

Confusion
froze her, and her hands used her chemise to cover her breasts and
bush, suddenly feeling like it was all over. 'What's wrong?'

'We have an
early start tomorrow. You're to go to room nine; that's occupied by
Brigid Eaves, who will also be accompanying us, and you can sleep
with her.'

'What?' She
couldn't believe it. Had he taken her this far, but would go no
further? Why? Had she done something wrong? She'd willingly given
herself over to him! Had he suddenly changed his mind for some
reason? 'But, I don't understand.'

'You don't
have to understand, only obey.' He pointed to the door like she was
some disobedient pet. 'Now go.' After a second he added, more
sharply, 'Now!'

Confusion was
replaced by humiliation, and anger, and she turned her back to him
to slip the chemise over her head, before departing the room as
quickly as she could, her collar still in place.

 


 



Chapter
Four

 


Mortification
drove Susannah across the corridor and into the room William had
indicated. It was filled with crates and trunks, barely providing
access to the large bed in the corner, but no one was there,
certainly not the woman he had mentioned.

The bastard!
How could he have done that to her? Bring her to the edge of carnal
hunger, and leave her wanting?

As she slipped
back into her chemise she felt herself blush with shame, as she
acknowledged how much she desired it. How could she submit like
that?

A shiver ran
through her. The collar was still there. She could take it off, for
now, and...

No. No, she
couldn't. She had given her word. And as little as that might mean
to some, it meant a great deal to her.

That it
reminded her of her enslaved status wasn't forgotten, either.

She climbed
beneath the sheets on the bed, as between her legs her... her pussy
mewled for attention. She tried to settle, but it wasn't working.
The memory of William Lyall enslaving her, stripping her, touching
her intimately, was all too strong to ignore, and with shameless
abandon she moved her hands over her chemise, squeezing and teasing
her aching breasts, as she pressed her thighs together, stoking the
heat between her legs, at her sex.

Her pussy.

Her... cunt.
But that was too rude!

Even as a
thought the boldness of that one simple word sent bolts of
lightning shooting through her. The metal on her collar jangled a
little as she shifted about in bed, sending one hand down between
her legs, finding wetness. Oh yes, that felt so ineffably
sweet!

Suddenly there
were voices in the corridor outside her door. The spell broke and
she lifted her hands over the sheets and straightened out.
Damnation! That was so unfair! Just another minute or two...

She shut her
eyes as the door opened, barely catching a glimpse of two
silhouettes, the accompanying voices confirming it was a man and a
woman. The woman was laughing, but then shushed herself, and in an
accent unmistakably tinted with Irish, whispered, 'Sorry, Jack,
looks like I've already got a bed partner.'

The man
chuckled as the door closed, his own accent a more familiar, if
common London East End. 'That's all right, love, I'll make room for
her.'

Her eyes
closed, lying perfectly still, Susannah felt herself blush.

She heard the
woman give him a playful slap. 'No, you will not! You get back to
your room; we have an early start tomorrow.'

'Aw, come on,
darling, don't leave me hanging like this.'

'What do you
expect me to do? With her ladyship lying over there?'

'I'm sure you
can think of something, love.'

Then there
were sounds, sounds Susannah recognised as kissing. Hot, wet
kissing. They weren't going to come over and... be intimate on the
bed? Right beside her?

Were they?

Then they
stopped, and then there was something else, sounds she couldn't
identify. Had they left the room? No, she would have heard that
creaky door again. Were they... rutting on the floor, like dogs?
She didn't think so.

She had to
find out. She had to.

Slowly,
carefully, Susannah turned her head and opened her eyes. In the dim
light in the room the man could still be seen, standing by the
door, leaning back, one hand resting on an adjacent wardrobe for
support, making low grunts of approval. His trousers were slightly
undone, as if he had started undressing but inexplicably given
up.

Meanwhile the
woman was kneeling before him, her head moving back and forth, as
if...

Oh.

Oh...

She had
engulfed his erection in her mouth, slowly engulfing it to the
hilt, before withdrawing, but never fully releasing it from her
oral grip. There were obscene slurping sounds and occasionally she
would purr or hum around it, something which seemed to please the
man immensely.

Susannah
couldn't believe it.

Rather, she
could believe it, having read about such acts. But never in her
life had she expected to see it happening before her! It was... it
was...

She kept
watching. The woman knew what she was doing, sometimes reaching up
with one hand to stroke and pump the base of the shaft. How many
men had she taken in her mouth like this? Was she a whore? The idea
disgusted Susannah.

At least,
until she reminded herself of what she was doing with William
Lyall. As for this, though she would have considered such an act
quintessentially degrading for the woman, on her knees with the
man's organ penetrating her mouth, it was the man who appeared at
her mercy, and the woman in charge of his pleasure.

The man made
insistent sounds and the woman quickened her actions, pumping his
prick faster while keeping the tip in her mouth, her cheeks sinking
as she sucked harder.

'Fuck!' he
said suddenly, loudly, almost making Susannah respond. He was
quivering and gasping, and the woman held still, making swallowing
sounds. Susannah wondered what it tasted like, and felt like such a
naive little girl in the world.

Then the woman
withdrew, revealing the man's shaft in all its glistening glory: it
was an impressive length, thick and heavy-seeming, a beast
reluctant to be caged again as the woman tucked it away in his
trousers. 'There you are, my love. Now go sleep.'

She rose,
pecked him on the cheek like a dutiful wife, and sent him out the
door.

Susannah
closed her eyes and kept still as she heard the woman undress,
before joining her in bed, settling down. Susannah hoped to settle
down as well, wondering how she was going to face them in the
morning, after bearing inadvertent witness to their intimacy.

'My name's
Brigid,' the woman whispered.

Susannah
froze. Was the woman talking to her?

'I know you're
awake, sweetheart,' she added. 'It's all right. You're Susannah,
yes?'

Susannah
swallowed, her heart racing. What was she to do? Continue to
pretend to be asleep? It seemed foolish now, almost insulting,
despite the circumstances. Finally she found her voice. 'Um,
yes.'

'Pleasure to
make your acquaintance, Susannah.'

'I'm sorry, I
didn't mean to... to be awake when you... you...'

The woman
laughed softly. 'What a silly reason to apologise for. I'm sorry we
disturbed you. Men are so needy when their cocks do their thinking
for them.'

Susannah felt
herself flush again. 'It's all right... let's just get some
sleep.'

'Good idea.
Goodnight, Susannah.'

She felt the
Irishwoman reach out and squeeze her hand.

She tried to
ignore the hot wetness between her legs.

 


It felt like
she had only slept a few minutes when a loud knock came to the
door, and a brash American voice spoke up. 'Come on, ladies, we're
burning daylight! Get dressed and be ready or I'll come looking for
you!'

Susannah
stirred uneasily, moaning, not quite sure where she was at first.
It took a moment to recollect the events of last night - and
remember the collar still around her throat.

Beside her an
unfamiliar body stirred and sat up, cursing under her breath.
'Bloody American. Lucky for him he's a handsome bastard. Not that
it matters to the likes of him...' She reached for the bedside
lamp; seconds later a blossoming glow from it illuminated the room,
and she smiled down at Susannah. 'Good morning, sweetheart. Hope my
snores didn't keep you awake.'

'Um, no.' She
tried to recall the woman's name. 'Brigid, wasn't it?'

'Yes.' She
cast aside the sheets, revealing that she slept without a stitch of
clothing on. She had a pale, voluptuous body, with full breasts
that still appeared firm and strong, and a trimmed patch of copper
hair between her legs that matched the colour on her head.
Seemingly without a drop of shame in her, she rose. 'Come on, we'd
best get ready. Cole means it when he says he'll come in looking
for us.'

Susannah
looked away as the Irishwoman bent down to open a trunk.
'Cole?'

'Aye, Cole
Patterson's his name. He's a genuine cowboy, from the Wild West,
and from the stories he's told he's panned for gold in California,
rode with the Pony Express, sailed the seven seas and a dozen other
things. But I get the impression that he doesn't partake of the
pleasure of feminine company.'

'Feminine...
you mean you think he's a... nancy?'

Brigid
laughed. 'No, he's definitely a man who'd sooner give than
receive.'

Susannah
blushed, not wishing to say anything more, not with the skeletons
in her own family's closet. Then her attention was drawn to the
woman throwing several items of clothing on the bed. 'Who are those
for?'

'You, silly.
William expects us to wear men's clothes.'

'What? I can't
do that.'

'You can't
expect to go traipsing about the African wilderness in a dress and
petticoat, either. Now hurry.'

Susannah
crawled out of bed, staring at the rough-hewn coat, shirt and
trousers, men's breeches, vest and boots, before turning her back
on Brigid and slipping out of her chemise. How could she be
expected to maintain her femininity in these? It made sense to
dress practically while out here, and they certainly looked - and
felt - more comfortable than her dress, but still...

Her doubts
vanished as they descended to the common room in the hotel. William
indicated the others awaiting them. 'Susannah, you've obviously
already met Brigid, but allow me to introduce you to the rest of
the party: Mr Jack Tanner, of London, and Mr Cole Patterson, of the
Wyoming Territories in America.'

She glanced at
Jack, already blushing as she recalled witnessing Brigid giving him
oral pleasure just a few feet away from her the night before. He
was a broad, burly-looking man with a wide face, a nose that looked
as if it had been broken and reset many times, and deep-set beady
eyes that leered openly at her. A common man, in common clothes and
with common manners.

Beside him
Cole Patterson looked taller, leaner and tanned, with rangy fair
hair, a jut-jawed face, and kinder eyes. But his acknowledgement of
Susannah was perfunctory, almost dismissive. His clothes were plain
rather than cheap-looking, apart from his very American dark
Stetson hat beside him on the table. To his credit he was a
handsome man, as Brigid had alluded to earlier; it seemed a shame
if Brigid was also right in that he was also a... a mandrake, as
her father would have put it.

'Gentlemen,'
William concluded. 'This is Susannah Beck - my slave.'

Now Cole
glanced up, his blue-grey eyes wide with confusion. 'Slave,
Bill?'

'Willing
slave, Cole,' he elaborated, reaching up to tug at the leather
collar around Susannah's neck. 'She put this on of her own free
will. Isn't that right, my dear?'

She had
already started turning hot and red when he'd introduced her as his
slave. Now she felt as if all the eyes on the continent had turned
to her.

'Well?' he
insisted gently, tugging again on her collar.

She found her
voice somewhere. 'Yes. Yes it is.'

'See? No need
to unholster your Yankee chivalry in this case, Cole.'

As the hotel
staff brought additional plates of food for the women Brigid broke
the tension in the air by suggesting, 'May we sit down? My
stomach's beginning to ask if my throat's cut.'

Susannah
looked to William; something told her it would be best if she
sought permission from him first, at least silently.

He nodded,
smiling with approval at her attitude. As they sat and tea was
poured, William sat and continued. 'Our guide Kirabo informed me
that we should arrive at the volcano well before the start of the
rainy season. And there have been no reports of any rogue lions or
leopards in the area.'

'You're out of
your damn mind, Bill.'

Susannah
glanced up; it had been Cole who spoke, his drawl unmistakeable.
She didn't know what his objection was though.

William's
sigh, however, told her that he did. 'We've discussed this already,
Cole. They will serve a valuable role in the party.'

The American
pointed a fork in the direction of the women sitting opposite each
other at the end of the table. 'You've no business bringing them
along. They're gonna be nothing but trouble. Slowing us down,
walking blindly into danger, needing rescuing... women are no good
for anything.'

Beside him
Jack chuckled. 'Oh, I wouldn't say that, Yank.' He nudged Brigid,
sitting on his other side, and she grinned.

Susannah
stared in disbelief. The American was rude and chauvinistic beyond
belief! Just because he might not like women! She was prepared to
dispute his attitude.

But then
William did it for her. 'The women are coming along, Cole. You're
outvoted on the matter. As for their walking blindly into danger,
though I can't speak for Miss Eaves I can assure you I'll be
keeping my slave on a short leash.'

Cole looked
ready to protest further, but then thought better of it.

No one spoke
again as they finished their meal; the sense of urgency and
excitement in the air was almost palpable. Susannah felt
nervous.

Only when
William appeared with another local, with a camera on a tripod, did
she have the opportunity to forget her nerves for a moment. William
beckoned to the others. 'Come, I thought we should have a memento
made of our expedition.'

Brigid smiled
and tugged at Susannah's arm, leading her to the others to move
together in a group around a large chair, the women guided into
sitting down together, the men surrounding them, Jack behind
Brigid, and Cole between the other men. Susannah felt naked without
makeup, but she did her best to appear dignified as William stood
closest to her, his hand on her left shoulder. It seemed to take
the photographer forever.

Would they
come back wealthy? Would they come back at all?

 


It was still
relatively dark outside, the sky a deep indigo dotted with stars
and strips of cloud, and birds and dogs were the only witnesses to
the beginning of the expedition. And it was cold, something
Susannah hadn't expected, and she felt it even through her coat.
Their party was light, just themselves and a few bearers and
guides, all riding horses or on horse-driven carts. It wasn't an
expedition into an impenetrable jungle; they would be riding across
the Savannah. But the formidable-looking rifles slung across the
backs of the men reminded her that it was no canter through the
countryside either.

She watched
her horse shake its head, as if she too were complaining about the
early rise and the climate.

William sided
closer - he was good at handling his black steed - reached out,
took Susannah's free hand, and brought it up to his mouth to kiss,
squeezing it once before releasing it. 'You remain brave and
beautiful, my dear. I acknowledge the courage you have required,
not only in joining us on this expedition, but in putting on that
collar. Both are ventures into new, possibly dangerous territory. I
am so pleased you are coming with us.'

The compliment
thrilled her, despite herself and the situation. 'Thank you,
William.'

Then he
released his touch. 'Remember your place, however.'

She thought
his warning, teasing or not, would have ruined her good feeling.
Instead it felt... right. 'Yes, Mr Lyall.'

Then Cole
trotted up, his hat hanging low on his head. 'Well? Are we ready?
No chance of anyone changing her mind about coming?'

Susannah and
William said nothing. Nearby, Jack, on his own steed, looked
half-asleep. At least he kept silent and away from Susannah;
Susannah felt wary being near him. Brigid remained quiet.

When no one
replied Cole pointed westward. 'Then let's get moving.'

 


The rising sun
thankfully remained at their backs and out of their eyes as they
progressed from the township, into fields and huts, and then into
the wild. There were no official boundaries as such; before one
realised it signs of human habitation evaporated like dew before
the steadily brightening sky.

Cradled by
smooth grey mountains appearing more ephemeral than real, the
Savannah opened before them, rows of hills like gentle waves,
irregularly dotted with thorny scrub and trees that appeared
flattened by the immensity of the sky overhead. Birdsong serenaded
the party throughout the morning, steadily dying away as it grew
warmer, and occasionally Susannah reacted to the scuttle of unseen
animals in the scrub. There was nothing like the lush tropical
jungle that Susannah had always associated with Africa, mainly
through lurid penny dreadfuls.

'My arse is
sore,' Jack informed no one in particular, an hour into the
expedition. No one responded. Susannah shook her head at William;
she felt the same way, of course, but there was no point in
mentioning it, especially if it might validate anything Jack had to
say at the moment.

'When do we
stop for a break?' Jack asked.

'As discussed
already,' William intoned, his voice clear, distinct, 'it's best to
cross as much distance as possible in the morning, with the sun
still behind us. And times and places will also be dependent upon
known water sources along the way. Weren't you listening to all of
this when we talked about it?'

'Apologies,
your lordship,' Jack sneered. 'Forgive a humble servant for asking
a simple question.'

Susannah
swallowed. Was it going to be like this throughout the
expedition?

 


As the sun rose
higher above the Savannah the colours of the fauna and landscape
grew brighter, more vivid. There were no large animals in sight;
William had explained that these would not be seen until they moved
further inland, perhaps by the end of the second day.

And as it grew
warmer Susannah found herself unbuttoning her coat more and more,
though she didn't remove it entirely, at least not until their
first rest stop, an hour later. The guides had selected a natural
grove protected from the occasional huff of dust-coated wind by
large, craggy trees. There was grass and a small watering hole for
the horses, and an opportunity to top up their canteens, once the
water was boiled.

The party
stretched and moved about stiffly. Susannah rubbed her own
backside, working back the circulation to the muscles.

Suddenly she
started as something slapped against her, as if to help: Jack.
'Hello, darling. Need a hand?'

Susannah took
a deliberate step back from him, her voice as taut as her
expression felt. 'Please keep your hands to yourself, Mr
Tanner.'

Jack just
winked and grinned. 'Maybe you'll change your mind later.' He
whistled to himself as he moved towards the trees marked as the
party's toilet area.

'Don't hold
your breath, you bastard,' she muttered, her eyes seeking out
William and approaching him - whatever the peculiarities of their
arrangement, he was the closest thing she had to a protector out
here. 'William—'

He shot her a
glare. She wondered what she had done to warrant it, and then
realised her slip. 'I mean, Mr Lyall.'

His expression
softened. 'What is it, Susannah?'

'It's that
odious Mr Tanner. He's entirely too familiar with me.'

'Is that
right?'

He seemed a
little too unconcerned, too uncaring, for Susannah's liking. She'd
hoped for a stronger display from him. 'And it doesn't bother you?
Aren't you prepared to defend me?'

He grunted.
'You mean, as if I was your suitor? Instead of your owner?'

His reply was
like a slap. She thought he might have tired of the game he started
the night before. But he seemed prepared to carry on. And a part of
her was glad.

 


It took most of
the day before Susannah could notice the change in the appearance
of the mountains, an almost imperceptible shift that registered the
meagre distance the travellers had crossed that first day. She
looked back, still expecting to see signs of civilisation. But
there was nothing. No buildings, no streetlights, no rubbish on the
ground, not even footprints or hoof prints, apart from the ones
they themselves made.


Magnificent.

 


The locals
burned a particular plant in the fire; it gave off a spicy aroma
they said would keep away the mosquitoes. Conversation since dinner
had dimmed like the capricious breezes, allowing the nightlife to
fill the silence: insects, the whoops of distant hyenas, the
whistle-chirps of the closer, friendlier mungos, all hidden in the
veil of absolute darkness beyond the campsite.

It was
frightening. It was exhilarating. Susannah never realised how much
she took streetlights for granted, until this first night on the
Savannah. The campfire light seemed to be eaten by the darkness
around them, like prey for the predators. Even above her the night
sky, with its countless glittering constellations undiluted by
city-light, could not pierce the darkness hanging like mist on the
ground.

A shiver ran
through her. She still couldn't believe how cool it was in the
evenings here: another preconception bites the dust. She'd rise to
retrieve her coat, but she suspected they'd all be going to bed
soon anyway.

True to her
burgeoning instinct they decided to call it a night. She was seeing
to her horse when Jack appeared. In the near-total darkness he
seemed more shadow than substance, his voice low. 'Hey,
darling.'

Susannah grew
chillier than the night air. 'Stay away from me.'

Jack chuckled.
'Oh, don't be like that, darling. You should be grateful I'm out
here.'

'That will
never happen, Mr Tanner.'

She turned to
go, but Jack snagged her by the elbow. Her voice dropped to a
near-whisper, as if imparting a great secret. 'This is a dangerous
place, little girl. You best keep a mind who can protect you out
here.'

'She knows,
Jack.'

Both of them
turned at the approach of William, clutching a burning torch from
the campfire, his voice low and resolute. 'I'll thank you to keep
your hands off my property.'

For a moment
there was only the crackle of burning wood. Then Jack released his
hold on Susannah, offering a grin that didn't reach his eyes.
'Sure, Willy Boy, anything you say.'

Susannah
watched with relief as the man walked away into the darkness, and
William took his place at her side. 'Our tent is set up. Let's
retire for the evening. You have work to do.'

She followed,
thankful - but also fearful. Was this it? Was this the time she
would lose her precious maidenhead to him? It seemed likely; a man
could not long resist his urges, she suspected.

 


 



Chapter
Five

 


Their tent was
tall, allowing them to stand within it, albeit close. William stood
by the main tent pole, half-lit from a small lantern hung beside
him, his eyes fixed on her. 'Undress.'

Susannah
obeyed, swaying a little, trying to keep standing as she removed
her boots and socks, her coat and shirt, and her trousers. She
shivered, standing there in the man's vest and breeches - and of
course her collar - feeling her nipples tighten beneath the
fabric.

William's
expression spoke to her.

More slowly
now she pulled the vest up over her head, and then, still trying to
cover herself, she drew down the breeches. He had seen her naked
the night before - and done more - but tonight felt different.
Perhaps it was because they were out in the wilderness, and the
others were just a short distance away, separated by but a few feet
and some thin tent canvas.

With abrupt
impatience William reached out and yanked the underclothes from her
grasp, casting them aside. 'Drop to your knees, thighs parted,
hands locked behind your head, eyes averted. Now.'

Driven by
embarrassment and excitement, both fighting a fierce battle within
her, Susannah obeyed, almost at tears at being exposed like this.
She let her gaze drift to one side, like a child in the
classroom.

'When we are
alone,' William informed her calmly. 'You will strip and adopt this
pose. This is called the Slave's Posture. Unless told otherwise,
you will assume that I want you like this, awaiting my pleasure.
Remember, your body is mine, and you own nothing, not even modesty.
Is that understood, Susannah?'

She swallowed
and nodded. 'Y-yes, Mr Lyall.'

From the
corner of her eye she saw him move about the tent, before returning
to stand before her. She heard a snip, a scratch, and seconds later
realised he was lighting up a cigar. 'And how are you finding
servitude, Susannah?'

'I... I don't
know.' It was a genuine answer on her part, or so she felt. But he
made a sound that smacked of incredulity.

'You used to
be far more assured of your opinions on matters, especially in
regards to me.' He took a puff; the smoke began to coalesce in the
confined air of the tent. 'And what do you think of the
others?'

She paused,
more to consider the sort of answer he was looking for than out of
a lack of one. 'I... Miss Eaves seems nice.'

He chuckled.
'She's one of the more pleasant whores I've encountered.'

She looked up
at him, momentarily forgetting her nude and submissive state,
before dropping her eyes again.

William hadn't
failed to notice her reaction. 'Oh, don't misunderstand, slave. I
have quite a high regard for our Irish rose. She is an excellent
practitioner of the world's oldest profession, and she is
refreshingly open and unapologetic about it, and about other
matters. In many ways she's far more liberated than most of the
so-called respectable women in what we laughingly call "polite
society". Oh, I know your social circles wouldn't piss on her if
she was burning, but then I wouldn't return the favour to them, and
neither would she. And what do you think about Mr Tanner and Mr
Patterson?'

She swallowed,
feeling a little dizzy, and a lot more tired. 'I don't like Mr
Tanner. And I don't think Mr Patterson likes me.'

'They are
strange bedfellows, so to speak, but financial adventures such as
ours often attract such types. Still, this isn't a tea party, is
it?' He sighed. 'I asked last night and you answered, but I will
ask again: are you a virgin, Susannah?'

She felt
herself flush. 'Of course I am.'

He grunted.
'There is no "of course" about it. Please understand, under normal
circumstances I wouldn't care, but it's important that you are
one.'

'May I ask
why... Mr Lyall?'

'No, you may
not. But I recognise that women have carnal hungers, hungers as
strong as men's, if not stronger. Do you touch yourself?'

'What?'

'Do you touch
your pussy when you're in bed?'

She felt the
breath catch in her throat. How could he know? 'N-no.'

'Liar. It's
written on your face. And your denial of it is hypocrisy. I don't
know what you've been taught, but there's nothing wrong with it. We
don't go blind, we don't go mad, and we don't grow hair on our
hands from too much of it. We may go to Hell as a result, but it's
still worth it. Have you seen a man's cock, Susannah?'

Her head spun,
and before she realised it she'd replied, 'Yes...'

He chuckled
again. 'Oh? I feel betrayed. When? Whose?'

'It was... it
was Niles. We were younger; I had walked in on him in our coal
shed. He had some... pictures laid out in front of him, and...'

William
chuckled. 'I can guess the rest. It must have been quite the shock
for your tender young eyes.'

She nodded,
blushing.

'Did you let
him finish?'

'Of course
not!'

He chuckled
again. 'I bet he didn't forgive you for that. Have you seen any
others since?'

She fought the
urge to answer. Bad enough that he'd made her bare her body before
him, he seemed determined to strip away any inner thoughts or truth
from her. But still, she responded, like the good little slave she
seemed to be. 'Last night. Brigid and Mr Tanner showed up at the
room. She... Brigid took him in her...'

'In her
mouth?'

'Yes,' she
murmured, ashamed of the memory of it and her own reaction to
watching it.

'And what did
you think?'

'Think?'

'Of what
Brigid had done? Did you think it was rude? Disgusting? Filthy
beyond belief?'

'Yes,' she
lied. And she knew it was a lie. Because if it had been all those
things, she would not have reacted the way she had.

'Susannah...
look up at me.'

She did; he
was more silhouette than visible, more shadow than substance with
the light behind him.

'So,' he
continued, 'if I told you to do the same for me, would you break
your vow of servitude and refuse?'

He was
serious; she could tell. Every civilised instinct in her bade her
tell him to go to Blazes and leave - except for the other instincts
in her; the ones which could rationalise with equal force why
should do this very thing.

She didn't
answer him verbally, but reached up to the front of his trousers,
uncoupling his belt, and then unbuttoning, feeling her hands
tremble. She undid the buttons, grasping the sides of his trousers
and drawing them down to his ankles. She stared at his muscular
hairy legs, then at his rider's breeches, tight material that
outlined his prick, long and thin, hanging down over his balls; she
could feel his heat, smell his maleness. She sent the breeches down
to follow the trousers.

Open to the
air his prick had begun to rise, the tip dabbed with a small amount
of fluid that gathered at the mouth of a damask head only partly
covered by foreskin. It reared up from a cluster of black curls at
his groin, above a sac firm and dark in colour. Maybe it was
because she was so close to it, but it seemed so huge. Having one
enter her between her legs had been a potent enough image in her
mind; the thought of wrapping her mouth around it was something
else.

'Come on,' he
said, chuckling. 'It won't bite, no matter what stories you might
have heard.'

Feeling
foolish, despite the circumstances, Susannah reached up tentatively
with one hand and clasped his prick at its base; it was a firm,
almost reassuring act, confirming this was all real. Then,
instinctively collecting saliva in her mouth, she parted her lips
and took him inside her. His prick swelled and pulsed further,
hotter and thicker, tasting like... like nothing describable.

She leaned
forward experimentally, taking more in until she had to remove her
hand, and his wiry pubic hair brushed against her nose before
backing away again, growing more confident with each stroke. He
seemed to approve, making humming sounds which bolstered her,
helping to cast aside the last of her doubts.

When she felt
assured enough to establish a rhythm she moved her hands to clasp
his hips, just under the tails of his shirt. The ridge of his
member pulsed with blood, and she worked against it, running her
tongue along the underside, faster, then slower, his pre-come
mixing with her saliva. She could feel him shudder slightly from
her efforts, and the fact that she could possess so much control
over a man while still being a slave to him made her sex pulse with
delight.

Her mouth had
grown tired, so she pulled back just enough to keep the head of his
prick in her mouth, careful not to nip him with her teeth, and
reached back and clasped his shaft again, slowly masturbating him
as if she'd been doing it all her life. William responded, gasping
aloud, and inwardly Susannah smiled; her sex mewled, and she was
certain he would take care of her shortly.

She felt the
sweat run down her forehead, but was too absorbed to deal with it.
His breath above quickened, and he'd begun to shake. She knew what
was imminent, and wanted to surprise William with how prepared she
would be. But still, as he ejaculated in her mouth, she
underestimated the force of it; like bullets from a gun, striking
the back of her mouth, then again and again in ever-decreasing
bursts, as his knees quivered against her breasts and his balls
rose almost violently towards their apex. She swallowed, then again
and again with increasing confidence.

When she felt
his spasms die away she withdrew her mouth and hand, leaned back
and licked her lips, unable to believe what she had done. Another
milestone crossed in her life, though one she had never even been
aware existed until recently. His prick, still erect but already
beginning to soften, hung twitching before her, and his balls began
to hang normally once again.

No... she
thought he would remain firm enough to take her maidenhead! He
seemed to talk of nothing else! She reached up and began to stroke
it again, like an eager whore.

But he gently
slapped her hand off him. 'Dirty strumpet! Turn around and get on
all fours! Now!'

She leaned
back - and then smiled. He would take her from behind! She had
heard of such positions. She twisted, resting her hands and knees
on a blanket and facing forward, seeing the wavering light of the
campsite's fire outside through the canvas covering of the tent.
She heard William manoeuvring behind her, preparing to finally make
a woman out of her.

The strike on
her rear was loud, sharp, and totally unexpected, making her yelp
far more loudly than she would have wanted. She looked behind her.
'What are you...?'

He was
standing there, his trousers and breeches drawn up again, a thin
bamboo cane in his hand, the tip almost touching the crest of her
buttocks, as if she might need further indication of what had
struck her. He glared at her in the amber light of the lantern.
'Eyes forward!'

Her head
snapped back as the switching continued, the sharp, repeated jolts
of pain shooting through her like signals in a telegraph wire. How
could he do this to her? Leave her unsatisfied, leave her...

Oh dear Lord,
the sensations building up within her, as her poor tender flesh
received his bittersweet ministration. This wasn't what she wanted,
not at first. But still, she felt herself sway like a prey
hypnotised by a cobra, relishing the delightful submission. Wetness
seeped down her inner thighs.

And then, just
like that, it was over. Susannah gasped in anguished disbelief.

His voice was
soft now. 'Do you wish for relief, slave?'

Her voice was
fragile. 'Y-yes, please...' Even as she sensed how he would
respond, still she begged. Her fear proved correct.

'What a slave
wishes for is irrelevant. Well, we should sleep now, we have an
early start. Prepare our beds.'

She stared in
disbelief. She had degraded herself for him, allowed herself to be
caned like a dog, and now he acted like this? She should... she
should...

She
obeyed.

 


Their naked
bodies lay beneath the blanket, feeding warmth to each other.
Susannah woke during the night, probably from some animal sound
outside. She stared into the darkness, felt William's breath on her
face, felt the soft rise and fall of his body as he breathed in and
out. She was on her side, facing him, and her hands were down
near...

She moved,
slightly, not wishing to wake him, finding the tip of his shaft:
hot, velvety, half-hidden within the sheath of his foreskin.

She was still
aroused, still needing relief.

Slowly, very
slowly, she shifted her position until she could part her
perspiring thighs, and reach the hairy mound of her sex, and her
moist slit.

With her other
hand she moved towards it, touching the curls, the frilled labia,
as the fingertips of her other hand lightly traced along the soft
length of William's cock. It was naughty, so naughty, not least
because she was doing it of her own volition, not only without his
permission, but without his knowledge.

She almost
gasped as she felt it pulse, as if awakening as well. She wondered
if a man could get fully aroused while still remaining asleep. She
wondered if a woman could seduce a man like that as well.

Imagine if he
woke up to find her on top of him! It would be a suitable revenge,
and she'd dare say that he wouldn't complain too much.

Suddenly that
thought hit her like a thunderbolt, and she was wracked with shame.
What was she thinking; acting like some whore with a man she barely
knew?

She stopped
touching him and herself. Just because she agreed to keep her word
and obey him, and just because he gave her pleasure like she had
never imagined, didn't mean she had to willingly degrade herself.
He was a foul, corrupting influence, and she had to remain
strong.

It still took
a long time for her to sleep again.

 


Until she was
upon it Susannah had no idea about the immensity of the Savannah,
its sheer length and breadth. Maps were inadequate, or so they
became, after Susannah saw the one employed by William, and saw
just how little ground they'd actually covered that first day,
having overestimated their overall strength.

It looked very
much like it would take at least the fortnight to get to the
mountain and back.

But then she
looked across the campsite at William, who was putting out the
campfire and helping clean up. And Susannah still felt the echoing
after-waves of her orgasms last night from William's sweet assault
- she had to stop every so often and just let it run through her,
like a chill from the morning air - making her realise she didn't
care about the time.

Closer she was
drawn to Brigid, sitting with a small book open in one hand, and a
pencil in the other. 'Are you keeping a diary of our
adventures?'

The Irishwoman
looked up and blushed, something Susannah never thought she'd see
from the otherwise uninhibited woman. 'Ah, no, I'm just
scribbling.'

Susannah
thought she meant some writing - until she saw the picture of
herself. It was only half-finished, but the obvious level of skill
behind the pencil made her jaw drop. 'Brigid, that's amazing!'

She shook her
head, closing the book. 'It's nothing, really.'

'Do you have
any more I can see?'

The woman
paled, visibly debating, before opening the book again and turning
a few pages. 'Honestly, they're nothing.'

Susannah
disagreed. There were sketches of Jack, William, Cole, horses, the
township they had left behind, mountain ranges framed with ribbons
of cloud. And these were done in a cheap little notebook with a
stubby pencil; she wondered what the woman could do with proper
tools. 'You're very good. You should study.'

Brigid shut
the book one more time. 'How many women artists are there?'

'A few,
actually: Georgina Macdonald, Marie Stillman, Marie Cazin.'

'Any who
didn't start out as whores?'

Susannah
didn't know what to say, but as Brigid put away her book and rose
to her feet, she felt supremely sad that the woman's talent was
being wasted because of circumstance.

Nearby Jack
moved about, clad in trousers and vest and rubbing his bared
forearms, and doing nothing else in particular. 'Bloody hell, it's
sodding cold! What the hell kind of country do you call this?'

Kirabo, the leader of the local men William and the others had
employed, was kneeling by his steed, checking one of its hooves. He
was a tall, reed-thin but confident-looking man, and spoke English
with a tone that was both respectful of the foreign visitors hiring
him, and proud. 'I call it my
country, Mr Tanner. And it's not too late for you
to turn back if it is too much for you.'

Jack stopped
in his tracks and glared in the local man's direction. 'Nobody was
talking to you, boy.'

'As you wish,'
Kirabo ended simply.

Jack grunted
at that, then looked over at Susannah, caught her gaze and smiled.
'Hullo, darling. Maybe you can warm me up somehow, huh?' He
chuckled at his own innuendo.

Susannah
started to reply, then turned away and finished packing up the
tent. There was no point in trading words with the man, or even
telling him to shut up. He'd go away when he realised she wasn't
taking the bait.

But Jack
didn't go away; he looked about, as if to see who else was in
earshot, before adding, 'You and Willy kept yourselves warm last
night, didn't you? They could have heard you back in London.'

Susannah shot
up again, angry and mortified. Damn it all to Blazes, it never
occurred to her until now that she might have been heard. How could
she have been so stupid - or at least, so swept up in the passion
William fostered in her?

Cole stepped
forward, wide-brimmed hat pulled down over his eyes to the morning
sun - or to Jack. 'Why don't you stop flapping your gums and do
something constructive?'

Jack made an
exaggerated display of being shot in the heart. 'Ooh! Ahh! Ya got
me pardner!' Once he tired of his own feeble joke he turned and
snapped, 'Brigid! Get me my jacket, pronto!'

Brigid
deferentially walked over with the jacket from his horse, and
helped him into it before Jack reached up, clasping a rough hand on
the woman's neck, and drew her in for a long wet kiss, a rough
gesture, a gesture of possession rather than affection.

Susannah
looked away, wondering how Brigid could let herself be dominated
like that - only to feel the collar around her neck. A reminder of
her own submission to a man. But at least William was better than
that common thug Jack Tanner.

 


The party,
their mounts and packhorses rode through a patch of arid,
dust-strewn ground, dotted with gnarled acacias and rising and
falling haphazardly, as if some giant trailed his fingers through
the dirt.

'Gullies,'
Kirabo explained. 'Soon they'll become rivers and tributaries, with
the approaching rains. And all the land around us will turn green,
just for the season.'

'What about
the trees? Don't they die out when it's not raining?' Susannah
asked.

'The trees
store enough water internally to last the year, Miss Beck.'

'A bit like
how our Brigid puts away the whiskey?' Jack quipped.

No one
laughed.

Susannah
pulled her hat down against the sun as she rode beside William.
'Why does he treat her like that?'

'Like
what?'

'So
rudely?'

He shrugged,
reaching for his canteen. 'Is he any ruder than the men who used to
take her in the back alleys of London for a shilling? She will make
a small fortune from her share of the treasure we find in Abyssar.
As will we all.'

The treasure.
She had forgotten about it, put aside such notions, wrapped up was
she in her agreement with William. Here they were, venturing into a
wilderness that almost assuredly had killed her brother, and she
hadn't given it a second thought. Perhaps she should.

Then again,
what would come of it? She glanced around to make sure no one was
close, before drawing her steed nearer to him. 'William, I must
ask, why won't you... why won't you...'

He glanced at
her, his expression stern. 'You have forgotten your place already,
slave? I am disappointed at your imbecility. Or is it wilful
disobedience?'

Her mouth
pursed at his reply, but she bit back her instinctive retort,
settling for, 'Sorry... Mr Lyall.'

'And I am not
interested in what you have to ask me. I want your servitude. Is
that clear?'

He was a pig,
in his own way as bad as Jack. She knew that. Still, there was a
thrill as she said, 'Yes, Mr Lyall.'

He cantered
his horse forward, in a deliberate attempt to leave her behind. She
let him - and then started as Cole rode up to her. 'Do you think
maybe you could keep from slowing us down any more than you already
have, Miss Beck?'

She glared at
him. Was every man in this party determined to be rude and
arrogant? She ignored him and rode away.

 


 



Chapter
Six

 


More locals had
fled their party the following day. Kirabo and William assured her
and the others that it was expected, that they could manage on
their own, and that the fear of the ignorant younger bearers had
eclipsed their commonsense and hunger for pay.

Susannah
wasn't so sure they'd been wrong to flee. The further they left the
civilised world behind the more dangerous and foolish this whole
venture felt like. She thought Brigid had felt the same way, though
William had dismissed her fears.

This did bring
about some unexpected support, as Cole approached her while she was
holding one of William's hunting rifles. 'You don't want to do
that.'

Susannah was
sitting by the remnants of the morning fire. 'Excuse me, Mr
Patterson?'

'The rifle.'
He sat down near her and indicated it. 'You have the barrel stuck
in the dirt. You don't want to be doing that.'

'Hmm? Oh.' She
lifted it up, brought the tip of the barrel to her mouth and blew
some of the dirt off it. 'Thank you.'

'Here, allow
me.' He reached out, but waited for her acquiescence before taking
the rifle from her. He produced a white handkerchief and began
carefully cleaning the barrel. 'Out here we will need to keep these
weapons clean. I didn't mean to disturb you, Miss Beck.'

It was the
most polite thing she had heard him say to her, and it took her
aback. 'That's... quite all right, Mr Patterson. In truth I prefer
the distraction from my worries.'

He nodded, his
brow furrowed beneath the shadow cast by his hat. 'I used to be a
guide for Europeans who'd come over to the Territory to shoot
buffalo and buy beads from the local Indians. They thought it was
all a grand adventure. They had no sense of the dangers which could
be lying in wait for them, just over the next hill, or in the next
valley.'

A shiver ran
through her. 'Is that what we are out here? Just blithe fools?'

'No.' He
chuckled. 'Well, maybe Mr Tanner.'

That made her
laugh, and the smile continued after he handed her back the rifle
and departed. 'I'm sure we'll be okay. If you'll excuse me, Miss
Beck?'

He departed.
But that wouldn't be the last time they would be alone.

 


Susannah raised
the rifle. It was heavy; it shook in her hands. She tried to forget
about her anxiety and just fire the damn thing, but the trigger
felt like it was stuck, until she realised her finger was nowhere
near it.

'Miss
Beck?'

She swallowed
without turning to the voice approaching her from behind, and
lowered the barrel of the rifle to the dusty ground before her. As
the party had ventured further into the wild, and more and more of
the locals in their party vanished during the night, fearful of
what they would find at Abyssar, her own fears about being able to
defend herself grew. She had convinced William to show her how to
fire a pistol, and he let her shoot a few rounds on his Webley, but
he refused to perform a similar function with a rifle, claiming the
weapon was not for feminine hands. But she remained determined not
to stay ignorant, and when the party settled in the middle of the
day again, she snuck his Winchester away and ventured into the
shrub as far as she could go. Let him punish her later. Now... 'May
I help you, Mr Patterson?'

'That's
something I should be asking you, Miss Beck.' He reached up and
touched the brim of his Stetson in typical fashion as he stood
beside her, staring at the weapon she held. 'I noticed you go off
alone. That's not very safe.'

She almost
protested, but his tone suggested concern rather than
condescension. Besides, he had a valid point. 'I want to be able to
fire this. William - Mr Lyall - told me a rifle wasn't a woman's
weapon.'

He smirked.
'That's a bucket of hot air. I've known many ladies who were just
as good with one of these as any man. I daresay you shouldn't have
a problem with anything you face.'

His voice, his
closeness, made her heart skip. He looked so handsome; how was it
possible? 'Th-thank you, Mr Patterson.'

Then he drew
even closer. 'May I offer some pointers?'

Susannah
nodded without replying. He shifted until he was practically on top
of her from behind, reaching out and guiding her arms up again,
moulding her fingers and hands in certain places. 'Rifles have
quite a kick, so make sure the butt is in the crook of your arm,
otherwise you'll get a nasty bruise when you fire it.' His face was
next to hers, and she followed his gaze down the barrel. 'Ignore
everything else around you but what you see in front of that sight.
Some people will caution you about wind and light and such, but all
you need to know is that if you point this in the centre of
anything about fifty feet in front of you, you'll put a hole in it
a bird can fly through. Put your finger on the trigger. Don't be
afraid of it, you're in control.'

She listened
to him, and more importantly she believed him. Her heart was
quickening even further, though she couldn't tell if this was
because of him, her imminent use of the rifle, or both. She felt
his breath on her cheek and her fingers shook, so she tried to
follow his advice and focus on a target. 'W-what should I aim
for?'

'Try that
thick branch on the right of the acacia tree. The one that looks
like a corncob pipe. Now aim for the base of it, but when you fire
expect it to pull up, so compensate by aiming just a little bit
lower. Now... don't hold your breath. Breathe out slowly, and when
the breath is gone, squeeze the trigger.'

She tried to
listen, tried to follow. But when she finally did it the report
from the rifle was as potent as the kick Cole promised her. She
thought she'd even screwed her eyes shut as she fired. When she
opened them again she saw nothing. 'Did I... did I...?'

'No,' Cole
replied with a smile. 'But that's okay. I only ever met one gal who
was a dead shot the first time, and she had an advantage.'

'Oh? An old
flame?' she teased, smiling at him.

'My sister.
Her "advantage" was that she was deaf, and couldn't be easily
distracted.'

'Oh.
Sorry.'

'Don't be, you
didn't know. Actually, you might do better on your belly.'

'Excuse
me?'

'Lying on the
ground while firing. Your arms have a rest so you can better hold
the rifle, and you can breathe and relax easier. Try it.'

She almost
objected, citing the impropriety involved, but then thought of how
silly that would sound, out here. She helped herself down to the
ground, first to her knees and then onto her belly, ignoring the
small stones she felt through her clothes, ignoring the thrumming
she felt in her loins at knowing Cole was standing over her, as if
having commanded her to prostrate herself.

Then he knelt
down beside her, so close, drawing the hair from her face. 'Try to
keep your eyes open. And take your time. It's not a charging
rhino.'

His fingers
lingered on her skin. She stared down the barrel of the rifle,
breathed in, breathed out, and fired.

She hit her
target, dead centre.

'Very good,
Miss Beck,' Cole beamed.

She glanced up
at him, smiling back.

'Indeed?'

Both turned at
the voice and approach of William, who stood behind them, hands
jammed into his coat pockets, his face a mixed expression of
amusement and annoyance. He looked to each of them in turn. 'I
however think my little slave is very, very bad.'

'Bill,' Cole
started, his own face a mix of unease and concern. 'I was only just
showing her how to use the rifle.'

Susannah felt
chagrin once more; William had been glib from the start about how
he saw and treated her, though only the crass Jack ever made any
comment about it, and she suspected it was only her paranoia which
made her imagine the laughter from some of the remaining local
bearers.

'Oh, I have no
doubt of that, my dear Cole,' William replied, somewhat smarmily.
'You are as always the perfect gentleman. But I told my slave
earlier that there was no need to learn how to use the weapon, and
here she is, disobeying me. Whatever am I to do with you,
Susannah?'

'Bill,' Cole
repeated, sounding angrier, 'you'll do nothing.'

'No.' She
twisted around and rose to her feet, handing William back his
rifle. 'You're right, William, I did disobey you.'

He accepted
the weapon. 'And took my Winchester as well. And used my first name
without permission.'

'Yes, you're
right, Mr Lyall. I'm...' she felt her face redden, 'I'm sorry.'

'And you're
prepared to accept punishment, like a good little slave?'

Her heat
doubled. 'Yes, Mr Lyall.'

'You see,
Cole?' William asked, with a smile that never reached his eyes.
'Sheathe your chivalry once again, it is decidedly misplaced here.
Old-fashioned, even, to judge from the rather vociferous
Suffragette Movement back home. Our Susannah does what she does of
her own free will.' He stared at her. 'Isn't that right?'

She swallowed.
'Yes, Mr Lyall.'

William
nodded. 'Perhaps you'd like to witness her punishment. You wouldn't
mind, would you, my dear?'

Her
temperature must have doubled. Did he truly mean to punish her,
humiliate her, in front of someone else? Let alone Cole? But at the
same time she couldn't break her word and refuse him either, could
she?

Almost
mercifully Cole straightened up. 'I gotta get back to the camp.' He
departed without looking at either of them. She imagined he was
disgusted with her, a thought which stung her more harshly than any
birch.

William was
drawing his belt out from the loops on his trousers. 'On all fours,
slave.'

She obeyed,
thankful he hadn't ordered her to bare her bum. Still, the smacks
he left on her bottom were harsh enough even through her clothing.
The fiery glow from last night's chastisement reignited.

'On your
knees,' he said when he was done.

She obeyed,
feeling her bum ache against the back of her heels, watching him
pace, listening to him rant. 'Did you forget your word to me,
slave?'

'No, Mr
Lyall.'

'I would hope
not.' He stopped before her. 'Now, please me.'

She
understood, staring at his crotch, at the material tenting before
her. She reached out and unbuttoned him, watching the long length
of his penis as it sprung from the folds of his trousers and
breeches. Susannah reached up slowly and curled her fingers around
it, taking it into her mouth.

But then Lyall
drew back. 'No. I want you to use your hand. I want you to watch
what you're doing. I want to come on you. Do it.'

The thought of
his seed spurting onto her was too enticing. She took it her hand
again and began stroking gently at first, the loose foreskin
smoothing back from the big head. As the glow from her backside
spread to her pussy she pulled at him with more vigour, watching as
the bulbous head grew more purple, moist with clear juice from
within. She could smell him as she worked the velvety skin up and
down the length of the shaft until his breath hissed and his eyes
glazed over, the lids closing. She had power over him; she, a mere
slave.

'Good, good,'
he was murmuring, his hands reaching out to almost gently cup the
sides of her head. Susannah relished the touch, and looked up. He
looked down at her, a half-smile forming on his lips, his eyes
dreamy, expectant; he would come soon, she could sense it. Her
pussy cried out for relief; she wanted him inside her.

But before she
could suggest anything towards that he moaned, and his body tensed
as bullets of come shot into the air and spattered her face, then
the top of her shirt. Susannah let it happen, let it continue, her
hand still clamped to the base of his pulsing organ, giving him a
few final strokes until he moaned again and said, 'Now you can
stop.'

She released
him and knelt back, reaching up to touch the come on her face and
body, wiping it off onto a leaf. She looked up as William, tucking
his penis away, said, 'Well, my little slave, let's repair to the
camp, shall we?'

Ignoring her
sex's own need for satisfaction, Susannah nodded. 'Yes, Mr
Lyall.'

 


They were
making good time, according to William, though his attempts to
explain this by the reduced number in their party was less
successful.

The last few
days had served to help Susannah discard all her preconceptions
about Africa like so much other inappropriate belongings. Gone were
images of dense jungle, in favour of flattened rocky hills and
termite mounds, dotted by islands of trees and watering holes. And
the 'traditional' animals were nowhere to be seen; instead, myriad
species of antelope seemed to dominate this land, from the
hare-like dik-dik to the bovine eland. Exotic animal names leapt
about unbound in her head: bushbucks, gerenuks, hartbeets,
topis.

It was a world
which seemed to truly come alive only in the twilight hours, when
so many of the animals emerged to drink at the infrequent watering
holes, such as the one near where the party had camped; it was
amazing how they ignored the people and the sounds nearby.

They had
camped again, and around the dinner of some snared topi, Kirabo
announced, 'We should cut the watches down from four to three hours
each time.'

'Any
particular reason,' Jack asked, 'or just to annoy us?'

'We're
venturing into wilder country, Mr Tanner, with a greater chance at
encountering animals bold enough to approach camp. Shorter watch
times mean greater alertness.'

'Why can't
your boys do this?'

'We have the
guns, Mr Tanner,' Cole reminded him. 'Unless you want to hand yours
over to one of them?'

'Bloody hell,
no.'

'Then you can
shut up and do your share of watching out for the lions and
leopards.'

Kirabo spoke
up again. 'The most dangerous single animal out here's the
hippopotamus.'

'You're not
serious,' William asked, before adding, 'Are you?'

Kirabo cradled
his tin cup. 'An adult hippopotamus weighs well over a ton. It can
run faster than a train, plough through twenty miles of the
thickest scrub in a single night, has thick skin, a mouth that can
engulf a man whole—'

'I've heard
enough,' Brigid announced, rising. 'I need to visit the bushes
before one of them show up. Would you come with me, Susannah?'

Susannah
looked up, ready to reply yes, but glancing at William, who nodded.
Before she departed, however, Cole, sitting opposite her, handed
her one of his heavy-looking pistols. 'Here, just in case. But call
out if you need help.'

She accepted
the gun - she was less afraid of them now, having been made
familiar with them with William's help in recent days - and
ignoring the reaction on William's face. 'Thank you, Mr Patterson,
that's very gallant of you.'

Jack snorted.
'More likely she'll shoot herself in the foot and we'll have to
carry her the rest of the way.'

Cole glanced
over at him across the campfire. 'If that were the case she'd still
be less of a burden than you, Jack.'

Brigid took
Susannah's free hand and led her away, carrying a lantern in her
other as they made a short but significant distance from the camp.
Brigid set the lantern on the branch of a nearby tree as she began
undoing her trousers. 'You've made quite an impression on the
Yankee.'

Susannah was
looking around, the heavy pistol pointing down but away from either
of them, just in case Jack's joke came true. 'What? No, he's just
being polite.'

'I don't just
mean about the gun. I've watched him with you.' Brigid lowered her
trousers and breeches and squatted. 'He actually speaks to
you.'

Susannah
caught a glimpse of the woman's copper bush before looking away,
but couldn't help listening to the soft trickle of pee. Was the
woman right? 'I don't know about that. Besides, you said he
preferred men.'

'Well, I might
have been wrong about that. Not that it matters, of course, since
you're spoken for.' When she was done she rose and drew up her
clothes. 'Do you need to go?'

She almost
said no, but knew how foolish it would be to deny it. She handed
the pistol to Brigid and took a place near where the Irishwoman had
marked her territory. But unlike Susannah, the other women never
took her eyes away from the sight. And unable to say anything,
Susannah lowered her own trousers and breeches and squatted in full
view of the other woman, trying to finish as quickly as possible,
while still secretly enjoying the thrill of being watched during
such a private act.

She rose and
dressed quickly, eager to return to the camp, and Cole - and
William, of course.

 


In their tent
William turned away while she continued to undress, kneel and adopt
the Slave's Posture. At his own leisure he turned back, regarding
her nude figure in the lantern light, before sitting down on the
trunk before her, close to her. 'And how is my little slave doing,
out here in this harsh terrain, with only her owner for
protection?'

The air in the
tent was warm, caressing her, and she'd learned to ignore the
gentle rustle of the tent canvas as a breeze outside touched it.
She swallowed, staring at a point over his shoulder. 'W-well, I
think... Mr Lyall.'

He said
nothing, at first. Then he hunched slightly forward, as if he was
leaning in to kiss her, though they were still a foot or two apart.
'And has it been terrible not to have received relief in so
long?'

Despite all
that had gone on he could still make her blush with a simple
question. It had seemed so long since he last touched her, or let
her touch herself, and despite the opportunities she had kept her
word and kept her hands away from her sex. And though she would
hate to admit it aloud, she was craving more, so much more, and the
time since that incident felt like an eternity.

'Well, slave?'
he continued.

She met his
gaze, before replying, 'It has been... if that is what you want, Mr
Lyall.'

He chuckled.
'A satisfactory, if safe answer, my dear. Lie on your back, legs
spread.'

The command
brought chills to her - though she was experienced enough now not
to anticipate that she would get what she desired - and as she
obeyed, lying on her blanket roll with her feet at his, moving
slightly to adjust the resting collar around her neck, Susannah
felt his gaze roll over her like a hot breath. She fought the urge
to cover herself.

Too late she
realised her legs were closed - until he nudged her left foot with
his right boot. She took the hint and parted her legs, as his gaze
moved down to the purse of her sex.

'Is your pussy
wet, Susannah?' he asked simply, as if enquiring about the
weather.

She swallowed,
and replied, 'Yes, Mister Lyall.'

'Very
wet?'

'I... you
could find out yourself...'

He laughed
softly. 'Dirty strumpet.'

But the look
she saw in his eyes betrayed his genuine interest. She had to tempt
him. She parted her legs further, fighting back her lingering
modesty. She raised her knees and licked her lips, and tried to
sound like some common street whore as she spoke. 'Fill me up, good
sir. Take your hard manhood and put it in my waiting...'

'Enough,' he
snapped, his reaction definitely not what she wanted or expected
from him. 'That's not you talking. Not yet anyway.'

His words
seemed to snap her back into reality, and with it she felt
blanketed with humiliation. Feeling as if she was on fire she drew
into herself like a leaf, covering herself with a blanket.

But then
William was onto her, practically on top of her as he pulled the
blanket away and grabbed her by the wrists. She struggled with him,
but his face was into hers as he snarled, 'Stop! Stop that this
instant or I will call for help!'

That made her
struggles end. He looked angry as he breathed in her face, eyes
narrow, before he finally released her wrists. 'Turn around.'

He made no
move to draw back so, half-fearfully, Susannah had to twist about
until she was nearly hunched over a small trunk containing some of
his goods. Then he gently but firmly pulled her wrists back behind
her, and she felt leather cord being tied around them. Her breath
quickened.

And quickened
further as he drew away the remains of any covering on her naked
body, and crouched behind her.

Seconds later
she gasped as she felt his fingers slip down between her cheeks,
touching hot, wet, supple flesh. Teasing... but not entering.

Suddenly he
withdrew his hand and began smacking her bottom. She squirmed,
cried out, uncaring of who might hear her.

After a while
he stopped and returned his hand to her sex, to her button, working
it, turning her pain into pleasure. And just when she felt he would
take her to the edge...

He returned to
smacking her.

It was
purgatory.

It was
heaven.

Finally he
stopped both, giving Susannah the chance to realise that she was
silently weeping to herself. She felt his body upon her again as he
leaned close, whispering in her ear. 'I know you have longed to rid
yourself of your virginity, my dear. But I want you to hold onto
it, to protect it, until our business in this wilderness is
completed. In the meantime I will continue to own you, and own your
body's responses—'

'Bill!'

Both of them
froze, as if the voice had come from within the tent instead of
without.

Then William
spoke up, the annoyance thick in his voice. 'What is it, Cole?'

'You've got
first watch, remember?'

'I'll be right
out.' Softer now, he leaned back against Susannah. 'But I'd best
leave you ready for my return later. A position to keep you out of
trouble.'

 


 



Chapter
Seven

 


Leaving her
naked but for her collar, gagged, wrists bound over her head with
soft utility rope to the main tent pole, was apparently his
definition of 'a position to keep you out of trouble'.

Not that it
kept her pussy, untouched and untouchable, from crying out for
attention. She wasn't really bound anyway; she could spit out the
gag in her mouth, and pull the tent pole out of the ground easily
if she had to, even if the resulting collapsing tent did alert the
others. But it was a test, William had said. A test of devotion.
Another test. She listened once more to the sounds outside, the
animal noises, and the air in the enclosed tent heavy on her body.
How much time had passed?

Feeling bold,
deliciously bold, Susannah parted her thighs in the darkness, then
slapped them together. If she lifted and crossed one leg over the
other her pussy was squeezed, and she could feel her bush, now
matted with varying types of moisture, could imagine feeling the
pink, wrinkled folds of her sex, dripping with its own dew. Her
button was there, but untouchable. Images and sensations danced and
flirted and tantalised before her mind's eye, like the twisting,
turning colours in a kaleidoscope. William, baring her. Taking him
in her mouth. Receiving her slave collar...


'Susannah?'

William's
voice, soft, barely audible, outside the door to the tent.
Instinctively Susannah pushed her thighs together; William's watch
was over! At this rate she felt she'd have to make herself come
just from wringing her own muscles!

The tent flap
slowly opened. Susannah's heart quickened further, as desire and
excitement ran helter-skelter in her mind, not sure which choice
would be preferable.

Blind in the
darkness she listened as the figure half-crawled inside, breathing
light, calm, as the flap was left undone, as if to let him make a
quick getaway if the need arose. What was wrong? Was William still
on duty, perhaps, and couldn't wait? If so he couldn't be any more
impatient than Susannah felt now!

'Shh,' he
breathed again, his tone teasing. Hands reached out, slapped
Susannah's shins to part them. A pair of lips suddenly enclosed
around the big toe of her left foot, the tongue swirling around the
base and up to the nail, the teeth nibbling, the mouth suckling. It
sent exquisite little shivers running up Susannah's legs making her
gasp, then writhe as the mouth moved on to the other toes on the
foot, the smaller the toe, the more sensitive it seemed. It was all
she could do to keep from moaning aloud. When she did so William
shushed her.

As the mouth
reached the smallest toes the hands were scouting ahead, along the
shins, towards the knees, and she shivered regardless of the heat.
The mouth followed, dropping ant trails of kisses and nibbles, even
as Susannah parted her legs, her thighs, further, exposing her
pussy, as if to spread her musk further into the tent air.

But even as
she did this, possessed as she was by mounting passion, she
realised that the head now worshipping her lower half was flanked,
not with a trimmed beard, but a wider, softer face. And the chin
beneath those lips on her legs was not sharp, narrow, but
broad.

'Cole?' she
mouthed from within her impromptu gag.

No answer.

No need.

Alarm rose within Susannah - oh, God, she was bound and
helpless! Well, perhaps not helpless. But if she made any noise,
any attempt to resist, William would be alerted in the darkness
outside.

She felt
rather than saw the smile against her skin. The mouth travelled
higher and higher. Susannah's button began throbbing as the man
reached the upper thighs. Come on, come on, Susannah silently
urged. Cole paused, smiling in the darkness, a cat toying with its
prey, and began gently nibbling, teasingly, tantalisingly close to
Susannah's aching pussy, knowing what she was waiting for. Susannah
pushed her pussy up against the face. There would be time for
recrimination later. She could even pretend she didn't realise it
was Cole, if they were caught.

He parted her thighs further, shifted to drop a brief kiss on
her delta, and trailed his tongue around her button. Susannah
sighed with immense satisfaction and mounting longing.
Exquisite! Exquisite! Cole's tongue continued its teasing course, painting the
outline of her open, throbbing sex.

Susannah was
very aware of dew trickling from her pussy to cover his face. She
imagined the taste of herself on his lips, and felt dizzy from the
sheer pleasure. The world beyond Cole's tongue and her own
sensations seemed both a distant, ignorable thing, yet also acutely
perceptible, her senses hyper-charged.

Cole's face
pushed further into the space at the top of Susannah's thighs; she
could feel the man's ears, his warm, bony cheeks and chin, his
nose, the heat of his breath. Then suddenly his tongue teased no
longer, entering Susannah's slippery, receptive vagina, the
penetration making her bite her lip to keep from crying out even
through her gag. Cole's nose nuzzled at her bud, tormenting it
simultaneously.

Susannah's
mouth had dried and her breathing became ragged, staccato through
her nostrils, punctuated with muffled gasps as Cole's tongue
expertly moved in time to the throbs its ministrations produced in
its prey. On and on, unrelenting, Susannah's buttocks rising from
the sleeping bag, rising and falling to the rhythm of the thrusting
tongue. Never before had she experienced such intense pleasure.

The man
brought her to a shuddering climax, making her tighten her damp
thighs around his head, refusing release, wanting to keep him there
forever.

And Cole
seemed ready, willing and able to oblige, continuing around,
drawing together the after-waves of orgasm to form another. And
then another. Somewhere along the way Susannah lost all feeling in
her lower half, and let her legs collapse.

She closed her
eyes and felt her mouth curl into a smile of supreme contentment.
And with that, a sobering awareness of what had just happened.

Movement at
her feet - Cole was manoeuvring about, leaving.

The
bastard!

Suddenly the
moment of rapture curdled.

 


William
returned to the tent an eternity later, untying her and making her
kneel up as he opened his trousers and breeches. 'Come along, my
dear, I've been waiting all night for this.'

'Yes, Mr
Lyall.' As she readied to take his prick in her mouth, she felt
suffused by shame at having given in to Cole's sweet assault.
Shame... and still-mounting desire, sated yet insatiable.

Susannah
didn't want to feel so wonderful again, didn't believe she deserved
it after her surrender, not that long ago, to Cole. But still she
found herself breathless, kissing back with equal fervour, feeling
William's hot body against her cooler, near-naked one, feeling him
smiling into her mouth.

His hand
snaked down, brushing agonisingly over her breasts while the other
slid under her lower back, as if she might escape his clutches. Her
head arched back into the dishevelled sleeping blankets under her
in anticipation of William touching her breasts some more. But the
man moved straight to her pussy, searching her mound with strong
movements. For a cold heartbeat she feared, irrationally, there
would be physical evidence of her earlier infidelity.

But if there
was he made no reaction. Susannah gasped with pleasure as his
fingers moved into her soaking pussy, gripping her as he plunged
them into her. Susannah almost came with that first thrust, she was
that close. It was so dynamic, a slow, powerful burning building as
William's fingers moved within her. He gripped her tightly, sapping
any meagre control she might have left as she was steadily,
relentlessly pleasured.

Her guilt was
now comatose; she concentrated on prolonging the sensation,
prolonging the bliss. She tried, she really tried. But the
intensity was too immense, and she began to shake and cry out. He
clamped his mouth to hers as she exploded, one following another,
William clinging to her as they crashed over her in rapid
succession, his fingers never ceasing, wringing more and more from
his captive lover.

Susannah
thought she lost consciousness. She certainly lost awareness,
numbed was she in body and mind. Dimly she opened her eyes, in time
to see him kneeling at her side, his trousers undone and his prick
hard in his hand. She watched him pump it, pump it...

He erupted
over her, spurting hot thick come onto her belly. She started as
she felt it strike her flesh, splatter and settle like raindrops on
a hot pavement, and then she returned to the swaddling
numbness.

Silently she
undid her bonds and cleaned herself up, dressed and stepped outside
for air. The sky was like a canvas of deep black, broken only by
the small fire near the camp centre, flaring with the odd hush of
breeze and spitting sparks into the dark. The air was filled with
sounds: animals and insects and rustlings that would certainly keep
her awake.

She had sworn
to be faithful to William. She hadn't been. Never mind her earlier,
desire-driven excuses about the pitiful bonds and gag, about not
wanting to alert the others by making noise. Never mind any
mealy-mouthed attempts at blaming William for leaving her in such a
state for so long.

But now
what?

The answer
came surprisingly easy to her: say nothing to William. It was too
late to say anything to the man now, and time would make such an
admission all the more difficult. Cole would say nothing. So she
was safe.

She amazed
herself by her capacity for duplicity.

 


In the morning
a couple more of the local bearers had vanished. Kirabo was
furious, and apologetic to the party. Susannah tried not to think
about it.

She saw Cole,
readying his horse, and blushed as she thought of what he had done
the night before. At first she was going to stay as much away from
him as possible, until she realised how suspicious that would look.
Better if she approach him now, when there was a moment of privacy
to be had.

He turned on
her approach and tipped his hat. 'Morning, Miss Beck.'

So cool, he
was, especially when he had been so close to her private areas...
she blushed again as she cleared her throat. 'Mr Patterson... I
thought it would be best to make sure we understand each
other.'

'Yes,
Ma'am?'

She steeled
herself, and then continued, her voice almost a whisper, 'What
happened last night must not be spoken of again. Or happen
again.'

Cole frowned.
'Excuse me?'

She flushed
further, hoping he'd be more accommodating to her embarrassment.
'You know what I mean, Mr Patterson.'

He frowned
with what looked like genuine confusion.

She frowned
back. Why would he play coy with her? It didn't seem like him.

Then it occurred to her: it hadn't
been Cole who'd seduced her.

Then who was
it? Jack? Kirabo? One of the other local men? The horror of having
been visited like that by someone she hadn't expected made her
stomach do flips.

Or was it
William himself? Perhaps she had been wrong and he had come back,
and she only imagined it was someone else? It was possible, she
supposed.

'Ma'am?' he
offered.

'Never mind,
Mr Patterson.' She departed quickly, determined to hide her
confusion and embarrassment.

 


The oryx stood
on the hot, dry lakebed, patient and immobile, as if mad. Or
petrified, like the strange, alien bicarbonate spires around it,
spires designating dead springs, like grave markers. The oryx was a
large, scimitar-horned antelope of striped face, dun body and black
underbelly, a beautiful creature in Susannah's eyes. And according
to William, ideally suited to this harsh environment: other
creatures' brains would have boiled by now, but the oryx had a
special network of fine blood vessels in its nostrils, cooling the
blood before it reached the brain.

The party was
in a strip of barren land that didn't seem to make even a pretence
at once being lush. The heat was near-unbearable, the air even
worse when the frequent wind whipped the loose feather-brown dust
from the ground into devils to persecute the trekkers and their
horses. And the insects...

A slap, and
then a muffled, 'Bloody bugs!'

The party lay
flat on an incline overlooking the lakebed. The slap and curse
inevitably came naturally from Jack. The response inevitably came
from Kirabo. 'Shush. They can hear us.'

'Don't tell me
to bloody shush!' Jack snarled. But he did keep low and quiet, not
wishing to miss what the African man promised them, what all
considered worth lying out here to see.

And they
weren't disappointed. The lionesses attacked again, the oryx
suddenly breaking from his inert stance to dodge and weave away
from them. The pride moved in uncanny organisation, but they seemed
unsure, or weak, or something. Or were they just playing with the
oryx, the way a domestic cat will toy with a caught bird or mouse,
before killing it?

Susannah
didn't feel like asking why. She'd kept silent since that morning.
Fortunately the trek occupied everyone, and then they came upon
this sight. Magnificent. Frightening.

Beside her
William reached out and squeezed one of Susannah's cheeks through
her trousers. She once more felt the miasma of emotions rise within
her: desire, guilt, anger, anxiety. William demanded - and
deserved, she guiltily admitted to herself - loyalty as well as
subservience in her. And he was perceptive; how long would it be
before he divined the guilt she expected was written all over her
face?

'Lord have
mercy,' Brigid whispered. 'How long will they keep that up?'

'Until
nightfall,' Kirabo replied, shifting as if to glance over his
shoulder at the setting sun. 'Under moonlight the pride will bring
her down. By midday tomorrow the pride will have taken its fill of
the carcass, leaving what's left for the rest of the animals:
vultures, hyenas...'

The oryx made
a plaintive cry, as if protesting in vain at how its life was soon
to end, or perhaps even a plea to the people on the hill. A part of
Susannah wanted to help, of course, as she'd wanted to help in
similar situations she'd witnessed since the start of this trek.
But she understood that some things must run their natural
course.

'I'm sorry,'
she whispered, with only Brigid hearing her. Then she twisted and
crawled her way back down the incline towards their camp, no longer
wishing to witness the natural course.

 


The camp was in
an area at the edge of the Thirstlands, with the ubiquitous baobob
surrounding four round, whitewashed, thatch-capped huts,
sandblasted but still habitable for nomads.

The fire in
the centre of camp cast a dense pall in the surrounding area, and
stank, as a fire made out of cattle dung is wont to do. But it
would protect them from the tireless assaults of the mosquitoes,
far more effectively than their dwindling supply of sprays. Kirabo
noted that the locals would also coat themselves with ash from such
pungent fires.

But Susannah
couldn't see herself going that far. In fact, in William's and her
chosen hut for the evening, cut off from the outside with the
makeshift blanket door, Susannah couldn't see much of anything. The
blindfold over her eyes - her own breeches from today - cut her off
from any remaining light.

But her other
senses were sharp, focused: the feel of the ground beneath her
shins and feet as she knelt there, naked, her wrists bound behind
her. The touch of the still air on her body, a blanket rather than
the more welcome cooling breeze from her outdoor adventures. The
smell of the fire outside, and the closer, more intimate scent of
her own sex from her underwear. The taste of the air on her lips,
her desire on her tongue. The sound of William's boots on the dirt
floor as he slowly circled her.

And the voice... oh, that man's voice, like the honey from her
own pussy, slow and deliberate and oh-so-delicious. 'Ah, my little
slave... how luscious you appear to me like this. Bound,
submissive, ready to serve my every need.' A pause, also slow and
deliberate and oh-so-delicious. 'You are ready to serve my every need,
aren't you?'

Susannah tried
to speak, found her mouth dry with anticipation, and then wet her
lips. 'Y-yes, Mr Lyall.'

'I hope so.
Are you wet, then?'

Susannah felt
the sweat bead down the curves of her breasts, slow-motion rivulets
arcing away from her nipples at the last minute, as if responding
to her quickened pulse. 'Yes, Mr Lyall.'

'Then say it.
Say it in colourful, graphic detail. Use the rudest words you can
imagine. I think now I'm ready to hear you talk dirty.'

Susannah
breathed again, closed her eyes behind her makeshift blindfold.
'M-my... cunt is wet... it's throbbing... my button feels...'

'It's called a
clitoris, or a clit. "Button" sounds too sweet for such a potent
little organ. Do you know who Abarron de Faro is?'

The name was
familiar, but in the heat of her arousal her brain didn't work
properly. 'Um, yes, I think.'

'He was an
occultist, an astrologer, a heretic... and he believed in all kinds
of sex. He once wrote, "We must honour and embrace those words
which others most fear and avoid". So tell me more about your
clit.'

'It's... it's
standing up from the top of my pussy...'

'Part your
knees further. Let me see your clit.'

Susannah
breathed in once more and obeyed; her knees had already been
parted, but this further separation opened her pussy to the still
air even more. Her pussy lips peeled open with sweat and
lubrication, and she imagined her button - her clit - rising. Her
head spun, and for a moment she thought she might topple over.

William was
behind her again; the hairs on the back of her neck rose. Then she
felt the swift strike of the tip of cane on her rear. He did it
infrequently - and certainly not enough for her tastes. 'I didn't
say stop talking.'

'No, sir.
Sorry, sir.' Susannah swallowed again, sought more words. But it
was so difficult - and so revealing, to have to voice it all. 'I so
want to come. My cunt is hungry, hungry for your fingers, for your
tongue and lips...'

'For my cock,
too?' William teased.

Susannah
shuddered. 'Yes, sir.'

'Tell me more
about my cock, about what you want from it.'

Susannah's
head spun again, as if unable to keep up with his constant orbit of
her. 'I want your cock to fill my cunt. I want your cock to... to
pump into my cunt until I come.' A part of her detached itself and
listened, marvelling at how colourful and rude she had become, in
such a short time. And she enjoyed it, too. Oh, how she enjoyed
describing aloud how she felt!

And from
William's chuckling he seemed to relish it, too. 'Dirty bitch. Are
you really that wet?'

Susannah's
head nodded of its own accord, and her voice seemed likewise
independent. 'Yes, sir, yes.'

Suddenly
William was kneeling behind her, pressing his clothed body against
her naked back and bound arms, and he hissed in her ear, 'Prove it
to me!'

Without
waiting for her to ask how his arms snaked around to her front, one
hand rising to cup one of her breasts, the other to snake down,
into her bush, through the pubic hairs to her sensitive mound.

Susannah
moaned.

'Quiet,' he
hissed in her ear, punctuating his order with a nip of her
lobe.

Susannah
shuddered at her owner's touch, how it boldly, lewdly traced her
sensitive outline. She pushed back, her bound hands feverishly
trying to clasp him, tried to caress him, even hurt him, just to
give the man a taste of what she was feeling.

His middle
finger extended, slid inside her. Susannah drew in sharp breaths,
her head tilting this way and that. Her whole body pulsed and
throbbed.

William
clutched her tightly, pushing his finger further and further
inside, squirming and probing like some living creature. Susannah
arched her head back and let her mouth gape as she rocked to the
man's touch.

His hiss
became a low growl. 'You like my finger inside your pussy, don't
you?'

'Oh God... oh
God...'

'He can't help
you out here. Only I can.'

And with that
William withdrew his finger, his arms, his very presence, as
quickly as he had produced it.

The absence
left Susannah reeling, her head spinning, her pussy screaming for
relief. She was close, so close! How could William, how could
anyone, do that to her? Low moaning sounds escaped her lips, and
she only half-heard him rise and step before her, only half-heard
the man approach again and breathe, 'You need to come. Here's your
chance.'

Susannah
frowned beneath her blindfold, wondered what he meant. Then she
felt his boot, his clothed shin, slide between her parted legs.

She
understood. Understood how degrading it would be. And how exciting.
And with an ease that would surprise her later, she manoeuvred onto
his boot, clasping the rough leather and bootlace between her legs,
and clamped her thighs about the leg.

She began to
hump William's leg. She began to hump her owner's leg like the
devoted bitch in heat she was. It was scant relief for her aching
sex, but it would suffice for now, and would be quicker than coming
without direct contact, something which was possible for her - if
she had the patience. Which was in short supply these days.

'That's it,' William was saying above her. 'That's it, my
little slave. My little, unfaithful
slave.'

 


 



Chapter
Eight

 


Amazing: even
in the throes of an approaching orgasm, how one word could still
make her pause and look up, albeit while still wearing her
blindfold. 'W-what...?'

'You heard,'
William said simply. 'Did you think I wouldn't find out?'

'I-I don't
know what...'

'Don't try
denying it. Jack could hardly keep his mouth shut when we talked.
He visited you last night. You let him in your pussy!'

Her mind still
reeling Susannah fought to regain some mental balance. It was Jack?
That filthy East End criminal? With his dirty mouth between her
legs, tasting her juices? 'William - Mr Lyall...' Panic welled up
like a geyser inside her and she slid away from the trembling man.
It was desperation that made her blurt out, 'It's not true! Jack
was lying to you! Trying to wind you up!'

'I doubt it.
He was able to describe how I'd left you, how you were tied up. So,
either you told him all that the next day - which is unlikely - or
he was with you. And you fucked him.'

'No! We never
went that far!'

'That fills me
with such relief.'

'I didn't...
he took advantage of me.'

'Those weren't
manacles on you, or iron gags. You could have called out. You could
have resisted. If you wanted to, that is!'

Susannah
started to deny this, but then held back, because the man was
absolutely right. There was no real excuse to be had. She sank
deeper into herself, her bound, naked, submissive posture somehow
accentuated with defeat. 'Mr Lyall, I'm sorry.'

'You're a
filthy, worthless animal.'

The
declaration, even if spoken in righteous anger, nevertheless
somehow galvanised Susannah's dwindling self-respect. 'I'm sorry,
but—'

'You're more
than sorry. You're sad. A sad, pathetic creature, unworthy of my
life, my love.'

'Now
wait—'

William moved
towards her and for a brief, panicky moment she thought the man
would physically attack her. But instead he was untying her hands
from behind her. 'You swore devotion and subservience to me, and
you betray me.'

Susannah
pulled her arms before her, rubbing her wrists, trying to suppress
the tingling sensations running through her arms. 'That's not
fair.'

'Get out.'

'What?'

'Get out. I
won't have you sleeping near me tonight.'

The absurdity
of the notion nearly drew an inappropriate burst of laughter from
her. 'This isn't London! Where do you expect me to go?'

'That's your
problem, not mine.' With that he threw Susannah's clothes outside,
and once that was done he grabbed her by the elbow and flung her
naked but for her collar into the darkness before she could say or
do anything more.

He closed the
tent flap as she quickly sought her discarded clothes. It was
twilight and she struggled to dress in the dark. The air stank and
she tasted ash in her mouth - or was that just the result of her
humiliation?

Susannah had
dropped to the ground to put on her boots when she realised Cole,
on sentry duty, was sitting by the fire. He squatted on a fallen
baobob log, cigarette dangling between two fingers. His back was to
her, but he couldn't fail to look over and see her in a state of
undress. Could this evening get any worse for her?

For wont of
the ability to just crawl into a hole and die, she walked over to
the fire, trying to ignore the heat and the smell and the
embarrassment heavy within her.

Cole stared
into the flames, the rifle resting on his lap, his stubbled face
glistening as if ready to melt. He offered the smoke to her, who
almost declined, but then she reconsidered. Cole could just as
easily have offered whiskey or cocaine or hemlock or a tattoo;
Susannah just needed something to take her mind off what had just
happened. She held the handmade smoke between thumb and forefinger,
dragged on it - and began choking.

Cole retrieved
it, as if afraid she might drop it in the fire. 'Sorry, should have
warned you. It's an acquired taste.'

'It...' she
coughed, and then coughed again. 'It's awful!'

'Yeah. Puts
hair on your chest. Uh, present company excluded, of course.' He
was clad in stone trousers, dust-covered boots, and a black
sleeveless vest that displayed muscular arms. He took another drag
and then tilted his head, as if to listen to the crackling of the
fire or the animal sounds in the distance.

Susannah
stopped trying to talk further, just focused on letting her lungs
clear as best they could under the circumstances, and then settled
forward, like Cole, staring into the fire like a pair of
Neanderthals.

The silence
between them, like the smoke and smell, lingered. Finally she was
prompted to ask, 'Well? Aren't you going to say something?'

He smiled,
more to himself than to her.

'What's so
funny?'

'My Ma used to
say that to us. My sister Emmeline and I, that is. Because she was
deaf she'd learned sign language, and because I was her big brother
I learned it too. We talked all the time, but I think our Ma
expected us to somehow start using sounds, like Emmeline would be
cured or something.' He threw away his cigarette. 'I'll go talk to
Brigid, the two of you can use my tent and I'll bunk with Jack, or
William. In the morning we can make more permanent
arrangements.'

She glared at
him for his presumption - but then appreciated his discreet help.
He made no mention of seeing her, or of her bizarre relationship
with William. 'Thank you, Mr Patterson.'

He paused, and
then said simply, 'You deserve better. Much better.'

And then he
left before she could reply.

 


There was a
short but uncomfortable period when Jack's voice was raised, but
Cole wouldn't back down, though for a time Susannah feared that the
entire camp would rouse and the story of her argument with William
would be made public. Fortunately William stayed in his tent and
didn't emerge, though she was certain he could hear everything
going on. She hated him now.

She was
grateful that Brigid was accommodating enough to share a tent with
her, without wanting any details about what happened. Fatigue
blanketed Susannah as she settled down beside the Irishwoman.
'Thank you once again, Brigid.'

She sat in the
dim glow of an adjacent lantern, brushing her hair. She wore a
man's vest which hugged her ample frame, and breeches which rose up
her creamy thighs. 'Oh don't you be fretting, love. It'll be a
pleasure to get a break from Big Jack.' She offered a sly wink.
'Big Jack's the name for his—'

'Yes, yes.'
She was still dressed, and reluctantly began removing her clothes.
When she was down to her underwear she remembered the collar around
her neck. Why was she still wearing it? William had rejected her.
She was free now. And the more she thought about how he had treated
her, the greater her anger. She fumbled over the catch on the
collar, finally casting it aside before touching her throat. It
felt so much better.

'Are you two
done then?' Brigid asked.

She looked up.
'Done?'

'Finished? No
longer a couple?'

Susannah
stared out at nothing in particular. 'Yes. Yes, I suppose we are.
And not because of anything I did.'

'I know, dear.
Even though the men will still try and blame us.' Brigid sighed.
'If only they didn't make us want them so much.'

'I...'
Susannah almost protested the notion, before catching herself. It
was true though, wasn't it? Now she had a taste for sex, especially
the dominating sex William had offered, she understood how
addictive it was. Finally she agreed, 'Yes. You're right.' Then she
winced as she shifted.

'Are you all
right?'

'Yes. I...'
The bruises and marks William had inflicted on her earlier still
pulsed and ached. 'Must be all the riding we're doing.'

'Yes. The
riding.' The Irishwoman smiled, and then opened a small bag beside
her. 'I have something for that. Take off your vest.'

The voice was
soft, but insistent. Susannah was on the edge of refusing, but then
replied, 'Thank you.' She drew her vest up over her head, holding
it in front of her as the woman returned with a jar. Brigid soothed
the cream, with its rich, roseate fragrance, into Susannah's back
and shoulders, and began to massage the flesh, at first gently,
then with increasing pressure as Susannah felt the cream's heat
penetrating her aching muscles.

She moaned,
and Brigid smiled. 'Better?'

'Mmm,
yes.'

'Good. William
was quite the man. Very masterful. I wouldn't mind being taken by a
man like him.'

Susannah
blushed, not sure how to respond.

'Now Jack,
he's a horse of a different colour. He's as blunt as William is
sharp. But at least he's not shy about telling me what he wants.
And he always leaves my cunny satisfied.'

Susannah
blushed even more, recalling how Jack had visited her in the night
and got his head between her legs, put his tongue inside her. What
would Brigid say if she knew about that? Should she tell her?
'Brigid...'

'Lie
down.'

Susannah
nodded before she realised it, lying face forward on the blankets,
loving the air on her bare skin. She started as she felt Brigid
draw her breeches down to her knees. The penetrating heat soothed
and relaxed Susannah's lower half - and Susannah had to admit, she
loved the touch of another.

Brigid was
expert, and her voice was as soothing as the cream. 'I just wish
that sometimes men would be as tender and caring in bed as
women.'

'Women? What
do you mean?' Susannah almost felt the smile through the woman's
touch.

'My dear, you
do know that women can have sex with each other too, don't
you?'

'I...' If she
was honest, the thought hadn't occurred to her. Men and women, yes,
and sometimes men and men, though Brigid had assured her that this
wasn't uncommon or unnatural. As she thought about it, though, it
made more and more sense. 'Have you?'

'My first
lover was a woman. When I was young I was taken to the house of a
Madam in Dublin, sold into her service, though at the time I knew
nothing about sex, and thought I was being trained as a maid. Her
name was Colleen, and for a naive Carrick girl like me she was the
most beautiful thing I'd ever seen, a golden-haired angel. Much
like how you look. Turn over.'

'Turn
over?'

'Yes... I want
to see if you have any marks or bruises there.'

A part of
Susannah wanted to insist that the front of her body was fine, but
that part of her was locked away in a trunk in the attic of her
mind. She turned onto her back, aware of her breeches still around
her knees and exposing her bush, and after a moment drew away the
vest from her bosom, as Brigid continued to kneel over her and
smooth the salve into each breast, her voice lowering. 'Colleen had
me undress before her, and then she undressed herself. I had never
seen another woman naked, and I couldn't help but compare our
bodies, our breasts and the hair between our legs. I thought she
was even more beautiful naked than clothed. We lay on her bed, and
she gently and patiently explained and demonstrated what I could do
with my body - and with hers. Where I could put my fingers, my lips
and tongue.'

Susannah,
listening as if hypnotised and yet fully aware, felt both detached
and linked to her body, her breasts, now aching, her nipples, now
growing hard.

'Hers was the
first pussy I ever tasted,' Brigid continued, as her hands moved
downwards. 'It was delicious. I so desperately wanted to worship
her, to please her.'

Susannah felt
dizzy, the air almost stiflingly hot, and her senses focused on
Brigid's hand as it slipped over her bush, gently massaging her
mound.

'To please
her,' Brigid repeated in a hush. 'To please you. Let me...'

Her need
greater than her doubt, Susannah parted her thighs instinctively,
offering easier access, feeling helpless. This was allowed, she
assured herself. She needed the comforting touch of another, no
matter their sex.

Seconds later
such assurances were cast aside as unnecessary, as Brigid entered
her throbbing sex, her fingers descending, creating a painful but
pleasurable sensation as they slowly moved in and out, discovering
the softness of the velvet walls. Susannah yielded to the touch,
her body limp.

She opened her
eyes once when Brigid bent down and pressed her mouth against
her's, invading it with her tongue. Then she closed her eyes again,
relishing the sensations of Brigid's tongue caressing her lips.
Susannah had never felt this way about another woman before, and
until tonight had never thought it possible.

The woman's
touch between her legs was no longer gentle, but Susannah didn't
mind. Already she could feel her arousal rolling, like an
avalanche, ready to overwhelm her. The expert fingers teased and
stroked the moist outline of her sex, the thumb finding her
stiffened bud, massaging it too and increasing the bliss
exponentially.

Susannah
sighed into the woman's mouth and gave herself up to the rhythm,
her climax growing, until it burst and overflowed. She moaned
softly, unable to collapse despite the sheer bliss running through
her. She gripped the Irishwoman, wondering if she should
reciprocate, and if so, how.

It was Brigid
who pulled back, lifting her fingers - the ones that had been
inside Susannah - and licked them, smiling. 'Very tasty. I so
wanted to taste it again.'

The words
stirred Susannah away from her lingering arousal. 'Again?'

It seemed to
be Brigid's turn to blush. 'Aye.'

Suddenly it
all made sense. 'You visited me last night?'

The Irishwoman
nodded, looking at least partly embarrassed. 'Jack wanted me to go
see you while William was on watch. He didn't dare go himself, but
he thought I'd raise less suspicion if I was caught. He thought I
could see you undressed, learn something about you that he could
use to torment William with. I came, and saw you tied up as you
were... and I'm sorry, Susannah, I just couldn't resist.'

The notion of
Brigid being at her sex, another woman touching and licking her
down there, once a hitherto unknown concept, was now very real, and
it made Susannah pull up her breeches and slip back into her vest.
'How dare you? How could you do that to me?'

'He ordered me
to. Besides, it's as I told you... I sometimes just hunger for
another woman. I'm sorry, Susannah. Please forgive me.'

Susannah
wasn't sure how she felt about what Brigid did. Was it really so
bad from when she thought it had been Cole? And perhaps, regardless
of who it had been, she was in the wrong with regards to William.
She promised devotion and loyalty to him, and she betrayed
that.

Brigid reached
out to her. 'Please, Susie...'

Susannah
pulled away. 'Please put out the light. I'm tired. I need to
sleep.'

 


Sometime during
the night Susannah awoke in a cold sweat. Her breathing was loud in
her ears, so loud it should have woken Brigid. But the woman lay
curled beneath her blankets, sleeping.

Susannah tried
to remember what her dream had been about. After all, there had to
have been a dream, right? You don't bolt out of a dead sleep after
a day's horseback ride and emotional upheaval unless you've been
dreaming something pretty bad.

But for the
life of her she couldn't remember it. She closed her eyes and tried
to conjure an image out of the enforced darkness. Nothing
happened.

Sighing, she
lowered herself down again, acutely aware of how alone she was,
Brigid's presence notwithstanding. Go to sleep again, you silly
bitch, she insisted silently. You have another long day ahead of
you.

William.
Strangely, she missed William. Missed the man's eyes, his hair, his
smell. Missed his voice, his laugh. Missed the touch of his hands
on her body. Missed his potent domination.

A trickle of
iced water made its horribly cold and deliberate journey down the
middle of her back. She felt the rise of fear and anguish at the
thought of never again being with William - never again touching
him, being beaten by him - rise from the pit of her stomach to her
throat, constricting it, before slamming down again into her gut
like the hammer of doom.

She lay back
and let her hands sink into her blankets, let her fingers twist
into talons until she thought she would snap like twigs beneath her
horse's hooves. And she let the anguish spill silently out of her,
the tears run freely, the sobs wrack her body.

She wasn't
strong, she knew. She had thrown herself into this situation, fully
and completely despite her initial caution and antagonism towards
William. She'd been wrong to be unfaithful, and dishonest. She felt
dirty, unworthy.

But still, she
had to win William back.

She loved her
master...

 


She emerged
into the night, fully dressed - and wearing her collar again. The
sky was an indigo dome of a million stars, but she ignored
them.

The man by the
fire was another story. William sat, cradling the rifle,
occasionally reaching to the pile of dried dung beside him to feed
the fire, or lifting his canteen to splash water on his face. He
never looked up at Susannah's approach, though she knew the man
couldn't help but have noticed her.

In the veil of
darkness surrounding the camp the night was filled with sounds of
life, life that stayed hidden and watching during the day. They
formed an audience, an audience to Susannah's surrender, surrender
to the exquisite sensations this man shaped and drew out of her.
'William - Mr Lyall - I'm sorry. I'm so dreadfully sorry. Please,
please forgive me.'

He gave away
no discernible reaction to Susannah's apology, let alone her
presence. Damn the man!

But it only
made Susannah want him more. He hurt her pride. Hurt pride was like
a slap across the face, although one recovered from that. But the
pang of loneliness was like a stab in the heart, much sharper, much
more painful. And the arousal, or at least the promise of it, made
for a very soothing balm indeed.

Susannah
walked around to William's other side, closer to him and the fire.
She knelt on the ground, resting her hands flat on her knees,
letting her head drop but her eyes fix still upon him, waiting, and
then adding, 'I'll take whatever punishment you deem fit, Mr
Lyall.'

It took all
her willpower not to react when he reacted, turning his head to
stare at the kneeling figure beside him, appraising her, though not
with much compassion. 'That's assuming I even consider you worthy
of my attentions any more.'

Susannah's
breath caught in her throat - not of fear that William would reject
her, but of her own submissive stance, physically and otherwise, of
his voice, his eyes. Inside her breeches her pussy pulsed and
creamed with life.

A pulsing that
quickened when he added, 'Perhaps you'd better remind me of the
qualities that first attracted me to you. Take off your clothes,
and adopt the Slave's Posture.'

Susannah's
breath caught again, more so when, as she started to rise to obey
his command he corrected, 'No, no, remain on your knees while you
do it.'

Like when they
were in the tent; that she still did that, out in the open night
when anyone might awaken and approach, filled Susannah with greater
arousal than ever before. Arousal, and fear.

William
circled her like a predator, just like in the tent the night
before, snarling, 'Oh yes, you little bitch, you may think
everything's fine now. But you'll think differently before I'm
through. Get on all fours!'

Susannah did
so, watching him kick dust ahead of him. He had something in his
hand, something he must have picked up when she wasn't looking. It
took another pass by her eyes before she could identify it as a
long thin branch, devoid of leaves but gnarled and studded. He
would use it on her; she was sure of that. It would hurt; she was
sure of that too.

He stopped
behind her. 'Prepare yourself.'

She did, or so
she thought. Until he swatted her rear with a short, sharp shock.
'Head to the ground, slave. Do not move.'

She obeyed,
anguished, as she heard him move around again. Precious seconds
seemed to crawl like a tortoise. By the time she realised he had
actually left her like that he was back. Then she felt his hands
around her bottom, making her wince as he touched her flesh, her
hips. She felt something wrapped around her, something thick and
warm, and heard something click.

'Reach down
and feel the gift I have given you, slave.'

She obeyed,
one hand reached back to follow the leather harness-like object
wrapped around her waist, a wide brown leather strip with an
additional strap cupped tightly over her sex, before bisecting her
rear to hug her cheeks. There was a small locking mechanism at the
right side, with a tiny brass padlock keeping it tight around
her.

'Do you know
what that is, Susannah?' William asked.

She suspected,
though she had only ever heard of such things in medieval stories.
'A... chastity belt?'

'Very good. It
is indeed a chastity belt, made of lighter, more comfortable
materials than the wrought iron ones a husband allegedly used to
secure a wife's fidelity, though I suspect they remained novelties
and were never actually employed. This one I had designed and made
in Paris, for my own personal use, so to speak. I have the only
key. It makes for an apt complement to your collar, a further
reminder that I own you, young lady, as well as keep you from
succumbing to temptation and touching yourself, or allowing others
to touch you. Should you need to perform your ablutions you must
ask me to release you.' He clapped his hands. 'Kiss the ground
again. You're still owed punishment.'

'Yes, Mr
Lyall.'

'Now keep
still, and keep quiet.'

And she did,
her fingers clawing the ground, fighting to keep still, fighting to
relax, fighting to let the lightning strikes of pain against her
bared cheeks carry pleasure with them to all parts of her
shuddering body. She could climax. She could come from this. He was
not gentle. She would feel the pain for days.

And his words
proved just as cutting. 'Your punishment won't end tonight, my
arrogant, disloyal little slave. You will continue to suffer, until
such time as I fully forgive you.'

She swayed to
his rhythm, fully accepting.

Fully his
again. They would be together, forever.

 


 



Chapter
Nine

 


The mountain
rose like a giant, the foliage surrounding it thick and green. It
was huge, greater than any hills back home that Susannah had seen.
It almost looked like a volcano, but if it had been one it was long
since dormant, with the top of the cone covered in green.

'Man,' Cole
whistled to himself. 'There's a place like this back home, called
The Devil's Tower, but this is a hundred times bigger.'

Susannah tried
to ignore him. Since the argument with William she had been keeping
close to him, not wanting to feel tempted to spend more time with
the American.

Closer to her,
Brigid looked up using a telescope. 'There must be people in there.
It's the most lush place for hundreds of miles.'

'There's no
one, Miss,' Kirabo assured her. 'The legends here, the monsters
said to be in the jungle, have kept people away for hundreds of
years. Sensible people, anyway.'

Jack snorted.
'You really believe that bollocks?'

'Don't knock
it, Jack,' Cole replied. 'If the legends kept them away there's
better chance of finding that treasure.'

Susannah
wished she could feel as confident. She turned away, looking for
William, needing his reassurance.

'Miss
Beck?'

Cole. She
didn't want to stop, but knew it would only attract attention from
the others. She turned around, controlling herself, acting as
appropriately as possible. 'Yes, Mr Patterson?'

The American
drew up, looking as flustered as she felt, glancing around to
ensure no one was nearby. 'I, ah, wanted to apologise for last
night.'

'There's no
need, Mr Patterson.'

'Yes there is.
How you choose to live your life is your business, not mine.'

His apology
and the respect he showed her made her relax, if only a little.
'Let's put it aside, shall we? Besides, hopefully soon, as you say,
we'll all be too busy being wealthy beyond the dreams of
avarice.'

He grinned,
relaxing as well. 'And when I get my share of the riches I'm going
home and buying up all the land I can get my hands on, and keep a
million head of cattle. And my sister will get that school for the
deaf built in our Territory.' He looked at her. 'And you? What will
you do with your share?'

The thought
hadn't occurred to her, having been swept up by the adventure
itself, and by William's domination. 'I suppose I could set up a
small shop in London.' She smiled. 'Or maybe I'll take the land
next to yours and be a cowgirl. Yee-hah, and all that.'

Cole laughed.
She joined him.


'Susannah!'

Both of them
turned at the sharp sound of William, approaching, with Jack and
Brigid a few lengths behind. His face was sharp beneath his hat,
and his tone like that of a father scolding an unruly child. 'When
you're quite through wasting time, I have a list of work for you
when we make camp.'

'But that's
not until this afternoon.'

'Did I say you
could speak back?'

Susannah
reined in her anger, swallowed it and replied, 'I'm sorry.'

Cole, however,
was under no obligation to remain silent. 'Billy, give it a rest,
will ya? We were just talking.'

William's
glare transferred to the other man. 'Stay out of this, you.'

Cole rose up.
'You want to try and stop me, pal?'

Susannah held
up a hand in Cole's direction. 'It's okay, Mr Patterson.
Really.'

Cole looked to
her, but it was William who retorted, 'See, Cole? It's okay.
Really.'

The American
ignored him, staring at Susannah a moment longer, offering - what?
Derision? No. Empathy? Yes. Support? Perhaps. Like at the campfire
the other night.

Then he was
storming away, leaving William to point at the ground behind him.
'From now on stay behind me, stay close, stay silent.
Understood?'

A part of
Susannah suddenly hated William - just as a part of her surged with
excitement at his dominance over her. And it was that latter part -
with a direct line to her pussy - that made her say, 'Yes,
sir.'

 


Clouds, billowy
and dark and ominous, clung to the horizon behind the travellers,
like a pack of predatory animals, in pursuit but seemingly not
willing to attack - yet.

Around them
the trees of the savannah grew more plentiful, the grass higher,
thicker, the wildlife more plentiful. Animal sounds filled more and
more of the air, as did the buzz of the ubiquitous insects.

Before she
realised it, Susannah found they had arrived in a wide clearing at
the foot of the volcano.

'So, when do
we find the treasure?' Jack quipped.

'Tomorrow,'
Kirabo replied. 'Better if we get rest. And I'm going to keep an
eye on our remaining men tonight.'

Susannah
wasn't even off her horse completely before William thrust the
reins of his into her hands. 'Take care of him. Then bring my
things inside.'

She swallowed.
'Yes, sir.' It was easier now, easier to behave the way William
wanted.

He remained a
moment longer, then leant closer. 'You've done well today. So I
have a special treat for you tonight.'

That hint of
better treatment, that meagre crumb of affection, was for Susannah
like a feast. Any resentment or annoyance at her ill treatment
suddenly evaporated, and she smiled dumbly. 'Thank you.'

Afterwards she
kicked herself for her reaction, but she couldn't deny the pulsing
in her pussy.

'Is everything
all right again?'

She turned; it
was Brigid. She felt herself blush with embarrassment as she
recalled the previous night, but forced herself to act as normally
as possible. 'Yes. Yes it seems that way.'

'I'm glad.'
She glanced down, and then reached into her coat pocket, producing
a folded piece of paper. 'This is for you.'

After a moment
Susannah accepted it, opening it to reveal a portrait of the oryx
they had seen before, before the lionesses brought it down.
'It's... lovely.'

'Now it'll
always be with you. It's an apology.'

Susannah
nodded. 'Thank you.' She pocketed it. 'My favourite is still the
sketch you did of me.'

The Irishwoman
blushed. 'Ta. I'd give that to you, but someone else...' she bit
her lip, her face reddening. 'I, ah, have to go wee.'

Susannah
watched her depart. Did someone else get her sketch? William? Yes,
it had to be. She grinned to herself, feeling like a
schoolgirl.

 


Thunder
remained with the clouds on the horizon at twilight. The tension
among the group was palpable. William and Jack sat together,
playing cards in a privacy enclosure set up using one of the tent
canvas and poles, as if they were by the seaside. Susannah and
Brigid sat by the fire, nursing the coffee boiling in a small
pot.

Cole walked
up, cradling his rifle. 'I can't settle. I'm gonna have a look
around.' He glanced at Susannah, his voice lowering. 'Will you be
okay?'

She looked up
at him, controlling her reaction as best she could. 'Yes, thank
you, Mr Patterson.'

He nodded
before turning and departing.

'Someone has
eyes for you,' Brigid purred with a smile.

Susannah felt
herself blushing. 'He's just being courteous, that's all.'

'Then why
didn't he ask if we would both be okay?'

Susannah
poured the coffee into tin cups for the men. 'Weren't you the one
you told me he only had eyes for other men?'

'Luckily for
you I was wrong. Maybe you should have gone off with him. To help
him "settle".'

She playfully
slapped the Irishwoman's hand as they rose and carried the coffee
to their respective men. They sat at a low improvised table, with
blankets and cushions to lean against.

William didn't
look up as she set the cup down beside him, but said simply, 'Adopt
the Slave's Posture.'

She froze,
avoiding the looks of the others. It was one thing for him to have
her display the collar, or to refer to her as a slave in front of
others, but it was something else to...

'Now,' he
insisted.

She dropped to
her knees, thankful that he hadn't made her undress like he would
have done in their tent. The mortification ran through her like a
heat, but she had to acknowledge a level of excitement too.

She felt
Jack's eyes on her, before he added, 'You do the same, Brigid.'

After the
Irishwoman followed there was only the sound of cards slapping onto
the table. Susannah watched the interplay, saw William's hand, but
didn't know whether it was good or bad.

It turned out
to be good, as Jack cursed and thumbed at Brigid. 'Take something
off.'

The women
looked to each other, before Brigid spoke up. 'What are you on
about, Jack?'

William looked
up. 'We're playing a special kind of poker, ladies, one I learned
in a particular house of ill repute in Paris. The only difference
here is that whenever we lose a hand our slaves will pay the
forfeit.'

Susannah
glanced through the opening of the enclosure. They were practically
out in the open! Cole, Kirabo, any of the remaining men could come
along and see! She looked to William. 'Why don't we go to our tent
and—'

He glared at
her. 'You'll speak when you're spoken to, slave. Eyes on
Brigid.'

Reluctantly
she turned back to the woman, who immediately began unbuttoning her
shirt. Susannah was too stunned to do more than gape as the
Irishwoman drew it from her body and cast it aside, standing in her
vest. So that was what they were there to do; pay the forfeit for
their... owners. Humiliating. But she couldn't look away, couldn't
raise any defiance. Tremors of lust ran through her at what was
further to come - literally.

Another hand;
Jack lost again and Brigid manoeuvred to remove her boots and
socks. Susannah watched Brigid flex her toes into the dirt as she
straightened up again.

Another hand.
William lost this time, and he never even looked up as Susannah
removed her shirt, as if not expecting her to even hesitate, let
alone defy him. Susannah didn't expect it, either, and that
frightened as much as excited her. The air was like another layer
of clothes on her flesh, but she still shivered as if from cold,
rather than the excitement of kneeling there in her vest, with Jack
and Brigid gazing at her.

Another hand,
and then another. William lost both times, and Susannah removed her
boots and socks, and then her trousers. She knelt, her clothes cast
aside, limbs trembling. It was cooler on her body, out of her
sweat-drenched clothes. She wanted to break and run, to dress
again, but something held her rooted to the spot beside
William.

'What's that?'
Brigid murmured.

Susannah
followed her gaze down, could see the outline of her chastity belt
still strapped around her groin, hidden beneath her breeches, and
her humiliation increased tenfold. She couldn't reply.

But William
did. 'A means to keep my wayward slave under control. As she wears
it she cannot touch herself, or allow anyone else to touch her.' As
he lost another hand he reached into his shirt pocket and produced
a key, holding it out for Susannah. 'Here, my dear, liberate
yourself.'

She obeyed, drawing it out through the leggings of her
breeches, unable to look at anyone else. Jack whistled,
deliberately exacerbating her chagrin. 'You've a lovely slave here,
Will.' He indicated Brigid. 'Lovelier than this slab of beef.'

Susannah's
breath caught in her throat at the insult, and she averted her eyes
so as not to catch Brigid's gaze.

'Oh, I don't
know,' William noted idly, glancing up from his cards at Brigid.
'Yours isn't without her charms. I'll enjoy her.'

Susannah
started. 'What?'

William set
his cards face down on the table. 'I might have her. As she had
you, I understand, in the tent the other night. The difference
being that unlike you, I'm being open about it.' He reached out,
slipping his hand beneath her vest to boldly cup a breast in front
of the others. 'Unless you wish to renege on your word, and refuse
me?'

Susannah
swallowed and her arms felt leaden at her sides, even as her pussy
cried out inside her breeches. It may have been selfish, but she
didn't want William to have Brigid. Still, what could she say about
it?

'Come on,'
Jack insisted, 'what have you got?'

With his free
hand William idly turned his cards over, and Jack's face was a
picture as he cursed.

William
withdrew his hand from Susannah's vest as he rose and began rolling
the sleeves of his shirt up. 'Well then, I've been waiting for
this. Brigid, would you be so kind as to continue to undress,
please?' He glanced at Susannah. 'You too, slave.'

Susannah
instinctively covered her breasts and groin with her hands. 'N-no,
William, please...'

His face
hardened. 'Do it.'

'Aye, girl,'
Jack echoed, rising as well, his erection prominent in his
trousers. 'I want some fun as well.'

'You're not
allowed to touch her pussy, Jack,' William stressed. 'But you can
do anything else.'

Jack
chuckled.

Susannah
looked to William. Was he really going to just hand her over to the
crude bully like she was some spare brolly? 'William, please
don't.'

He looked down
at her, before reaching out and grabbing a handful of her blonde
hair, forcing her up to her feet and pulling her into a rough kiss,
his tongue invading her mouth. She melted, swaddled by the heat and
passion he displayed. But then abruptly he drew back, sat down
again, pulled her down onto his lap and practically ripped her
breeches tugging them down over her rear, before roughly and
rapidly spanking her like a child in front of the others. She
wailed and struggled, to no avail, as the spanking continued, her
cries overwhelmed by Jack's guffaws.

When William
finally stopped her sobs of humiliation and anguish continued, but
he held her firm as he said, 'Brigid, strip off her breeches.'

'William, she
doesn't like what you're doing.'

'Do as you're
told, you thick bitch!' Jack snapped. Then there was movement, but
though a tearful Susannah didn't dare look behind her, she knew it
was Jack removing her breeches. She stopped struggling, not wanting
to reveal any more of herself to anyone else.

'Now give them
to me,' William instructed.

Seconds later
he had Susannah's hands bound behind her, and he forced her back
down to her knees. Then he reached down and drew up her vest, up
over her head, to join her bound wrists, baring her breasts to the
eyes of the others. She looked up at him, unable to wipe away the
hair from her face or the tears from her eyes.

William
appeared impassive to her pain or anguish, as he walked over to
Brigid. She was kneeling as well, completely and obliviously naked,
her hands on her thighs like some artist's model posing. But her
face was fused with embarrassment, for herself and for Susannah,
and she couldn't look the girl in her eye.

Then William
was kneeling behind her, placing his hand on the Irishwoman's
shoulder and forcing her onto all fours, her breasts hanging. He
started undoing his trousers. 'Now, my dear slave, I want you to
keep watching. Because it would give me pleasure, and a slave wants
nothing more than to give her owner pleasure.'

And she
watched; watched as he drew out his cock, stroking it gently with
one hand as he held Brigid by the hip with the other, as if to keep
her from bolting. He manoeuvred closer, guiding his shaft between
her cheeks - and not to her rear, as he had repeatedly done to
Susannah. She watched him slip into the woman's pussy, giving her
cheeks a slap.

He began
fucking Brigid, giving her what Susannah had desperately wanted all
along, holding her hips with both hands as the woman shook, moaning
in rhythm to the slap of bodies together.

Coupled with
her humiliation, Susannah shamefully couldn't stop feeling aroused
as well, trying to squeeze her parted thighs together.

'Look at you,'
Jack muttered, his own cock released, his own hand stroking it into
further firmness. 'Dirty little slut, just like he said.' He
approached her face, his intention clear.

Susannah shook
her head. 'No, I won't do it.'

'Yes you will
you little whore; you do what your master tells you.'

She looked to
William, still fucking Brigid. He was intent on what he was doing,
but offered her a silent nod of confirmation.

She looked
back up at a smug Jack, who grinned. 'See? Don't pretend you don't
want it, whore.'

Her eyes moved
down to his cock, a thicker, longer shaft than William's, and with
a stronger, unpleasant musk to it. But there was still a part of
her that was curious about taking it inside - not that she would
admit such a thing to the likes of him. She swallowed. 'I'm not a
whore. I only made an arrangement with William to get out of a
situation in town.'

He chuckled.
'Stupid bitch. Who do you think set you up to put you in that
situation?'

'Jack!'
William snapped, freezing in mid-coitus.

Susannah drew
back until she was on her heels, glancing between the men, trying
to piece together and understand what she just heard. It didn't
take long, and the fact that it hadn't occurred to her before made
her feel ten times more stupid than Jack had just said. William set
it all up - the theft in the hotel, her arrest, her bail - all of
it, just to make her his willing slave, to make her grovel and be
beaten time and again?

Susannah felt
betrayal. Betrayal and humiliation flooded through her unchecked.
William's words about loyalty and devotion and possession replayed
in her head, mocking her again and again. She was being used. Used
and abused, and only now could she admit to it.

And do
something about it. She struggled with her bound hands, as Jack
took a handful of her hair and tried to force his shaft into her
mouth, shaking her head when she refused to open for him. A moment,
just a moment...

Her hands were
free! Quickly she reached up and shoved Jack backwards, making him
fall over a box he'd been sitting on before. Then with William and
Brigid stopping and watching, she grabbed as much of her discarded
clothing as she could and fled naked out into the open, after a
moment turning towards the jungle, her bare feet welcoming the
softer, cooler carpet of grass and leaves.

Behind her
William's voice carried. 'Susannah! Come back! I can explain!'

She didn't
stop, didn't respond, except to start as an almighty crack of
thunder nearly deafened her, and seconds later the clouds opened
up. Fortunately she had progressed deeply enough into the forest,
and the more sparse acacia and baobab had yielded to the thicker,
almost closed canopy forest of giant camphor, vines and ferns. The
ground rose into the foothills of the volcano, and shallow streams
gurgled through the trees.

Finally,
exhausted, she stopped, slumped to the ground and sobbed, clutching
her few clothes to her. How could she have been so stupid? She'd
willingly, eagerly submitted before that bastard! Let him dominate
her!

The collar was
still around her neck. She dropped her clothes long enough to
release the catch, removing it and flinging it away, before
examining what she had retrieved: her shirt, her trousers, but only
one boot. Still, she was thankful for that much - especially for
being free of the collar and the chastity belt - and dressed as
well as she could under the circumstances.

Now what? She
dried the tears from her face and sat against a half-fallen tree
trunk, as the rain battered upon the overhead foliage and trickled
down here and there, punctuated with thunder. She couldn't stay out
there alone, a young woman in the wilds of Africa. She had to
return - but not as William Lyall's slave. As no one's slave.

She had to
find Cole. He would protect her, though she didn't deserve it.

It took a few
confused moments before she realised she didn't know where she was.
The rain had opened up like it was to be the last day on Earth, and
it was only the beginning. It beat down with a million tiny
assaults, merging into a hypnotic drone that powered her movement
through the forest. The ground was quickly turning into mud, even
under the relative shelter of the trees, and she had to struggle to
keep her bare feet from sinking and remaining.

That was when
she first saw the creature.

It was large,
and seemed to glide through the trees like a balloon: large,
hulking, like a gorilla but really unlike anything she had ever
seen or read about, silent and grey with red eyes that shone like
lanterns. She watched in fascination, and in horror, staying as low
as she could and still watch, until it vanished into the
shadows.

The monsters
the locals had feared - they were real! She had to warn the
others!

She emerged
into what she thought was a clearing, but was in fact a natural
firewall cut into the side of the volcano by a river - no, a
torrent, a loud torrent of water that rushed and swirled down the
ravine, occasionally carrying dead branches and other debris with
it. She tried to get her bearings. Perhaps if she followed it
downstream?

Suddenly the
ground beneath her feet gave away. For a moment it felt as if she
was hanging in the air, and she almost imagined she heard Cole
calling to her.

And then she
hit the water.

 


 



Chapter
Ten

 


Violent water
dragged her under. She had caught a good breath but tumbling along
the bottom of the rapids, losing nearly all her lungfuls in
moments.

She forced her
eyes open. The river was not really deep but it was dark, the dirt
whipped into froth by the water's churn. Seeing stars flashing
against the blackness of her vision she reached out for some
anchor. Drums beat and roared in her ears - her pulse or the water?
Whichever, it sounded as if it would burst her head in a
moment.

The river
threw her with a vicious slam into a gnarled tree root. She wrapped
an arm around it, feeling it wrench. She was going to lose her grip
- lose her life...

She was
enveloped by something large, a tree branch, one of those horrible
monsters, and then eyes opened to see Cole. Her lungs were heaving.
It took every iota of will not to open her mouth and suck in river
water. She let Cole take her, carry her and himself to the
surface.

The first gasp
of air tasted sweeter than honey. The second, third, fourth and
fifth calmed her nerves. By the twelfth her head whirling, her
vision blurred as if drugged, she teetered for a few agonising
seconds in the swift churning river. Her clothes were getting
heavier, even in their tattered state, and she felt cut and bruised
in several places. She struggled to stay afloat; the task nearly
impossible between the roar of the water and the weight of their
soaked clothing.

Fortunately
Cole had the strength to inch them both along the root towards the
bank, though at one point he lost his grip and they were pulled
underwater again, helpless as babies. Susannah rolled under the
surface of the thundering force, somehow finding the strength or
luck to propel the both of them to the surface again, just in time
to take a feeble breath. She was nearly finished, but the air was
sweet again and she felt a grip under her feet, a grip of mud.

Cole pitched
forward into grey muck, dragging her along and turning her onto her
back. He was coughing and spluttering, spitting up water - but at
least he was still breathing. They both were.

She lay back
beside him, letting the rain pelt their mud-stained faces and
bodies.

'Are you okay
Susannah?' he managed to blurt.

She turned her
head and blinked at him through glazed eyes, suffused as much with
gratitude as with exhaustion. She nodded weakly. 'Th-thank you
Cole. Thank you...'

He nodded
back, smiling. A real man - unlike William or Jack.

Thoughts of
William made the memories of his betrayal return. She began sobbing
again as Cole crawled over and embraced her, holding her tight.

At some point
she calmed down, and he reached up and tenderly drew the matted wet
hair from her face. 'Susannah, what happened back there? Will and
Jack didn't say, but Brigid said you'd run off.'

She remembered
the menacing creature she'd seen. 'We have to go. The locals are
right; there are dangerous things in the forest, monsters...'

His face
hardened and she could almost see what was playing in his mind.
Then he looked up at the sky, at least what could be seen of it. 'I
don't think we should try to head back now, it's too late, and
we're too tired.'

'But we should
warn them.'

'They've got
guns, and people to keep an eye out.' He nodded back upriver.
'We'll head back up and get my rifle and pistol. I left them up
there a ways. Then we'll find a place to stay for the night.'

She was
grateful he didn't press her about the details of William's
betrayal, but after seeing those creatures his plan filled her with
trepidation, though it made sense. 'We can't stay out in the open,
we're too exposed.'

He smiled.
'Don't worry, I found a place nearby.'

 


Thankfully he
hadn't lied.

The city was
almost completely hidden by centuries of undergrowth; in fact, if
someone on their way further up the slopes wasn't looking for it
they could easily miss it. Only the churn of the stream running
through it might have attracted attention, but there were plenty of
those running down the mountain. It was no more than a series of
buildings, columns, pillar tombs and courtyards, all of
surprisingly well preserved grey coral limestone, though perhaps
the moss and creepers running through the structures like blisters
and veins were all that was holding them together.

Susannah
didn't want to speak, such was her awe of the ancient place,
reminding her of those photographs of the ruins in Greece and
Mexico.

Over the drum
of the rain a soaked Cole announced, 'Welcome to Abyssar.'

'Abyssar,' she
echoed breathlessly. 'The treasure...'

'There's no
treasure here,' he informed her wistfully, holding her hand as he
led her along a stone path, close to cover from the rain. 'Just
buildings. But for now I'll be glad for a roof.'

No treasure?
They had come all this way, for nothing? Except possibly to be
eaten by wild creatures. Her stomach twisted in knots.

Cole led her
into a small stark room, where twigs and leaves collected in the
corners. He sat her down on the floor and gathered anything that
might burn into a small pile out of view of the doorway, using a
flint from his pocket to strike some sparks and set it alight.

She noted him
make a concerted effort to not try burning one particular piece of
paper taken from his trousers, while also not wanting her to see
it. But she snuck up and snatched it, ignoring his look as she
unfolded it.

It was the
sketch of her that Brigid had done. Cole wanted it? He started to
explain himself, but then chose to give up, shake his head and
return to trying to light a fire. He wasn't having much luck, and
more than once he cursed under his breath.

Susannah set
aside the sketch and sat in silence and watched him. She was
soaked. So was he. So she helped herself back onto unsteady feet.
'Get your clothes off.'

He glanced up
from his crouching position. 'What?'

She pulled her
shirt up over her head, not caring about unbuttoning it, not caring
about him seeing her breasts. 'Do it. Get undressed. We'll catch
our deaths if we stay in these wet clothes.'

He nodded,
though the expression on his face as he slipped out of his jacket
and unholstered his gun belt illustrated his mixed feelings. He
glanced away, and then turned away as he removed his shirt and
vest, and then his boots and socks. Finally he paused, his back to
her, his hands appearing to be at his belt.

She had
slipped out of her trousers and stood naked, and impatient.
'Cole...'

'Give me a
minute, Susannah.'

She
understood, in a moment of insight. 'I know what men look like
naked, Cole. And when they're aroused.'

The shock of
her words made him glance over his shoulder at her, before he
continued to undress, sliding his trousers and breeches down,
revealing a pale, muscular backside. Almost as if he wanted to
challenge her bold attitude he turned around again, revealing a
muscular frame, a chest centred with a diamond of curls that
trailed down to a larger clump of hair around his groin. He made an
effort to conceal this last, however, before she drew up to him,
embracing him, feeling rather than seeing his erection pressing
between her legs. His skin was cold and clammy, and judging from
his reaction as he held her as well, she must have been in a
similar state. She began briskly rubbing him, as he copied her.

They stood
pressed against each other. His erection didn't go away. It
continued to prod into her pussy, like a pet seeking attention.

And despite
herself, despite all that had happened, she felt a heat within her.
She wiped her face and looked up. 'Make love with me, Cole.'

He pulled back
his head; in the dying light his face was barely visible.
'Susannah, you need to know, I love you. I'm not just saying that
because we're like this, or because... I want you. I mean it.'

His words
meant more to her than she had expected. 'I know, Cole. It means
more than I can tell you. I love you too.' She swallowed, knowing
how sincere she felt, beyond the need for a source of warmth, for
protection and security in this wilderness. 'And I need you. No one
else. Just you. Please.' She rose up and kissed him.

His hands
stroked her back, and between them his cock pulsed, a thickening
shaft that stoked the flames of her sex, as he dipped his head to
kiss her neck, her ears. She felt the heart in his chest pound. And
if she had to die out here, perhaps killed by monsters or other
animals, she wanted to do it in his arms, with him inside her.

She looked up
into those loving eyes. His breath feathered her mouth. They kissed
and stroked, and she felt her breasts swell, nipples pressing into
his body, while she felt his cock growing harder against her. With
one hand supporting her, his other stroked her hair, his tongue
drawing lines around the outer curves of her ear, making her
shudder.

They remained
like that for what seemed like ages, but felt like no time at all.
Then they moved, descending to the floor, Cole laying her down,
lying beside her, one hand cradling her head, the other stroking
her breasts. Susannah reached up and clutched his shoulders,
gasping as his fingertips teased her nipples, making them pucker
and her cunt cry out. But she sensed his remaining hesitation, and
she reached down and guided his hand between her legs. 'Please,
touch me here...'

His fingers
sank into the curls of her hair, and her juices slicked their tips.
Her sex ached for him, and she thrust her clit forward a fraction,
meeting his thumb. Slowly, deliciously he touched her. His
fingertips feathered across her clit, and she leaked juices as her
labia swelled and engorged further. She didn't know much about his
past experience, but he at least knew how to treat it.

Her hands
reached down, touching his cock, stroking the uncircumcised sheath
back and forth, her thumb swivelling over the tip, touching
pre-come and smoothing it over the velvety head. He wouldn't last
long, and as much as she wanted to take him in her mouth, for now
she wanted his seed elsewhere. 'I want you... inside me...'

He said
nothing, but his actions spoke volumes as he rose above her, his
breathing stifled and ragged as he lay on top of her, kissing her
again, his thick cock pressing against the wet cleft of her sex.
But she didn't want more kissing. She parted her thighs and raised
her knees. 'Come on, we can take our time later.'

Cole made a
sound, rose to his knees between her legs, reaching under her knees
and tugging her closer to him, before lowering himself once more.
The head of his cock pushed at her inner lips, slowly but easily
gaining purchase.

Susannah
raised her buttocks to the opening of her flesh to his thick
hardness, the hair of her bush rubbing against him. 'Oh, yes!' Her
voice seemed so loud in the room. And for a moment that almost made
her giggle with malicious delight, she was grateful that William
had made her wear a chastity belt, and had not taken her
maidenhead. What a waste that would have been. He had inadvertently
helped her save it for Cole.

Slowly his
cock began to thrust into her, his hands gripping her sides. She
felt every ridge of him as he plunged deep into her, ripples of
delight running across her skin like ants. He pistoned into her and
then slowed down, withdrawing until only his cockhead was inside
her, before sliding back into her again, his arms wrapped around
her, holding her still.

Her excitement
building, she gasped, 'Faster, Cole... please...'

Cole,
breathing more rapidly, quickened his thrusts to an urgent
gallop.

'Yes,' she
moaned, 'harder!'

He pumped into
her with abandon. She felt herself on the edge of orgasm, wanting
to share one with him. He cried out, his cock swelling inside her,
spurting, spurring her on, her cries mingling with his as she came,
her back arching beneath him, her legs wrapping around him,
clinging to him fiercely. It subsided and then rose again, quickly
followed by another, like pearls on a string.

They lay in
that position until he softened and withdrew, still holding her.
She closed her legs, trapping his seed inside, as she curled
against him.

 


Sometime during
the night she felt him stir and rise, though it was pitch black.
Alarm made her ask, 'What's wrong?'

His movement
echoed in the small room. 'Nothing, just moving the guns closer to
me.'

She smiled to
herself, and then shivered. 'Get back close to me, I need you.'

He complied,
their naked bodies wrapping together. Outside the rain had stopped
and the jungle seemed alive, in celebration of their newfound love
and passion.

'What did you
think you saw out there, Susie?'

She didn't
want to think about them again. On the other hand she wanted to
keep living. 'They reminded me of those dinosaurs I've read about,
and seen in museums. Igunadons and Megalosaurs. Giant lizards, they
lived thousands of years ago. Maybe longer. They excavate their
bones and piece them together. They looked like those.'

He grunted.
'Yeah, saw some sites in South Dakota digging them up, didn't think
they were real. Maybe some of them survived here.'

She shivered.
'You don't think they'll come up here, do you?'

'No.'

He sounded
confident. 'How can you know that?'

He chuckled.
'Because this place is clean, and I'm betting even giant lizards
have got to shit and piss like the rest of us.'

That made her
giggle like a naughty schoolgirl, and as she drew in closer again
she began kissing his broad shoulders.

He moaned
softly, murmuring, 'We should get some more sleep.'

'We will,' she
promised, even as she felt his shaft thickening again,
'eventually.'

 


Susannah
stirred first again, marvelling at how deeply her man slept in her
arms. Their scents mingled. Salmon-pink morning light streamed in
through the open doorway, but she kept her eyes closed, content to
listen to Cole breathing, insects buzzing outside.

She was
resting her head in the hollow of Cole's arm, her lips brushing
against his pectoral. She opened one eye enough to stare at his
nipple, and playfully blew at it until it puckered for her. She
loved how his body reacted to her slightest action, even as his
mind slept.

She shifted
slightly, glanced down to see their naked bodies. Then her eyes
drifted to his groin, and with a mischievous smile to herself she
eased herself out of his touch and slipped down towards it. His
cock was soft, curved in its flaccid state, the russet head
collared by a dark foreskin, and rested against one ball, almost
hidden beneath black curly hair. His musk was strong and filled her
nostrils, and it looked so peaceful there, sleeping like its
master.

But not for
long. She raised herself over his groin, letting her hair fall down
and frame him as she extended her tongue and licked the head,
reminding it of who was its new mistress. There was a twitch, a
pulse, one that repeated as she repeated, running the tip of her
tongue around the head, again and again, gently nudging beneath the
foreskin to taste the grooved rim. Susannah felt the shaft pulse in
response, though Cole himself didn't stir.

Bolstered by
the reaction she softly engulfed the thickening shaft into her hot
mouth, relishing the taste of it, swallowing until she felt his
pubic hair brushing her nose and lips. Her mouth moved slowly up
until only the head remained, then down again, her tongue running
along the rugged underside. With each pulse of blood into the organ
it grew harder, and she wondered idly if she could make him come
without waking him.

On the other
hand, an awake Cole Patterson was so much more preferable. She made
a humming sound around his cock, until she heard and felt the rest
of him awaken. 'Mmm? What...?'

Susannah
withdrew and licked her lips, looked up at his groggy expression.
'Good morning.'

He was
disoriented, but quickly recovered. 'Hey, what are you up to?'

She turned
until she rested the upper half of her body on his thighs, and
stared down at his erection, one hand lazily stroking and playing
with it. 'You're the one that's up.'

He
half-blushed, half-grinned - and then his eyes travelled down the
rest of her body, sobering just a little. 'You're a virgin?'

She followed
his gaze, seeing the slight stain of blood on her inner thigh,
feeling just a little embarrassed. 'Not any more, no.'

'I'm
surprised.'

She looked up
at him. 'Excuse me?'

He blushed.
'Sorry, I mean... Will, he hadn't... he didn't...'

'No. As for
his reasons, they don't matter now. I'm so glad you were the
one.'

'So am I.' He
drew up to her, pulling her close and invading her mouth with his
tongue, wrapping one leg around hers as if he had a chance of
pinning her down, pressing his erection into her thigh. His hand
moved up and caressed one of her breasts, enjoying the fullness of
it, its heat and softness. Their tongues danced together.

Susannah
melted and squirmed under his attentions, wrapping her arms around
him as their lips parted. 'Will... I'm scared. Scared of having to
face William again.'

'You don't
have to be, not about him nor anybody.'

'I know, but I
can't help it.'

He stared up
at the ceiling. 'My sister used to feel that way whenever we were
in a big group, especially folk she didn't know. She could
lip-read, but when there's a lot of people and they don't know to
slow down, she'd get overwhelmed. We had this sign.' He made a show
of circling his right hand over his left fist, as if wrapping it.
'It means "trust". It meant that no matter what was said or done, I
would be there for her, and she'd be there for me.'

Susannah
brought her hand to encircle her left. 'Like that?'

'Yeah, like
that.'

She felt
privileged that he would share that with him, and her love for him
blossomed even more. 'And what's the sign for "I love you"?'

Cole crossed
both arms over his heart.

'And how
about, "I want you to make love with me again"?'

He smirked.
'Never got to use that with my sister. Let's just get at it
instead.' Pressing his erection harder against her, Cole shifted
his hand down her belly, dipping once into her navel before
continuing, cupping her mound, feeling the heat, the wetness
against his palm.

Susannah's
eyes widened in response and she pressed her fingertips into his
back. But Cole shook his head. 'Oh no, not again.' With his other
hand he reached up and removed hers, pinning her wrists over her
head. 'I can still feel the scratches you left on me back
there.'

'Don't be such
a baby... oh!' Her subsequent words were lost when Cole entered her
with his middle finger, gently but insistently penetrating her, the
walls of her sex tightening around him. He relished the reaction he
produced in her, and leaned close to whisper, 'You didn't really
think I'd gone off you, did you?'

Susannah's
eyes opened wide each time his finger went deep, and she bit her
lip before replying breathlessly, 'You... I... no, I... no...'

He drew closer
to her ear and licked it, before continuing. 'As a matter of fact,
Susie, I intend to do this with you for the rest of my life. If
you'll let me. Will you?'

Susannah's
body undulated like waves, her limbs spasming, and a reply she
tried to make went lost somewhere.

'Oh God,
Susie,' he continued, pausing to nip her ear and elicit a soft yelp
from her. 'I want you so much.' As his finger continued to thrust
into her his thumb swivelled to tease her clit. He watched her
lovingly, her eyes shut and her teeth clenched in acute
concentration. 'You're the most beautiful young woman I've ever
known,' he whispered. 'I don't ever want to leave you, Susannah. I
don't ever want you to leave me.'

'I won't...'
Words became sobs, sobs became cries, rising, galvanising like her
body, suffused with blissful sensations.

Then she
collapsed, allowing him to lie back again. His cock ached for
release, but he seemed content to abide. Susannah, however, was
not. Her pussy had been fully awakened by him, and now she wanted
him all the time. 'Fuck me again, Cole.'

They moved
together, bringing to life the ancient place, like they were Adam
and Eve in the garden once more. Nothing else mattered; not
William's betrayal and Jack's brutishness, not the lack of treasure
in Abyssar, not even the possibility of maybe never returning to
civilisation. She clung to him while he filled her once more, their
eyes locked with each other's as their sexes were. She wanted it to
last forever.

'Susannah!
Cole!'

She froze. It
was Brigid!

Seconds later
she heard William. 'Susannah?'

She looked up
at Cole, whose cock was already wilting as he withdrew, reaching
for his clothes. Quickly she joined him in dressing again, ignoring
the damp clothes, as she wanted to be ready for when Cole
confronted William. No matter what William had done to her, she
didn't want Cole to make things worse. And watching him strap on
his pistol she knew how much worse things could get.

They stepped
out into the old courtyard, seeing William, Brigid and Jack
standing there, looking around in wonder. Cole kept Susannah close,
while keeping one hand free and near his pistol. His face and voice
were taut. 'Morning.'

The trio
looked to them, Brigid's face a picture of genuine relief as she
smiled. 'Thank God you're both alive!' The Irishwoman raced up to
them, embracing Susannah. 'I was worried sick all night!'

Overcome with
the authentic emotion, Susannah suddenly felt guilty over leaving
her friend behind, despite the circumstances, and she hugged her
back. 'I'm sorry; I didn't mean to worry you. Did you see it? In
the jungle? The monster?'

'Monster?'

'Where's the
bloody treasure?' Jack demanded gruffly, looking at Cole. 'What did
you do with it?'

'You found the
city,' William noted, eyes fixed on Cole - or rather, on how close
Cole and Susannah stood. 'And my wayward slave.'

'She's not
your slave any more, Will,' Cole corrected through clenched teeth.
'And if you have a drop of sense in you, you'll never call her that
again, you hear?'

'Where's the
bloody treasure?' Jack repeated, louder still, his voice echoing in
the surrounding high walls.

'There is no
treasure, you dimwit!' Cole shouted at him. 'This is a dead, empty
place!'

The others
looked around again, as if the ruins might want to prove him wrong,
out of spite. William reached out and touched some inscriptions on
a nearby wall, shaking his head. 'It's not true. It can't be. There
should be people here. Warriors.' Suddenly he called out, 'We're
here! Come and get us!'

'Warriors?'
Jack looked at him. 'What the bloody hell are you talking
about?'

Suddenly from
behind the walls and the foliage figures emerged, moving swiftly
and silently.

 


 



Chapter
Eleven

 


They moved like
ghosts, emerging from every surrounding point. William and Jack
moved to unsling the rifles they had around their shoulders, but
already blades were at their throats. Cole had been quicker with
his pistol but he was forcibly tackled by two of the men, leaving
Susannah and Brigid to be grabbed, albeit more gently. Still Cole
struggled, until Susannah pleaded, 'No, they'll kill you!'

Thankfully the
American listened to her as he stopped resisting, and they lifted
him back to his feet.

Confident he
wouldn't risk his life any further - at least, not now - she looked
to their attackers, mesmerised. There were perhaps a dozen men of
many races, dressed in loincloths or pieces of dulled grey armour,
some with what looked like Medieval European helmets or headpieces,
others with Arab and Oriental headgear - but all bore thin black
metal collars around their necks, slight variations on the one
William used to make her wear.

They all also
carried bladed weapons, either knives of varying lengths, or spears
with iron tips. And all were silent, even between themselves, as
they swiftly and efficiently disarmed the travellers before tying
their hands behind them with vine-like cord.

Suddenly
William broke the silence with a loud, 'Praesent ut rex! Praesent
ut rex!'

Some of the
attackers reacted to that, the lighter-skinned ones anyway,
glancing at each other quizzically.

'What was that
he said?' Brigid murmured.

'Latin,'
Susannah identified. 'Something about seeing... a king?'

Cole visibly
fought against the cord binding his wrists behind his back. 'What
the hell is he up to? Does he know these people?' Then he cursed as
the attackers shook him, their desire for him to remain silent
clear.

Susannah kept
quiet as well, but it was clear to her that William knew more than
he'd told anyone on the expedition; duplicity wasn't exactly
unprecedented with him.

The attackers
then moved as one, prodding their captives into single file before
marching them towards an archway at the far end of the ruins, an
archway cloaked in darkness. The men marched them into what turned
out to be a narrow winding tunnel, dark but lit here and there
strangely, as if the rocks were luminescent. And any attempt at
slowing or stopping earned them the point of a blade pressed into
their backs.

Brigid, ahead
of Susannah, looked fearful, almost desperate. Almost inaudibly she
asked, 'What are they going to do with us?'

Susannah
didn't answer. She'd expected wild animals, local tribes, disease,
natural disaster. Anything but whatever... whatever was happening
now.

'Kirabo,' the
Irishwoman added, sounding hopeful. 'Maybe he'll come rescue
us?'

Behind
Susannah, Cole made a dubious sound. She understood; more than
likely once the travellers failed to return Kirabo would lead the
remaining locals back home, and chalk this up to just another
failed quest for Abyssar.

Before she
realised it they had emerged into the heat and brightness of the
sun once more. She blinked several times, getting her bearings.
They were surrounded by trees and jungle growth once more. Had they
walked completely through the volcano and on to the other side?

No. They were
still deep inside it. The volcano was like a bowl, containing a
beautiful valley of trees and bushes and wildlife, while the high
walls rose up protectively, unseen by the outside world. It was
amazing. It was so lovely. It could have been paradise.

And the valley
was inhabited, as if by remnants from another age: there were round
huts of mud walls and thatched roofs, groves where maize grew and
trees bore fruit, and pens of livestock. And there were people,
people of many different races, people in scant clothing wearing
collars like the warriors, tilling the fields, carrying water and
working with leather and cloth and iron and stone. But there seemed
to be no children.

All went
silent as the warriors paraded their captives through the narrow
avenue which ran through their secret little community. Susannah
felt the hungry gaze of some of them, and looked away. Then she
stepped on a small sharp stone. She yelped and slowed down, earning
herself a prod in the back from the point of a blade.

'Leave her
alone!' Cole snapped, and though Susannah didn't see it, she
expected from his subsequent grunt that he received a prod as well
for his defence of her.

She forced
herself to keep moving, but glanced over her shoulder. 'I'll be
okay. Don't do anything to get hurt, or worse.' She paused, and
then added, 'No matter what they do to me. Do you understand?'

His face told
her how much trouble he'd have keeping that instruction, but he
nodded silently.

The warriors
led them to a huge pyramid-like structure, like an Incan temple,
mostly obscured by centuries of jungle growth - but made out of...
metal? Some iron-like substance? She hadn't expected to see
something this modern-looking here.

There was an
open archway, and guards, more elaborately and ceremonially dressed
than the warriors, reminding Susannah of the sentries around
Buckingham Palace as they drew their crossed spears away from the
doorway and allowed the warriors to guide their captives into
another tunnel. Their footsteps echoed within the claustrophobic
walls, and torches offered both light and a slight crackling
sound.

Then they were
stopped, before two of them marched Susannah into an adjacent room,
ignoring Cole's protests. Within the windowless room she found a
large stone chair, with leather attachments on the arms and legs to
which a person's wrists and ankles could be strapped. They forced
her into it and bound her limbs.

Another
appeared carrying a black featureless helmet, looking like it was
carved from ebony, but with a single glowing light on one side.
They started fitting it over her head, and Susannah's mind took her
to pictures she'd seen of poor devils strapped into that ghastly
electric chair that America had now started using. And although she
knew they were a thousand miles from the nearest source of
electricity, she could not help but panic. But her cries were
muffled, just as her vision was completely cut off, and all she
heard was her own rapid breathing.

There was a
noise, like the wail of a banshee, ringing through her head and a
deep, resounding pressure. What sort of torture was this? Her head
pounded like there had been a stampede through it. There was a
sharp pain at the back of her neck, and suddenly it was over. They
removed the helmet, unstrapped her limbs, and helped her up and
back outside, to sit on a bench opposite the others.

'Susie!' Cole
exclaimed. 'Are you okay? What did they put on you?'

Susannah
didn't know what he was talking about, until she reached up and
touched the collar around her throat. It felt smooth and polished
and fitted securely, though it didn't restrict her movements. She
tried slipping her fingers beneath it, but could get no purchase.
She followed it around, feeling a slightly larger section at the
back.

Her head
pounded, but it eased off as the others were taken one by one and
given the same bizarre treatment and collars.

'Take them to
the Host,' one of their captors suddenly said.

Had they been
able to speak English all this time, or was she imagining it?

They finally
emerged into a larger chamber, tooled into a hexagonal shape.
Within sat voluminous pillows, furs, low tables and carpets, all
surrounded by banners and tapestries lining the walls, depicting
many periods and places. It was a room of stark elegance, its
display of wealth in history as well as treasure. Women lounged
about, many naked or wearing next to nothing, many collared and
chained, eyes fixed upon the captives, as were the guards. The
guards wore uniforms that, like the furnishings, seemed cobbled
together from a dozen different cultures, including Chinese,
Ottoman, Prussian, and even Georgian English.

But all eyes
moved to the ornate throne which sat elevated above all other
things in the far centre of the room, and the figure which sat upon
it: a man, young, with a swarthy, angular face, aquiline nose,
blue-grey eyes and auburn hair. He was dressed like some decadent
Oriental warlord: a rich burgundy robe with billowy sleeves, open
to reveal a muscular, hairless chest, with a gold segmented belt
and baldric running from his right shoulder to his left hip. Below
the sash around his waist, black silk trousers reached slippered
feet. He sat there, silent, regarding, hands resting almost
casually on the arms of the throne, the right one sheathed in a
dark metal gauntlet.

The captives
were moved before him, lined up together and forced down onto their
knees, their captors standing behind them, as others laid the
captured weapons on pillows beside the throne.

'It's true,'
William murmured, rubbing his wrists. 'I'd only
half-believed...'

'What's true?'
Cole grunted, never taking his eyes off the obvious ruler of the
tribe. 'What the hell's going on? Where are we? Who are these
people?'

'This is
Abyssar; not the ruins in the jungle outside the volcano. It's no
dead civilisation. I'd encountered a witness who told me about
this, but—'

'You never
said anything about a bloody witness,' Jack snarled, finally
speaking up, the venom thick in his voice.

Susannah
half-listened to the exchange around her, more caught up by the
gaze of the man who sat looking down upon them. She felt herself
drawn to him, drawn into him, ready to be swallowed up like a tiny
prey in the jaws of a huge predator.

'Bill,' Cole
breathed out sharply, 'if you know more about this than the rest of
us you'd better do something.'

'You're
right.' William returned to his feet, and as the warriors moved to
push him back down again, he said, 'Wait a moment please.'

Suddenly the
ruler raised a hand, his first movement since their arrival, and
the warriors backed away again. William breathed in, seemingly
preparing what he had to say before speaking. 'Mea Dominus, ego sum
honorari—'

'We have
graciously given you the means to speak the Celestial Tongue,' the
ruler declared, his voice deep and resonant. 'Besides, your Latin
is appalling.'

This startled
William, but only for a second. 'Sire, my name is William Lyall. A
traveller, a humble scholar, from England. Do I have the supreme
honour of addressing Abarron de Faro, formerly of the Ribatejo
Province of Portugal, and now the Host of Abyssar?'

The figure
regarded him, before replying simply, 'You do.'

Susannah's jaw
dropped. What? Abarron? The occultist she'd read about in Niles'
journals? Did this man think he was the original from nearly four
hundred years ago? It was nonsense!

But William
offered him a slight bow, obviously intent on humouring him, which
was probably the wisest course to take under the circumstances. 'I
am honoured. You and your city have been famed for many years.'

'Our
treasures, you mean.'

'Your
generosity, I mean, Sire. And your mercy.'

'Indeed?
Generosity and mercy?'

'Yes,
Sire.'

'And where did
you learn of my... mercy? And my title?'

William
swallowed. 'A man from your kingdom, Sire. A man who called himself
Estevo.'

There was a
slight reaction from the Host, Abarron. 'You found Estevo?'

'Yes, Sire. I
found him while I was making preliminary scouts of the area prior
to this expedition. He was extremely old, extremely weak, dying in
fact, and speaking in Latin. He looked so old I was shocked that he
had made it as far as he had in his condition. But before he died
he told me about you, and your wonderful kingdom here.'

'Estevo...'
Abarron hung his head almost imperceptibly, but then raised it
again, returning to the business at hand. 'He spoke to you?'

'He did, Sire.
He told me all about you.'

Susannah
looked to Cole, to Brigid and Jack, and their expressions told her
that she was not the only one kept in the dark by him.

'And about
what you most desire,' William continued, moving towards Susannah,
grabbing her by the scruff of her shirt and dragging her forward,
throwing her to the floor, closer to the throne. 'I bring you a
prize: a virgin from our homeland! Trained in submission, in not
only accepting punishment but desiring it! I cultivated this within
her myself, but kept her pure, her maidenhead intact, for you to
claim for your own!'

And so that
was it. That was his intention all along. Believing some old man's
tale about this kingdom being alive, claiming her as his slave,
keeping her a virgin, teaching her how to be submissive. And
keeping the whole truth all to himself, all this time.

'And these
others, too,' William added, indicating Cole, Jack and Brigid.
'Slaves, to do with as you will.'

'You bloody
bastard,' Jack snarled. 'I'll kill you!'

'How can you
do this to us?' Brigid pleaded. 'How can you betray us like
this?'

William
ignored her, keeping the focus from Abarron on himself, acting as
sickeningly obsequious as she had ever seen. 'All I ask in
recompense are a few meagre pieces of the inestimable treasures I
have heard about. That's all.'

'You son of a
bitch!' It was Cole, rising before anyone could stop him, charging
forward - until Abarron raised his gloved hand towards him and Cole
collapsed as if stricken by apoplexy, crumpling to the floor in
acute, audible pain.

'Cole!'
Susannah cried out, held back by William.

Brigid was
allowed to draw closer and check on him. She looked up in shock.
'He - he's okay, I think. I don't know what happened to him. But
he'll recover.'

'Yes,' Abarron
confirmed. 'He will. But that can change.' He lowered his hand and
rose; the figure beneath the strange clothing looked strong and
powerful. He stepped down until his boots were at Susannah's knees.
She looked up at him, but only for a moment, before looking down
again. He radiated such power and authority; she had never felt
anything like it.

'Your gifts
please me,' Abarron said to William. 'I shall indeed reward you.
Reward you with the greatest gift life can bestow, far greater than
the gold and gems you see before you.'

William
beamed. 'Why, thank you, Sire.'

'The gift is
life. Life and purpose. A life far longer than you could experience
in the outside world. And a purpose far greater than you could find
were I to let you leave.'

There was a
pause before William reacted, his smile dropping. 'I - I don't
understand, Sire.'

'How can I
allow one who has been so munificent to me to be deprived of what
we have here? Besides, I couldn't possibly let you leave here, to
tell the world about my kingdom, now could I?'

'But,
I...'

'Take them to
the Altar. Let Zamael judge them accordingly.'

Susannah was
lifted up, ignoring William protesting as he was dragged away, and
breathed silent thanks as she saw Cole being helped up. He was
shuddering, as if he'd been dropped into a freezing lake, but he
looked to her, nodding to let her know he would recover.

As a group
they were dragged away, through another open doorway and down a
curved corridor, before arriving in a larger chamber, one decorated
with hexagonal panels on the walls and more light from opaque
windows above.

The captives
were forced down onto all fours together on the dais, heads almost
touching the floor, blades at their necks. Susannah fought to keep
from panicking; she could hear Brigid at the other end of the line,
whimpering. She wished she was closer to her friend, to reassure
her, although she certainly didn't feel reassured - except for
having Cole beside her. Carefully she shifted her hand until it
touched his, gripping him for dear life.

'I'm sorry,'
he whispered. 'Sorry I couldn't protect you. I should have fought
more.'

'Against
whatever power is at play here? No. You'd be dead, and then what
would happen to us? We'll get out of this, we all will.' She wished
she could feel as confident as her words sounded.

The natives
chose Susannah to go first, for whatever that meant. They lifted
her back to her feet and marched her forward. At first she thought
they were going to slam her against the nearest wall - except
somehow the wall slid aside, as if on some rail, which seemed too
sophisticated for these savages. They pushed her forward, and she
turned to see the wall slide back, leaving her alone in
darkness.

No. Not
alone.

She heard things moving around her, slithering at her feet.
Snakes? They were going to kill her? She reached out blindly,
looking for the walls, or better yet, something to defend herself
against the things she heard moving about. She cried out as she
felt... tendrils snake around her arms and legs. Four, six, many more, some
holding her with a grip as strong and unyielding as oak roots as
they effectively immobilised her, others ripping at her shirt and
trousers. Any attempt to try and stay calm bled from her as she
screamed for Cole and struggled in vain against her monstrous,
unseen attacker - and it was one creature, she was certain of it,
one creature operating with a terrifying singular purpose: to hold
her, and strip her of her clothes. The tendrils tore away further,
until tatters of her shirt hung from her arms, and her trousers
followed. The creature seemed to have some difficulty with her
boots, but soon these too were taken from her, as it lifted her
bared body into the air, like a marionette on strings. Her
stripping was complete, though in the darkness it hardly seemed to
matter.

She felt more
tendrils touch her body, but they did not seek to further restrain
her. Rather, they moved over her skin, the tips of them equipped
with... appendages, or so she assumed - some feathery or smooth and
wet, others sharp and prickly. She felt some comb through her hair,
tugging but not roughly. She felt others pass closely under her
arms and behind her knees, or drawing themselves over her breasts,
feeling rough and leaving moist trails.

The image of
an abominable creature toying with its prey before eating it
crossed her mind, and she remembered seeing that creature in the
jungle outside the volcano. Could this be its home?

The tentacles
on her breasts slowly, almost languidly ran up towards the peaks
that were her nipples, converging on each one and encompassing the
areole. Susannah cried out as they applied a slight sucking
pressure, and her pussy cried out as well. Memories of Cole, and
William, and even Brigid doing the same to her appeared unbidden.
She closed her eyes, feeling rather than seeing the wet-tipped
tentacles moving between her legs, to her inner thighs, her mound,
brushing gently over the hairs of her pussy, and delicately
stroking her labia, moistening them as if with kisses and licks,
over and over. Electric tingles danced from her sex, spreading like
heat waves through her, and she felt as if she was sinking into a
vat of warm cream. And yet she felt parched, the sweat pouring
heavily from her, running down her sides and the backs of her
legs...

Susannah felt
something prodding against her mouth, and her lips felt a bulbous
head. An image of it being some sort of... sexual organ... made her
turn her head away in disgust. It prodded at her mouth again, but
she kept her lips clamped shut, refusing to cooperate.

Suddenly a
bolt of pain struck her, running through her and making her scream
out. She'd never felt anything like it! It felt as hot as the time
she'd burned her hand on a stove, but as brutal as a punch to her
face, and it made her body shudder and dance within the grip of the
monster's tentacles. Distantly she felt the pee escape from between
her parted legs to trickle onto the floor beneath her.

And then it
ended, her body aglow, as she felt the phallic tentacle return to
her mouth. Susannah knew what was expected, and she nodded weakly
in compliance, surrendering to the unknown thing, not even knowing
if it would understand, opening her mouth and accepting the
intruder. It slipped past her lips and teeth, but not so far as to
induce gagging, and there was a strong, unidentifiable taste to its
cold touch. And despite her intense humiliation at becoming the
plaything of some inhuman monster, she began instinctively sucking
on its length, sucking and licking its contours, wanting to please
it and not feel that pain again, and to her shame, the surrender
aroused her.

In response
the tentacles holding her breasts began sucking on her nipples, and
other tentacles rose to caress her inner thighs and sex with
featherlike hairs. She moaned, her mouth filled, as they nudged
between her pussy lips and found her clit, gently encircling and
making her jolt. And then scream, her mouth still filled, as the
fiery pain returned. It didn't last long, but it sapped her
strength. Why did it do that? She was obeying it!

Susannah
almost missed the penetration into her sex, until the phallic tip
of another tentacle slipped into her sex, meeting no resistance to
the new violation. It had been almost inevitable that this would
happen, she realised, and she powerless to stop it, was determined
to take whatever pleasure she derived from it.

The pain
returned - and then the pleasure - and this alternating sequence
seemed to meld together, like the colours on a painting subjected
to intense heat. The climax that burst from her shouldn't have
surprised her, but it was like a slap in the face, her eyes
widening and her filled mouth emitting a muffled cry. A second
came, and she relished it more appreciatively.

Another shot
of pain, and then another climax burst from her and her eyes
rolled. But she didn't fail to notice the thin tentacle slipping
under her and between her buttocks, probing at her rear. Then her
legs were spread and she came again as it filled her last orifice,
slowly, carefully, her penetration full and complete. Each of the
phalluses stimulated her, vibrating and buzzing with such ineffably
delicious thrills, and the ones on her breasts sucked on her
nipples. More pain, but this time even more mingled with bliss.

Images flashed
unbidden in her mind, memories, some buried, once forgotten, now
appeared as strong and vivid as if they happened only yesterday:
reading in the parlour as a child; opening Christmas presents;
being stripped and caned by Van Zant in his warehouse; being
initiated into submission by William in his room; the feel of
Cole's cock as she willingly, eagerly gave him her virginity; her
humiliation, her climaxes.

She felt her
body dance as if gripped by a fit, and then she passed out...

 


 



Chapter
Twelve

 


She stirred,
drawing herself back to a waking state, aching all over,
disoriented.

Then the
memory of that monster in the dark, undressing her, assaulting her,
made her bolt upright in bed - and she immediately regretted
it.

Bed? No, not a
bed, some sort of padded mattress on a floor, with a pillow and a
white linen sheet covering her body, naked but for the collar still
around her neck. She was in a small featureless room, the walls and
floor made of the same metal as she'd seen in the temple. Lacking
furnishings, it was more like a cell - except instead of bars
covering the doorway there was a gauze-like curtain covering. Above
her a steady egg-white light shone down through a six-sided opaque
window. No, not a window. Could it be - electric? No, that made no
sense. They were in the middle of the African wilderness. The
nearest town didn't even have running water!

Her nipples
rose beneath the sheet, and her sex twitched between the legs at
the memory of the monster's assault - assuming it hadn't been a
nightmare. She checked; there were still pink lines where the
monster's tentacles had gripped her tightly. What the devil
happened to her? Where were Cole, Brigid and the others? Were they
attacked by that thing? Were they hurt, or worse?

A silhouette
appeared behind the doorway curtain, before drawing the material
aside and stepping within. It was a girl of Asian features and
guileless beauty, with shimmering jet-black hair reaching her lower
back, almond-coloured eyes and soft lips. She wore something from
another time: a simple one-piece sleeveless tunic in white linen,
thigh-high, with a plain white linen belt tied around her waist.
The neckline was low, revealing not just ample cleavage but a white
collar. Sandals adorned her tiny feet, and they clipped gently on
the floor as she stepped inside and knelt beside Susannah. 'Good
morning to you, sister. Welcome to Abyssar.'

Susannah
pulled the sheet further up. 'Who are you? What am I doing
here?'

The girl
smiled with genuine warmth. 'My name is Jiyang. And you are here
because you are most fortunate indeed. You were judged worthy to be
one of the disciples of Zamael.'

'Zamael?'

'Yes. Zamael
watches over us all.'

'But who is
Zamael?'

'Zamael
watches over us. He cares for us. He gives us eternal life.'

'Yes but, who
is he?'

The young
woman blinked, and then repeated, 'Zamael cares for us. He gives us
eternal life.'

Was she
imbecilic? She tried another tack. 'Where are my friends? The
people I came here with?'

'Your friend
with the hair like fire is nearby; she too was most fortunate.'

'There were
men with us. What about them?'

'I do not
know. I pray Zamael smiled upon them and spared their lives.
Blessed be Zamael.'

Their lives?
Thoughts of Cole in danger made her heart quicken. Her stomach
grumbled; how long had she been asleep? 'I need to see them.'

'First, we
must get you bathed and dressed to meet the Consort.'

'Who?'

'Mistress
Deline, the Consort. Blessed be Zamael. Blessed be the Host,
Blessed be the Consort.' She reached out for Susannah's hand.
'Come. Your journey, your travails, have left you... fragrant.'

It was
probably the most polite way anyone could put it, Susannah
supposed. Slowly she wrapped the sheet around her like a toga,
tucking it under her arms before rising awkwardly to her feet,
helped by an amused-looking Jiyang. 'Why do you keep that on?'

Susannah felt
herself blush. 'I'm... shy.'

Now it was the
younger woman's turn to stare with amusement, but she said nothing
as she escorted Susannah out into a curved corridor with other
curtained doorways and other young women - and men too - in
Roman-style tunics and sandals, though in many colours and
patterns. They greeted Susannah and Jiyang as they strolled by into
a larger enclosure with sinks, round sunken tubs, and what looked
like water closets in the background. There was steam in the air,
and the fruity scent of soaps and shampoos, and people hung about,
naked or in loincloths or wraparound kilt-like skirts, washing
themselves or each other with sponges and cloths, with an innocent
insouciance.

'Susie?'

She turned,
beaming. 'Brigid!'

There was her
friend, like herself wrapped in a sheet, and grinning brightly as
they rushed together and embraced. Susannah was so grateful to see
her again. 'Thank God you're okay!'

'And you!' She
drew back, but then her face paled. 'That horrible monster! Did it
get you as well?'

'Yes.'
Susannah didn't want to think about it again, or about how she
reacted to it. 'Do you know what happened to Cole and the
others?'

'No. I woke up
here alone, and when I asked no one seemed to know much of what
happened to them.' She drew in closer, adding in a whisper, 'I
don't think they know much of anything.'

That made
Susannah giggle unexpectedly, despite the circumstances. 'I'm glad
I'm not the only one who thinks that.'

'Sisters,'
Jiyang interrupted, 'we need to prepare you.'

She and the
others led the newcomers to one of the tubs, tugging at the sheets
before allowing them to enter the water. Susannah tensed, but
accepted that she had nothing to be embarrassed about. She released
her grip on her sheet and let it be taken away, before being helped
into the hot, relaxing water, closely followed by Brigid.

The girls then
proceeded to gently soap and sponge their bodies like they were
bathing children. It was a deeply sensual experience for Susannah,
and it helped her relax a little, especially as they massaged a
sweet-smelling shampoo into her hair, before rinsing it with
cupfuls of water.

'Susie,'
Brigid finally asked, 'what do you think we're doing here?'

Susannah
raised her arms and let them wash underneath. 'We seem to have
become disciples or something, of someone called Zamael.'

'Blessed be
Zamael,' Jiyang intoned, joined by several others.

'Zamael? Not
that man we saw?'

'No, Abarron's
called the Host, like a king or something. Zamael must be their
local god.' Louder, for the benefit of those around her, she added,
'Not that anyone seems able to tell us anything more about
him.'

'Zamael gives
us eternal life,' said one of them.

'Zamael
ensures we're fed and clothed and protected,' added another.

'And his most
blessed ones are granted his Song,' claimed a third.

'And do your
children worship this Zamael as well?'

'There are no
children here,' Jiyang informed her. 'There is no need for
them.'

Susannah
pondered it all - until she felt strong hands at her shoulders and
a familiar prod at her buttocks, as a male voice behind her
murmured, 'You're very beautiful.'

Immediately
Susannah pulled away, turning and covering herself with her hands.
'What are you doing?'

A young,
muscular man stood there, with a diamond of hair at the centre of
his chest, crinkly black hair on his head - and sporting a thick,
stubby erection pointing at her. He smiled. 'I am Demetrius. I am
pleased to meet you.'

'Obviously,'
Brigid muttered, moving protectively closer to her friend.

Susannah was
more alarmed. 'Stay away from me!'

Jiyang watched
in confusion. 'Why are you afraid? He is merely showing his desire
for you. There is nothing wrong with that. It is not as if he would
act upon it away from Vesper.'

'You people
talk like we should know what you mean.' The frustration and
confusion of the last day felt ready to burst from her at these
obtuse people. 'But we don't! And we want answers!'

Jiyang almost
looked ready to cry in response to the outburst, but recovered
enough to reply, 'I'm sure the Consort can answer all your...
strange questions. Let's get you dried and dressed.'

They did,
quickly, before leading them into another room, where low six-sided
tables sat, filled with fruits, breads, honey and milk and water,
while the servants took places on pillows surrounding the tables.
Susannah and Brigid joined them, though Susannah felt like she
spent more time trying to find a sitting position that didn't let
her tunic ride up enough to reveal everything underneath, a
situation that didn't seem to bother the others.

It wasn't long
before everyone was rising to assemble in a line along one wall,
beckoning the newcomers to follow, just in time for a female to
appear at the other end, her presence silencing them like a teacher
arriving in class. She was a tall, lithe creature, with long auburn
hair and bright blue eyes, a sharp nose and chin, and sunken
cheeks. She was dressed in a revealing collection of red silks,
some crisscrossed over her full breasts leaving her midriff and
cleavage bared, and descending beneath a gold belt to barely cover
her sex and her cheeks in strips which hung to her knees. She was
adorned in glittering gold jewellery on her head, arms and legs -
but no collar. On her right side there was a coil of black leather
which swung slightly as she walked past servants who hung their
heads in deference. But she spared none of them a glance as she
made her way to the other end, and the newcomers, regarding them
with raw disdain. 'What are your names?'

Brigid
remained mute, leaving Susannah to respond. 'I'm Susannah Beck, and
this is Brigid Eaves. We're from—'

'That no
longer matters. Where you're from, who you were, what you did: all
irrelevant now. From today you have become Disciples of Zamael, and
servants to the Host and to me; he is addressed as "Sire", and I as
"Mistress". Here, for those deemed most worthy, there is an eternal
life of delight and satisfaction. But it is not a life without
price. And here, that price is obedience and devotion. And it is my
task to enforce that obedience and devotion, as well as to keep
this community running.' She turned to the girl standing nearest to
Brigid. 'Is that not so, Idonea?'

The girl being
questioned, a petite thing with pale Nordic skin and a button nose,
lowered her head. 'Yes, Mistress.'

The Consort
continued to stare at her, though her words were obviously meant
for the newcomers. 'There are two types of people here: disciples
and slaves. You will find that the life of a disciple is a better
one. So to remain disciples perform the tasks assigned to you well,
and do not let yourself be distracted by anything else - especially
not what lies between your legs. Is that not right, Idonea?'

The girl
nodded, looking more and more guilty by the moment. 'Yes,
Mistress.'

'At dusk we
assemble here for evening meal. And later, when the evening star
rises into view and the bell sounds, we go to the Garden for
Vesper. There we give thanks to Zamael for all he's given us, and
there you will hear his Song, and you will unleash both your
passion and your pain, in his name. To do so anywhere else, by
yourself or with others, insults him. And he will always know.
Won't he... Idonea?'

Suddenly the
girl seemingly couldn't take it any more and dropped to her knees
before Deline, sobbing. 'Forgive me, Mistress! I had just woken up
early, I was so aroused, and I couldn't help touching myself!'

But the
Consort's face remained stern. 'Yes you could. But you chose to
selfishly indulge in private. Prepare yourself.'

Immediately
the girl reached down and pulled her tunic up over her head, baring
herself before dropping to all fours, head on the floor, rear
raised high. The others backed away and Susannah and Brigid
followed their example, as Deline reached for her belt and
uncoupled the leather coil from it, unfurling it to reveal a short
whip, perhaps four feet from handle to tip. It swished at her side
like a tiger's tail.

And then it
was assaulting the girl's bum, down, again and again, in such rapid
regular succession it was almost like a machine.

Susannah
watched, horrified and fascinated, as the red stripes spread like
an infection across the poor girl's buttocks and thighs. The girl
was emitting a low wail like a siren in the distance, and her body
trembled and somehow she managed to stay upright and not collapse
into a heap.

Finally Deline
stopped, her breasts heaving, the whip still in her hand. She
glared at the object of her punishment, before declaring, 'And now,
if you so desire, you can return to your quarters and recover. But
should this mean you do not finish your day's quota on the looms,
you will work through tonight's Vesper.'

'No!' The
girl's tearstained face shot up, and then just as quickly returned
to his prostrate position. 'I mean, no thank you, Mistress. I'll go
straight to the looms, I promise!'

Deline nodded
with grudging approval. 'See that you do.'

As the Consort
turned to instruct the others in their duties for the day, Susannah
and Brigid knelt to help Idonea dress and rise, Brigid noting
quietly, 'I can't believe she beat you like that just for touching
yourself.'

The girl shook
her head. 'No. Not for touching myself. For being selfish. And
stupid; I risked missing the Song.'

The newcomers
exchanged confused glances, Susannah asking, 'Is any song worth
going through so much pain?'

Idonea
straightened out, wiping her face clean. 'When you hear it you'll
know it is. I thank you for your aid.' Then she hobbled away, as
most of the group departed as well, Deline returning to them
followed by a strikingly handsome young man in a tunic, with a warm
smile, broad chin, and skin the colour of polished walnut. The
Consort indicated him. 'This is Uriah, one of our artists.' She
turned to Brigid. 'You will be apprenticed to him.'

The Irishwoman
blinked. 'Excuse me? I - I can't be an artist.'

'Zamael
believes differently. He has looked into your soul and seen what
you can do. You cannot refuse.'

Brigid looked
to Susannah, who nodded. 'You are very good at sketching.'

Uriah reached
out and gently took Brigid's hand. 'Come. We will work on a mural
here within the hall. We will make wondrous testaments to the glory
and power of Zamael.'

The Irishwoman
spared her friend a final look, as if Susannah might have some
power to stop all this, before the pair departed.

Then she was
alone with Deline, whose face grew even sterner, if such a thing
were possible. 'Follow me.'

Susannah
obeyed as they followed a different path altogether, descending,
Susannah quickly losing her way. It was a bizarre, helter-skelter
place, designed by a lunatic but with an almost organic feel to it,
as if she was inside a gigantic seashell. But here and there she
saw more of the same strange lighting she found in her quarters.
Where did it come from? Who built them?

They entered
sleeping quarters, but unlike her own these were lavishly
furnished, well lit, with many gowns and jewellery, a wooden bed
more familiar to her than the mat she'd slept on, and the smell of
perfumes in the air. Deline pointed to the floor near her bed.
'Stand. Put your hands behind your back.'

Susannah
obeyed, fidgeting with her hands before they finally held still,
allowing Deline to bind them with some linen tunic belt. Then the
Consort stood before her, looking her over once more. Then with a
casual intimacy she slipped her hand into Susannah's tunic, cupping
her right breast as if it were her own, her fingers idly toying
with the nipple until it peaked, an arousal easily rendered, after
Susannah had witnessed the strapping. She watched with averted
eyes.

'Look at me,
girl.'

Susannah
raised her gaze as Deline continued to caress her breast. 'You were
from Britain, were you not?'

She recalled
the Consort's earlier claims that the past before coming here was
irrelevant, but answered anyway. 'Yes... Mistress.'

'A country
full of lords and ladies and princes and princesses, is it
not?'

'Yes,
Mistress.'

'Were you a
lady there? A princess, maybe?'

'No,
Mistress.'

'Were you a
peasant?'

Susannah
swallowed, swaying to the woman's touch. 'I... I suppose...'

'So was I, in
the land of my birth. But when I came here I became something
greater. Do you believe you're more beautiful than I?'

Susannah shook
her head, knowing what was expected. 'N-no... Mistress. You are...
far more beautiful.'

'Do you
believe you're better than I?'

'No,
Mistress.'

She withdrew
her hand, but then extended her middle finger up into Susannah's
face. At first she thought the Consort was making some sort of rude
gesture - until she brought it closer to Susannah's mouth. Then
Susannah understood, and parted her lips, taking the finger into
her mouth like a cock, moistening it with spittle.

Deline
withdrew it, brought it down between Susannah's legs. She guessed
at this, too, and parted her thighs, willing herself to open and be
receptive.

Deline proved
to be less than gentle, despite this preparation, and as she moved
her finger in and out of Susannah's pussy her words continued to be
both seductive and taunting, and above all a graphic reminder of
her power over the newcomer. 'You are comely, my dear, and supple,
and clever. I can see the reason for the Host's interest. And he
might amuse himself with you, for a time. But that time always
passes. And I am always there for him. Never forget that.'

Susannah stood
there, being masturbated, her face burning. Despite herself she
could feel herself getting hotter and wetter, and she almost
swayed. Until the Consort withdrew her finger, holding up the
glistening digit. Susannah felt herself drawn to the sight of it as
Deline appeared as well, the woman concluding with, 'How long and
how well you remain here depends on how long and how well you amuse
me.'

Then abruptly
she pushed the finger towards Susannah's lips. She understood what
was expected of her this time, and opened to accept the finger,
sucking and licking it rudely, tasting her own juices, a further
subjugation.

Quickly Deline
snapped her finger back, her face hard again as she glared. 'On
your knees.'

Susannah sank
down, shame reddening her face. It had been one thing to be
submissive to a man, but she never thought she would be this way
with another woman.

And that it
would arouse her so acutely.

Casually
Deline removed her whip from her belt. 'It seems that, unlike your
friend, Zamael and Abarron deem you lacking in any particular
skills. In fact there is nothing particularly special about you.
But I will generously keep you busy with whatever chores I can find
for you. Would you like that?'

Susannah chose
her reply carefully. 'Whatever pleases you, Mistress.'

The woman
grunted. 'It pleases me to see you take hold of your tunic, to draw
it up and to bare your ass.'

She complied,
gathering the material with her bound hands and raising it, feeling
the air on her skin.

Then Deline
lifted her right foot as she fully uncoiled her whip. 'You will
bend down and pay homage to me with your lips and tongue.'

Susannah felt
dizzy, overcome by the sensations of humiliation and submission.
But she did so as ordered, bending forward and kissing the tops of
Deline's foot, kissing and licking it like it was her lover, while
all the while the Consort lazily smacked Susannah's rear, sending
teasing jolts through the captive girl, and her pussy grew wetter,
begging to be stimulated. Surreptitiously she tried to rub her
thighs together.

But Deline saw
immediately and shoved her backwards, grinning evilly. 'No, my
dear, you must resist.' She lifted something into view from her
bed: a narrow, pen-shaped object of black material, with a metal
tip, like a tool. She touched the other end, and it began buzzing
and whirring in her hand. Idly she moved it to her breasts, making
her nipples stand behind the material, letting it drift over her
groin, her smile indicative of the reaction. 'I can indulge myself,
or have fun with others. That is my privilege as part of my exalted
position.' Then abruptly she switched it off and threw it aside.
'But you? You must restrict them for offerings made in the Garden,
for Zamael.'

Susannah tried
to ignore the gnawing hunger in her sex, equally desperate as she
was for answers. 'Mistress, may I... may I ask a question?'

She tried to
sound as humble and supplicant as possible, and from the look on
the Consort's face it seemed to work. 'You may.'

'Mistress,
everyone here has talked about Zamael, but who is he? No one seems
able to tell me.'

Deline nodded,
considering the question. 'Would you like to see him?'

See him? He
actually existed? 'Yes. Yes, please.'

'Well then,
rise, so you can meet your new god.'

Deline marched
her upwards, through the winding corridors until they reached the
surface, and stepped outside into a spacious, lush garden, rich and
luxuriant in blooming flowers and verdant greenery and huge trees
that forsook rising high to lazily crawl upwards on their own
paths. Birds sang and things skittered from branch to branch. It
was the most beautiful place she had ever been in.

Until she saw
the statue dominating one corner of it, the statue made of shiny
black obsidian-like stone, with flecks of white. The statue was
man-shaped, but taller, with limbs longer than that of a man,
bat-like wings folded behind it, and a face more feline than human.
It was diabolical, reminding Susannah of the gargoyles on European
cathedrals, and she shuddered as Deline led her to it. 'Kneel.'

The thought of
the blasphemy of doing such a thing nagged at her lingering
Christian feelings, until Deline smacked her bottom with her bare
hand. 'Kneel or you will suffer!'

Susannah sank
to the grass, but refused to look up at it. 'Mistress... this is
Zamael?'

The Consort
remained standing, but her tone turned surprisingly soft and
reverential. 'Be more respectful, child. Zamael was an Angel,
albeit a fallen one, and he was the last of his kind to walk the
Earth. He feeds and protects us. He shows us the way to salvation.
And he gives us eternal life.'

Susannah had
heard that before. 'You mean, he will give eternal life when we
die?'

'I mean he
gives it to us now, fool. I know your doubt. But look at me. Look.'
When Susannah obeyed she continued. 'What year is it in the outside
world?'

The question
made Susannah pause. '1908. But why?'

The Consort
reacted slightly as if surprised, before she said, 'I arrived here
in the Year of Our Lord 1798, as part of an expedition sent by
Napoleon to cross the desert from Alexandria and find the lost
city. How long ago was that?'

1798? That
was... 'A hundred and ten years?'

Deline nodded,
smiling, looking not a day over twenty-five. 'And the Host is
nearly four hundred years old. Do you still doubt his power
now?'

 


 



Chapter
Thirteen

 


Susannah
scrubbed, and kept scrubbing, having stopped trying to pull down
the back of her short tunic as she bent over. It was quiet and the
other girls helping her remained placid, quiet, intent on
performing their duties well and pleasing their ugly stone god.

She made slow
progress down the curved corridor of the temple. It was ironic that
had she stayed in London instead of coming to look for her
brother's worldly possessions, she would have probably ended up
doing the same thing as this.

She stopped,
wiped her brow with her forearm. 'Do you do this every day?'

One of the
other girls looked over at her. 'No. Sometimes we go and make mud
bricks outside, or help gather figs and fruits, or bake breads in
the kitchens, or many other things.'

'And how long
have you been doing all this? Were you born here?'

They glanced
at each other as if Susannah were some village idiot speaking in
gibberish. She imagined it must be what it would be like to talk to
goldfish. 'And you all share in eternal life here?'

'Yes. Blessed
be Zamael.'

'Yes of
course. So, you don't grow older? You don't die or get sick or
hurt?'

'We can have
accidents and get sick. And we can die. But if the Host wills it he
can heal those worthy. Blessed be the Host.'

'And no one
bears any children here?'

'They are not
needed. The Host wills it.'

'Well, what
about him? What does Abarron do all day? Probably just sits back
and enjoys playing god while we slave for him.'

That provoked
a stern reaction from the other girls, one of them scolding, 'You
mustn't talk that way. The Host communes with Zamael, as he imparts
his secrets. Blessed be Zamael.'

'Blessed be
the Host,' praised the others.

That was going
to get tiresome very quickly, Susannah thought. 'Do you know what
happened to my friends? Three men who came in with us?'

'No. You
should go to the Garden and offer yourself to Zamael for their
safety.'

Susannah
almost verbally dismissed the well-meaning but utterly useless
suggestion - except that the idea of getting away from the temple,
of getting her bearings outside and seeking the others, was a much
better suggestion. She rose to her feet. 'I'll do that.'

'Do you wish
us to join you?' one of the girls asked.

'No, no, just
keep working, I won't be too long.'

She left them
to continue while she padded upwards, towards the surface, catching
the fresh air and scent of blossom as she blinked into the daylight
in the Garden - in time to see someone else already there, a
bronze-skinned girl with braided black hair reaching the base of
her spine, as she knelt before the statue, arms outstretched,
declaring, 'I offer this to you, Zamael, in thanks for all you have
given us.' And then she drew her tunic up over her head and cast it
aside, leaving herself naked but for her collar. Susannah stayed in
the background, silently observing as the girl lay back on the
grass, relaxing, her hands moving over her small breasts and down
over her belly. She parted her legs, exposing her genitals to the
statue, her hands stroking her belly, her thighs, fingertips
dancing around the thick black hair between her legs. From her
place nearby Susannah couldn't see everything, but it was obvious
what the girl was offering; her actions were intimately familiar.
And despite other concerns, despite her embarrassment, Susannah
waited, and watched. It was almost as if she wanted confirmation
that what she did herself wasn't any different to what other women
did. And from the swivelling of the girl's palm over her clit, the
rhythmic tap of her fingers at the entrance to her sex, the way she
planted her feet on the grass and raised her knees, and the sounds
of her grunts and the slick slap of flesh into flesh, Susannah was
reassured. And aroused.

She looked at
the statue of Zamael, its ugly, unblinking stare, and reminded
herself of what was going on: a diabolical cult run by a supposedly
immortal madman. But still there were questions, like why did the
likes of Deline believe she and the others were so old? What was
that monster in the temple? How did Abarron send Cole falling down
in pain like that? And the apparent electrical lights?

In front of
the statue the girl was grunting and cursing in a manner that
belied her youthful, innocent appearance. Susannah snuck away,
following the perimeter of the temple as best she could, not
wanting to step out onto the pathways until she could get her
bearings.

She stopped as
she saw people ahead of her, along a path, carrying wicker baskets
of... coal? Or some other black rock. They moved slowly towards
another entrance into the temple, and carefully poured the contents
of their baskets down a shaft. What was that about? Was there some
furnace or generator below?

She saw the
people with the baskets walk away, and drew closer, peering down
this other entrance into the temple. She heard sounds, machine-like
sounds from within. What if Cole and the others were down there,
slaving away? She had to find out.

Pain shot
through her, an agony she hadn't felt since her encounter with the
monster before. It made her collapse, curl into a foetal position,
shaking. It felt like her heart had been squeezed! She lay there,
whimpering.


'Susannah!'

Weakly she
raised her head. It was Jiyang, eyes wide, approaching cautiously
from the outside. 'Susannah, come back away from there.'

'What? Help
me, please!'

But the girl
didn't come any closer. 'Just crawl backwards, towards me.' There
was genuine concern in her voice, her eyes, and it convinced
Susannah to take the advice and move backwards. After a few paces
Jiyang moved in to help her back up. 'I'm so glad you're all
right!'

She looked at
her, the pain lingering, as did her confusion. 'What happened to
me?'

'You entered a
Forbidden area.' She pointed upwards.

Susannah's
eyes followed to the archway over the entrance, to a deep red
stripe circling it. 'What is that?'

'A warning.
There are places Abarron forbids us to go within the temple, or
elsewhere. They are marked in red.'

'But, how does
he know we're here? And how can he stop us?'

'Zamael knows.
Zamael knows all. Blessed be Zamael. Now come, you have been
missed.'

 


Her drudgery
continued until evening, when she and the other girls returned to
the dining hall, many already there and admiring the work a
happy-looking Brigid had completed so far. 'Susie, I'm glad you're
here! Uriah has been teaching me so much! He's brilliant!'

The artist
stood aside, arms folded across his chest, shaking his head and
smiling proudly. 'Our fire-haired beauty here has been the one
teaching me. Zamael was wise to send her here.'

Susannah
looked at the work, the beginnings of a large chalk drawing of an
African landscape. Brigid was pointing out various features, all
the while hugging Susannah's arm. 'Uriah uses local plants to mix
up all colours of paints! And he'll help me paint all this in. How
has your day been?'

'Fine.'
Susannah tried not to be jealous that her friend had this for
"work", and tried not to be concerned that she hadn't once asked
about Cole and the others.

As with that
morning the disciples gathered around the tables, now joined by
Abarron and Deline, who sat separately on a higher, more
traditional table, and everyone stood silently until they entered.
And like in some boarding school, they gave an unspoken nod and
permission for the others to sit and indulge in the grilled meats,
vegetables and breads on offer.

Until Deline
barked, 'Susannah Beck! Come here!'

The comparison
with the school intensified, and Susannah felt like a naughty child
as she rose and approached, the room having gone silent as she
stood before their table. 'Yes... Mistress?'

The Consort
rose from her seat, her hand moving to the whip on her belt. 'Today
you told the others you were going out to make an offering to
Zamael. Instead you wandered away and entered forbidden areas that
don't concern you. Is that not so?'

Her tone
practically invited Susannah to try and deny it, but she supposed
there was no point in doing so. 'Yes, Mistress.'

Deline drew
out her whip. 'Take off your clothes and bend over.'

Susannah
started, feeling herself blush at the thought of undressing in
front of all of them for a whipping. She couldn't do that!

'Now!' Deline
barked.

'Wait,'
Abarron interrupted.

All eyes
turned to him, the Consort's face and voice taut as she tried to
remain respectful. 'Sire, discipline must be maintained, as you
well know. Disobedience...'

The Host was
toying with a piece of meat on a fork. 'One can only be disobedient
if one knows how to be obedient. Did you instruct her on the nature
of the forbidden places of the temple?'

Deline's face
told what her subsequent words reluctantly revealed. 'I... might
have inadvertently neglected to mention it.'

'Then perhaps
you should be the one stripped and bent over?' he suggested, his
tone teasing, before nodding to Susannah. 'You have more freedom of
movement here than the slaves in the mines or the fields, but do
not abuse it or you'll find yourself with them. Now return to your
seat, girl.'

Susannah
gladly accepted the order, though from the look on Deline's face
the matter was not entirely finished.

 


She'd spent the
dinner and the time afterwards exchanging information with Brigid,
though she was disappointed that the woman had not tried to glean
more from Uriah, with whom she had seemed to spend all day.

There was an
almost palpable excitement as Abarron and Deline departed and it
infected Susannah, though hers was also coupled with nervousness.
What sort of ceremony was meant to take place at Vesper? Would it
be more offerings to Zamael like the one she saw during the day? Or
worse, maybe some... sacrifice?

Before she
could ponder it further, her and Brigid's attention was drawn to
the sound of a huge bell. Around them temple servants stopped what
they were doing, literally dropping things as they streamed out in
one direction, the newcomers following.

The Garden
filled up as the disciples knelt or sat in a loose semicircle
facing the statue, where Abarron and Deline waited patiently, while
above the evening sky was turning a deepening blue, and stars lit
up, dominated by Venus, appearing over the western rim of the
volcano. Susannah took Brigid by the elbow, whispering, 'Let's wait
in the back, in case we need to make an escape.'

The Irishwoman
stared incredulously at her. 'Susie, don't you think you're
overreacting a little? These are good, simple people.'

Now it was
Susannah's turn to stare. 'Have you forgotten what we've gone
through already because of these "good, simple people"? The things
we've seen? Who knows what will happen here?'

Brigid pursed
her lips, nodding, but clearly not liking where it was going.
Susannah wanted to say more, reassure her friend, but then her
attention was caught by Deline glaring in their direction, and she
realised they were still standing. Instantly she dropped to her
knees, tugging Brigid's elbow for her to follow.

Abarron
regarded them all before finally speaking. 'Disciples of Zamael,
today we welcome two new members to our flock: Susannah and Brigid.
I know you will make them both feel welcome. Remember, Zamael
watches over us all. He has seen your work towards the Divine Plan.
And he has found it good. Thus, you have earned his Song.'

As he raised
his hand the group tensed in anticipation. So did Susannah, without
understanding why. A 'song'? What did he mean? It didn't make any
sense.

And then the
Song struck her body.

It burned
through her, seemingly from the deep core of her very being,
vibrating through every muscle, every sinew and bone, vibrating
upwards and downwards. Especially downwards, making her limbs
tremble and her thighs pulse and her sex, oh God her pussy - that
Song!

She almost
fell forward, dizzy, her senses blurred of everything but a clear,
sharp sensation of the heat that spiralled inside her, up between
her legs and - no, she was looking down now, and saw that it wasn't
just the Song between her legs, it was her own hand. She had
reached down underneath her tunic and she had her hand in her sex,
without even knowing it! Beside her Brigid was having a similar
reaction, gasping aloud, her hand roughly squeezing her breasts
through her tunic.

Among the
congregation there were gasps, flushed skin, moans and trembles and
cries of hunger and delight. People swayed on their knees, falling
forward or against each other. Fingers ran through hair, breasts
were clutched, thighs squeezed together. There was a sudden,
overpowering sense of sexual energy in the air, eclipsing the prior
excitement of witnessing the whipping of their fellow disciple.
Hands moved under tunics, shamelessly touching themselves, while
men ripped away what little clothing they wore and boldly, lewdly
stroked and pumped thick erections, their backs cambered.

The Song was
everywhere, coursing through her veins and steering her fingers,
rolling and thrusting up and down the scale, singing out to her
pussy, her clit feeling thick and slick and delightful against the
palm of her hand as she pressed against it in time to the rising
and falling. It was terrible, and wonderful! But why was it
happening? What was causing it?

Among the
congregation there were no such questions - only carnality. They
descended upon each other like animals in heat, licking and sucking
and fucking in all positions, all combinations. Women took cocks
into their mouths and bodies, women kissed and licked each other's
breasts and pussies, men mounted men like dogs, no one seemingly
caring about how they found satiation, only that it was found. And
there was more: some were tied up, others were smacked on their
rears with hands, sandals, belts.

And standing
apart, Abarron and Deline silently observed, apparently not
affected by whatever spell gripped their followers. The reminder
that they watched, observed, dispassionately, seemed to temporarily
snap Susannah out of it. They had to get out of there! She grabbed
Brigid's arm, not even sure she was speaking aloud as she gasped,
'G-go... we have to... to go...'

The Irishwoman
shook her head, her hand between her legs. 'N-no...'

'Yes! We have
to! Please, I beg you; I'll do anything, just come with me!'

Brigid gasped,
eyes squeezed shut in frustration, before visibly forcing her hand
to leave her pussy and stagger back to her feet and through the
doorway with Susannah. It wasn't easy; Susannah's legs felt weak
like jelly, and her sex was still yearning. When Brigid exhibited
similar symptoms they silently helped each other as they ventured
down the corridor. What just happened to them? The Song was already
fading quickly from her mind; she wouldn't have been able to
describe it, much less justify the effect it had on her. She felt
embarrassed and somehow still euphoric at the same time. And she
was still intensely aroused.

They entered
Susannah's quarters. Brigid clutched the woman for support. 'Jesus,
Mary and Joseph...'

Susannah
nodded in empathy. Questions ran through her mind. Where did that
Song come from? What was that Vesper all about? Were they
hypnotised somehow? Yes, that had to be it. Abarron must have been
some sort of mesmerist.

'Susie?'

She started at
the hand on her knee, and looked up into Brigid's eyes. The woman's
voice was husky and hungry. 'I want to fuck you.'

Susannah felt
herself tense. 'I... I don't...'

'Please, I
need you.'

'But... I
don't know...'

Brigid's mouth
was at her ear, kissing it, nipping and licking. Susannah's
breathing quickened. This was not expected. She barely registered
the Irishwoman pulling her tunic up over her head and casting it
aside, and then doing the same to her.

Susannah felt
her heart race as Brigid guided her back down onto the bed, on
their sides, facing each other, Brigid reaching up to stroke
Susannah's hair as her mouth moved over her cheek, towards her
mouth. Their eyes met, Brigid's tearstained gaze drinking in deeply
as their mouths met, as they had the other night in Brigid's tent.
Her tongue snaked into Susannah's mouth, exploring. Susannah moaned
and kissed back, sending her own tongue in reply. Their bodies felt
hot and sticky as they pressed against each other. Susannah felt
lost - no, not lost, now moored into a safe, secure harbour, where
nothing would hurt her. Only Cole had made her feel this way
before. But to her shame she didn't want to think about him right
now. She needed this.

Brigid guided
her onto her back, half-crouching over her, her mouth smiling
before moving down to Susannah's breasts, nipping and licking the
soft skin. She moved over the peaks, rolling her tongue playfully
over each nipple in turn. Susannah gasped at the feelings running
juggernaut through her, bucking as Brigid's hands joined her lips
and tongue in worshipping her breasts.

She gasped
again as she felt Brigid's hand descend to between Susannah's legs,
stroking her sex mound. Their eyes met again, further sharing in
the intimacy between them. Wordlessly, Susannah gave her consent to
continue by parting her legs. A smile lifted the corners of
Brigid's full lips as her fingers gently sought the opening into
Susannah's wet, waiting sex, her forefinger delving softly into the
velvety walls, while her thumb swivelled to find the clit, stroking
that too. The sensations multiplied and blossomed within Susannah.
Brigid proved to be an expert at what she did - unsurprising, given
her confessed tastes - and Susannah felt like a puppet, deliciously
helpless and at the woman's mercy.

A climax shot
through her, making her shudder and gasp - and then moan as Brigid
inexplicably withdrew her hand. She looked up from beneath her
tousled hair to find out what was wrong, why she stopped, and then
she saw the beautiful red-haired woman moving down the bed, between
her legs, her lips leaving kisses along her thighs. Susannah lay
back and closed her eyes, feeling rather than seeing the smile
against her skin. The mouth travelled higher and higher and
Susannah's pussy began throbbing as the woman reached her upper
thighs. Come on, come on, Susannah silently urged. Brigid paused, a
cat toying with its prey, and began greedily nibbling, teasingly,
tantalisingly close to Susannah's aching sex, knowing what Susannah
was waiting for. Susannah pushed her mound up against the face.

Brigid trailed her tongue over the clit, just as she'd done in
the tent the other night. Susannah remembered being sick and angry
when she'd learnt it had been Brigid. There was no more of that
sickness or anger now. She sighed with immense satisfaction and
mounting longing. Exquisite! Exquisite! Brigid's tongue continued
its teasing course, painting the outline of Susannah's open sex.
Susannah was very aware of her dew trickling from her pussy to
cover Brigid's face. She imagined her taste on Brigid's lips, and
felt dizzy from the sheer pleasure. The world beyond Brigid's
tongue and her own sensations seemed both a distant, ignorable
thing, yet also acutely perceptible, her senses charged as if by
electricity.

Brigid's face
pushed further between Susannah's thighs, then suddenly Brigid's
tongue teased no longer, entering Susannah's slippery, receptive
pussy, the penetration making Susannah bite her lip to keep from
crying out. Brigid's nose nuzzled at her clit, tormenting it.

Susannah's
mouth had dried and her breathing became ragged, staccato through
her nostrils, punctuated with muffled gasps as Brigid's tongue
expertly moved in time to the throbs its ministrations produced in
its prey. On and on, unrelenting, Susannah's buttocks rising from
the bed, rising and falling to the rhythm of the thrusting tongue.
Never before had she experienced such intense pleasure.

The woman
brought her to a shuddering climax, making Susannah tighten her
sweaty thighs around the woman's head, refusing release, wanting to
keep her there forever. And Brigid seemed ready, willing and able
to oblige, leaving Susannah in a sweaty, whimpering heap.

For a sweet
moment there was only the sound of her breathing, and the rushing
blood within her body, a drumbeat of delight. Distantly she felt
Brigid draw back up again to her face, drop a wet kiss onto her
cheek - Susannah smelled her own sex on the woman's mouth - before
Brigid settled down. Susannah opened her eyes and looked at her
dreamily.

Brigid smiled.
'Was that good, honey?'

In response
Susannah smiled and made her own way down the bed, feeling the heat
from the sex she sought before she saw the copper delta awaiting
her. Brigid parted her thighs as Susannah moved between them.
Closer now, Susannah smelled her musk, like her own. She could feel
her own body hot and excited despite its thirst being quenched so
recently, and she found herself consumed by a desire to become
intimate with her friend in ways she wouldn't have dared only
moments before.

There was
Brigid's waiting sex, an exquisite oval of delicate flesh that
parted itself with the further separation of Brigid's thighs. Her
inner sex was deep pink, shadowed only by the secret folds leading
to her vagina, moist with milky dew, and now Susannah could drink
in the sweet and heady fragrance; yes, so much like her own. She
even thought, or at least imagined, she could see it pulse with
desire, as her own was doing.

As she peered
closer at the wet treasure she could see Brigid's clit, protruding
from the folds of flesh encasing it like a sheath. She could feel
the heat radiating from within Brigid's body as she drew closer,
finally burying her face into the other female.

Brigid moaned
and clutched Susannah's head, as Susannah sought the tiny bud she'd
seen waiting for her, her lips wrapping around it, sending waves of
delight strumming like guitar strings through the other woman. Her
hands reached under to clasp the fleshy buttocks, which wavered
between anticipated tautness and supple submission to the bliss
flowing through her.

Susannah felt
her own sex react sharply as her lips left Brigid's clit, and her
tongue drove a trail down to sample the sweet dew, her taste buds
awakening as her nose had to these fresh delights, before entering
the hot, wet, waiting channel she found.

She returned
to Brigid's little clit and began greedily sucking it, no longer
content with gentle exploration. Brigid went wild, the cries from
her mouth inarticulate pleas and demands for Susannah to stop and
continue and stop, her fingernails digging into Susannah's
head.

Susannah could
feel Brigid's muscles contracting sharply against her face, her
whole body shaking with release. She tried to re-enter her sex with
her tongue, finding a climax-induced resistance. Susannah sighed
against her with a deep satisfaction at a job well done, especially
for a first time.

Susannah
parted slightly from Brigid's sex to look up at her, feeling juices
on her face, hoping Brigid could see them too. Brigid looked down,
her hands moving to cup Susannah's face as Susannah crawled up to
lie beside her, pulling the sheets back up.

Above them the
light was beginning to fade of its own accord, as if sensing the
lateness of the hour. Brigid was closing her eyes, her mouth
curling into a smile of contentment. They lay together, Brigid
falling to sleep, but Susannah remaining awake. There were too many
questions, too many worries, and she didn't think she could ever
sleep again.

Minutes later,
she proved herself wrong.

 


 



Chapter
Fourteen

 


The light woke
her; strong, steady, entering her quarters like a monstrous
firefly. Susannah blinked, shielding her face and sitting up,
drawing the sheet up to cover herself. The light filled the small
room and emanated from the tip of a staff held by a guard, who was
more silhouette than substance. His voice sounded so young, and so
old. 'The Host demands your presence.'

Susannah
looked to Brigid. The woman slept, oblivious.

'Just you,' he
added.

He made no
attempt to move or even look away as she rose to dress herself.
Should she wake her friend and let her know what was happening? No.
She may as well get more sleep; she had a feeling they would need
all their strength in the coming days.

She followed
the guard from behind, studying the staff. The light was not a
torch, but one which illuminated from within an oval globe. Another
mechanical device, in a place that should have none?

He took her to
the Garden, which was now empty, and showing no indication of the
orgy which had taken place hours before, if the blackness of the
sky was any clue, and it was silent but for animals in the trees.
It was also dark, but the guard planted the staff into the soft
earth near the doorway, before pointing to the ground. His meaning
was clear, so she knelt, head bowed, heart racing. On their journey
here, William regaled her with tales of the Roman Empire, and in
particular the mad, licentious emperor Caligula, and how, among
many other impulses, he would summon people to his palace in the
dead of night to kill them, having just recalled some minor or
imagined slight they might have done him.

Could this be
her fate now? Never to see Cole or hold him in her arms? Never to
see the outside world again?

'Rise,
Susannah.'

She obeyed,
seeing Abarron standing by the statue, arms crossed over his chest.
She dropped her gaze, trying to appear as submissive and
unthreatening as she could. 'How... how may I be of service,
Sire?'

'You may not
be of service to me, child, but to Zamael.' He indicated the
statue.

She looked up
at it, shuddering. 'Mistress Deline said he was an... angel. He...
doesn't look like one.'

'No,' he
admitted, surprising her. 'He doesn't. I must confess I felt fear
when I met him.'

'You met
him?'

'Yes. Before
he returned to Heaven. He had entrusted to me the responsibility of
Abyssar.'

Mad. Mad as
Caligula indeed. 'I... yes, Sire.'

'What did you
think of the Vesper tonight?'

'I...' she
tried to be careful about how she phrased what she thought, 'I've
never... felt anything like it; seeing everyone making love like
that.'

He made a sound of amusement. 'No one "made love". They
fucked. That was the
point. They expressed lust. For too long lust has been condemned by
sunbaked desert prophets and Papal pederasts as a sin, when in fact
it is our highest virtue. Zamael espoused this, and to honour him
we fuck like animals here - and we worship the pain too, alongside
the pleasure.' He looked to her. 'You returned to your quarters
with your friend, and you fucked alone. Did you not?'

She paled. How
could he know that? No one saw them within the temple, she was sure
of it! Unless he was just guessing. At any rate, she thought better
than to try and deny it. 'We just wanted some privacy.'

'There is no
privacy here. There is passion and there is pain, and both must be
equally embraced. Strip.'

'N-no.'

He raised his
gloved hand. Pain shot through her, a stabbing, throbbing pain
which seemed to radiate from her head to the rest of her body,
making her collapse to her knees, clutching her head, gasping and
crying out. It was the same as she'd felt outside that morning.

And then, just
like that, it was over.

'There is no
disobedience here, either,' he pointed out, rather needlessly. 'Now
get back to your feet, and strip.'

She slowly
rose once more, and with trembling fingers pulled the tunic up over
her head, pressing it against her body as she slipped out of her
sandals and kicked them aside. She forced her hands to cast aside
the tunic as well, covering her breasts and pubic hair with her
hands, hoping he would allow such modesty.

Abarron drew
closer, his eyes wide and icy. He began to slowly circle her, and
noted, 'I see the remains of the marks the Traitor left on you.' He
touched her bottom, making her shudder. 'Did you enjoy receiving
them?'

'No.'

He paused, and
then leaned in so close she felt his hot breath on her shoulder,
and the soft cadence of his voice. 'I have many gifts. One of them
is to see through the veil of your thoughts and know the truth of
things. I know when others lie to me. Do not lie to me again. Is
that understood?'

In that
terrible moment she believed him utterly, and trembled as she
answered, 'Yes, I understand.'

'I will ask
again: did you enjoy it?'

'Yes. Yes, I
did.'

A finger
trailed down between her cheeks, making her part her thighs a
little, until his fingertip pressed against the opening to her
rear. 'Good.' He drew back and then walked around to face her
again, looking down at her groin. 'Remove your hand. Part your
thighs.'

Susannah
obeyed, revealing her blonde bush to him, though she kept her other
arm draped over her breasts, a token gesture she now clung to like
a lifeline.

'A
flaxen-haired beauty.' He reached down between her legs and touched
her inner thigh, his fingertip drawing upwards towards her pussy,
before stopping and drawing back again. 'And contrary to the
Traitor's claims, you were not a virgin when you were brought to
me. Pity; I would have enjoyed taking that.'

Mortification
suffused her, and though she had no reason to say it, still she
did, fearful was she of his reaction to her deflowering. 'I'm
sorry, I didn't know his plans.'

'It matters
not now. What matters is that you are here, and you are very, very
fortunate that Zamael has led you here. Put your hands behind your
head, girl, and open your eyes.'

She obeyed,
and he disappeared from view for a moment, returning again, but
with something in his hand: a collection of many short black
knotted leather cords extending from a long cylindrical handle. He
raised it up into view. 'The Egyptians called this the Nine-Tailed
Cat. Each tail represented one of its lives, and they believed that
when beaten the victim gained virtue from it. Has your former Sire
ever used one of these on you?'

She recognised
it, having seen pictures of it, and heard stories about it being
used on sailors in the Royal Navy; the cat o'nine tails. But she
never thought something like it would ever be used on her, not even
with her new 'cultivated tastes'.

She feared it,
and yet she was also excited. 'N-no, Sire. I don't think he...' she
cut herself off.

He graciously
acceded. 'Continue.'

She took a
deep breath. 'I don't think he wanted to hurt me too much. Didn't
want to damage me before... before giving me to you.'

'I see. Here
such considerations are not an issue. Not with the power at my
command.'

Abarron walked
slowly, deliberately behind her, Susannah silently following with
her gaze as best she could, her voice temporarily lost but her
feelings evident. She started at the delicate touch of the cat's
tails on the small of her back, tickling her, lightly running down
her naked body like water, before reaching the contours of her
round, peachy cheeks. She shivered, as if cold and not hot,
especially when he leaned closer to her ear and whispered, 'Do you
like the touch of it, girl?'

'Yes,' she
blurted, surprising herself by her own voice. 'Sire.'

'But do you
say it because you are truthful?' he asked almost mildly,
withdrawing the tails of the cat and replacing them with the stout
handle, running its end between the grooves of her cheeks to the
outer lips of her sex. Susannah gasped, totally exposed in body and
mind to the man. 'Or because you are attempting to appease me?'

She didn't
answer, focused now on the touch of the handle along her dew-sodden
sex. She shuddered, and then gasped as he pulled it away, but her
gasp became a cry as he cut the air with it, striking her rear.
Pain, greater than any she had ever felt before, shot through her
body, and as her quickened breath returned to normal, the pain
still suffusing her body, he announced, 'It is merely agony to you,
now. But you will learn to relish the suffering. Remain in
position, do not break it or your friends will suffer.'

He continued
without awaiting a response, striking her buttocks and back with
the cat, the lashes cutting into her. But it was not quick; he
stopped long enough to get the most out of the pain produced. And
it was not unrelenting; sometimes he would stop and return the
handle of the cat between her legs, teasing the soaked entrance to
her pussy, or the pursed opening to her rear. And when he did so
her yelps would subside to oscillating moans, and she would writhe,
desperate for release of any kind. Then it would begin again, and
each time he would punish her or please her. Mad or not he knew
what he was doing. He could bring her to the brink of orgasm,
almost... almost... but then pull away. It was a tantalising
torment that broke her, made her sob with frustration, the tears
running down her face.

He moved to
her front, lashing her breasts and belly and thighs, before
inserting the handle into her pussy, just a little, just enough to
make her buck and writhe. Still he continued mercilessly, his
skills in domination making William Lyall appear like an amateur in
comparison. She could die there, and she didn't care.

Suddenly he
plunged the handle fully into her yearning pussy, and the climax
that burst within her made her lose complete control, reducing her
to a moaning, powerless wreck. Her legs gave way, and she
fell...

 


She was
floating. Floating in the darkest, most tranquil waters. She could
do this forever...


'Susannah?'

She stirred to
the familiar voice, opening her eyes tentatively, licking her lips
and moistening her mouth before speaking. 'Brigid?'

The Irishwoman
squatted beside her, already dressed and smiling. 'Good morning,
lover. Someone had a good sleep.'

She sat up.
She was back in bed with her friend? But she was being chastised by
Abarron; he'd made her suffer, made her come, every strike of the
cat against her tender flesh still felt as strong as if it had
happened seconds ago, and she glanced down under the sheet, fearful
of seeing the damage caused.

But there wasn't any. The red welts she was certain
crisscrossed her breasts and belly were not there. She looked
further down, seeing her thighs similarly unmarked. And when she
reached to touch her back and bottom it was the same. It was
impossible. He had beaten her.

'I don't
understand it...' she muttered.

'Understand
what?'

'He...
Abarron, last night. He whipped me.'

'What? Oh dear
God, are you okay?'

'I - I guess
so. In fact, maybe I dreamt it.'

It wasn't
until they had washed and readied themselves to greet a dour Deline
that her doubts about the events of the night vanished. The Consort
glared at them both, hand on her whip. 'You two returned here
during Vesper and indulged in selfishness with each other. And
neither of you can claim ignorance about that transgression.' She
focused her ire on Susannah. 'The Host says he has punished you for
that already - and healed you.'

Susannah
frowned. Healed? Was that what had happened? How could he have such
power?

Deline
continued to glower at her. 'But if I had my way I'd...'

'Punish me,
Mistress,' Brigid offered, stepping forward. 'For both of us.'

Susannah
looked to her. 'No, Brigid—'

Her protest
was cut off by a slap cross her face from Deline, who turned back
to the Irishwoman. 'You offer to accept punishment for the both of
you?'

'Yes. You are
the authority here, after all, and it's only right.'

That almost
made the Consort look pleased. She ignored Susannah and stepped
back, pointing towards the floor.

Immediately
Brigid dropped down on all fours, pulling her tunic up and baring
her back and buttocks.

Deline
uncoiled her whip, sneering at Susannah. 'It is good to see not all
outsiders lack respect for their betters.' She moved around,
getting a better position before bringing the whip down on Brigid's
buttocks, the red-haired woman shaking and crying out, but
otherwise bravely keeping as still as she could.

Susannah
couldn't bear to watch. Thankfully it was over quickly and Deline
motioned for Uriah and several of the other disciples to help
Brigid back to her feet. 'Care for her. She deserves it for her
respect to me, and for our life here.'

Susannah
stepped forward. 'I'll help her.'

'No. You're
working in the kitchens today, where you can be better watched. And
Zamael help you if you are disobedient again.'

 


The kitchens
were a hot, claustrophobic place where men and women, naked or in
next to nothing, baked breads and prepared a thick gruel-like
substance she was told was meant for the slaves in the fields and
the mines. It wasn't long before sweat soaked her tunic, but she
didn't dare bare herself like the others.

She turned up
her nose at the gruel; it was certainly not what was being served
to them or to anyone else living within the temple. Deline had said
that the life of a disciple in Abyssar was better than the life of
a slave, and if she meant the food alone she'd agree.

The woman in
charge of the kitchens assigned her and a dark-skinned girl, Nyota,
to lift a large wooden container filled with the sweet-smelling
gruel. The container had thick rope in hooks on opposite ends of
the rim, with a bowl and a wooden ladle on the side. 'Take this to
the mines. Feed all the slaves you can find, and then return.'

'The mines?'
Susannah echoed. 'Where are they?'

The woman
grunted. 'Underground, fool. Where else?'

 


As it happened
it was easy to spot. They emerged from the iron temple, blinking
into the light, Susannah relishing the cool breeze on her skin. But
that ended as soon as they reached the entrance to the mines, a
terrible warren of a place, reaching for what seemed like miles
deep into the earth, where the air was bad and filled with the
smell of torchlight and sweat. The tunnel was wide at the mouth,
but as Susannah and Nyota made their way past armed guards and
emaciated slaves in chains carrying bowls of rocks out, the tunnel
grew narrower as well as darker, and seemed to go down and down, a
veritable honeycomb.

Occasionally
they would stop, and Nyota would fill the bowl with gruel and offer
it to the grateful slaves, most of them naked, collared and
chained, and covered in a history of stripes and bruises, obviously
not healed the way she had apparently been by Abarron. They barely
responded to the presence of the women, as if fatigue had suffused
their very beings, leaving them like the parts of some factory
machine. Or perhaps it was the same will-sapping force which left
others docile and dependant, never thinking about yesterday or
tomorrow, only today.

The thought of
Cole and the others down there was heart-wrenching.

'Susie!'

She looked to
her right, at a group of slaves clawing away with simple hand tools
at a nearby rock face, looking less ragged and beaten than the
rest. One of them rose, and though he wore little more than a
loincloth and his body was covered in grime and dirt, he was
instantly recognizable. 'Cole?'

His eyes
brightened and he rushed to her, the chains on his legs jangling as
he embraced her, his strong arms surrounding her. 'Susie! Thank God
you're alive!'

She embraced
him back, ignoring his dirt and sweat. 'And you, too! Oh dear God,
Cole, I thought I'd never see you again!'

She looked at
the other slaves at the rock, and there was Jack with a few bruises
on his face, no doubt the result of his belligerent attitude. And
his words only supported that. 'Hello, darling. Gonna kiss me
too?'

Anger and
contempt filled her, but civility bade her ask, 'Are you okay,
Jack?'

'Nothing a
good fuck can't cure; want to help out?'

'Jack!' Cole
snapped. 'You want your ass kicked again?'

The Londoner's
face hardened. 'Just try it again you Yank—'

'Stop it!'
Susannah demanded, getting Cole's attention again. 'Have you seen
William?'

'No. After
that creature, or whatever it is, finished with us - and that was
an experience I'm leaving out of my memoirs, I'm telling you - we
woke in the slave quarters in the mines, and orders to start
digging. Jack told them to piss off - so did I, come to think of it
- but they were insistent.' He winced with the memory. 'Now we've
been digging for this.' He lifted one of the rocks they'd been
digging out: dark and jagged, like coal but with yellow stripes in
it. 'I don't know what it is but they want it as much as gold or
silver. Do you know?'

'No. But
there's so much happening here I don't understand. They worship
a... a creature called Zamael, which they think is an angel. They
have ways of knowing what you're doing, even if there's no one
around. And no one has children, and can still be hurt, but
everyone else is supposed to stay young forever.'

'Who bloody
cares?' Jack growled. 'How are we going to bloody well get out of
this place?'

'You!'

All turned at
the approach of a tall, muscular, dark-skinned man, dressed in a
green wraparound skirt and sandals with a sword and a whip hanging
from a belt. Sweat beaded his shaven head, and his chocolate eyes
blazed as he drew closer. 'No talk! Back to work! And you sluts get
back to the temple before I throw you to my men!'

Cole
instinctively stepped in front of Susannah. 'Watch your mouth,
Farid!'

The huge man,
obviously someone in charge, sneered cruelly. 'New slaves still
haven't learned they have no weight here.' He called to several of
his guards, who charged forward, taking Cole and forcing him face
down over a large rock. Susannah watched helplessly, looked to Jack
to see if he would step in and help - but the man stood back and
just watched, either out of sadism or cowardice, and probably a
mixture of both.

The man,
Farid, produced a thick knotted rope. 'New slaves will soon learn
respect for the Overseer of the Mines, if they wish to have any
skin left on their backs.' He began lashing Cole, the man
struggling to keep from crying out as he was punished.

Susannah
watched helplessly, a hand over her mouth as if to keep her heart
from escaping. Finally she cried out, 'Stop!'

Farid ignored
her and continued, until she added without even thinking, 'By order
of the Host, I said stop!'

That made the
Overseer pause, his lashing arm raised. 'You have no power to use
the Host's name, girl.'

'Not unless I
gave it to her, of course.'

All turned to
the new voice, and presence, of Abarron.

Farid lowered
his arm and barked at the slaves. 'On your knees!' As they dropped
the Overseer adopted a more reverential tone. 'Sire, I... I was not
informed of your visit.'

'A whim,
Farid, that is all. I will not stay long; I do not wish to delay
your work. As for this girl,' he added, indicating Susannah, 'I did
indeed give her my authority to see that her former lover is alive
and well - or as well as can be expected. Your punishment of him,
while understandable, is no longer required.'

Farid breathed
in. 'Yes, Sire.'

Susannah
stared in disbelief at Abarron. Why did he support her lie? His
face gave away nothing, but he beckoned to her. 'Come here,
girl.'

She did,
bowing her head, murmuring, 'Thank you for that... Sire.'

'I can afford
to be compassionate. But I must insist that you stay for tonight's
Vesper, and participate. Is that understood?'

She swallowed,
but then nodded. 'Yes, Sire.'

'Now continue
with your work. The slaves only get one meal a day here, they
should at least not be kept waiting.'

'Yes,
Sire.'

To Farid, he
announced, 'Walk with me, Overseer.'

Susannah
watched them depart for the surface, and turned back to see Nyota
feeding gruel to the men. Susannah hadn't tasted it herself but
their expressions told her everything she needed to know about its
quality. She drew in closer, her voice low. 'Cole, what can we
do?'

He breathed
out. 'Get out. Take Brigid if you can and get out of this place and
get back to camp. Find Kirabo, if he and his men are still there,
get the rest of our guns and send them down here. But don't you
come back, no matter what happens.'

'No, I can't
leave you. I won't leave you.'

Cole finished
his own gruel. 'If you're right and we're going to be living
forever, I don't want to be doing it stuck down here.'

'We need to
move on,' Nyota interrupted fearfully.

Susannah
wanted nothing more than to hold Cole, to run away with him -
letting go of him now was perhaps the hardest thing she had to do,
but she did it, offering a last look at the Londoner. 'Jack, stop
being a troublesome fool. You two need each other if you want to
get out of here. We all need each other.'

He just
sneered defiantly at her. 'I don't need anyone, love. Didn't need
anyone growing up in Limehouse, and I don't need no one here. I'll
be running this place by the end of the week, just you wait and
see.'

Tearfully she
left with Nyota and continued helping to feed more of the starving
slaves.

She had
recovered to some degree by the time they returned to the kitchens.
Their work continued in cleaning up and assisting in preparing the
evening meal for the disciples. Susannah felt exhausted physically
and emotionally, and wanted nothing more to do with the regime that
allowed her lover to be locked up underground, slaving away to keep
things going.

As for Brigid,
her quickly changing attitude to the place was unnerving. 'So
Cole's all right then? Good.'

'All right?
No, he's not all right! Brigid, they keep him and Jack in chains,
barely feed them, beat them for the slightest reasons...'

'They'll
settle, Susie. You'll see.' The bell for Vesper sounded and her
face lit up. 'Come on, let's go.' She rushed ahead without even
waiting for her to follow. Susannah took her time, but knew she
couldn't avoid it.

She was one of
the last to arrive in the Garden, couldn't see where Brigid had
gone, but determined to remain at the back, as far away as possible
but still technically be there. Until Abarron's voice, at the front
by the statue of Zamael, called out. 'Come here, Susannah.'

All eyes
turned to her, making her blush with embarrassment - a strange
reaction, she knew, considering the circumstances - and they parted
ranks to let her proceed to the front, until she stood near Abarron
and Deline, the Host assuring her quietly. 'I know I told you that
you must participate, but in deference to your shyness, you need
not be with the others - unless you want to be.'

He nodded,
motioning for her to kneel like the others, and then proceeded to
speak. 'Disciples of Zamael, today I am proud, proud of your
devotion and obedience. The world beyond is a terrible, terrible
place, but we need not fear, we will be safe here, always. Soon the
Angels will return and sweep the world clean. Zamael smiles upon
you once again. Thus, you have earned his Song.'

Abarron raised
his hand.

Susannah
tensed. She had to resist it. She had to resist it. She had to
resist it.

And then the
Song returned.

It burned
through her once more, igniting her pussy and making her head spin.
She parted her legs, hoping the cool evening air would dampen the
fire within. Oh, how did he do it?

Among the
congregation lust held sway; lust and a bestial desire for release.
Disciples touched themselves, touched each other, stripped and
kissed and bit and swallowed. Flesh was bared, objects produced to
use for stimulation, wrists were tied behind backs and cocks and
pussies licked. The air grew thick with sex.

Her arms grew
weak and she collapsed onto the grass. The Song suffused her. The
sex before her blanketed her. She watched arms and legs and mouths
and genitals all move and swirl together, as if one single,
writhing entity.

She lay there.
No one approached her, for which she was thankful - and also
intensely frustrated. Because she wanted someone. She wanted
someone's hand, someone's tongue, someone's cock down there,
feeding her...

She looked
down at herself. Her hand was jammed between her thighs, pumping
furiously, cramping up. She screamed with frustration and
humiliation and yanked her hand away. She didn't even know how long
she'd been doing it. She opened her mouth to speak, to protest, but
a series of ragged gasps emerged instead. She needed to come.


'Susannah?'

She looked up.
Abarron stood before her, his right foot extended, between her
parted thighs. His robe was open, revealing his leg.

He looked down
at her. 'If you don't wish to find relief with a partner you are
free to hump my leg.'

Hump his leg?
Was he serious? She should have told him to go to hell. She should
have told him to go to hell. She should have told him to go to
hell...

But that part
of her that would have had scurried away at the coming of the Song.
All that remained of Susannah Beck existed inside her pussy, her
grinding hips, her body as she lifted her tunic to bare her lower
half, straddled his leg and humped him like the bitch in heat she
had become.

 


 



Chapter
Fifteen

 


As soon as she
was able, Susannah rose weakly to her feet and staggered out of the
Garden and back to the temple. Shame had replaced satisfaction, and
she returned to her quarters crying.

Cole had been
right; she had to get away. She had to get away and get out to
Kirabo. They'd come in with guns blazing, and with the knowledge
she gave them they could kill Abarron. No. She'd kill him herself.
And now was the time to do it, while Vesper proceeded.

It was
possible that they might have left already, given up the expedition
for dead. But she was certain that the longer she waited the
greater the chance that that possibility would become a reality.
And even if they had left she could continue onward, back to
civilisation, and return with more people and armed with the
knowledge she had gathered, she could rescue them.

She sat up and
struggled with it. She felt like a coward for even considering it.
And yet, how much longer would her strength, her willpower
last?

Silently she
rose and snuck out. She stayed away from the direction of the
Garden, towards another exit. She silently mouthed a curse as she
found a guard there. Would she have to give up already?

No. She
watched as he looked around, never seeing her, but stepping out
into the dark foliage outside, probably to urinate. She removed her
sandals and, as quietly as she could, she followed him, staying to
the shadows, thankful he had his back to her.

The huts
outside were quiet, the pathways empty, and she moved as quickly as
she could, not wanting to press her luck any further than she
needed to, following the pathway she remembered taking when they
had first been captured. She approached the wall of the volcano,
looking for the entrance to the tunnel which ran through it to the
other side. Where was it? It had to be around here somewhere. She
was close, so close...

The growl from
the surrounding trees made her freeze, glance around, eyes
narrowing as she tried to discern the source of the noise. What the
devil was it? Whatever it was drawing closer, but from which
direction?

Unwilling to
stay in the path and be seen, she ventured into the flanking field
of high-growing maize, the plants swaying to an errant breeze, made
more forceful as her arms cast them aside. She stumbled, lost a
sandal, panic rising within her. Somehow the author of the growl
was following her, drawing nearer, nearer...

She gripped
her throat and choked as a white-hot pain shot through her entire
body. It was as if she had been dipped into boiling oil. It didn't
last long, but it made her stumble and fall, turning onto her back
to be blinded by a steady white light shining into her eyes, a
light emanating from a huge ovoid silhouette hovering over her. She
covered her face and cried out, uncaring about being caught by one
of Abarron's men. Better that than whatever this was!

Then the light
dimmed, replaced by a number of smaller ones, allowing her to look
up, blinking.

The object was
large, perhaps the size of a horse, and indeed ovoid in shape,
reminding her of some water-worn pebble. It hovered in the air like
a balloon and was dotted with small lights, and directly below it
there were what appeared to be tentacles, thin tendrils, hanging
like the tails of a jellyfish. It reminded her of the monster she
had seen in the jungle outside of the volcano, with tentacles like
the monster that had assaulted her in the temple.

But up close she could see what it really was. It was some
sort of machine. A
metal machine, far more advanced than the horseless carriages and
dynamos she'd seen in London, but still a machine. Who had built
it? Where had it come from?

The growl it
made was steady, mechanical, and it drew closer to her, the
tentacles beneath it - long, slender, flexible - reached out and
grasped her limbs, coiling upwards.

It rose
higher, easily lifting her up and spreading her limbs out, until
she feared it would dismember her like an insect in the hands of a
sadistic child. But instead it began to float backwards, carrying
her like a fish in a net. It returned to the path that led back to
the huts, and to the temple, with Susannah barely inches off the
ground. How could it be? How could a man like Abarron, someone as
apparently as old as he was, have in his possession something like
it? And it had to be him controlling it, surely?

It took her
around the temple; not through the usual entrances but one she did
not know about. A trap door opened below her and the machine
descended. It looked too big for the opening, but she found it
wasn't following her, just depositing her into darkness, the
tentacle uncoiling from around her limbs. She looked up in time to
see the machine float away and the trap door close, leaving her in
total darkness. Something snapped shut immediately over her
head.

She ignored
the ache in her limbs and muscles from being carried like that, and
felt around, quickly finding herself surrounded by metallic bars;
all the walls, the floor and the ceiling above her. She didn't have
to see to know she was in a small cage. There was barely enough
room to move about. She felt around the bars, sought a door or
latch, anything that might help her get free, but she found
nothing.

Suddenly she
was sprayed from all directions by cold scented water, making her
shriek and clutch the bars. She closed her mouth and eyes to the
aquatic assault, tasting a harsh antiseptic on her lips. What was
going on? Who was doing this to her?

She collapsed
to the floor of the cage as the sprays stopped, quickly replaced by
blasts of hot air as if she'd been flung into the centre of a
tropical storm. Her hair fluttered about her and her skin prickled,
but at least it was drying her.

After a while
it stopped, leaving her in darkness, but then suddenly the cage
began moving, as if on wheels, and she fell back and banged her
head against the bars behind her. She barely had time to register
the pain before it stopped again, leaving her in darkness.

She cried. She
called out, cursed, and cried again. What if no one knew she was
there? What if they thought she had escaped, but instead was filed
away like some old book in a library, forgotten, until she starved
to death?

Time passed,
and then she heard footsteps and saw light; guards, one of them
carrying one of those light staffs. She had never been so happy to
see one.

One released
her and another tied her hands behind her back. He pointed ahead.
'Move.'

She obeyed,
her muscles aching after being in that cramped cage. The corridor
ascended, but not far, before they entered another chamber, this
one filled with an array of strange-looking wooden objects: tables
and posts, crates and barrels, all with manacles fitted in various
places, and what could only be described as wooden medieval stocks
and pillories. There were even chains hanging from the ceiling,
adding to the image of a dungeon. One long table at the far end was
covered with a display of instruments of metal and wood and
leather, arranged as if in a museum, and it was all cast in harsh
shadow and light from the torchlight on the walls. The whole place
smelled of fear and desire, of dominance and submission, as if
caked into the very walls.

Abarron and
Deline stood there, as the guards untied her and stepped back. She
rubbed her wrists, glaring at the Host.

He folded his
arms into his sleeves again. 'I see you've met the Hound. There
used to be more at my command, but sadly all but one have broken
down. It is fortunate that he did not harm you overmuch in his zeal
to bring back wayward members of the flock.'

'She's
trouble, Sire,' Deline announced. 'More trouble than she's worth.
Make her a slave and send her to the mines to be with her
lover.'

'No.'

'Abarron,
don't be a fool.'

'On your
knees!' He shouted at Deline, but Susannah instinctively dropped to
hers as well. The Consort did obey, but it was a slow, reluctant
compliance, her face registering hurt as well as humility.

He scowled at
her. 'Remember your place. You are over everyone in Abyssar, except
me.'

She looked
contrite. 'Yes, Sire. I will remember.'

'Good. Rise
again.' Then, as if nothing had happened, he drew up to Susannah,
taking her chin in his gloved hand. It felt warm. It caught her
attention. Only now, up close to it, did she see that it wasn't a
glove or gauntlet. It was a metal hand. The fingers flexed and the
wrist twisted as if flesh, but it was definitely some sort of
clockwork appendage.

'Another gift
from Zamael,' he told her. 'I lost my right hand back home, thanks
to the Inquisition and its gift for torture. But Zamael gave me
this, and more. Far more than your God has given me.' He returned
to Deline. 'She's no different than any others who have come here,
before they embraced their destiny. As I recall, even you caused me
some mischief before I finally tamed you.'

A smile lifted
the corners of her thin lips, and she averted her eyes. 'Yes,
Sire.'

'Good. Now,'
he pointed towards Susannah, 'tame her.'

The Consort
grinned and marched towards her. 'Strip, animal.'

Susannah
obeyed, casting her clothes aside, ignoring the guards nearby and
keeping her hands at her sides, fighting the urge to cover herself,
not wishing to anger the woman any more than she already was.

The Consort
drew closer and then motioned to the guards, who approached and
moved Susannah towards a set of iron manacles in the floor, beneath
an identical set hanging directly above. They fastened her ankles
and wrists into them. The chains were all much longer than she
expected, and running into some sort of winch or pulley
mechanism.

Somewhere
nearby metal ground on metal and the chains tightened, until she
was spread-eagled and nearly suspended. She fought the urge to
panic.

Deline moved
to one of the tables. 'It would be easy to have the Host inflict
your body with pain with just a wave of his hand. It would be just
as easy to lift a whip or strap and flay the skin from your lying
body. But that would be over too quickly, at least for me.' She
lifted a wooden bowl filled with things Susannah couldn't see, let
alone identify, and brought it back to the bound girl. 'You do
agree that you should be punished for your actions, do you not,
girl?'

Susannah took
a deep breath and found her voice, saying all the lies she knew
they wanted to hear. 'Y-yes, Mistress. Please punish me, however
you see fit.'

'Yes. However
I see fit.' She moved the bowl closer and Susannah glanced at its
contents: a collection of black shell-like things with appendages.
They looked like insects, albeit dead ones. Was she going to feed
them to Susannah?

Deline lifted
one. It was larger than her thumb, and indeed resembled a beetle,
with a shell, small legs and larger pincers at the front. She
squeezed its side and the pincers opened and closed. 'These are our
Scarabs, we craft them here. Quite lifelike, aren't they?' She
brought it closer to Susannah's face, as if it might pinch her
nose. She made the pincers open and close again, and then she moved
it down to her left breast, her nipple, closed the pincers around
it and left it hanging. It was heavier than she thought it would be
and triggered a sharp, lingering pain which radiated outwards,
making her gasp.

'And very
strong,' Deline added. 'As you no doubt can tell.'

She reached
for another Scarab, attaching it to Susannah's other nipple, and
then continued, placing Scarabs on the soft skin under her breasts,
under her arms, on her spread inner thighs, on her buttocks, even
on the mound of her sex. Then she would return to the ones she had
already attached, sometimes removing them only to replace them an
inch away, creating fresh points of pain, sometimes not removing
them but twisting or tweaking them, making Susannah yelp and
writhe, which in turn made them quiver and hurt her even more. How
many were there? Twenty? Fifty? Her body felt like a pin cushion,
and every sensitive spot seemed to be under assault. It was
hideous.

And it was
glorious.

The pain fed
her arousal as never before. She looked at Abarron, wondering what
he thought of how she looked, what she was going through, but he
hid any emotion.

She groaned
aloud, shamelessly, which made Deline smirk. 'Are you enjoying
yourself, girl?'

'Yes...
Mistress.'

'Really?' Her
hand dropped to Susannah's sex, avoiding the Scarabs pinching her
skin there to penetrate her with one finger, finding wet
suppleness. She gently drove it in and out, making Susannah squirm
and close her eyes. 'Yes, it appears you are.'

Then she
withdrew, making Susannah moan in frustration. 'But this isn't
about your enjoyment, is it?' To the guards she barked, 'Bring him
in!'

The order made
Susannah open her eyes, and then all her pleasure evaporated like
water on a furnace door. 'Oh God, no...'

The guards
dragged Cole in, chains around his ankles, his hands bound behind
him, anger and fear marring his handsome features as he saw what
they had done to her. 'Susie...'

She wished she
could crawl away and die; she could have endured, even enjoyed the
torment, but not with him there. She screwed her eyes shut and
turned her face away.

'How
ungrateful,' the Consort scolded as the guards brought Cole to
stand directly in front of Susannah. 'I thought you were concerned
for each other's welfare? So I summoned him here out of the
goodness of my heart. Keep your eyes on him, or I'll have the
Overseer flay him alive.' To Cole she echoed, 'You too. Keep
watching her or the guards will have fun with her tonight.'

Mortified
beyond belief, but not wishing him to be harmed because of her,
Susannah complied, tears welling up in her eyes, as Cole followed
suit. 'I'm sorry, Cole...'

He nodded.
'It's all right, Susie, it's not your fault.' He glared furiously
at the Consort. 'I know now who to blame for this.'

Deline merely
smirked at the implied threat. 'And how ungenerous.' Her eyes
drifted down his dirt- and sweat-stained body, resting around his
loincloth. 'Still, I can understand what the girl sees in you.' She
boldly reached for his groin. He tried to back away, until she
motioned for a guard to hold him still from behind. Then she
gripped him through the meagre cloth, making him wince, until she
ripped it from him, leaving him as naked as Susannah was. Deline
stared openly at his genitals, and then walked around to stand at
his right side, studying his manhood again before glancing back at
Susannah. 'Yes, I can definitely see the attraction.'

Susannah
gasped, looking over at Abarron. 'P-please... Sire. Send him away.
I don't want him to see me like this...'

'Because you
profess to love each other? Above all others?' The Host drew
closer. 'A blasphemous notion here. It is heresy. We are animals.
Being immortal, and free of the need to procreate, we rut. We
come.' He motioned to the other guard, who took a place on
Susannah's right side. 'But perhaps I'm wrong. If you truly love
each other above all others, then nothing we do will provoke a
reaction in you, and your love will keep you faithful.'

As Deline
reached out and stroked Cole's shaft the guard beside Susannah
groped her body, touching the areas not taken up by the dozens of
Scarabs hanging from her.

Deline
continued to expertly stroke and tease his cock, her thumb moving
over the head, caressing it so carefully as Abarron continued to
speak. 'You believe his love for you is unyielding. Surely then
he'll wilt like a flower if he sees you in pain?'

He nodded to
the guard, who twisted some of the Scarabs making Susannah cry out,
and seemingly in response Cole's cock began to throb to life.

'Oh,' Deline
cooed, moving closer to Cole's ear, as if whispering to a lover,
'look at this. Perhaps he does enjoy seeing his beloved being
hurt?'

Cole gritted
his teeth. 'No! Leave her alone, please!'

'But she's
enjoying herself too, just like you.'

Susannah felt
the tears run freely down her face. The guard continued to induce
pain in her as Deline continued to masturbate Cole, while
continuing to taunt him. 'Enjoy this, slave, for it will be the
last intimate act you two share together.' To the guard beside
Susannah she barked, 'Finish her!'

He obliged,
curving his middle finger up inside her sex. Susannah moaned, not
wanting to relish the bliss but falling into it nevertheless. She
wanted to say so much to Cole but didn't dare, for fear of it being
used against them.

Cole was
panting, swaying as Deline's hand became a blur, savagely pumping
his cock, an act designed not to please but to dominate. Deline
sniggered. 'I wonder who will come first. I think it will be our
proud stud here.'

She turned out
to be correct. Susannah watched as he moaned aloud, and thick ropes
of semen shot from his shaft, spattering onto the floor. Shame
crossed his features and he closed his eyes and turned his face
away despite the earlier threat.

Susannah was
close, so close; she was ready to join him, until the Consort said,
'Stop,' and the guard withdrew, making her gasp and whimper
pitifully.

Deline
released her hold on Cole and stepped back, absently rubbing her
hand as if it was covered in grime. 'Return him to the slave
quarters. Perhaps I shall call upon his services again another
time.'

The guards
dragged him off, collecting his loincloth without letting him stop
to put it back on. Deline drew up to Susannah, idly twisting
Scarabs. 'And you, my dear? Shall I help you come?'

Susannah
panted, her head spinning. She was close, so close... one touch
would do it. 'P-please, Mistress, I beg you...'

'I'm sure you
do. But as I said before, this is not about your pleasure. Lower
the chains.'

Someone
obeyed, allowing Susannah to drop her arms and then finally drop to
her knees, like an abandoned marionette. Scarabs flew from her as
she collapsed, making her cry out again, then Deline bent down and
grabbed a handful of Susannah's hair, lifting her head and pointing
to Cole's puddled deposit on the floor. 'You can make yourself
come... after you lick that clean.'

She left, and
Susannah fought with all her will not to touch herself, instead
removing more of the Scarabs from her body before crawling towards
the spilt seed, slowly bending down closer. She was sobbing by the
time she started licking it up, tasting him once more, afraid that
she would never taste him again. She forced her hand to stay away
from her pussy. She would not give in to that. She would not give
them that satisfaction.

 


She awoke
sometime later, not even aware that she had fallen asleep. She was
still on the floor, still chained like an animal. Somewhere close
there was an unmistakeable sound of leather striking flesh. She was
almost afraid to open her eyes and learn more, afraid it might be
Cole being hurt, or Brigid.

What she did
see she certainly didn't expect. There was Deline, naked but for
the gold armlets and anklets and other jewellery she favoured. Her
nude body was firm, taut, her breasts peachy and her pubic hair
trimmed. She held a long leather whip with some small spiked pieces
on the tip, and she raised it periodically and lashed it down upon
the back and buttocks of a naked male figure bound facedown and
spread-eagled onto one of the racks. There were deep cuts in the
man's flesh and blood trickled down like tears. His face was turned
away, hidden behind a mass of sandy golden hair, grunts escaping
him with each strike upon his body. And on the floor by the rack
were obviously his clothes, red silk garments.

Abarron was
being beaten?

'Enough!'

For a moment
Susannah feared her spying had been discovered. But it was Abarron
who'd broken the heavy silence. Immediately Deline dropped the whip
and moved to free his wrists and ankles from the iron restraints,
and immediately he turned, glaring at her. Suddenly he smacked her
with the back of his hand across her face. Susannah was confused;
did he not want to be whipped? Had his Consort done something
wrong?

No. The large
erection between his legs told her that everything was happening as
it should. As it was for Deline, prostrate on the floor, her bottom
raised in his direction, tempting, taunting, her breath escaping in
a growl.

Abarron leapt
from the rack and practically pounced on her from behind, gripping
her hips and entering her roughly, rutting like two animals, like
the congregation who had received the Song, their grunts and growls
filling the chamber. It was the first time she had seen the host
display any physical passion to anyone. And despite her earlier
satisfaction Susannah couldn't help but feel aroused once more by
the raw bestial energy before her. And despite her earlier denials
and promises not to give in, she found her hand moving between her
legs, surrendering.

 


 



Chapter
Sixteen

 


It was by
chance that she was given the task of delivering food to the slaves
in the Workshop. After some questions she learned of a small stone
building nearly hidden among the foliage between the mines and the
groves. There were guards who barely glanced at her as she brought
in the tray of food, and she barely looked up at the men in the
main room - but nearly wet herself in shock when she did.
'Niles?'

The main room
of the building was an open studio of many tilted desks, with men
on stools hunched over items they viewed through magnifying glasses
mounted on adjustable arms, beneath strong lights. And at the desk
nearest the door a man with a broad face and straw-coloured hair
and moustache sat, thinner than when she last saw him, and like
everyone else in a plain tunic and sandals, but otherwise instantly
recognisable to her.

'Sis?'

She raced
inside, ignoring the other men in order to embrace her older
brother. 'Niles, I never thought you'd made it this far! Mr Van
Zant back at the township said the natives claimed you'd gone off
hunting before you reached here and were eaten by wild animals!'
She laughed and hugged him again.

Finally he
drew back but still held her, beaming. 'No such luck, I'm afraid. I
went in through the ruins on my own and... well, you can guess the
rest. And you came all the way to Africa to find me?'

'Um, yes,
something like that.'

Then another
familiar person interrupted the reunion. 'She came to collect your
remaining possessions.' William rose from his desk and approached,
dressed and collared like Niles and the others, who were making the
effort of looking like they weren't listening. 'Hello, Susannah.
You're looking lovely.'

She stared at
him, and then slapped his face. 'Did you tell my brother what you
did to us, you double-crossing bastard?'

'Sis,' Niles
muttered, in shock at her bad language.

She ignored
him, staying focused on William. 'Well? Did you tell him?'

'Yes, as a
matter of fact,' he replied, doing a fair job of appearing sorry.
'And I deserved that smack.'

'You deserve a
lot more.' She calmed herself down. 'But we don't have time for
that.' She glanced at the other slaves. 'Come outside, where we can
talk more privately.'

'We can't,'
Niles informed her. 'We don't have the freedom you do. We tried but
found ourselves doubled up in pain. I don't know how they do
it.'

'I told you
before, it's our collars,' William pointed out impatiently, tapping
his own for emphasis. 'I surmise that they possess crystals which
emit a frequency that can be tracked by radio mechanisms, and when
activated produce a frequency harmful to us.'

Was that it?
Was that how the Hound was able to locate her, how Abarron was able
to deliver pain? She thought of the Song of Zamael, and how it
didn't seem to affect the Host or the Consort, who went without
collars. 'Will, can the collars also deliver... pleasure?'

He frowned in
thought. 'I suppose so. Different areas of the brain govern
different sensations, and can probably be stimulated by different
frequencies. Why?'

'Never mind.'
She peered at his desk. It contained a strange technical diagram,
all straight and cornered lines like some mad labyrinth design. It
took a moment for her to see through the magnifying glass that the
design was identical to one on a tiny hexagonal shape no bigger
than a thumbnail. 'What is that?'

'I'm... not
sure,' William admitted. 'They remind me of electrical diagrams of
diodes and crystal elements for wireless telegraphy, but obviously
far more advanced. For what I have no idea, I'm just ordered to
make repairs on these things based on what's on the pages. Somehow
they knew of my engineering and scientific background, just as they
knew of your brother's experience helping your father repair
watches and clocks. I feel like some medieval monk cloistered away
for years putting the finer details on manuscripts.' He pointed his
thumb to the rear of the building. 'Come on, we'll go in there.' As
they entered he said to Susannah, 'Now tell me everything you've
seen and heard.'

She did her
best: the claims of immortality, the Host's healing powers, his
mechanical hand, the statue of Zamael, the yellow-black ore
gathered and fed into the temple, the Hound which had captured her.
She had no idea what to make of it all.

Fortunately
William did; at least about some of the things. 'Uranium.'

'What?'

He nodded,
visibly fascinated by his own notion. 'That ore isn't coal. It's
called uranium. For over a century it was known as pitchblende, and
was only ever used to colour glass and ceramics yellow-green. But a
couple of years ago Henri Becquerel and Marie Curie discovered it
spontaneously radiates particles of energy, a process they're
calling radioactivity. And it's been suggested that this could be a
power source far greater than any other.'

'But who built
it? And how can someone like Abarron operate equipment he can't
even fathom?'

'Perhaps an
advanced civilisation that once laid claim to this land? Or even
the remains of a subterranean one? As for his use of all this, I
daresay a savage could eventually learn to use a telephone or even
a horseless carriage, without understanding the scientific
principles behind it. And my own assessment of him indicates he has
some small reasoning capacities behind his medieval mania.'

'How
flattering.'

The three of
them turned, Susannah's stomach twisting at the sight of Abarron,
standing in the doorway of the sleeping section of the Workshop.
Niles rose up, looking just as nervous and moving protectively
closer to her as the Host stepped into the room, looking to each of
them in turn. 'And how tender. A reunion: sister with brother, and
former slave with former master.'

'Slave?' Niles
echoed, confused. 'Master?' He glanced at Susannah and William. She
stayed silent and turned beet-red; naturally, William would not
have addressed to Niles about the intimate nature of his
relationship with Niles' sister.

'Yes, young
sir,' Abarron confirmed, drawing even closer. 'Your friend has been
most instructive with your sister in the ways of the flesh.'

Susannah felt
herself blush, but tried to shake it off. Now was not the time to
be distracted by such irrelevancies.

Not that this
would matter to a protective brother, who stared hard at his
friend. 'And you said nothing about it?'

'It's hardly a
subject easily raised. Niles, we'll talk about this later.'

'Besides,'
Abarron added, moving closer to Niles, even after he was backed
against a wall, 'you're hardly in a position to complain about
secrets being kept.' Remaining distinctly close to him the Host
looked towards Susannah, asking with mock horror, 'Did you know
that he prefers men to women?'

Niles paled,
shaking his head as he looked at his sister. 'N-no, it's not true,
Susie...'

As it happened
she disagreed - with Niles. She remembered once catching him
masturbating to pictures of naked people, but usually blocked out
of her mind the detail that most of the pictures were of men. But
she wasn't prepared to rise to Abarron's bait, partly because he
was her brother, and partly because her own sexual tastes hardly
made her a judge of what might be considered shocking.

'Not true?'
Abarron echoed teasingly, drawing closer to the younger man, his
voice soft, seductive, his hand on Niles' bare arm, softly drawing
his fingers upwards, as if Susannah and William weren't in the
room. 'Then these last few days, when I visited you, and seduced
you, it was all a deception on your part?'

Susannah's jaw dropped. Abarron seduced her
brother?

Niles' breath
quickened. 'Y-yes, it was deception.'

'Then why are
you getting hard now?'

Susannah's
gaze dropped, for a moment, long enough only to confirm the tent
pole rising beneath her brother's tunic, before looking away.

Abarron
continued to tease, while still speaking to all of them. 'When you
were first judged your minds were opened, your memories
transcribed. I know all your secrets. Through them I have glimpsed
the outside world, and find it wanting. Greed, bigotry,
destruction. The sooner the Angels return and wash it all away, as
was done once before with the Flood, the better.' He focused on
Susannah. 'Why are you here?'

She
floundered, averting her eyes. He said once he could read her mind,
something she couldn't dismiss out of hand at this point no matter
how outlandish it sounded. But still she had to hide her true
intentions for being there. 'Sire, I - I saw my friend here...'

'Your former
master, you mean. I understand. And you wished to reward him for
his services. Please, drop to your knees before him and
proceed.'

It was
William's turn to speak up, looking embarrassed. 'Sire, there's no
need. I've barely begun my work here, perhaps another time.'

'No.'
Abarron's tone changed, not to be ignored. 'Reward him, Susannah
Beck. On your knees. Now.'

Deep
mortification gripped her. Did he really expect her to kneel and
take another man in her mouth like a common whore? In front of her
own brother, who apparently had been seduced by Abarron as well?
Yes, clearly he did, and despite herself a part of her thrilled at
the prospect.

She moved
slightly, deliberately, to put William's back to the other two men
to block their view, and descended to her knees before him,
reaching up and undoing the wraparound part of his tunic, already
feeling the growing hardness from the familiar shaft. It bobbed
into view and she caught his familiar scent. She licked her lips
and opened them. Holding him by the hips her tongue licked the
underside of the bulbous head. She swallowed more and more, making
humming sounds as she felt the sheath of foreskin retreat, and
tasted more of the musky head. Despite everything, despite the
circumstances behind their relationship, she found it too arousing.
She felt him sway a little, and felt his rigid stem shudder as she
wormed her tongue under the head of his cock. She drew back,
licking the velvety skin, feeling it throb. From the corner of her
eye she watched his heavy balls swing as she moved slightly, and
then she went deep again, until she felt his pubic hair against her
nose.

William
moaned. Susannah drew back, and then moved towards the base of his
cock, pressing her face into his sweaty groin, sliding her lips
further. She felt his hands grab her shoulders and she put her arms
around him to steady him, her breasts pressed against his thighs.
She cupped his balls, gently manipulating, teasing his stiff cock
with flicks of her tongue. It swelled, ready to burst, and she
clamped her hands on his buttocks, fingernails digging into them.
He moaned loudly as his legs almost buckled, and he whispered,
'Faster... please...'

She obliged,
her tongue swirling and caressing his shaft. She felt it filling
her mouth, stretching her lips. She increased her speed, hearing
him moan faster, faster...

His cock
exploded in her mouth. As he came Susannah clamped his crotch to
her face, swallowing, drinking him dry as her nails clawed him,
until his hands fell from her shoulders and he swayed, looking more
vulnerable than he ever had.

Susannah fell
back onto her haunches, remembering the taste of him, and then her
attention returned to the other men in the room, and with William's
cock still in her mouth she looked from the corner of one eye, and
saw something she shouldn't have. Her brother, on his knees too,
but before Abarron, whose robes were open, his cock impaling Niles'
mouth while his hand gripped Niles' hair and controlled him. Her
brother ate willingly, greedily, his eyes thankfully closed so his
gaze didn't meet hers.

She looked up
at Abarron's face, who was watching her. She looked away in
mortification.

 


Abarron ordered
Susannah to follow him back outside, towards the Temple, acting
like they were taking a stroll in the park, except that when they
passed others, the others bowed to them. 'Your brother shares your
oral skills. Maybe when his work is done he can join the
Disciples.'

'Did you have
to do that?'

'Do what?'

'Humiliate my
brother in front of me?'

'Don't you mean humiliate you in front of your brother? Or
perhaps you wanted to be in his place servicing me? Or perhaps even
taking him in your
mouth?'

She looked
away, feeling her face burn at his obscene suggestions, which made
him laugh. 'Shame is such a useless, constricting emotion. You need
to free yourself from it. Follow, and understand.'

He led her
back into the temple and down to the lower levels, her eyes
adjusting to the artificial lights. She tried to trace her path,
thinking she could find her way down there again if she had to.

He led her to
a set of doors, which parted like curtains as he approached. She
took this in as well, and finally gave way to astonishment as she
followed him inside. They were in a cavernous chamber, all dark
metal and roundels on the curved walls and panels that lit up from
within, tubes and arcs and metallic framework, reminding her of
pictures of the interior of the fuselage of the new German
zeppelins. But there was more: there were sounds and vibrations
that reminded her not just of a dynamo in a mill, but of the
heartbeat of a great living thing.

'This is the
Tabernacle,' Abarron announced, moving from place to place. 'The
heart of the temple, where Zamael commanded.' He looked up at a
column of blue light, like liquid electricity, coursing over a
metal base. 'Here, all is made possible.' He lifted an object she
recognised as the helmet they had fitted onto the new arrivals.
'Here, all is made known.'

He set it
aside and led her to a flat, featureless table that seemed empty.
'Here, all is made visible.' When he touched it on the walls behind
him, in the very air, images seemed to coalesce like smoke, and
then form ephemeral windows, windows looking at other places. It
was like viewing one of those kinetographs back home, but in colour
and detail! And rather than having been filmed earlier, they seemed
to be looking upon the other places as they were happening; rooms
within the temple, as vivid and colourful as if she was there: the
disciples' quarters, the washing room, the kitchens, the dining
hall - there! She saw Brigid working away beside Uriah, before the
pair of them stopped and kissed passionately.

'Your friend
is adjusting far better than you,' Abarron noted. 'Perhaps I should
have chosen her instead.'

'Chosen? For
what?'

He didn't
reply, his hands moving over the keys again, conjuring different
images. The mudfields, the grove, and inside the mines, where Farid
the Overseer appeared to be breaking up a fight between Cole and
Jack, before having guards separate and then bend them over to have
their backs whipped.

'Those two are
proving most troublesome,' the Host noted. 'But I have plans for
them.'

Susannah
looked away, unable to see Cole hurt. 'Oh God...'

'How
pathetic,' Abarron sneered. 'Your calls to God are as wasted as
your calls to Love. Both do not exist. It is sad that the outside
world still devotes any time towards either.'

She turned
back to him. 'How do you know there's no God?'

'I don't. But
better to believe there isn't one than to believe in one who allows
men to torture and kill in his name. In 1542 Cardinal Henry ordered
me to be burned at the stake because my beliefs did not match the
dogma of his church. And in the name of his God, he and his dogs
persecuted and butchered thousands of men, women and children for
the crime of being Jews, or Mohammedans, or simply free thinkers
like myself. That was why my followers and I left, to seek a new
land here. Here, what lies between our legs is allowed to rule
us.'

She shook her
head. 'No. I don't... that doesn't happen with me.'

He offered a smile, and a raise of his mechanical hand, and
then she heard the Song again. It gripped her, squeezed the
strength from her legs and made her collapse to the floor of the
Tabernacle, cambered, her head pounding as the blood rushed to her
pussy, as her hand followed, lifting her tunic to bare her lower
half, spreading her thighs lewdly. She hadn't even thought about
stopping herself; it was as instinctive as drawing breath. Her
pussy was hot and wet, and as she looked up at Abarron, her new
master, and he was her master now and for evermore, so long as he could bring the
Song to her, she panted hungrily.

And then... it
was gone. It was like she'd been dropped from a great height and
smacked face first into the metal. Her head spun, it felt heavy,
and she pulled a reluctant hand from her sex to steady herself. She
felt humiliated, like one of Pavlov's dogs conditioned to salivate
on hearing a bell. 'The... the Song...'

'Did you think
you could only hear it in the Garden, at Vesper? No. It is part of
my power, and my responsibility. I must wield it sparingly, as too
much of it will hurt. Even kill. Now, tell me your cunt doesn't
rule you. You'd do anything to feel it again. You'd spit on your
former lover. You'd kill him, even.'

She looked up
at him as she helped herself back onto shaky legs. He stared
expectantly at her, as if he genuinely wanted her to answer his
question. She moved closer, reaching out for support, her hand
moving over a particular object...

And then
grasping it, swinging the lash up and then down upon Abarron.
Galvanised by a collective anger and fear she swept the leather
lash against the Host, again and again, making him raise his gloved
hand to protect his face as he dropped into a crouch. She struck
him repeatedly, wanting him to beg for mercy, to agree to release
her and her brother and Cole, and the others, her arm aching.

She finally
stopped, staring down at him, realising she was doing nothing but
arousing him. Abarron lowered his arm, looking up at her. She'd cut
his left cheek with her initial blows, but he appeared otherwise
unharmed. His eyes narrowed as he suddenly rose and snatched the
lash from her weakened grip. 'Get on all fours, bitch! Now!'

She dropped as
he rose, doubling the lash and making the leather snap as if in
anticipation of being used by someone who knew what they were
doing. She stared at the hem of his robes, waited expectantly,
aware that her sex remained needy, and despite all that had
happened she still desired him and the passion - and the pain - he
could give her.

He delivered
the latter, lashing the belt down upon her bottom, again and again,
quickly, viciously. And she accepted it.

'Bow your
head! Prostrate! Spread your legs!'

Sobbing,
Susannah did so as the chastisement moved to the backs of her
thighs, cutting into her tender flesh, and even on occasion
striking her peeping sex lips. She wailed like a baby and felt fit
to collapse, but struggled to stay in place, not wishing to anger
him further.

At some point
it ended, though her body felt aflame. Distantly she felt Abarron
kneel before her, and vaguely she registered that he had undressed.
He gripped her by the hips, fingers digging into the chastised
flesh and make her cry out, his erection prodding her pussy,
demanding entrance.

She
surrendered to him, the first direct sexual act from him. He filled
her, pumping savagely, mercilessly, the slap of their flesh filling
the air, punctuated with yelps from her as he dug into her
tenderised skin. She felt herself come and her delight and pain
merged once more into an incoherent, staccato cry.

'Yes,' he was
grunting, 'you're mine! Mine forever!'

Susannah
barely had time to register what he was saying as another orgasm
swept through her. Abarron quickened his pace, and then slowed it,
and finally with one final thrust, pumped his seed into her.

They remained
locked, two beasts joined together, before she felt him wilt and
withdraw from her raw, satisfied pussy. They collapsed to the
floor, exhausted, sweaty bodies entwined.

She reacted
only when she felt him move, felt him rise and slip back into his
robes. 'Leave me. You've angered me and I don't like being angry
with you.'

Susannah
forced herself to ignore the pain she felt as she obeyed, gathering
her clothes and staggering out, waiting to be away from him before
dressing. She had been dubious about his claims of angels, but how
to explain all the wondrous devices he had shown her? And what
would happen if she made him angry again?

 


 



Chapter
Seventeen

 


She returned
upstairs, seeing Brigid focused on another part of her dining hall
mural, not wanting to disturb her friend, preferring to return to
her quarters and lie down.

'Girl.'

The voice was
uncharacteristically gentle, particularly bearing in mind from whom
it came. 'Mistress Deline?'

The Consort
walked up behind her, her face pale, her stance less haughty, more
cordial. 'I was told that you might need some assistance. Would you
come with me please?'

Susannah
silently followed her into the washroom, where several of the
disciples were pouring buckets of steaming water into one of the
sunken tubs, before departing.

As they left
Deline was gentle as she knelt and helped an astonished Susannah
out of her sandals, before rising again and helping her lift her
tunic up over her head - a more difficult action than she expected,
given her aching body.

The Consort
helped her into the tub. Susannah sighed with pleasure at the touch
of the water on her skin - not too hot, not too cool - and was
eager to immerse the rest of her body into it as she heard Deline
say, 'Kneel.'

She obeyed
willingly. The base of the tub, like its sides, felt polished,
smoother than porcelain. And the water, once her lower half
displaced it, had risen to her hips, enveloping her sex with a warm
blanket that matched the heat and moisture she felt within.

She clutched
the sides of the tub, barely needing the support as she watched
Deline take handcrafted soap and rub it thoroughly into a linen
washcloth, spawning growing clusters of pink-white lather, tumbling
like snowflakes from her hand. Then she began to soap Susannah,
first her back, then shoulders, then her neck beneath her collar,
then her arms. It was a deeply sensual experience, feeling the
power behind Deline's touch, massaging the hurt away. She closed
her eyes and sighed like a baby, leaning back slightly as Deline's
hands moved to her breasts, lifting and kneading, her touch giving
Susannah further bliss.

'I'm sorry,'
Deline apologised, continuing to soap Susannah, drifting to her
belly, and then between her legs.

Susannah
parted her thighs as much as she could. 'Sorry?'

'That he hurt
you.' Deline ventured further, her hand dipping beneath the surface
of the bathwater to massage Susannah's pulsing sex lips, but then
withdrew and moved on to soap her back, fingers running lightly
over her spine, to her buttocks, to one cheek then the other. The
unexpected intimacy was exactly what Susannah wanted and needed, an
oasis amongst the confusion and despair, of being seduced by
Abarron and this place.

'It is rare
that he loses control,' Deline told her. 'And it is even rarer that
he refuses to heal. The last time was with Estevo. They had been
friends, more in fact, for so long, but when Estevo angered him
enough he was sent away, and everyone was ordered not to mention
him again.'

'He... he was
fucking me, and he said I was his, and his forever...'

The hands
taking care of her withdrew abruptly, and Susannah opened her eyes
to see the Consort stepping away, wrapping her arms around
herself.

Then she
returned, lifting a thick towel. 'Rise. Let me dry you.'

Bemused,
Susannah obeyed, wincing a little as Deline padded her down, before
reaching for some balm employed for injuries not healed by the
Baths. 'I suspected things had changed.'


'Mistress?'

The woman wore
a new expression; one Susannah never expected to see on her - one
of defeat. 'When he ordered me to make you my assistant, to show
you what I do... I suspected.'

Susannah
frowned. Assistant? What did she mean? She had been sending
Susannah to do all manner of menial tasks, treated her so badly.
What did that have to do with showing her what she did?

'And then he's
focused so much attention on you,' Deline continued, helping
Susannah back into her tunic. 'Without wanting me around to assist.
It's clear, he wants you to be the next Consort.'

It was exactly
what Susannah had suspected, but didn't dare speak aloud, not in
front of the woman she might be replacing. 'He can't do that to
you.'

She shook her
head sadly. 'Yes, he can. He is the Host. Your potential must be
greater than mine.'


'Potential?'

'The Disciples
must want pain as well as pleasure, but the Consort must be able to
inflict pain and pleasure too. It's what he wants. It's what Zamael
wants.' She turned away. 'It will be your power, and your
responsibility.'

She was losing
her authority before her very eyes, and there was nothing the woman
could do about it. 'I'm sorry for you.'

Those words, meant with genuine sympathy, returned instead a
sudden anger in the Consort. 'You... feel sorry... for
me?'

She slapped
Susannah across the face, sending her sprawling to the tiled floor
before she leapt upon her, smacking her again. 'Bitch! Bitch!'

Susannah
struggled with her. 'Mistress, stop, please...'

She wasn't
listening. For a moment Susannah was prepared to allow her to vent
her justifiable rage upon her, but then a survival instinct took
over and in a mad moment she drew back her fist and punched the
woman in the face, in a very unfeminine manner.

The Consort
fell backwards, landing on her rear in shock, clutching her mouth.
For a moment the world seemed to hold its breath, then Susannah saw
the rage in the woman's eyes build again as she rose. She would
kill Susannah, no matter what Abarron might want otherwise, unless
Susannah did something first.

So she
launched herself forward and punched the woman once more, sending
her flying backwards just as some of the disciples entered, hearing
the commotion but staying out of it. The Consort fought to rise
again, but then Susannah was upon the woman, pinning her face down,
lifting the strips of silk covering her bottom and quickly spanking
with her bare hand. The slaps were loud within the bathroom and
Susannah gave it all she had, as the others kept watching in
disbelief. The woman continued to wriggle and yell... until
Susannah's hand slipped between her cheeks and Deline froze. 'No...
don't...' she whispered as she willingly parted her thighs to allow
Susannah's fingers to trail down along her cleft.

Susannah was
deeply shocked at her own actions, having been prepared to punish
Deline, but it was as if her pent-up rage over the events of the
last few days was spilling out. Keeping one hand pinning the
Consort's wrists behind her, she masturbated the woman with her
other hand and warned, 'You'd best mind your place, lady. Things
can change very quickly around here, as you well know.'

Beneath her
Deline's body spasmed and shook as she felt her pussy contract
around her thrusting fingers and heard her moan and whimper.
Finally she withdrew and released her hold on Deline, before
rising, noting her finger glistening with Deline's juices. The
Consort weakly rose to her knees, her outfit torn in several
places, unable to look at anyone.

Susannah
thought of one last detail. She held out the slick finger. 'Clean
that.'

Deline stared
at it, debating what to do, before making a choice, drawing closer
and taking the finger into her mouth, licking it clean.

One could
almost hear the collective gasp of those assembled. Then Susannah
pulled the finger away. 'Now go make yourself presentable, you're a
disgrace.'

The woman,
breathing heavily, rose on shaking legs and departed, snapping,
'Get out of my way!' as the crowd parted like waves.

Susannah
watched her leave. Perhaps she was more suitable to the role of
Consort than she might have thought.

 


She kept to
herself for most of the rest of the afternoon, and forwent evening
meal, having lost her appetite. It didn't stop Brigid from
visiting, and bringing with her a plate of fruit. 'Everyone's
wondering where you went, sweetheart.'

Susannah put
it aside. 'Thank you, but I'm not hungry. I just want to be alone
for a while.'

The Irishwoman
sat down beside her, taking her hand. 'I heard about what happened.
How could you humiliate the Consort like that?'

'What?'

'She's meant
to represent the Host's authority when he's not around. Doing what
you did can only make things worse.'

Brigid's
words, no matter how well-intentioned, came across as sour,
unwanted. Even patronising. Anger flared in her. 'There's a lot
more going on than you realise, Brigid. Not that you seem to
care.'

She looked
hurt. 'Please don't say things like that to me.'

'If it upsets
you go back to your new friends, your new lovers. Go on!'

Brigid's jaw
quivered and she looked ready to cry. Instead she rose and left,
leaving Susannah to try and keep from crying herself.

It didn't
work.

 


The bell for
Vesper sounded, and Susannah was up and halfway down the corridor
before she stopped herself. No, she refused to participate. To do
so would be to legitimise what was going on. She would go back to
her cell and wait it out. Yes, that was what she would do.

She felt
herself coiling up inside, her pussy begging, pleading, demanding
her legs to move, to get there in time for the Song. But somehow
she nearly crawled back to her cell, hoping to appease herself
somehow.

She planted
her feet flat on the mat as her hand descended between her parted
legs, her palm pressing against her clit and her middle finger
sliding into her slick interior. She worked her sex wantonly, and
as she pushed herself towards an orgasm she fuelled her arousal
with memories of being made to suck William in front of her
brother, while he was made to suck the Host. Of being beaten by
Abarron and fucked like an animal...

She came.
Wracked with guilt, but she came. She would probably be punished in
the morning for not offering it to Zamael. But really, how much
more could they punish her?

 


She expected
the summons. She was ready.

She wasn't
ready to be taken to the Dungeon, to see Abarron standing beside a
large wooden wheel-like contraption. And secured, spread-eagled on
it, looking like Leonardo da Vinci's Vituperus Man, was a naked,
bound and gagged Brigid, her head hung low, beads of sweat on her
curvaceous body. Abarron carried a whip.

'What's going
on?' Susannah asked.

Abarron
paused, looking back at her. 'A reminder, my dear, of the price of
disobedience, of not attending Vesper, of your place.' He held out
the whip.

Susannah
faltered, shaking her head. 'No, Sire, I couldn't.'

'Your friend
will be whipped tonight. If you do it, and do it convincingly, I
will heal her injuries as I have healed yours. If you do not, and I
must do it, your friend's body will retain its wounds and
consequent pain for a long time to come.'

Susannah
couldn't believe what he was offering. He couldn't expect her to
raise a whip to her own friend? Especially after the argument they
had before? She couldn't do it. She couldn't.

She stepped
forward, knowing she could.

He scowled.
'Do not hold back, girl. I will know.'

Susannah's
legs shook as she approached, staring at the whip, its long black
knotted handle, its long snake-like body stretched out along the
floor. Numbly she accepted it, feeling it in her hand, an alien
thing.

'Don't look so
afraid,' Abarron said. 'You might even learn to enjoy it. You
seemed to enjoy trying to hurt me.'

Susannah
turned, facing Brigid's bound back. She breathed in, raised the
whip tentatively, drew her arm back, and brought the tip down upon
Brigid's flesh. It cut into the woman's lower back, making her cry
out and almost making Susannah drop the hideous instrument of
punishment. She wanted to cry.

'Hurry up,
girl,' Abarron warned. 'Don't dawdle.'

Susannah
continued, her arm already aching as she swept the whip down, again
and again, onto her friend's sweat-beaded body, and with every
muffled wail Brigid produced Susannah felt a part of herself die.
She lashed Brigid's back, her shoulders, her rear, the backs of her
legs. Six. Eight. A dozen. It was a horrendous ordeal, and each
time Susannah wished they could trade places. She felt tears
streaking her face, the observer rapt, expectant, merely adding to
her emotional torment.

'That's
enough,' Abarron announced unexpectedly and Susannah stopped,
looking to him almost gratefully, until he added, 'Now deal with
the front of her body.'

He didn't mean
it. He couldn't! But he did.

Feeling like a
somnambulist, Susannah walked around to the front of the wheel
rack, a selfish part of her hoping Brigid would keep her head down,
so she wouldn't have to look into the face of the friend she was
savagely chastising. The front of the Irishwoman's body showed no
signs of the punishment her back had received; her breasts full,
the nipples pink and peaking, her pubic hair a beautiful copper
triangle. Thoughts of the passion they had shared before returned
to torment her with what she was doing now.

'I said
continue!' Abarron snapped.

Susannah
obeyed, swatting the whip across the woman's breasts, her belly,
across the fronts of her thighs. Brigid's cries degenerated into a
lingering wail. Susannah was almost ready to surrender, unable to
continue, when fortunately Abarron intervened. 'Enough.'

Susannah
dropped the whip and rushed to her friend, guilt and anguish and
relief vying for dominance within her. She touched her reddened,
tearstained face. 'I'm sorry, Brigid, I'm so sorry.'

The Irishwoman
looked exhausted, almost ready to fall into unconsciousness, but
she managed a weak nod and a muffled murmur.

'See?' Abarron
goaded, moving to one side of the rack to witness the exchange.
'See how easy it was?'

Susannah
forced herself not to look at the Host, unable to guarantee that
she could hide the naked anger she felt at the man and his
torturous games.

'Now make her
come,' Abarron added.

'What?'

'Make her
come. You gave her pain. Now give her pleasure.'

He was
serious; he expected Susannah to touch her friend intimately in
front of him, a further ordeal after the whipping. She looked away
from him, back to Brigid, touching the woman's her cheek. 'I'm
sorry...'

Her hand moved
down to Brigid's parted thighs, lightly brushing through the soft
hair, finding her sex lips, hot and sticky. One finger slid inside
as her thumb found her clit. She began to masturbate the woman she
had been whipping only moments before. She leaned close, as if to
hide what she was forced to do from their captor, and pressed the
side of her face against Brigid's, wanting to pretend it wasn't
happening, that they were alone and free and none of the nightmare
was happening.

Brigid let out
a deep moan, and Susannah felt her sex contract around her
penetrating finger as she passed out.

'Poor thing,'
Abarron mused with mock concern, before looking at Susannah again.
'And how did that make you feel? Are you wet?'

She blushed.
'Go to Hell!'

Faster than
she could imagine he pushed her back hard against the wheel rack,
holding her with a fistful of hair while reaching under her tunic.
Without realising it she parted her thighs to him - and showed him
how much of a liar she was.

 


They brought
Brigid back sometime during the night, Susannah waiting in her cell
for her return. The naked woman was healed, as promised, alive, as
promised, and in a deep sleep they advised Susannah not to try and
disturb. Feeling exhausted, Susannah was content to be grateful for
her friend's return. She drew the woman close to her on the mat,
spooning up to her from behind, holding her for comfort and warmth.
She felt so good. She wished... she wished Brigid was awake, so
they could comfort each other again. She kissed Brigid's neck, let
her hand move over the woman's full breasts, toying with the
nipples.

Between her
legs her pussy stirred again. She was a harlot, a slut, a whore.
She revelled in it.

Every thought
in her head made her want to touch herself, and she realised her
hand was there already. She lay back, still wanting to feel the
touch of Brigid's body against hers, as if the woman was awake and
doing all this. She needed to come. She leaned back against her
pillow. Her hand worked furiously. She was wet and swollen, felt so
aroused, but it wasn't forthcoming. No. There would be time for
that later.

Time. Susannah
lay there. The days would turn into weeks, and then months, years,
decades. Centuries? It would all became a hazy blur of servitude
and punishment, unless she found a way for them all to get
away.

 


'Susie?'

Susannah
stirred. It felt like she had only slept a few minutes, but the
sounds outside told her it was morning as she forced herself awake
and sat up. 'How are you feeling?'

The Irishwoman
sat up as well, peeked under the sheets. 'Fine, I think. No marks
on me. Amazing! The Host is truly miraculous!'

Susannah
nodded, knowing firsthand how confusing it felt. And then the
memory of having been forced to inflict those marks on her friend
returned, as did the guilt. 'Brigid, I'm so sorry he forced you
into that horrible thing.'

She looked to
her, almost laughing. 'Silly goose! I wanted to do it!'

'You did?'

'Of course.
Sire Abarron asked me. I was proud to agree.'

'But why?'

'To help you.
And to prove my love for Zamael.'

'Zamael?'

'Yes. Zamael
gives us eternal life. Zamael ensures we're fed and clothed and
protected. Blessed be—'

'No! There's
nothing blessed about Zamael, or about what's going on here. We
still have to get try and get away.'

'No we don't,
Susie; we're part of something greater here.'

'And what
about Cole and Jack? And William and Niles? Are they part of
something greater here?'

'Yes! They
serve their purpose too! Zamael watches over them!'

'Brigid, trust
me, you don't understand...'

'You think I'm
stupid. You've always thought I wasn't as smart as you, haven't
you?'

'What? Listen
to me, Brigid—'

'No,' she
replied coldly. 'No, I won't. You might want to leave, but why
should I? What is there for me back in England or Ireland? A life
spent sucking off grubby diseased men in filthy back alleys for the
rent money? Being spat upon? Having to hide my love for women? Here
I'm an artist. I'm allowed to be who I want to be. I am accepted
and desired, and best of all, they will keep me young and beautiful
and healthy forever. Why would I want to give all that up?'

She departed
without waiting for a response. Not that Susannah had one. Her
friend had a point. With all Abarron had to offer did she have the
right to take her away from it, if they were willing to accept the
conditions?

 


 



Chapter
Eighteen

 


Days were
beginning to blur for Susannah.

She would
awaken, wash and dress with the others. Sometimes Brigid would be
with her, chatting and laughing as if everything was perfectly
normal. Sometimes she would be too busy with her new friends to
take time out. Deline barely acknowledged Susannah since the fight,
never met her eyes, and never assigned anything to her, giving her
more freedom than she expected, though she kept to a routine in
order to not arouse suspicion. Sometimes she helped out in the
kitchens, in order to help deliver food to the slaves in the mines.
There she would see Cole, feed him, but little or nothing would be
exchanged between them. They were cold, distant to each other. A
part of her wanted to speak with him, straighten matters out
between them, but she also sensed his anger at her, and she could
only guess it was for giving in to the domination of the Host and
the Consort, as if it was her fault. And that anger from him only
stoked hers back at him.

Other times
she worked in the laundry, or tended the Garden. She didn't mind a
change of task, not only for variety's sake, but because she still
hadn't found out where they were keeping William, and nobody would
say, if they knew. More than once she'd see Brigid with Uriah,
drawing or painting, creating admittedly beautiful works. Often
they'd go to the Garden, 'to make an offering to Zamael', as the
euphemism went.

Sometimes
Susannah did the same, but only by herself, and when no one else
was around. She'd ignore the horrible statue, though.

She still
attended Vesper, of course, still hungered to hear the Song, let it
flow through her and make her pussy erupt. Most times she kept to
herself, masturbating furiously while others chose to indulge with
each other. Once or twice she happened to encounter Brigid, and
their distance would be forgotten in the heat of the moment, their
bodies would grind together, straddling their pussies against each
other's thighs while they nipped and bit their ears and necks,
growling and cursing - and always while Abarron watched.

Later in the
evening Abarron would always call for her. She usually met him
alone in the place she'd nicknamed the Dungeon. There he would have
her strip, and often chain her up in various positions, sometimes
gag and hood her as well, and use different instruments on her:
belts, paddles, whips, canes, objects she'd never even seen before.
He would make her come, often.

Sometimes he
would lose control and leave her with more serious injuries. That
was when she would witness his power of healing. He would move his
metal hand to her naked body, and then an incredible warmth would
envelope her, a warmth and almost liquid pressure, and it would
both strengthen and sap her, and she watched as the scars and welts
seemed to melt back into her. And then she'd feel herself drifting,
feeling so safe... and then waking on the floor, still naked but
healed of her injuries. Feeling like a newborn she reached for her
clothes, clutching them to her front as she watched him kneeling
nearby, seemingly in prayer.

Until he
spoke. 'I am giving thanks once more to Zamael for giving me this
power, to do his bidding.'

'Sire... may I
ask a question without risk of being punished?'

'No.' He
smiled. 'That does not mean I will definitely punish you. But you
must be prepared to take risks if you deem them important
enough.'

Maybe it would
be better simply to not ask - no, no he was right, she had to
chance it. 'How... how did you build all this? The temple? The
machines?'

'I did not.
Zamael did. The Angels did. They were sent down to prepare a new
Eden, a new Paradise, for Man. And when they left they gave me the
task of gathering the worthy, of training them, to cultivate what
is desired and banish what is not. To keep them young and healthy
until Zamael returns. To do this they gave me the power of eternal
life, and to share it with others. They gave me the power to heal.
They gave me the means to watch over my flock. They even gave me
the Hound to capture those who stray, and bring them back.'

Hound? Yes,
the machine that captured her during her attempted escape. She
hadn't forgotten about that, but no one knew what it was or where
it had come from. 'Sire, back home we have many devices at our
command. Devices that can capture images, even moving images, as
well as sound. Devices that can send messages even across the
Atlantic to America. We even have machines that fly in the air and
carry people. None of these are gifts from the Angels. That
so-called "Hound" which captured me when I tried to escape—'

'Is an
automaton,' he finished.

His admission
made her blink. 'You know?'

'Of course.
Long ago Solomon used his wisdom to design a throne, whereupon
taking the first step a mechanism was set in motion where a golden
ox and a golden lion each stretched out one foot to support him and
help him rise to the next step. On each side the animals helped the
King up until he was comfortably seated upon the throne. In my own
day I saw wind-up men's hands writing on paper, and clockwork women
dancing. It shouldn't be surprising that these tools of theirs
would be even more wondrous - and still available for their
return.'

'But what will
they do when they return?'

'Do? They will
sweep this world clean, leaving only the chosen. And they will put
the chosen on the right path. They will free us of our burdens.
They will help us set aside useless thoughts and notions and fully
embrace passion and pain. There will be no barriers between us. No
class, no creed, no colour. No greed, no prejudice, no war.'

'But how can
you know their plans?'

He regarded
her, before replying. 'Kneel.'

As she did he
departed and quickly returned with the helmet. He touched the side,
where the light appeared - and now there were two lights, in a
column. 'Watch, Susannah. And learn. I know them because I've seen
them.'

She shifted,
feeling her heart race as he placed the helmet over her head,
leaving her in muffled blackness. She expected the whine she'd
heard on her first day. Instead, suddenly - there were stars!
Immense, burning stars bleeding light and heat into the ether, and
vessels which cut through the heavens, as huge as mountains,
floating high in the sky before descending, piercing and parting
clouds...

Then she saw
the monsters, as big as life if not bigger, striding the earth:
tall, winged, jet-black figures in gold baldrics and belts and
carrying shimmering staffs... figures that looked identical to the
statue of Zamael in the Garden.

She stood
outside, beneath a blazing sun, and watched as many machines like
the Hounds rounded up men and women from villages and tribes,
dragging them along, stripping them, assessing them, collaring
them, while the winged figures took them on leashes, putting them
to work or putting them into the throes of carnal bliss,
encouraging them to mount and mate with each other, to whip each
other into frenzied states.

She cried out
as the images and sounds vanished when Abarron removed the helmet.
She collapsed into a heap, clutching her face, unable to believe
what she had seen and heard.

'If these are
not angels,' Abarron asked, returning the helmet to the table,
'what are they?'

She couldn't
answer. But she knew someone who might.

 


'Martians,'
William declared.

'What?'

He nodded,
visibly fascinated by his own notion. 'Men from Mars. It makes
perfect sense. Mars is close to us, relatively speaking; it's a
smaller world with a lighter gravity than our own, and so it would
be natural for man-sized creatures with wings to evolve there.'

Niles slumped
to the foot of the nearest bed. 'You can't be serious, Will.'

'Well, why
not? Look at what we've developed in the last hundred years:
engines, airships, kinetographs. What could a much older
civilisation have come up with? They may have sent a rocket here
centuries ago. And once here something happened to their crew,
perhaps a disease; I read an H. G. Wells tale about that, but their
advanced equipment survived, to be found and used by Abarron to
forge his own private kingdom here.'

The notion of
it all being machines from Mars was staggering to Susannah, and
unbelievable if she hadn't witnessed and experienced it firsthand.
'We have to find a way to cut ourselves out of these collars. With
them on they can track us, hurt us.'

'They're nigh
indestructible,' William grunted. 'We've tried using the tools we
have here.'

She knew. 'If
I learn anything I'll let you know.'

She started to
leave, but Niles stopped her. 'Wait, Sis... before you go I have
something to say.' He caught his breath before continuing. 'Abarron
was lying. I'm not a sodomite.'

'This is
embarrassing,' William muttered.

'What?' She
stared in disbelief at him. 'Niles, it doesn't matter now.'

'Yes, it does.
He was obviously saying that to torment and confuse you. I would
never touch another man like that.'

'Niles, I
caught you once touching yourself while looking at pictures of
naked men. And I never saw you with a woman.'

He blushed
furiously. 'It... it doesn't mean I...'

'Niles, it
doesn't matter. I've had sex with women, if that makes you feel any
better. All that matters is getting Cole and Jack free, and then
you two, and then getting us out of here.'

'I noticed you
didn't include our Irish rose in that declaration of independence,'
William observed.

Susannah's
face sobered. 'I don't think she'll leave here. And I don't blame
her.'

 


It was by
chance that one of the other girls mentioned not seeing Cole and
Jack in the mines, and Susannah had to find out for herself, but
knowing the Overseer she thought it best to go prepared.

She sought the
man out, standing anxiously as he turned to face her. 'And what is
this? Here to tell more lies?'

She held up a
tray filled with food from the kitchens, better food than she
suspected he received. 'I bring you a gift, Overseer. For all your
hard work.'

'An offering,
you mean? Payment to see your lover and the others?'

'Yes,' she
replied simply, after a moment. There was really no point in
denying it.

He laughed and
seemed to regard the offer, though he barely glanced at the food.
'Follow me.'

She did, as
they ventured down another tunnel. She steeled herself and then led
the way, feeling him closely behind her, one hand on her shoulder
guiding her into a honeycomb of more tunnels, perhaps already mined
out and since converted into living quarters for the lower classes
of the community.

His quarters
were large, ventilated with air and light from outside, probably
better furnished than the rest, and with an open doorway now
shielded with a simple curtain. She watched him adjust some mirrors
to better reflect the sunlight. 'Set that aside.'

She did,
turning to go. 'I'll come back for the tray after I see them.'

He grabbed her
arm. 'I think not.'

She turned to
face him, and saw the erection beneath his kilt.

'You brought
more,' he grinned. 'Now I can work up a suitable appetite. Go on,
by all means struggle all you want my proud little lady, for all
the good it will do you.'

She stared up
at him. If that was what he wanted she was still willing to pay the
price. And if she heard him right, and she was to play the role of
some highborn lady he would tame, then so be it. She started
struggling with him, conjuring up every florid line of dialogue
she'd read in every bad novel. 'Poltroon! Filthy beast! Take your
hands off me, you vile creature! I spit on the likes of you!'

He held her
easily, chuckling to himself. 'Such a fiery little hellion. And for
now, all mine to play with.' Farid dragged her over to his bed,
where he sat on the edge and pulled her face down over his lap. She
kept struggling because she knew it was expected and - to judge
from the growing bulge she felt beneath her - desired.

Pinning her
hands against her lower back he lifted her tunic, exposing her legs
and buttocks. His huge callused hand stroked her peachy cheeks, and
he chuckled some more. 'So fine a morsel for the middle of the
day.'

'Don't you
dare lay a hand upon me!' she threatened. 'I'll have you flayed
alive!'

'I think not.'
He began smacking her bottom, the smacks loud within his quarters,
the sharp shocks of pain racing through her pinned body. She knew
instinctively he was barely using his considerable strength, but
still, each blow felt so strong.

And so
stimulating. It was exciting her, more than she expected. Her cries
had become yelps, and then grunts, grunts with each slap on her hot
rear as she wriggled on his lap, a sincere reaction to his
dominance, his punishment.

Finally she
cried, 'Mercy! I'm sorry, please, I surrender to you!'

Farid did
stop, but still held her, while the hand that had spanked her
ventured between her parted thighs, touching her wetness, just as
she had earlier done to Deline. 'Do you, now?'

'Yes! Oh yes,
sir! You have subdued me!'

With what
might have looked like cruelty but was in fact a careful manoeuvre
on his part, he let her slump to the floor at his feet, while he
continued to sit and scrutinise her. 'Not yet I haven't. But know
that, while the Host and his Consort might own you out there, in
here you are mine. Do you understand?'

She looked up
at him, aware of how wet her pussy was. 'Yes, sir.'

He nodded in
approval. 'Remove your clothes. Let me see the prize I'm about to
take.'

Susannah knelt
up, leaving on her sandals but drawing the tunic over her head,
taking a moment to straighten out her blonde locks, before casting
the clothes aside, naked but for her shoes and collar. After a
moment she adopted the Slave's Posture William had taught her:
knees parted, hands locked behind her head, eyes averted.

It met with
appreciation from the Overseer. 'Very pleasing.' He leaned forward,
reaching out and cupping one of her breasts, weighing it like a
fruit, playing with the hardening nipple. 'Very, very pleasing.' He
let her go and rose to his feet, his groin at her face level, the
bulge beneath his loincloth unavoidable. 'Pay homage to me.'

She lowered
her arms and drew aside the material, revealing a huge, thick
member, with a moist damask head jutting from a sheath of
circumcised skin, rising thick and hard from a clump of curly black
hair over a pair of low, heavy-looking testicles.

Susannah
moistened her mouth and took him in. He was bigger than William or
Cole, and she tried not to gag as she swallowed as much of him as
possible, her hand stroking the base of the shaft so as to give him
full stimulation along his length. He grunted above her, his hand
resting on the top of her head, guiding her as she worshipped his
cock. She made humming sounds, her tongue trailing along the veined
underside. With any luck she could make him come quickly, and then
she would be free to go.

But then Farid
drew her off, his voice a growl. 'Get on the bed.'

Susannah
moistened her lips, actually glad for the interruption, her jaw
aching. 'Yes, sir.'

The bed was
not as soft as the one she shared with Brigid, but she hardly had
time for comparisons as Farid removed his loincloth entirely, stood
at the foot of the bed, his erection still firm and glistening and
pointed towards her. She looked up at him, her thighs parted, her
sex waiting. He started to crawl over her but then stopped, reached
down, grabbed her by the hips and turned her over like a rag doll.
He was kneeling behind her as she raised up on all fours as best
she could, feeling him prod at her rear, thankfully moving downward
to her pussy...

She let out a
yelp as he filled her, his rough presence making her reddened
bottom protest. She felt like she would be split in two! He gripped
her by the hips and fucked her, occasionally slapping her rear
again. Susannah buried her face in her crossed arms and moaned
shamelessly, relishing being taken like this, needing it so much.
He pushed her over the edge, and then again, while her pussy
embraced his cock and had its full measure of satisfaction. And
then he came, filling her with his seed. She clenched, trapping it
within her as he withdrew. She felt raw. She felt blissful.

Farid slapped
her bottom one more time. 'Serve me.'

Weakly she
rose to her feet, ignoring her clothing as she retrieved the tray
and knelt before him, holding it up while he partook of the food.
She clenched her thighs to trap his seed within. 'Sir, may I ask a
question?'

She heard him
chew on some honeyed bread, before he responded. 'What is it?'

'Who are you?
I mean, before you came here?'

He grunted.
'Nobody. A slave, out there, in service to a man who came here in
search of the treasure of Abyssar. He died. But I found my place
here.'

'Has anyone...
has anyone tried to rebel? The slaves, I mean?'

He grunted
again, reaching up to touch his collar. 'This keeps the others
under control. One wave of Abarron's hand and they fall like
leaves.'

'The others?'
The way he had phrased it made her ask, 'What about you?'

He looked at
her, gauging how to respond, before finally smiling back. 'Set that
aside, and rise.' She did, and followed his hand to his collar,
drawing it around to the sealed catch - which he opened.

She stared in
astonishment at it. 'How did you do that?'

'An accident,'
he grunted. 'A fortunate accident. I'd picked up one of the small
grinding tools used on the yellow ore to pulverise it into dust.
I'd used it to scratch the back of my neck while it was still
vibrating, then I felt the collar pop open. After that I could
close and open it at will, and tested whether or not I would be
discovered if I left Abyssar.'

'And what
happened?'

He smiled.
'The Hound did not come after me. I stepped outside for the first
time in who knows how long.'

That was it?
Some sort of sonic vibration could unlock it? 'Why didn't you just
leave and not come back?'

His smiled
dropped. 'I tried, but as soon as I left the influence of the
valley I could feel time catching up with me. The further I got,
the more I grew old. I rushed back.' He looked wistful. 'Better
some life here than no life out there.' He finished the food before
continuing. 'Besides, aren't you more interested in what happened
to your friends?'

'What's
happened with them?'

'They are no
longer under my supervision. They have continued to fight with each
other and with us. So the Host declared that matters would be
settled once and for all in the Arena.'

'An
Arena?'

He nodded.
'They will fight each other. To the death.'

'What? When
will this happen?'

'Tomorrow at
midday.'

Susannah kept
her composure, but inside she trembled. An arena? Fighting, like
gladiators or something? Could Cole do that? She looked to Farid
again. 'You knew all along they weren't here, and why I came to see
you. I didn't have to...'

He grinned. 'I
know.'

 


She was back in
the central hub of the temple when she heard the voice.
'Susannah?'

She stopped
and turned. Deline stood there, looking more determined than she'd
seen in days. She drew up to her. 'Yes, Mistress?'

She was ready
for anything - almost. Deline raised her right arm, revealing one
of the pistols the others had brought with them, and confiscated.
She pointed it at Susannah and pulled the trigger.

Susannah fell
backwards. Getting shot felt like being punched in the chest. How
strange. How very strange...

 


 



Chapter
Nineteen

 


Drifting,
drifting... but Susannah knew what it was now, and forced herself
upwards, imagining she under the blackest of waters, needing to get
to the surface as quickly as possible. She kicked down, propelling
herself further up, feeling awareness return rapidly...

She sat up,
her hand automatically moving to her breastbone, expecting to find
a gaping hole. Of course, there was none. She pulled up the silk
sheets which had fallen away, and lay back once more on the soft
furs beneath her, recognising where she was: the Tabernacle. She'd
been shot by Deline! She had no idea that the woman would do that!
And of course, Abarron had saved her.

She sat up
again, glancing around. Was she alone? Would she have time
to...?

No. Abarron
was there. 'Ahh, my dear, how good to see you back in the land of
the living.'

'Yes. I
suppose I should thank you.'

'No thanks are
necessary. All the acolytes of Zamael are under my protection.'

'That's
assuming I'm one of them.'

'You are,' he
assured her confidently. 'More so now than poor Deline.'

'Deline?' Her
blood chilled. 'What happened to her?'

His face
hardened. 'She has committed an unpardonable sin among us; not just
jealousy, but attempted murder.'

'What did you
do to her?'

His eyes
narrowed. 'She was taken to the ruins outside the volcano. She had
her collar removed. She was stripped. She was sent away, for the
rest of her life. Which should be a few hours at most.'

The words sank
in slowly. Banished? Sent outside the volcano? But if she stayed
out there for too long... 'Abarron, she's been with you for longer
than most people have been alive on this planet. She's been
faithful and loyal until now.'

'I wonder if
your former lover would argue for leniency if he knew what she had
done.'

'It doesn't
matter! It happened to me, I have a greater right to decide—'

'I made my
decision!' He paused to collect his self-control before continuing.
'All have been ordered to forget about her and not speak of her
again, if they value their skin. You are included in that order. I
suggest you follow it.' He stepped away.

Susannah still
couldn't believe that he could do such a thing, even towards
someone who had tried to murder her. On the other hand she couldn't
waste time arguing with him over it, not with other things
demanding her attention. 'I've heard you want my friends to fight
to the death. Why?'

Abarron walked
over to a desk-like apparatus, touching some of the buttons and
squares on its surface. Images of the Tabernacle appeared on the
surrounding walls, just as they were happening in real life. He
stared at his own image. 'A necessary measure. They have been
consistently rebellious. This can affect the others. An example
must be made.'

She stared at
his back. He was serious, and he wouldn't be argued with. So she
didn't. 'You are right.'

He stopped and
half-turned towards her. 'Indeed?'

She caught his
gaze, and proceeded. 'Yes. We need strong slaves in the mines, but
not if they spend time fighting each other or trying to escape. The
winner of a fight between them will instil fear and respect in the
others, and give the winner a sense of authority that will help
them adjust to their new life.'

He regarded
her with what seemed like a mixture of suspicion and intrigue. 'An
interesting notion. But what about your former lover? What if he is
the one killed in the fight?'

The thought
hadn't left her since she'd heard the news. She had to choose her
reply carefully. 'I will not pretend I won't feel something if that
happens. But my feelings for him have changed.'

Abarron strode
closer, his robe slipping open, revealing a muscular chest and
baggy black silk trousers and sandals. 'Are you suggesting that
your feelings may have focused on someone else?'

She stared up
at him. 'Perhaps.'

A smirk raised
one corner of his thin, colourless lips. 'Don't insult me by
telling me you've fallen madly in love with me instead?'

'Not love,
lust. The highest of virtues.'

'Really?' he
asked dubiously.

'Yes.' Her
voice went husky; she surprised herself with the private admission
that she was being perfectly truthful.

'But we've
only just met,' he teased. 'What about the poor man from the
Americas?'

She shrugged.
'I only just met him a few days ago too. Besides...' she leaned
forward, letting the sheets drop, just enough to reveal more flesh,
'given time he'll forget about me, and I... well, I'll be
busy.'

'Busy?'

She shrugged
again. 'Well, I hear I'm up for the job of Consort.'

He laughed.
'Yes, though I expected it to take longer for you to come around to
that notion. But it's presumptuous of you to imagine that you are
best suited for it. I might be considering others too.'

His
illuminated eyes told a different story, but Susannah knew to play
along. 'If I'm being presumptuous you're welcome to spank me.' She
slid down to the foot of the bed, keeping the sheet around her body
as she prepared to rise.

Until he
ordered, 'Stay where you are.'

She did,
shaking her hair back coquettishly as he moved over to the wall and
touched something. Suddenly she reacted as the walls, the very air
above and around her, thickened and coalesced, producing images...
of her! They were like mirrors, all displaying her at different
angles, some showing the entire bed, others so close to her face
she feared seeing some imperfection displayed large for her
pitiless self-scrutiny.

'I don't
believe you,' he declared, sounding ominous, until he added, 'not
fully. You'll need to convince me. Remove that sheet.'

It had been
one thing preparing herself to be naked before his gaze, it was
another to have an audience of two and twenty-two, watching her do
the same. Her head spun as she let the sheet drop away. She saw her
breasts, heaving with a growing excitement, her nipples tight and
dark. She saw her belly fluttering. She saw the dark delta
steepling her clenched thighs, and her hands almost nervously
tapping on her knees until she stopped them.

'Open your
legs,' Abarron ordered softly. 'Touch yourself.'

Her thighs
felt sticky with sweat as they parted. Her nether lips parted too,
the crinkled flesh opening to reveal the glistening slit, beneath
her hooded clitoris.

Her hands
moved down there, fingers parting the labia with an almost teasing
slowness, a thumb rising to her clit, to nudge and stroke it ever
so lightly, a feather touch that nevertheless induced a moan from
her.

Her fore- and
middle fingers ventured within her slick passage, curving to one
side, touching her inner flesh as her eyes fixed on the images
above and around her, focusing on them, as if they were happening
to someone else. It was an intense erotic experience, and she felt
herself immerse into it with far greater gusto than she
expected.

Her free hand
rose, cupping one of her breasts, squeezing gently and then
roughly, her thumb and forefinger pinching the nipple. Above her
Abarron's marvellous machinery knew to follow her hands, and even
focus on her face as she bit her lip and grunted.

As she
continued to masturbate shamelessly her thrusting fingers made
squelching sounds, and she twisted her nipples mercilessly, sending
jolts of pain through her body.

Abarron began
undressing, shucking off his robe, slipping out of his sandals,
undoing the silk drawstring of his trousers and letting them drop
to his feet, revealing his thickened erection. As he undressed he
spoke to her. 'You are mine, Susannah Beck. You belong to me, and
you belong to this life. Do not try to deny it. It's in your eyes,
your heart... your cunt. No matter what your hidden intentions are
now, you'll see—'

She looked at
him. 'Are you going to talk all day, or are you going to get that
in me?'

He waited,
just long enough to establish who was in charge, before stepping
forward. 'Turn around.'

She glared up
at him. 'Make me.'

He was upon
her, grappling with her, rolling around. She clawed and scratched
without holding back - and only some of it driven by pent-up anger
at him for his actions. He gave as good as he got, scratching her
as well, his cock rubbing against her thigh, all the while
performing for the unseen but ever-present cameras.

Suddenly he
pinned her face down on the bed, though conscious enough to give
her enough leeway to let her turn her head to one side to breathe.
He leaned in closer to her face, hissing through clenched teeth,
'Surrender to me! And mean it!'

Beneath her
dishevelled hair Susannah hissed back, 'Go bugger yourself!'

She felt him
chuckle and then, keeping her wrists pinned against her lower back,
he reached down between her cheeks and touched her anus. She
tensed, but just a little as his hiss became a purr. 'A tempting
challenge. But I'm feeling lazy and there's a far more convenient
target for me.'

As she
continued to fight him, albeit with eroding strength, he reached
further down to her soaked pussy, gathering her juices and
irrigating her channel up around her rear entrance, and each time
he touched her there she spasmed a little, not helped by how he
also took time to caress her pussy.

He leaned in
again. 'Surrender to me. And mean it.'

He was close,
close to making her come. The desire in his voice, genuine and
potent, excited her. It was the most exciting thing about it,
beyond her submission and pain and helplessness. She almost gave
in.

Almost. 'Fuck
you.'

He shifted,
spread her buttocks and mounted her, pressing forward. Susannah
felt the little ring of muscles at her entrance resist, and for an
instant she had the desire to pull away, but overcame it. She tried
to relax, hoping the pain would pass quickly.

'God help me,'
was all she finally whispered, a soft surrender as she looked
away.

Abarron
pressed forward, slowly sinking into her.

Susannah felt
a shock of sensation that almost took her breath away. She rode the
initial scream of protest from her nerves, rode it until it
translated into an all-encompassing surge of pleasure that she
never knew could exist. It was a pleasure on the same volcano as
pain, and of the same incredible intensity, one barely
indistinguishable from the other.

Susannah
braced herself as she realised that Abarron had barely penetrated
her at all, and was ready for more. His hands, smeared with her
juices, released hers and grasped her hips as he pushed further,
the breadth of him stretching her. Abarron's cock slid deeper, and
then with another push, it was as deep as it could be.

Susannah
gasped, the blood racing to her head and making it spin, riding the
waves of extraordinary delight. Tentatively she pushed back against
him, feeling his balls against her sex lips. His cock twitched
inside her, translating into pulses of pleasure. She was able to
feel every inch of him, and any initial discomfort had been
eclipsed by floods of passion. It was a wonderfully wicked and
delicious sensation, and she wriggled her rear shamelessly from
side to side to accentuate her excitement - until Abarron slapped
her.

'No, no.
You're here for my pleasure, not your own.'

As he drew in
and out of her he would slap her again, making her squirm and fight
and curse and bless him in equal measures. Susannah was plummeting
into a deep pool of intense bliss and her sex pulsed wildly, as if
fed from the sensations radiating from her adjacent passage.

Abarron leaned
forward, almost lying on top of her, his cock still driving in and
out. He was reaching around her hip to find her pussy. Suspecting
his intentions she adjusted her position slightly, raising her hips
and parting her thighs further, giving him access to her clit,
though she doubted he could actually reach.

'Oh God!' Just
as she thought she could feel no more, more came. Abarron couldn't
do very much, not being a contortionist, but the presence of his
fingertips pressing against her clit was enough to complete a
circuit within her. Susannah felt herself coming, a huge snake of
sensation slipping over her.

Abarron's cock
began to twitch again and seemed to swell within the tight,
unfamiliar confines surrounding it, and each tiny twitch was like a
sweet kick inside, tempting her with the promise of another
imminent orgasm.

That
expectation hit her as her next orgasm did. Pleasure turned into a
moment of pain as he surrendered to his own burgeoning release, and
quickened his pace, his body hot and sweaty as she shot into her.
But her pain passed, as if coated by his ejaculation. She felt
every spurt inside her, her fingers digging uselessly into the bed,
her final cry a sharp plea that sapped her remaining strength.

Dimly she felt
Abarron gently withdraw. She lay there, clenching her buttocks to
keep her received prize inside, and her throat felt raw. She stared
at the surrounding images of her own exhausted, replete body,
before turning around slowly, trapping his seed in her back
passage.

He lay on his
back, his cock still wet and hard and pointing upwards, his eyes
closed, his face peaceful.

She watched
him for a while, seeing the scratches she'd left on his chest.
Physician heal thyself, she thought, and he did, the scratches
knitting themselves shut.

It wasn't an
immediate response, more at the pace of a snail moving up a wall.
But as she continued to observe she could see the injuries heal,
his power turned naturally from within. Incredible! Such a gift
would have made him incredibly long-lived, if not immortal. But how
far did the ability extend? Could he restore an organ? A limb?

She reached
out, almost touching the receding scratches, but didn't want to
disturb him.

'They're
silent again,' he murmured, his eyes still shut.

She dropped
her hand.

He continued
to speak, staring upwards. 'Zamael had clung on to his mortal shell
for as long as he could, waiting for my arrival. He gave me a metal
arm. He gave me power and authority and knowledge. But he also made
me the curator of the souls of himself, and his brethren. They live
within me, keep me young and strong. But they hunger, too. And when
they hunger their cries become a choir of need within me until
they, and I, are sated. I gladly maintain this burden, Susannah
Beck. But sometimes... sometimes I long for the days when it was
peaceful in my head.'

What did he
mean? Was it the Teaching Helmet? Or was it something even more
dire?

She didn't
know what to say. She reached out blindly, found his hand and
squeezed it, letting him squeeze back, a momentary gesture of
solidarity.

 


Deline's room
was hers now, and everything within it, including the clothes - and
the vibrating toy she'd seen when she first entered, all that long
ago. She cast aside the tunic of a disciple, for attire more
fitting her new station: crossed red silks over her breasts, down
over her pussy and between the cheeks of her bottom, gold belt and
jewellery, hard-soled sandals which purposely clacked against the
temple floors to announce her approach.

And the whip.
She couldn't forget the whip.

She stood by
the foot of her bed, hoping she looked the part. There was a
knocking sound behind her, a sound unfamiliar to the people there,
unless they had recently arrived. She turned, keeping her face
stern. 'Enter, Brigid.'

The Irishwoman
smiled brightly as she did, taking a moment to look around before
returning her attention to her friend. 'Susie, I just heard, you're
going to be the new Consort! That's amazing! I'm so happy you've
embraced your life here!'

She drew
closer as if to hug her, but Susannah held up a hand, stopping
her.

Brigid looked
puzzled. 'What's wrong, Susie?'

'It's Mistress
Susannah now. I'm no longer the young woman you knew before. You
will always be special to me, but I cannot play favourites among
Zamael's disciples.'

'Susie...'

'Get on your
knees.'

Brigid stared in disbelief, unmoving except for a slight shake
of her head, until Susannah's hand rested on Deline's - on
her whip. Then Brigid
dropped to her knees, still looking up at her as if unable to
accept the change in her friend.

'Why so
surprised?' Susannah asked. 'You wanted me to "embrace my life"
here. Or did you have eyes on this role for yourself?'

Brigid paled,
shaking her head. 'No... Mistress Susannah. Of course not.'

'Good, because
I want to see you continue to produce wonderful works of art. In
fact I have some ideas for you to consider. You drew me so well; I
thought perhaps a portrait of the Host and myself. It would help
banish the memory of my... predecessor.'

'Y-yes,
Mistress Susannah.'

'Tonight we
celebrate my taking the office of Consort by witnessing the fight
between Cole and Jack. I'm going to ask the Host if the winner will
attend Vesper and enjoy the Song of Zamael. Should one of them
actually survive, that is.'

Her
cold-hearted attitude made Brigid visibly pale. Susannah glared at
her. 'Is there a problem?'

The Irishwoman
shook her head. 'No, Mistress Susannah.'

'Good. Now, I
have much work to do. You may kiss me goodbye and leave.'

Brigid nodded
and started to rise, until Susannah rested one hand on the woman's
head, while using the other to part the strip of silk covering her
front, revealing her dark blonde pubis. 'I said kiss me
goodbye.'

Brigid stared
at her pubic hair, a rush of feelings crossing her face as she
leaned forward, planting kiss on her, breathing in her scent,
almost lingering. Susannah almost let her, experiencing her own
rush of excitement at the authority she now wielded, but instead
she stepped back and straightened herself. 'You're dismissed.'

As Brigid left
Susannah found the vibrating tool she'd seen before. It looked like
some sort of... hair remover. Or miniature torture device. It could
be both. As she lifted and tested it around her collar, she found
it had a third function...

 


Susannah did
indeed have much work to do. Fortunately much of it took care of
itself, and the rest was a combination of commonsense and
bluff.

Some of it
wouldn't have been expected by Abarron or Deline, but then she
could always say she was going to run the community her own
way.

She visited
the Workshop to see William and her brother again, both of whom
looked visibly shocked by her attire and attitude, but said nothing
as she led them into the sleeping quarters again. 'Gentlemen,
there's been a change of plan, so there's no point in trying to
escape any more.'

'What?' Niles
blanched. 'Susie, what are you saying?'

'I'm not your
sister any more, Niles. I'm to be the Consort here. It's Mistress
Susannah now.'

'Really?'
William asked dubiously. 'Why the sudden change of heart?'

'It's not
sudden, William. I've been feeling this way ever since we arrived
here, but I didn't have the courage to admit to it until now. In a
way I have you to thank, for introducing me to the pleasures of
pain and submission. Of course, you're an amateur compared with
Abarron.'

'He's had more
practice,' he replied dryly.

She smiled.
'And didn't Charles Darwin say that adaptation is the key to
survival in any new environment? I'm simply doing the best I can to
survive here.'

'But what
about getting back to the outside world?' Niles pleaded.

She stared
hard at him. 'What's so special about it, brother? Out there a
woman is a second-class citizen, lacking power and rights. Out
there if you don't have money you starve to death. Out there
anarchists and nationalists shoot and bomb innocent people to their
heart's content, while rich men get richer and children starve. Out
there you'd be considered a pariah for having the wrong colour
skin, or creed, or for wanting to love someone of your own sex.'
She paused as he looked away at the last statement. 'Oh, and out
there you grow old, you grow infirm, and you die. This isn't some
feminine whim of mine, brother. I've thought this through.'

'So it seems,'
William conceded. 'I don't suppose you could perhaps look the other
way while we slip out the back door?'

She looked to
him, her eyes narrowing. 'I'd let you both go, if I thought you
could keep our secrets. But we all know you couldn't, don't we? But
I'll make it easier for both of you.' To Niles, she offered, 'I'll
find you a handsome young man to keep you company.' Ignoring his
embarrassed look, she returned to William. 'And it wouldn't be a
bad life here, would it? Learning the secrets of the Martians?
Staying young and healthy?' She drew closer to him, looking him
over, letting her arms snake up to wrap around his shoulders, their
eyes locked. 'And I can always come round and visit you, to relive
old times.'

'Should you
even be saying and doing this?' William asked, half-teasing,
half-serious. 'What if your new master finds out what you're
doing?'

'He has
equipment that can secretly monitor every part of his kingdom
visually. He might be watching us right now.'

'Really?' he
noted, intrigued, and perhaps sensing more from what she was
saying.

'This is
wrong,' Niles muttered.

'Shut up,
boy,' William murmured, pulling her into a kiss.

Susannah
kissed back, their tongues dancing, feeling his cock rise between
them. Roughly she twisted him about and pushed him hard against the
nearest wall, ignoring her brother standing nearby. His hands moved
down to her lower back, her buttocks, squeezing her cheeks and
pulling her closer to him.

Her lips moved
from his mouth to kiss his jaw, his cheek, before moving to his ear
and nibbling his lobe, and she whispered, 'The collar locks react
to vibrations. The Martian control room is in the Eastern side of
the temple, on the second level below. Go tonight when everyone's
watching the fight in the Arena.' She bit his ear, drawing blood.
She held on when he cursed and tried to pull away.

Finally she
released him, uncoiled her whip and drove it at him with a crack,
catching him on the arm. She sneered at him. 'You really think I'd
soil myself with you again? When a real man awaits me? Get back to
work, both of you!'

Niles fled,
the terror in his face genuine. William was slower, and glared at
her as he held his arm and returned to his desk. But he made it
silently clear with his eyes that he, an expert at deception
himself, got her message.

She departed,
her heart racing. Such a gamble it all was, but she knew it would
be their only chance of escape.

 


 



Chapter
Twenty

 



'Gentlemen...'

The two men
sat in the antechamber to the Arena, clad in leather straps,
loincloths, and pieces of armour reminiscent of Roman gladiators.
They were separated by several feet, and their ankles were fitted
to manacles in opposite walls. There was an ancient feel to the
place, and the expectation hung thick in the air.

Susannah
almost broke down when she saw Cole, but she forced her feelings
back down again as the guards opened the door and allowed her
entry. She pretended she was in a play and tried to stay in
character, smiling cordially as she approached them. 'My, look at
the two of you.'

Cole raised
his head, his eyes widening. 'Susie!' Then his gaze dropped to her
outfit. 'You look...' He shook his head.

'Ravishing? I
know.'

'I'd eat you
up, darling,' Jack chuckled. Like Cole he sported cuts and bruises,
no doubt the result of their training for this barbaric event.

She ignored
him and focused on Cole, smiling coquettishly. 'And you, my
handsome man, are a feast for the eyes.' She spun around. 'Do you
like my outfit?'

'Um, yes.' His
face was a picture of suspicion. 'Are you all right, Susie?'

It was all she could do not to break down and say
No I'm not all right. I'm seeing the man I love
getting ready to face death while I have to pretend to fall for
another man, another life. But instead she
beamed, 'Oh yes. Good news: I'm going to be the next Consort. Isn't
that wonderful?'

He stared in
abject confusion. 'Really?'

'Yes! I'm so
honoured that the Host would think me worthy. Oh, but this
shouldn't be all about me.' She sat down on the bench beside him,
taking his hand. 'You're about to face possible death out
there.'

'It's not
possible, love, it's definite,' Jack promised with swagger from his
corner.

She ignored
him. 'Cole, I'm really hoping you survive today. You've been such a
sweet friend.'

Jack guffawed
uproariously.

Cole remained
confused. 'What's wrong with you? What have they done to you?'

'They've
opened my eyes, Cole. I can have such a good life here. And so can
you.'

'Damn it,
Susie—'

She lifted her
fingers to his lips. 'No more now, you should stay focused on
winning. We'll talk later.' She rose before he could protest
further. 'Well, good luck to you both - have fun!'

As she turned
to depart Jack called after her, 'Hey darling, when I win can I
come along? Maybe get a kiss off the bride to be?'

She paused,
collecting her emotions, prepared to continue to leave. Instead she
uncoiled the whip at her side, turned and swiftly slashed it down
across his face. He cried out, clutching his cheek, fury - and for
the first time fear - etched in his features as she snarled, 'Jack,
you've insulted, sickened and threatened me since we met. Now I'm
about to become the second most powerful woman here. If you do
survive, and you speak to me again, I'll make you regret the day
you were born.'

Such was the
genuine threat that she even scared herself.

 


The disciples
and slaves were permitted to attend the match, if they desired and
deserved it. It took some careful questioning for Susannah's part
to learn that William and Niles had got themselves in trouble and
were made to stay in the workshop under guard. She smiled: good
boys. No doubt they found a means of removing the collars and
sneaking out of the workshop.

The
amphitheatre was small, and Roman in style with a round arena and
surrounding tiered stone benches which were quickly being filled
with spectators. There was a palpable excitement in the air; there
apparently hadn't been an event like it in decades.

The Host and
the new Consort to be sat in a private section in the upper tiers,
beneath a canopy that served better when the sun was up, but now
with the sun set, distracted with fluttering in the rising
breeze.

Susannah
couldn't keep the fear and anxiety from her face any longer.
'Please, Cole,' she whispered to herself, 'be careful.'

'You look
nervous,' Abarron noted, sipping from a goblet of wine.

'I've never
seen two men fight to the death before,' she admitted, hoping there
was enough truth in that to dissuade him.

'Especially
not two men you know?'

'No.'

'Do you have
any preferences as to winner?'

'Cole,' she
replied immediately.

'Of course,'
he smirked. 'How obvious.'

She met his
gaze. 'Cole's a cowboy. That means he has experience of handling
animals, livestock; that could be useful here. Jack's little better
than a thug.'

He laughed.
'You're not very convincing, girl.'

Susannah's
face tightened. 'I can't pretend I still don't have some feelings
for him, Abarron, but that doesn't mean I don't want to make this
new life work. I just need time.'

Abarron was
silent for a moment, before finally responding with a more
sympathetic, 'I understand, Susannah. Fortunately time is our most
abundant resource here.'

She looked out
onto the arena as slaves laid out a number of items at six equal
points around the perimeter: a short sword, a wooden lance, a net,
a small round shield, a dagger and what looked like a spiked
medieval mace. 'How is this supposed to work?'

Abarron nodded
to the arena. 'The combatants are led blindfold into the centre.
They will not know what the weapons are or where they're placed. On
my signal they can remove their blindfolds and use whatever they
can grasp.' He smiled. 'I designed the game myself.'

'It's no game.
And how would Zamael feel about two men being made to fight each
other like this?'

'They are both
at each other's throats already; they hardly need to be "made" to
fight. And Zamael's concern extends only to the disciples. Slaves
are more... replaceable.' The crowd's noises were growing louder;
it was the liveliest she'd heard the people be. 'Listen to them;
they have such simple tastes. Perhaps we should do this on a more
regular basis.'

Susannah
didn't listen. Her eyes moved over the weapons laid out and
silently, irrationally she willed their locations to Cole, as
absurd as the notion was. She also willed for Niles and William to
find a way to disable their collars and make their way safely to
the Tabernacle.

Suddenly a
small door built into the arena wall opened, and the two combatants
were led out by guards to a roar from the crowd. Cole and Jack were
indeed blindfolded, as Abarron had explained, and their hands were
bound behind them, until the guards released them and quickly
departed. Jack raised his arms up to the unseen crowd like he was a
prize fighter, earning himself a roar. Cole, meanwhile, stood and
rubbed his wrists, looking confused, expectant. Susannah's heart
was going to burst, she was certain of it.

Abruptly the
crowd's cheers died away as Abarron rose and raised his arm. When
silence reigned he proclaimed loudly, 'May Zamael smile upon the
winner tonight - and may he send the loser to his reward quickly.
Now... begin!'

Jack did,
kicking out in the direction he'd obviously sensed Cole would be,
and making contact. Cole was sent sprawling to the cheer of the
crowd as both men removed their blindfolds, but Jack had an
advantage of a few seconds, to look around and select what he
thought would be the best weapon: the sword. As he did Cole glanced
around, his side obviously still hurting him from the kick he'd
taken, but still raced for the nearest item - the shield - raising
it just in time for Jack to charge at him with the sword and swing
it with a resounding clang, again and again. Jack's face was a
picture of murderous glee as he drove Cole backwards towards the
wall.

'This might
end sooner than expected,' Abarron commented, his disappointment
almost drowned out by the surrounding crowds.

Susannah was prepared to ignore him, until she saw Cole push
the sword aside and smack Jack across the face with the edge of his
shield. That was when she glanced at Abarron. 'Don't be so sure.'
But inside she was screaming please be
more careful, Cole!

The American
shifted, moved to the next available weapon - the spiked mace - and
then the arena filled with the sounds of metal on metal as the
combatants grappled and the crowd was whipped into a frenzy.

Susannah
started as she felt Abarron's hand on her thigh. 'What are you
doing?'

He kept
watching the fight, but said to her, 'Put your hands behind your
back, and spread your legs.'

'What?' Was he
serious? Was he really going to fondle her in public, while her man
fought for his life down below? He was unforgivable! Yet he
continued to move his hand along her inner thigh, slipping under
the silks of her dress to touch her pussy, his fingertips stroking.
He was unforgivable, but so was her reaction; she was wet, so very
wet.

In the arena
below the sweat-caked bodies of the men were beginning to show
fatigue as the fight shifted to other parts of the arena. It was
Jack, purposely moving to acquire another weapon.

She called out
a warning, 'Cole!' It was lost as Jack reached down, grabbed the
net and stepped back, swinging it over his head.

Abarron's
thumb played with her clit. 'The net is typically used to entangle
around the legs. If he's not careful...' His middle finger rudely
penetrated her to the first knuckle. Susannah spread her thighs
further, hating herself for cooperating, casting aside any thoughts
of justifying it as a distraction for the Host. She was a slut, a
whore, and she wished she was anywhere, doing anything but this and
having to watch... to watch...

To watch as
Jack swung the net around Cole's shield arm, entangling it and
drawing him in for the kill. But Cole wasn't surprised and shot
forward, head-butting Jack and sending both of them sprawling,
losing their primary weapons.

Between
Susannah's legs Abarron's finger drove in deeper as she gripped the
back of the bench and forced herself to stay focused on the hideous
spectacle in the arena.

Jack suddenly
threw Cole off of him and scrambled across the arena for the lance,
while Cole tried to untangle his arm and the shield from the net,
finally giving up on both as Jack returned. Cole dodged, making
Jack stab the dirt and break the lance in half. The American rolled
away and crouched, with Jack in pursuit wielding half the lance.
Cole fell forward but twisted, knocking the lance away and making
Jack fall on top of him. She expected the vicious fight to continue
in the dirt, but neither warrior moved.

The arena held
its breath, except for Susannah, who removed Abarron's hand from
her sex and shouted, 'Cole!'

Jack started
moving, sluggishly, Susannah's heart plummeting - until she
realised the movement was from Cole, pushing his opponent aside,
revealing the dagger planted in the Londoner's chest.

Cole rose. A
tidal wave of relief rushed through her. He was alive!

Then he
clutched his right side, blood seeping through his fingers, and he
sank back into the dirt again.

Her triumph
collapsed upon itself like a house of cards. He was hurt! She
looked to Abarron. 'Help him! You can help him!'

The Host
turned in his seat, sniffing the fingers that had just been in her
pussy. 'Now what could possibly persuade me to do that?'

'Because he
won!'

'I never said
anything about helping a mortally wounded winner to survive, now
did I?'

Panic was
welling up within her but she forced her voice to stay calm.
'Please, help him.'

'And again I
ask: why should I?'

Her mouth
opened but she was at a loss for what to say, what argument she
could make that might persuade him. Mercy? Humanity? These did not
exist to any great degree in him. When she did speak it was with
the stark, bleak tone of defeat. 'Because if you do I'll formerly
renounce my love for him in the ceremony tomorrow. And I'll mean
it.'

He considered
her offer. 'Will you? Will you do whatever it takes to convince me
of that, far more than the pathetic performance I've observed you
give to date?'

She swallowed,
pausing, but not for too long, not knowing how badly Cole was hurt.
'Yes.'

Abarron kept
staring, before finally declaring, 'I believe you.' He rose to his
feet, staring down at where several guards had collected around
Cole's body, and called to them. 'Take him to the slaves' quarters!
I shall follow.' He spared her a final glance. 'I will return in
time for this evening's Vesper. You will assist and participate
fully. Is that clear?'

'Yes.'

'Yes...?'

She took a
deep breath. 'Yes... Sire.'

He descended
the steps. She almost followed, just to make sure he kept his word.
If he didn't no amount of immortality or self-healing would save
him from her.

A guard
approached from behind. 'Where is the Host?'

She turned to
him. 'Busy. What is it?'

'Slaves have
been caught within the Tabernacle.'

Her jaw
tightened. William and Niles! She straightened up. 'I will deal
with this myself.'

'You?' The
guard looked dubious, until she allowed her pent-up anger and
anxiety to explode.

'I am to be
the new Consort, fool! You would disturb the Host with matters that
I can attend to? Pig!' She slapped him for emphasis. 'Well? Take me
to them!'

That shook
him. 'Y-yes, Mistress...'

She followed
him back to the temple, all the while her head spinning with trying
to work out how she could get them out of this mess. What if their
means of disabling the collars was discovered, and Abarron devised
a countermeasure? What if he just killed Niles and William? Saving
Cole had just cost her everything she could possibly bargain with.
How could she save the others?

Then those
thoughts were set aside as she entered the Tabernacle and saw the
prone figure of William on the floor, while Niles cradled him,
looking up at her. Neither wore their collars.

She knelt
beside them. 'What happened?' She saw the helmet, the
knowledge-inducing helmet, sitting beside them, only it had a whole
column of lights upon it instead of just one or two. 'What did you
do?'

'He believed
the lights were controls, gauging the amount of information
received,' Niles murmured. 'He set all the lights.'

'Oh God...
what has it done to him?'

As if in
response to her question William opened his eyes and looked up at
her, appearing delirious, his breath rapid and his face breaking
out in a terrible sweat. 'Susannah - dear sweet Susannah - I saw it
- saw it...'

'Saw what,
William?'

His eyes widened even further. 'Everything. The truth. The terrible
truth...'

'About what?
The Martians?'

He tried to
wave off her suggestion but seemed too weak, as if all his energy
was now focused behind his eyes. 'No, not Martians. Mars is dead;
it just has some bacteria under the polar caps. The ones who came
here, the Z'Mal, came from another solar system entirely, many
light years away. They were... pharmacists... they sought suitable
animals, to harvest for chemicals...'


'Chemicals?'

William
nodded, blinking the sweat from his eyes. 'Brain chemicals... when
we experience pain, or climax, the brain produces very powerful,
natural chemicals, like morphine, but a thousand times more
powerful. The Z'Mal landed here, found humans produced the most of
this... endo-morphine... and rounded up local specimens, using the
collars to induce pain or pleasure when required, and to fix
nanofibres under the skin to extract the endo-morphine when it's
produced.'

She looked up
at Niles, who appeared equally dumbfounded by half the words coming
from William's mouth. But she kept listening as he continued. 'The
specimens that produced the greatest amounts of chemicals were kept
aside, fed and treated well... conditioned to crave sex and pain,
and to worship the Z'Mal as gods. The specimens with less promise
were kept around as slave labour.' He coughed, sounding terrible.
'They were going to breed us like cattle...'

'So what
happened to them?' she asked.

William
winced, lost his train of thought for a second, and then continued.
'An accident with their ship's engine... it killed almost all,
leaving the last fatally poisoned. He set up... a biomorphic
cellular stasis field...' He shook his head. 'An emergency life
support system to protect their valuable specimens from growing old
or breeding unsupervised.' He coughed again. 'It was only meant to
be a temporary measure - never - never meant to stay on this long.
Then Abarron arrived and the last surviving Z'Mal made him the
Host, to continue the work until more of their kind arrived. He
gave him the arm, which lets him control the collars and the Hound.
He also tried imprinting the operational procedures onto his brain.
But the transfer wasn't ideal... Abarron's Fifteenth Century mind
misinterpreted so much of what he was taught... he's been vaguely
following orders, keeping everyone within the volcano alive long
after they should have died... capturing people to add to his
flock, mining for uranium for the power plant beneath the temple,
having Niles and I repair broken equipment... waiting for Zamael to
return.'

Susannah was
staggered by the revelation. Was that it? Creatures from outer
space flew down, looking to harvest mankind, but died and left all
their equipment in the hands of a mad explorer with a Messiah
fixation? And he'd been needlessly keeping the hellish place alive
for four hundred years?

Niles looked
to his sister. 'Do you think he'll be all right?'

William
offered a weak grunt in reply. 'I'm afraid... the magnetic
resonance generator in the engram imprinter was designed for the
Z'Mal brain configuration... and is mostly incompatible with the
human one... it's triggered multiple haemorrhages in my neocortex
and limbic centres...' He chuckled. 'And I'm probably the only one
on Earth who can understand what's killing me...'

'Abarron!'
Susannah looked to her brother. 'He can help him! Heal him!'

'No.'

As one they
looked up at Abarron and his armed guards. The Host looked
exhausted, was barely able to stand on his own. 'I have used up
what energy I possess now in helping your former lover.'

'No!' Susannah
started to rise. 'There must be something you can do! Please.'


'Susannah...'

She turned
back to William, who was trying to beckon to her. 'William, I'm
sorry.'

He shook his
head slightly. 'You don't have to be... I'm actually quite happy to
slip away now... something about knowing too much...' He reached
out for her hand, and she took it. 'I'm sorry I deceived you...' He
tried to say something more, but she had to lean in closer to hear
it.

And then,
moments later, he was gone.

She sank back
onto her haunches as Niles lay his body back and closed his eyes.
She felt numb.

Abarron broke
the silence. 'Out of respect for your loss you may forgo Vesper, if
you wish. Nor will I punish your brother for coming here. But after
you have buried your friend you will come to me, and attend me. Is
that clear?'

After a
moment, she nodded.

 


Shock had
overtaken her, and she felt like a somnambulist as she accompanied
the guards who took William out into the fields, and under cover of
their electric lights dug a grave and buried him. She cried as
Niles held her, and she shed her grief.

Afterwards the
guards took him away, to fit another collar on him and return him
to the workshop. Susannah walked alone to the Temple, finding
Abarron back in his quarters. She knelt before him. 'I come to
attend, Sire.'

He sat at the
edge of his bed, in a simple red loincloth, touching the metal on
his right arm. 'You must see a monster when you look upon me.'

She let her
eyes drop to the floor. 'Does it matter to you what I think,
Abarron? Really?'

'If I were a
monster I could let you hear the Song, send you into a fit of lust
until you begged me to take you.'

'Why even
bother switching it on? Why not simply rape me?'

'Look at me.
Look at me, Susannah Beck.' When she did, he continued. 'I carry a
burden. A terrible burden. I cannot hide in the haze of a slave or
the dream of a disciple. I need to stand above both. And I need a
Consort, who will willingly stand with me.'

Susannah
didn't want to feel anything any more. She didn't want to mourn her
friend, or think of the imminent loss of her love for Cole, as
grateful as she was for his survival. She didn't want to consider
the days, the years, the centuries to come.

'Fuck me,' she
prayed aloud. 'Please.'

She heard more
than saw him rise and approach. He knelt down, lifted her in his
muscular arms and carried her to the bed, setting her down gently.
But she didn't want gentleness. She began fighting him, even as
with a few fluid twists of his body and limbs he removed the cord
securing the loincloth, using it to bind her hands behind her back,
even as she lost total control, screaming incoherently until her
voice was lost and the strength had bled from her.

He began
spanking her, a strong, steady, secure rhythm, the slaps on her
cheeks echoing in the room. She accepted the pain, gladly, feeling
herself slump with exhaustion, sobbing. Abarron held her tightly,
silently, his cock throbbing against her thigh.

He shifted
her, grasped her hips and moved her about as he pleased. Susannah
breathed hard as he raised her haunches and parted her thighs.
Exhausted and weakened she could not stop him, or indeed would not
even if she could.

He knelt
behind her and entered her, finding sweet wet resistance. He
pressed almost his full weight onto her buttocks, then drew out a
slow, succulent rhythm, burying his length into her, then
retreating.

She looked
away, buried her face into the pillow and moaned, until he slapped
her rear and raised her again. 'No, Susannah. No hiding. I want to
hear you. And I want you to see me take you.'

She turned her
head, stared up at him as he fucked her. Restrained as she was her
sense of vulnerability was unexpectedly exciting beyond measure,
sending pulses of desire so strong they made her body shudder. But
he pulled back, until he slid out of her again and made her gasp.
Then he was rubbing his head against her, nestling at the opening
of her sex before sliding down to touch her clit. She tried to push
back but he held her, made her wait, made her want him all the more
until her lust threatened to consume her. She could feel her vagina
contracting, as if gasping for air. She heard herself begging him
with a hoarse, weakened voice - unless it was all in her mind.

But then,
seemingly without any warning, Abarron drove his cock forward
again, down into her, parting the soft, silky wet walls once more,
filling her and pushing her into a fire of sensation. Abarron
stroked in and out, slowly, languidly, carrying her into a blossom
of orgasm that made her tremble uncontrollably, every muscle
contract as if by electricity. Somewhere along the way her body
melted, held in place by her man as he continued to drive in and
out of her, slowly but powerfully, like the piston of some great
engine.

Susannah
moaned, the aftermath of an orgasm draining but not dissipating,
keeping her on a high, the outward stroke of Abarron's shaft
creating a terrible void within her, the inward strokes making a
wonderful connection. And as he continued to slide into her, the
sweet slick of her now making the penetration all but frictionless,
she used her sex to squeeze him, making him gasp with the
resistance and unexpectedly triggering another orgasm within
her.

He pumped
harder into her, his own need asserting itself, and it was with a
luscious delight that she realised she would come again when he
ejaculated. Her awareness, and impatience, was undeniable.

He drew back,
until she thought he might pull out of her completely, but then he
cried out and drove into her a final time, sending his seed into
her, then again, and again. She thought she'd been prepared for it.
She'd been wrong. The strength of his climax took her by surprise,
as had the heat of his come as it struck her insides, touching her
nerves like lightning strikes. She came, the final orgasm as deep
and shattering as the first.

Time passed,
her feelings detached, barely registering him pulling out, though
his withdrawal triggered a miniature tremor within her. He removed
her bonds carefully, and then held her close as if she might now
fall apart, nuzzling into her and kissing her neck. She let him,
grateful for the chance to dull her grief, and giving her the
chance to mull over what William had whispered to her before he
died.

 


 



Chapter
Twenty-One

 


The excitement
of the day before seemed to have spilled into the following one,
and as Susannah dressed, made up her face and greeted the disciples
to assign their usual tasks, it felt almost like there hadn't been
a fitful evening separating the two.


'Mistress?'

She turned. It
was Brigid, looking tentative, almost afraid to address her. Then
she remembered the act she had put on before, the haughty,
manipulative Consort, and regretted it. Suddenly she pulled her
friend into a tight embrace, one that the surprised Brigid quickly
returned, murmuring, 'I thought this was like paradise. Then I saw
Abarron making Cole and Jack spill each other's blood. I can't... I
can't be a part of that, no matter what it offers.'

Susannah
wished she could say something, but didn't dare. She'd relied too
much on William being somehow able to decipher the extraterrestrial
mechanisms and somehow shut them down, but the fool sought too much
knowledge, and like Icarus when he flew too close to the sun, he
was burned for it. She needed to play her cards close to the
proverbial chest. She drew back. 'I must go.'

They kissed,
Susannah hoping the woman felt her reassurance, her love.

She turned and
departed, descending to the lower levels, and the Tabernacle. There
was Abarron, sitting in his chair, elbows resting on the chair
arms, fingers steepled in contemplation. He stared at an image she
immediately recognised. It was Cole, healed and back at work in the
mines. He never looked away from it.

She approached
him and knelt, head bowed. 'You summoned me, Sire?'

'About last
night. Do you know how your brother and former master released
themselves from their collars?'

'No, but
William is... was a brilliant man.'

'And did you
know that they would attempt to gain the knowledge of the
Angels?'

'Yes... Sire.'
She felt, at this stage, that there was little to be gained in
trying to deny it.

There was a
slight change in his expression, and then he continued. 'Your lover
will attend the ceremony tonight. He will participate.'

Participate?
She frowned. 'How will he participate, Sire?'

'By
acknowledging the hold he had over your heart - and your cunt. And
then by formally giving me that hold, and acknowledging me as your
new master, and his.'

What? Cole was
expected to allow himself to be humiliated? She shook her head. 'He
won't do it. Not in a hundred years.'

'Then my
efforts to save him last night were wasted, for I will put him to a
slow death.' He looked at her. 'This is your punishment. For his
sake, you'd best convince him. Go to him, while I watch and listen
from here. You're dismissed.'

She rose and
padded out, her stomach twisting in knots. She had wanted him
attending the ceremony, along with her brother, as part of her new
plan, and had been ready to make all manner of arguments about Cole
needing a formal parting between them, and now Abarron had done it
for her. But would he be able to go through with what the Host
wanted?

 


'No. Tell your
new lover to go to Hell.'

She winced,
glancing around the mineshaft, aware of Abarron's eyes upon them,
no doubt relishing the anguish she was undergoing because of her
betrayal. 'Cole, he will kill you without a second thought.'

'So? Do you
think I want to live after tonight, knowing you're wedded to that
monster? Not to mention forced to work underground for eternity
like some sort of troll?'

'It doesn't
have to be that way. I might convince him to move you on to other
duties, above ground...'

'How
thoughtful. And what about us?'

'We could
still be together, sometimes...'

'No.' His face
and voice were adamant. 'I'm not going to be your erstwhile lover
while you remain betrothed to him. Let him have his fun killing
me.'

'Stop it!' she
cried, wracked with anguish, her cry echoing within the tunnel,
tears running down her cheeks. 'Have you thought about what might
happen to me if you don't cooperate? How his anger could turn to me
as well? If you love me, Cole Patterson, if you ever loved me, you
will do this for me. I don't care how much pride you have to
swallow, no matter what he does to you or makes you do, you'll do
this for me!'

Then, hoping it wouldn't be noticed as anything significant,
she circled her right hand over her left fist, as if wrapping
it. Trust. No
matter what was said or done, she would be there for him and he
would be there for her. She hoped he'd received the
message.

He drew back,
appearing shocked by her outburst. 'Fine. For you, then. But after
that we're quits, you understand? Stay with him forever if you
like.' He turned to go, but not before she saw what was in his
eyes, and what he really thought.

She did her
best to continue to appear distraught as she left the mines, and
not allow any hope to surface into view.

 


She couldn't
keep still for the rest of the day, and felt she would unravel like
a cardigan if she stopped for too long.

Just before
the evening meal some of the other girls assembled and, with Brigid
guiding them, bathed and pampered Susannah, offering her perfumes
and makeup and kisses and reassurances that all would be well. She
didn't want any of it. She wanted the time to fly and the Ceremony
to finally begin. But she endured it, forgoing any food during the
meal itself, sitting beside Abarron, picking at her plate.

'You managed
him well,' the Host said suddenly.

She looked to
him. 'Excuse me?'

'Him. You
handled him well. And don't fear; I will see that he is treated
well from now on.'

She saw and
heard him, and saw and heard the lie behind his promise. He would
kill Cole when he had the chance. But first he was going to
humiliate him, and her. She left the dining hall, venturing out
into the Garden, glad to find it empty, and prepared what she
needed to prepare, before returning to the washroom, her nerves
overwhelming her.

She stayed in
there until she heard the bell - but this time it wasn't just for
Vesper, just for fucking in the name of some nonexistent fallen
angel. This was a wedding bell too.

Her legs shook
as she ventured upwards, out into the Garden again. The
congregation had assembled and knelt before the statue, including
Brigid, and beside her a red-faced Niles as well. There was
Abarron, standing beside it, fully dressed and fully ready. And
nearby, flanked by guards, Cole stood watching silently as she
approached and stood next to him, hoping that despite all she had
planned the pair of them could get through what they needed to get
through first.

Abarron looked
out to the congregation. 'Disciples, Children of Zamael, today is a
very special day indeed. We welcome into our flock a new Consort:
Susannah. After today she will belong to me fully, forever. But
first she must sever her ties with her past.' He looked to her.
'Who did you call lover, Sire, before me?'

He made it all
sound so formal. She cleared her throat and indicated Cole, who
kept his glare fixed on the Host. 'This man.'

Cole looked
distinctly uncomfortable with all eyes upon him, but he bore it
well, or so she thought.

Until Abarron
said, 'Prove it. Get undressed, both of you, and fuck.'

She looked to
him, wanting to ask if he was serious, knowing perfectly well that
he was - as was his earlier threat, if there was no cooperation.
She faltered, feeling herself burn. Maybe she could set her plan
into motion now? 'Sire... perhaps if we heard the Song, that would
make it... easier...'

'Yes, it
would. That is why you will not hear it until afterwards. Now get
undressed, both of you, or the guards will assist and not be kind
about it.'

She looked
back at Cole, who then dropped his gaze as he reached for the knot
holding his loincloth around his waist, while she undid the silk
strips of her gown and stepped out of her sandals. Time seemed to
stop. Her free hand moved to shield her sex. Her legs trembled.

Beside her
Cole had echoed her actions, holding onto his meagre clothing and
clutching them against his groin. He was trembling as well.

'Your modesty
is an insult to Zamael,' Abarron noted, unfurling into view a long
leather strap. 'And my patience is finite. Cast your clothes aside
and fuck.'

Susannah bit
her lip, feeling the tears running down her cheeks as she obeyed,
turning to Cole and practically racing into his embrace, clutching
him tightly, allowing their bodies to provide each other with at
least a moment of cover. He wrapped his arms around her, holding
her tightly. They rocked gently as he murmured comfortingly to her.
She could forget. She could forget that they were the centre of
attention.

At least until
the bastard responsible spoke. 'Touch your lover's ass, American.
Stroke it.'

Susannah felt
his whole body stiffen with anger, but she whispered, 'Do it, Cole.
Please.'

He did. His
hands reached down and cupped her fleshy cheeks, stroking and
caressing them with his fingertips, gripping the flesh. It served
to both calm her down and awaken her senses. Between them his cock
began to stir, making her own sex react. Her breasts, pressed
against his chest, reacted too, her nipples peaking and rubbing
against his flesh.

'And now,
kiss,' Abarron added.

Susannah drew
back enough to look up into Cole's eyes. He stood half a head
taller than her, and bent slightly as they kissed, their lips
grinding together, growing warm and moist.

'More passion,
please,' Abarron intoned. 'Convince us of the intimacy you have
shared.'

Still kissing,
Cole opened his mouth, snaking his tongue inside hers, exploring.
Susannah's heart threatened to leap into her mouth to meet the
invader, feeling herself sparking within, and she slipped her
tongue against his as his cock throbbed further between them. She
was aware that she was shivering, and began to admit to herself the
rising level of her passion.

'Good. Now
reach down and take his cock in your hand. Play with it.'

Cole
stiffened, and she pressed a reassuring hand on his chest as she
reached down with her other and grasped his member, gently stroking
it, loving the feel of it, its firmness and heat, despite the
circumstances.

'Now lie on
the grass, Susannah, on your back, and display yourself. American,
I want you to start kissing her body, beginning at her feet. Show
me how you pleasure her with your lips and fingers.'

Susannah
leaned in closer to him, whispering, 'No one else is here. It's
just us.'

She descended
to the grass, raising one knee, the foot flat on the ground, as
Cole followed her, descending to kiss her toes, her feet, her
ankles, his fingertips tracing a trail ahead. As his lips reached
her hot inner thighs his fingers touched her pussy, lightly
stroking, making tight circles around her clit, his thumb brushing
hypnotically up and down her groove. She felt wet. She didn't think
it was possible, with all that was happening around them. He was
kneeling up now, straddling her raised leg, his shaft twitching
against her inner thigh as if seeking attention, his face a tight
mask of focus, visibly attempting to ignore everything and
everyone. Tingles and sparks ran through her, and their eyes met.
Her voice was a murmur. 'I love you, Cole. I'll never stop loving
you.'

His jaw was
tight but he met her gaze, her love, with his own. His hand shifted
so his thumb massaged her clit, and his middle finger gathered the
juices she was producing, moistening her sensitive outer lips,
delving further into her.

'Are you
enjoying your lover's touch, Susannah?' Abarron asked.

She didn't
reply, cursing him for continuing to interrupt, for continuing to
remind her that they weren't alone, that they weren't in charge of
their own bodies, their own lives.

'Well?' he
insisted.

'Y-yes,' she
murmured, fighting back more tears, not wanting to disturb the
feelings building inside. She squirmed, her hands gripping the
grass beneath her. She watched Cole watching her as his fingers and
thumb worked, glistening, listened to the soft wet sounds that
increased as she ground her hips upward, adopting a rhythm that
complimented Cole's. She let herself wallow in the sweet
sensations, building on them as they radiated outward.

She came,
suddenly, almost without warning, making her pull back from his
overwhelming touch, the blood rushing to her head. Her hands snaked
down to her parted thighs, her fingers shielding her pussy again,
as if not wanting Abarron and the others to see this new level of
vulnerability in her.

Not that it
did any good. 'Lovely, Susannah. Now, American, put your mouth
where your fingers have been. Taste your lover.'

Cole's eyes
met hers, silently asking her permission. She nodded, her hunger
for his lips and tongue overriding her shame at being watched and
dominated. He dropped his head between her legs, gently nuzzling,
then lapping and moistening her some more, tasting her juices and
delving deeper into her with that gorgeous tongue of his, before
rising to her clit, the tip of his nose nestling in her bush,
drinking in her scent. His eager attitude was welcome, sending
little jolts of pleasure that fed on the lingering embers of her
recent climax, fanning them back to life. She grew warmer and
wetter as his tongue's thrusts and circles alternated with taking
her labia between his lips and sucking on them.

'That's it,
boy. Give your lover another climax. She deserves it.'

As Cole
returned to her clit and she felt the pressures building once more,
Susannah squeezed her thighs against his head until she made him
groan into her pussy. He was pushing down hard and she met his
resistance as she pushed her hips up, and received another,
stronger orgasm, waves washing over her.

Her head felt
light, the blood pumping furiously inside her. She felt his hot
breath still on her, and when he shifted the head of his cock felt
wet and sticky against her ankle.

'Now enter
her,' Abarron commanded, 'before you make a mess on the grass.'

Continuing ire
at their tormentor's words and actions radiated from him like heat,
but he rose, drawing closer to her head. She met his eyes, wanting
him to know that it was all right, that she wanted it as well. She
raised her legs again, helping him into her. Slick and hot as she
was she enjoyed being filled, and their eyes met again as he thrust
into her, hard and fast.

And then
halted, as Abarron approached and swept the strap down onto his
back, making him cry out. The lovers looked up at him in fury and
confusion.

'I didn't say
stop!' the Host snapped. 'Continue!'

'Damn you!'
Cole snarled between clenched teeth as he drove into her, again and
again, driven past his humiliation, past the pain of the leather as
it bit again. Strings of climaxes erupted like fireworks within
her, nothing overwhelming like before, but it was very satisfying
despite everything.

'Now turn
around,' Abarron ordered. 'Let Susannah be on top and receive my
leather kisses.'

The couple
stopped fucking, staying locked together while exchanging places,
with Cole on his back and Susannah straddling him, her breasts
jiggling as she rode him, her face contorting in pain as Abarron
strapped her. She looked up at him, glaring defiantly, sending the
foulest, blackest wishes in his direction.

'Oh God...'
Cole gasped.

Susannah
looked down at him, and galvanised by an overwhelming desire for
rebellion she caught his eyes and declared, loudly, angrily, 'I
love you, Cole Patterson, and I always will, no matter what this
bastard says and does! He'll never mean anything to me! Not like
you do! He's nothing but a limp-cocked coward, jealous because he's
not a tenth of the man you are and never will be!'

'Enough!'
Abarron roared. 'Remove yourself from him!'

Without
waiting he reached out and shoved Susannah off Cole onto the grass,
before she returned to him, the pair of them kneeling up,
protecting each other from Abarron's wrath. Through clenched teeth
he hissed, 'How pathetic. I offer you eternal life, eternal
pleasure, and you reject it for this illiterate barbarian.' He
reached out and dragged her away from Cole. 'Before this night is
through I will make both of you mine. Let's see how devoted he
stays once he has heard the Song with everyone else.'

He raised his
hand...

The Song
flooded her body, igniting her fiery loins, making her wet, weak,
hungry and compliant. She saw Cole looking flushed, confused, never
having felt the Song before. His cock, which had begun to wilt, was
quickly returning to life. He looked like he was hyperventilating
and his hands struggled to keep from touching himself, a struggle
totally abandoned by the congregation, already onto each other with
hands, lips, toys.

'I want this
man taken!' Abarron demanded, pointing at Cole. 'Taken by women, by
men, I want him spent, I want him filled, I want him beaten and
bloodied, I want him used and begging for more!'

The Host had
forgotten Susannah for a moment, and a moment was all she needed,
fighting the devastating urge to touch herself, in order to twist
around and reach beneath the shrubbery at the base of the statue,
for the vibrating tool she found in Deline's room, lifting it to
her collar and making it snap open, wincing as she pulled it away
from her skin and off her throat.

Instantly the
Song fled from her body. The air was filled with moans and cries
and promises of eternal devotion to Zamael. She ignored them all,
rising behind Abarron and snapping the collar shut around his
throat.

He screamed,
collapsing to his knees. As did everyone else under the influence
of the Song, including Cole and the guards nearby. She stared,
dumbfounded; William had told her that putting a collar on Abarron
while he projected the Song would cause a reflux - a feeding back -
of vibrational frequencies, but that the feeding back wouldn't last
very long. She rushed up to Cole and used the key on him, throwing
aside the collar. Before he had a chance to ask she pressed the
tool into his hand. 'Free Brigid and Niles, grab some weapons, I'll
meet you at the exit!'

'What? Susie,
what are you doing?'

She didn't
stop to explain, grabbing her discarded clothes and streaking off
back into the temple, thankful that everyone who could have been in
there was outside. She stopped as she entered the Tabernacle,
slipping back into her dress before glancing around, hoping she
remembered what William had told her. Where was it, where... there!
On the table, and beside some of their confiscated guns, too! But
she ignored the weapons, reaching instead for what looked like a
segmented sceptre, a foot long and almost as thick as her forearm.
Then she turned to the tower behind her, to the glowing needle
above it, and carried the sceptre over, feeding it into a round
slot until it could go no further, and finally turning it again and
again.

Above her the
spinning needle slowed down, its eternal whine lessening, fading
with its light like a departing dream.

Finally it
stopped.

She paused.
That's what William had told her to do. Was that it? Was it over?
It seemed so... anticlimactic.

Until she
heard the wail from down the hall. 'Nnnnnoooooooo!'

Fearful she
returned to the weapons, lifting one of the rifles, holding it at
her side, trying to remember all the tips Cole had given her from
what seemed like an eternity ago.

Abarron
appeared, no longer wearing the collar she'd placed on him, his
face pure fury. 'You've put out the Fire! Ignite it again! They're
dying! They're all dying out there! You've killed them all! My
flock!'

'No,' she
corrected him, aware of all the innocents who had been there for so
long against their wills, who would be dying now, but she knew
there was no real choice. 'They died long ago. You've kept them
alive unnaturally, long past their time. It's over.'

'I... will...
tear you... apart.'

He charged at
her. She never even thought about pulling the trigger; it just
happened. The shot echoed through the chamber. He still stood, then
pressed on. She chambered another round and fired. And then again.
And again. She wondered if his healing power had a limit.

She received
her answer as he finally collapsed, raising a pitiful hand in her
direction. 'P-please... come...'

A part of her
warned her to keep her distance, but already she could see the grey
hairs appearing on his head, see the wrinkles on his face. She
lowered the rifle and drew closer, dropping to her knees as he
slumped, weakened, his eyes continuing to plead. 'Please... they're
close... they'll be here any day...'

'No,' she told
him, almost sorry for him. So much time and he wasted it all. And
yet there was so much there that was also enviable. She wished she
could take something of it to the outside world.

He stared at
her, and almost seemed to agree. His breath was heavy. 'You need to
leave quickly... when I die, this place will die. Nothing will be
left... but there's something you can take with you...'

He beckoned to
her.

She drew
closer.

He pulled her into a hard kiss, clutching the back of her head
to keep her from pulling away. Susannah struggled, cried into his
mouth, feeling his tongue, feeling... something... entering her. Finally
she punched him in the chest and fell backwards, spitting and
wiping her mouth. The bastard, was he determined to be like that
unto death? She was ready to curse him, until she saw that a curse
was already upon him.

His eyes
opened wide, his face skewed with pain, his features contorting
into a grisly mask, his cheekbones protruding as his skin
shrivelled and wrinkled. His eyes sank into his cheeks and lay
there like old stones.

Her own breath
quickened to a gallop as four centuries caught up with Abarron, his
hair growing longer and whiter and crisper, his face sinking, his
skin peeling away. Milky cataracts coated his eyes, and what
remained of his skin turned brown and leathery and stretched across
his face until it split, and hung obscenely in flaps.

And then he
was gone.

But not
silent; his mechanical hand began making a noise, a whine that grew
steadily louder, like a klaxon. And ominous.

She clambered
to her feet in time to see Cole and the others. 'Susie!' He rushed
to her. 'Are you okay? Everyone's turning to dust out there!
Dying!'

She nodded, as
the whine continued to rise. 'And so will we if we stay here!'

They grabbed
the remainder of the guns and fled upward, back into the light. She
caught glimpses of the former inhabitants of Abyssar, or rather,
what remained of them. But she refused to let herself be
distracted, keeping up with the rest despite being barefoot. Behind
them the whine seemed to follow, but also joined by a deep,
threatening rumbling of the earth itself. The ground cracked here
and there, trees fell, birds flew upward and livestock cried out as
they scurried about within their pens, unable to escape. They
reached the slope, and the tunnel - and saw the Sheepdog sitting on
the ground, either lacking power or simply not recognising them as
escaping animals without their collars. They bypassed it and fled
blindly into the dark tunnels, the rumbling even greater within,
and thoughts of it all collapsing upon them at the last moment of
their escape taunted Susannah. She forced herself to stay focused.
They'd escape. They had to!

Suddenly they
were back in the ruins they had first discovered. But there too the
ground was shaking, and the ruins were becoming even more ruined.
Cole took her by the hand as they descended though the sloping
trees, watching as they fell upon each other with the increasing
tremors. She was exhausted and her heart screamed for relief, but
still she pressed on, the four of them fleeing, fleeing, four
bodies driven by a primal survival instinct.

Until finally
a massive shockwave knocked them down onto the grass of the
savannah. That was the cue for Susannah's body to finally give up,
and she shook her head weakly at Cole's attempt to get her back to
her feet. She couldn't even speak.

But then she
didn't have to as they looked up at the peak of the volcano, at a
massive fireball erupting from within. It was as if it had become
active again, spewing flame and smoke. Susannah stared wide-eyed;
everything within the mountain was surely burned away, leaving
nothing behind.

'God...'
Brigid mouthed. 'Oh God, look...'

Susannah
watched, as something rose up from the fire and smoke, something
small but swift, like a rocket, heading straight up. Was it some
piece of debris? Or something more?

'What is it?'
Niles asked.

No one
answered, just watched as it rose higher and higher, leaving a
narrow trail of smoke, an arc cutting into the deep blue of the
evening sky. She thought she saw a piece of it break away, but
couldn't be certain.

And then, just
like that, it was over.

The four of
them lay on the grass under a darkening sky, catching their breath,
trying to make sense of it all within their minds. Susannah just
stared up at the sky, watching the stars appear, one by one,
twinkling so innocently. Which one contained the world those
creatures came from?

Beside her
Cole rolled onto his side and gazed at her. 'Are you... are you all
right?'

She nodded.
'Never better...'

He ran a hand
through his hair and smiled, sparking a flare of arousal within
her. 'So much for a life of riches.'

She reached up
and touched his face. 'I'll settle for a life with you.' He drew in
to kiss her. She took him in. He could do that to her forever if he
liked...

 


 




Epilogue

Africa,
Today:

 


As if it was a
film premier in Hollywood floodlights swept across the operation in
the crater, aiding a starry night whose full moon had already
painted the interior of the volcano with a patina of ivory. Local
workers, like ants on some mighty campaign, swarmed over newly-dug
holes, their voices barely heard over the sound of grinding gears
of bulldozers and cranes.

There were
perhaps a hundred men there, workers, supervisors, and on the
periphery, groups of armed men, ordered to keep out intruders and
prevent the greedy from stealing equipment, though the one who
organised and funded it all proved to be most generous, if
impatient to find whatever was being sought. There were rumours, of
course, including a hunt for gold and diamonds, and the building of
a secret CIA installation. Still, with the country's depressed
economy, money was money.

The one to
whom they all answered wasn't there, but she was nearby in the
air-conditioned trailer, filled with all the luxuries that
foreigners couldn't live without. She barely made her presence
known, but they continued to work as if they could feel her eyes on
them at all times.

Within the
trailer, sitting at the fold-down table/desk, Sue had eyes on the
album on her lap, pouring over the contents as if she hadn't seen
them ten thousand times already. She still wore the plain but
practical work clothes and boots from the day's activities, but
would relish stripping off later and using the trailer's
shower.

Nearby her
companion had opened the fridge and removed the wine bottle,
cradling it like a trophy. 'Do we really have to wait to open this,
Susie?'

'Sue,' she
corrected curtly. 'Or Ms Beck. Call me Susie one more time and I'll
send you back to America without a fucking penny.'

'Sorry.'

She glanced
over at him, regretting being so harsh despite his annoying habits.
Kyle was a handsome bastard: tall, slender, with dark Greek
features, short truculent hair, and an old-fashioned taste for
Brooks Brothers suits, though since arriving with her in Africa he
wore khaki outfits he would no doubt burn when they left. He was
one of the best escorts the agency had, and was willing to travel
with her even if it meant to a Godforsaken extinct volcano at the
edge of the Sahara. And of course he was very good at providing
what she wanted, when she wanted it.

Within her the
hungers grew, but she ignored them, for now, acceding to other
needs. 'Go ahead, open it.'

He chuckled
like a schoolboy as he retrieved a corkscrew and champagne glasses.
'I love La Grand Dame. Everyone goes for Dom Perignon or Cristal,
but all of the Veuve Cliquot line has—'

'Kyle...'
Sometimes his nonstop chatter was welcome. Not now, though. Not
when she was here, and so close, she wanted to pick when she would
be distracted.

She felt him
set a glass of sparkling champagne down beside her. 'It's diamonds,
isn't it? You're looking for diamonds. You're going to be filthy
rich.'

'I already
am.' That much was true; her software company had kept its position
in the Fortune 500 for the last decade. But she had kept her
reasons for coming here and investing and supervising this
excavation a secret, not just from her board but from him. 'That's
how I can afford your fee.'

'True.' He
drank, and then lingered by her side. 'She looks like you.
Relative?'

'Yes.' Sue
never took her eyes off the black and white photo: four people, two
women, two men, on a London street a hundred years before. After
their escape from the volcano the four of them somehow made their
way back to civilisation, and eventually England. They had nothing,
no proof of their adventure, no wealth, nothing. Throughout,
Susannah couldn't take her mind off the image of that object
hurtling high into the sky following the explosion which destroyed
all traces of Abysar. But then they'd read about a massive
explosion which took place over the Tunguska River in central
Russia, flattening millions of trees and creating a shockwave heard
from thousands of miles away, and assumed it was a piece of
debris.

Kyle rested
himself on the arm of her chair. 'So who are they?'

She could have
told him to fuck off. And he would have, too, without offence; he
was being paid for his time, and wasn't her husband or boyfriend.
She'd had too many of those over the years, and now preferred more,
controlled relationships. But she decided to indulge in some lies,
having had plenty of practice at it. 'She's my
great-great-grandmother Susannah; I was named after her. The man on
her left was Cole Patterson, an American cowboy. They met and
married in 1909, and settled on a small ranch in Wyoming.'

'The other
woman was pretty.'

Yes, she
was... 'That was a friend of theirs, Brigid Eaves. She was a
prostitute who married an oilman she met while visiting Susannah
and Cole in America. She inherited a fortune and went to Paris to
study art. She died peacefully in her sleep at age eighty-nine,
just missing out on Neil Armstrong landing on the moon.'

'Whoa.' Kyle
indicated the other man. 'Was that her husband?'

She smiled.
'No, that's Susannah's brother, Niles. He was gay, sadly at a time
when he couldn't express it openly.' Her smiled dropped. 'He died
in battle at Ypres in 1917. He was posthumously awarded the George
Cross for valour, saving his comrades from a grenade.'

'Oh.' Kyle
noted politely. 'You know your history.'

'Yes.'

'And what
about Great Great Grandma? What did she do?'

She lived, Sue
thought. She did indeed marry Cole and returned with him to
America. Life was hard, but good, and rewarding. It took a while
for the changes to be noticed. She proved unable to have children,
which broke both their hearts, but they eventually got over it.
They were less accepting of the fact that Susannah didn't seem to
age, that cuts and bruises healed very quickly, and that she heard
voices and saw images in her mind, very familiar voices and
images.

It became
obvious that Abarron had passed Zamael, or some essence of him,
into her with that kiss, a means for some aspect of the alien to
live on within her. Only she had more control over it, or at least
it had less control over her. Heartbreakingly, she never could find
a way to keep Cole or anyone else young as well. But Cole never
minded, joking about having robbed the cradle when he married
her.

She never
laughed, though. And when he died in 1949 she moved away, resolving
never to return, and never to open her heart to another like she
had with him.

The subsequent
decades saw a rapidly changing world and her changing identities
several times to go along with it, always moving on after a few
years, accumulating wealth, and after tapping into the alien
knowledge, accumulating even more with patents on tracking systems
and nanotechnology. Eventually she returned to her maiden name; it
felt strange to be called Susannah Beck again after so long.

So long... she
felt so weary at times, even as her body remained in peak
condition. And hungry... she reached for her glass and downed it in
one go, before closing the album. 'Let's play a game.'

Kyle stood up.
'Okay. Any in particular?'

'I didn't
bring you halfway round the world for fucking Scrabble,
dickhead.'

'Right. Usual
safeword?'

Sue nodded.
'"Abyssar".'

He poured
himself another glass of champagne and slowly walked down the
length of the trailer, visibly getting into character. Then she saw
him pour the contents of his glass onto the carpet, its patter
distinct. He turned back to her, his face stern. 'Miss Beck, what
the hell is this mess? What do I pay you for?'

Sue rose,
already feeling the excitement rising within her. 'I'm sorry, Mr
Handley.' She looked about, grabbing a cloth from a nearby counter
and dropping to the floor to mop up the spill. 'I'm terribly sorry
about this.'

'Not yet
you're not.' He moved behind her. She felt him approach, and then
grab her by the scruff of the neck and the back of her trousers,
dragging her back to her feet, turning her around and forcing her
down over the tabletop, her breasts squashed against the surface.
She heard the distinctive sounds of a belt being undone, and
quickly, expertly, Kyle had her hands bound behind her.

'Now, Miss
Beck,' he said with a practiced tone of barely-contained anger,
'how do you think we can get you to do your job properly, hmm?'

Shaking her
head, she replied, 'I don't know, Mr Handley - oww!'

He had smacked
her on her bottom through her trousers. 'Right now I expect at the
very least "sir". Think you can remember that much?'

'Y-yes,
sir!'

'Good.' Then
he was directly behind her, pressing into her ass as if ready to
mount her through their respective clothing, but he reaching around
to her front, undoing her trousers, clasping them and her knickers
beneath, pulling them both down over her arse and down to her
ankles. The air felt cool on her skin, welcome, as was anything
which assuaged the heat in her pussy.

Deeper within
her a voice cried like a mewling cat for release. Soon, she assured
it. It was coming.

Out loud she
whimpered, 'Please, sir... please don't spank me with your bare
hand. That would be too...'

'Too what?' he
prompted

'Too...
humiliating.'

'Is that
right?' He ran his hands over her bared ass and thighs, kneading
the flesh, squeezing roughly, making her squirm like a worm on a
hook. In the wall mirror to her left she saw the reflection of the
scene being played out. It was rude. It was potent. It was...
'Ooww!'

Kyle swept his
hand swiftly down onto her ass, making her yelp and jump, and the
buckle on the belt holding her hands behind her jingle with her
struggles. Burying his hand in her hair he leaned closer to her
face and chuckled. 'You're not trying to get out of your rightful
punishment, are you?'

'N-no, sir,'
she whimpered.

In response to
her lie he started spanking her in earnest, hitting different spots
but always returning to the best ones after a short interval. Sue
gasped and panted and whimpered, her body taut and aching with the
strain of being forced to maintain that uncomfortable position.

'I'm tired of
you incompetent girls fucking up everything all the time,' he
snarled. He reached across her body, and Sue felt her hands being
unbound. 'Stay where you are and grasp the edges of the table.
Don't you dare let go.'

She obeyed,
relishing it. Over the decades she remained hungry, needy for
submission, punishment, pain - but so few lovers, male or female,
could match the likes of Abarron, or William. Not that she didn't
consider Cole her greatest lover, nor that he wasn't willing to
indulge in her tastes. But she knew his heart was really never in
it - and a part of her had always hated that he wasn't just
indulging her, but the thing she carried within her.

'Please,' she
begged, 'I'll be better, sir, I promise! Don't strap me!'

'You think you
can negotiate with me?' The belt struck her already reddened arse
and made her moan and howl. He struck ten, and then twenty times,
each one a solid strike which shot all the way to her core.

She felt her
face hot and wet with tears, flowing freely to collect on the
tabletop. Deep inside her the voice to which she had been a host
for over a century demanded more. It had grown stronger over recent
years, as a more liberated, networked world made it easier to sate
tastes like hers. But she was still in control.

She came, let
it wash through her, gorging and satisfying. She nodded to herself,
letting go of her grip on the tabletop to wipe her face. Her voice
was hoarse but she made herself heard. 'Fuck me now, Kyle. Get a
move on.'

He didn't
waste time, dropping his trousers and briefs and mounting her,
gripping her by the hips and thrusting, the pain as his cool, hairy
body slapped against her sensitised ass and thighs a further bliss.
Her moans became staggered grunts as he continued to fuck her,
grunts he joined in on, until he pistoned and shot into her.

Sue smiled to
herself, still bent forward, feeling him withdraw, listening to him
dress again and then step away long enough to return with tissues,
like he was some sort of perverted Boy Scout doing a good deed.
That made her grin as she slipped out of her boots, trousers and
knickers completely. 'I'm going for a shower.'

'I'd join you,
but there isn't enough room in there to swing a cat.'

With fatigued
but practiced motions she pulled the socks off her feet and
unbuttoned her shirt, then slipped out of her bra and entered the
bathroom. He was right; the shower cubicle was tiny, but did what
it was meant to do. She let the cold water and the apple-scented
shampoo invigorate her. Her hands ran over her body, as
young-looking and fit as it was over a hundred years ago. How long
would it continue? Another century? Two? Would she be around for
the next Millennium?

Or would the
Z'Mal take back the gift when they returned? And they were
returning. Over the years, as she learned to sift through the
information in her head, she realised that the thing which launched
from the volcano as Abyssar was destroyed was an emergency beacon,
carrying the accumulated data of the previous four centuries. And
the thing which exploded over Tunguska was the beacon's launching
stage. The beacon had escaped the atmosphere and transmitted the
data towards the Z'Mal's home system. And given the distance and
time factor, assuming they were still around, they would be coming
soon, very soon, and no doubt in force. And if Abarron's and her
own interpretation of their plans were right, they would wipe out
most of the human race, leaving a small manageable minority they
would soon train into being naked, collared providers of dopamine
and other neurotransmitters. Humanity wouldn't stand a chance.

The bathroom
door opened, and she peeked out from behind the vinyl curtain to
see Kyle. 'The foreman's outside. They said they found
something.'

She nearly
fell over herself twice while drying and dressing again, forcing
herself to stay calm and professional. She never told anyone about
her fears for the Z'Mal, and wouldn't risk being locked up and
experimented on if she revealed her unique gifts. But she'd still
prepared herself for what was to come. 'Show me what you
found.'

He led her to
a small pit, where a collection of workers formed a perimeter
around the edge of the hole, a perimeter they broke as the foreman
and their employer approached. She glanced around; she couldn't
tell what part of Abyssar she was standing in, all of the
buildings, the vegetation... the bodies... were all consumed by the
explosion. But that didn't mean something, something salvageable
couldn't be found, the advanced technology studied and adapted in
order to forge some sort of defence.

'There,' the
foreman announced unnecessarily.

She helped
herself down into the pit and approached the object, shifting
slightly to let the spotlights above keep it illuminated. She knelt
down, lifting it up, her fingers running along the lines of it,
touching the joints and hinges.

'What is it?'
the foreman asked.

The hand,
Abarron's hand, with all its built-in alien technology, still
looked intact.

'Hope,' she
replied.
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Slave Hunt

 


Something made
her stand very still as the man absorbed the sight of her delicious
bare breasts. Her treacherous nipples stiffened beneath the intense
scrutiny. She crossed her hands over her stomach, and meekly
lowered her gaze.

The man seemed
transfixed by the sight before him, the belt hanging limply from
his right fist. Then he managed to pull himself together and
returned to business. 'I said it'd be twenty strokes on your bare
arse, girl,' he managed, his voice thick with emotion.

'Yes, sir...'
She turned around again, undoing her snugly fitting jeans and
drawing down the zipper.

 


When innocent
computer programmer Bonnie Fisher finds herself a fugitive from the
law, she truly believes her life could not turn more bizarre. Then
she sets foot on Iniscay Island.

 


Captured as a
trespasser by the possessive Kane Castlewell, and faced with the
threat of returning to the mainland, Bonnie accepts servitude,
fully expecting the worst.

 


At first a pawn
in the rivalry between Kane and his vindictive half-sister Paige
for the attentions of their father, the reclusive Victor
Castlewell, Bonnie learns that even slaves have powers of their
own. And as she tests the limits of those powers, she becomes
determined to discover the secret of the Castlewell's Slave
Hunt.
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