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Sean Devlin has built a reputation as a breeder in Mohica but he is unaware that help is on the way.

Evelyn Cavendish is that help as she sets sail for Gaia to save him.

Whether he wants to be saved or not.

Meanwhile, the no-longer-innocent missionaries have grown accustomed to being the show at the Gaian Zoo where they find themselves on public display and available for private parties.

What could go wrong?
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Chapter 1: Evelyn Sets Sail

Evelyn Cavendish, certainly no fool, was determined not to be seen. So, in what would have struck the casual observer as a peculiar decision, she pulled off all her clothes, wrapped her ankles in the shackles her master often put on her, and stood on the open rear deck, feeding coal to the grumbling engine of the steamship Nonpareil.

Getting the old boat running had proved simpler than she’d imagined. In fact, her devotion to the captain’s manual, absorbing it into her brain with line-by-line intimacy, made her a better skipper perhaps than any other who had helmed the craft. But still, there are some things about iron suspended by the forces of water that can be learned only by feel, and Evelyn was doing her best to learn that quickly as she idled away from the piers at Wapping on the Thames.

Complicating her chore were the four stragglers she was pulling behind her, four bobbing Jim boats fixed by rope behind the main craft, each with a pair of long, parallel hulls for stability, each with a mast some 15 meters high for less obvious purposes.

The late spring weather was unusually fair and cloudless, stars and planets burning through the black sky of the wee hours. So the only thing that could stop Evelyn were the maritime constables who patrolled the Thames at all hours, and certainly weren’t above apprehending a runaway slave in a boat she’d just stolen.

And again, brazenness was the girl’s best defense. Sitting in the raised pilot’s chair, eyes level with the first storeys of the buildings on the bank, she kept the light on above her head, and she met every constable’s boat with a steady gaze and raised eyebrows, and if they slowed beside her, she slowed too, standing and raising her breast to show off the identification stamped into her flesh. The girl almost looked like she wanted to be stopped, peering into the blackened windows of the Thames authorities with such eagerness almost all of them lost interest and sped away.

All but one, that is. One of the smaller vessels of the constabulary fleet, when it drew up beside her, stayed there as she slowed, so she opened the valves all the way and climbed down from her seat. And perhaps she shuffled a little more than necessary, struggled a bit more than her restraints called for, but this too was necessary.

She went to the edge of the deck, looked up, was immediately blinded by a floodlight which, like an all-seeing eye from the prow of the boat, began at her face and worked its way down, lingering on her breasts, and on her middle longest.

Ah yes, give yourselves all the look you want, gentlemen. And that’s what this is about, and no more, correct?

“Yer up late, Lass,” said a man’s voice through the speaker port. There were probably just two officers on the little craft, and Evelyn guessed neither was planning to show themselves to her.

“I am, ain’t I?” Evelyn said with an embarrassed laugh, and she turned to regard the four Jim boats at the stern, each drifting in accordance with its own preferences. “An’ I feel awful bad about it, but couldn’t be ‘elped, as me master had some late business in the city.”

“What ye be pullin’?” asked the voice.

“‘ell if I know,” Evelyn confessed. “Four o’ the saddest sailboats you ever saw, if’n ye ask me. But me master’s below, an’ if ye say the word I’ll see if I can wake ‘im and give you the full ‘cyclonepedia.”

“He ain’t awake?” asked the voice.

“Nay,” Evelyn said, “tells me he ain’t right in the bean and goes below.” Evelyn wrapped her fingers around an imaginary two-pint mug, raised it to her mouth, and grimaced, her meaning clear. “An’ so he makes me skipper and captain and admiral all three tonight, while all the decent folk have been abed for hours.” Evelyn paused, feigned embarrassment. “O’ course beggin’ yer pardon, present company excluded and all.”

The searchlight kept shining on her middle, her black carpet of pubic hair in sharp contrast to her pale skin. Evelyn pretended not to notice.

“Serve ‘im right if you brought us all in out of the soup right now,” she continued, scowling. “Let me dash some water in ‘is face, and then you ask ‘im yerselfs what ‘is business be, an’ if you don’t like it, you impound the lot of us. A dry cell and a cot would be more n’ I could ask, really, an serve ‘im right if–”

The rest of Evelyn’s words were drowned out by the hiss of steam from the constable craft’s boiler, and the light shut off and in another minute the vessel had made its way past a curve in the river and was gone, and Evelyn climbed back shakily to the helm and powered the stolen boat forward, drawing her little Jim boats another three miles until she’d exited the mouth of the Thames and reached the open waters of the English Channel.

The swells were taller here, something she’d known to expect, but she found herself glancing back at her four little Jim boats more often than she looked forward, terrified the ropes she’d fastened to everything might not hold, equally terrified that she might yet be stopped by someone looking for more than a moment’s titillation.

It was not until the fading of the last lights of Lizard, at the southwestern extreme of the English coast, that Evelyn breathed a little more easily, and she fixed the course of her stolen steamship at due west and descended from the pilot’s seat to the deck below. And there, still too agitated to be tired despite a sleepless night, she set upon the crates, pursuing the fulfillment of two prayers, the first that she had indeed received everything she’d ordered on her master’s account, and the second that she’d be able to assemble it all in time.

Two hours passed. Three. Five. The sun appeared, first as a red glow, then as a bright yellow disk ascending off the boat’s stern. Throughout it all, Evelyn worked, pausing only briefly to urinate over the side of the vessel, to drink a little water from the tank, to snack on the salt pork and the dried fruit she’d brought. Eventually, she removed her shackles and put on underwear, trousers, and a heavy shirt, because who would see her out here? And it was cold besides.

It was that evening sometime when she used the rope to draw up the first of the four little Jim boats, calibrate the transceiver, wire up the battery, and let the craft loose. And that evening, her course aimed ever westward, toward the setting sun, she picked up the microphone with a shaky hand, verified it was hooked up properly to the transmitter, squeezed it to life, and spoke:

Good evening, Dusseldorf and St. Petersburg. Hello Canton and Bombay. Blessings, Nairobi. G’day, London. I am calling you now, from somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean, well west of London. I am going to Gaia. And you’re coming with me.


Chapter 2: A Coronation

Now that he had climaxed again within the sheath of Bethany, Ezekiel Marbletower was able to take stock of his situation with a relatively clearer head. And his situation was not a good one.

Two weeks ago, he was headed to Africa from London on the steamship Trident. He and his nine fellow missionaries were going to the continent to win souls for Brewerism, the faith founded 130 years before, in 1895, by the prophet Josiah Brewer.

But God in his infinite wisdom had other plans for the faithful five males and five females. The boat’s engine had failed, they’d drifted west for days, and their rescue–for such it could barely be called–was delivered by a superior race who seemed to consider Zeke and all the rest no better than animals.

They’d been stripped, bound, and caged naked on a ship of impossible size and mysterious power. And then their faith had been tested, just as surely as had Daniel’s in the lion’s den, Paul’s in the prisons of Rome. A carnal girl named Itzel had communicated their fate to them, using a translation book and her own crude gestures. They were going to be the newest exhibit in a zoo, she’d told them.

And in that zoo, they would be expected to fornicate, quite possibly many times per day. If they did not cooperate, further, they would be put to death. At least, that was the implied threat. These people certainly had the implements necessary to dispatch any Brewerite who did not obey.

And so had Ezekiel and his nine fellow missionaries given in, but only to save their lives. While still on the ship that had rescued them, they had practiced diligently at the arts reserved for husband and wife. Despite the tragic absence of clerical benediction or matrimonial decree, the boys had lodged their betrothal rods within the nuptial chambers of the females, all 10 studying their respective roles in the exchange and growing–as any observer must admit–proficient at things. For the girls’ sakes in particular, multiple positions had been tried with the goal of reducing the strains of frequent penetration. And when Itzel had ordered each of the males up her own wet chamber, some of the Brewerite girls insisted on cleaning the savage girl’s juices off with their mouths–the only means available to them in the barren cage–before allowing the organs back into their own bodies.

And now they’d reached their ultimate destination, a fenced-in, open-air enclosure where all 10 of them could be ogled by the strange, golden-hued race that had captured them. The enclosure, filled with both natural vegetation and peculiar artifacts, was one of three, another holding Africans, a third holding Asians, some 10 people in each, mostly female, all as naked as the English.

As soon as they’d arrived, the Brewerites had been pressed into cruel service, ordered to perform an outrageous drama for more than 100 disrespectful, laughing spectators. The humiliating show was narrated by an African girl named Shaka, who spoke both English and the native tongue and was narrating the act line by line in both languages. To fulfill her role, Shaka had been brought from her enclosure in chains and bound by her wrists between a pair of posts, her tethers so short she could not even cover her nakedness with her hands. And yet, she delivered her lines with gusto, and with a comedic flair that drew repeated guffaws from the gathered mob.

So far, Ezekiel and Bethany had been forced to act out a ridiculous dramatization in which Zeke needed to ascertain Bethany’s gender, first by visual inspection, second by tongue, and lastly with the insertion of his penis. The couple had fulfilled their roles, which meant inevitably the deposit of Ezekiel’s matrimonial elixir into Bethany’s pink wedding temple.

And now it was time for the second act, the recreation of a coronation as practiced in what Shaka kept referring to as the Wasteland, for such is what the people of this world called all of England, Asia, Africa, Australia.

Shaka had launched into a long narrative in the tongue of these people, while Zeke and his fellow missionaries listened with a growing sense of dread. Soon, he knew, the African girl was going to start issuing commands in English, and they would have no choice to obey, each playing their role in a parody of one of their land’s most dignified, solemn events.

But there was more to Ezekiel’s difficult condition than the obscene performances that had been commanded of him or lay in store, for at the moment, the boy was struggling mightily to square the holy scriptures put down by Josiah Brewer in the Book of Mondobo and what he was finding here.

Brewer, as all Brewerites knew and believed with all their hearts, had been taken in an undersea watercraft called a submarine by Jesus to Mondobo, a vast island, almost as large as England, where Brewer had learned of two races at perpetual war, the lowly Bumpkins and the angelic Chumbites.

Brewer had been welcomed as a celebrity in Mondobo, and had diligently recorded all he had seen and done there, and had written down a new covenant between God and humanity: Be kind and faithful. Don’t drink. Refrain from sexual relations outside of marriage. Embrace physical labor.

The world had scoffed at Brewer, called him a charlatan, a fabulist. But the man had found many open to his new message of faith, and their tithes and purchases had quickly built a church of vast wealth, and Brewer himself–as was his prophetic due–had reaped his own worldy benefits, including several grand manors, the companionship of many wives, and an unknown number of offspring.

Go forth and multiply, he urged his followers. The prophet had surely set a glorious example.

Ezekiel knew the stories well, could retell them with pride to anyone whose ears were open, could work them into a homily or sermon with a minimum of preparation. But now that Zeke himself had crossed the ocean to an unknown land, nothing yet matched the scripture. He had so far seen no rough-hewn Bumpkins with their thick brows, no fair and blond-haired Chumbites, none of the dinosaurs that roamed this new world. And the faithful Brewerites had been treated quite rudely. Really, like animals.

But even now, the boy’s faith was not shaken. Soon, he reassured himself as Shaka continued with her foreign speech before the zoo audience, God would reveal all.

The girl paused and the crowd clapped and laughed anew, pleased apparently with whatever turn the drama in the English enclosure was about to take.

“The Wasteland needs a new king,” she said, raising her voice and turning as far as her restraints would allow, her full breasts swinging, and all the 10 missionaries, gathered at the bars at the front of their enclosure, attended her words with dread. For whatever acts she next commanded, they must perform, or suffer.

“The last king died when he ate a rotten egg,” Shaka said. “So his least corrupt, least disease-riddled son has been chosen, and . . . you there, the boy with white hair . . .”

Thomas looked at her and pointed to himself, and she nodded.

“Yes, you,” she confirmed. “You are the new king. Go to your throne and pick up your crown, but don’t put it on yet.”

Thomas, erect penis bobbing with every move, searched the clearing, spied a chair made of unevenly-sawed logs, straw and what appeared to be synthetic animal skins, and he went to it and picked up the crown sitting on the equally coarse throne.

The crown had been fashioned from a cheap grade of orange plasticine, with triangular spikes sticking out here and there from the top, and Thomas turned it over in his hands with an expression somewhere between disappointment and alarm.

“Now, before the king can be crowned, he has to stick his penis in all the top females in the Wasteland, so they’ll know he will rule them wisely. Ladies, line up for your new king. King, put down your crown and get to work.”

Thomas’ countenance transitioned to speechless surprise while the attitude of his male organ exhibited a higher degree of certainty, angling slightly down with the weight of its engorgement.

Meanwhile, the five female Brewerite missionaries moved tentatively toward the boy who would be king. Even Bethany, who had been sitting with her back against the bars of the enclosure–needing rest after she’d taken Zeke’s penis and semen into her sex organ for the prior demonstration–stood and made her way wearily to the makeshift throne. Soon all five girls stood before the boy, faces uniformly grim as they awaited their fate. That Thomas’ organ would soon be inserted into each of their bodies was not in doubt. Only the position they would use remained in question. But only briefly.

“The new king must work quickly,” Shaka announced, “so the ladies of his court each turn away from him and bend over, with their hands on their knees, to accept his royal attention.”

The females all looked at each other with eyebrows raised, but at last Bethany turned and assumed the required position, and the other four followed her lead.

“Start with the girl with red hair, king,” Shaka said, and Thomas took his place behind Sarah, reached down to spread her vaginal lips, found her entrance to be sufficiently wet, and eased himself within her while she gasped, for she was still sore from the exertions of the last few days.

Bethany Sandwich, freshly plumbed and happy to be so, even if the act was for the entertainment of strangers in a strange land, waited patiently for her turn in the lineup. She’d had Thomas before and, like all the male missionaries in the group, he was an adequate lover, not particularly adept at exciting her but not altogether inept, either. None of the boys was completely inept, a quiet blessing, she allowed. She had little patience for the fake rituals imposed by their captors and even less for the outrageous beliefs of their nominal leader, Ezekiel, or Zeke as she preferred to call him. That Thomas had been chosen by the black beauty who ran the show as their first ‘king’ mattered not a whit to Bethany–Zeke was her king– even if he did spout nonsense incessantly, before, during, and after he dallied with her.

Bethany peeked down the line of naked females as Thomas made his way toward her, using his penis to penetrate but not excite or complete the coupling with each of the ‘willing’ girls. Everyone knew they had no real say in the matter. They were prisoners at best, slaves at worst, expected under threat of severe punishment–which had yet to be inflicted–to cooperate in these pageants for the crowd of native patrons

When ‘King Thomas’ arrived at Bethany’s womanhood, to the vocal delight of the crowd, she braced herself as best she was able, grunted dutifully as he inserted his member deep into her body, and took what pleasure she could from the act. Thomas had just fucked her, so she knew what to expect, which wasn’t much. He was mercifully quick about it, not that she would have minded if he’d taken more time with her, but a few deep thrusts with his wet erection was all she got before he moved on to Cherry, the last girl in the line. She sighed when he withdrew and didn’t move from the proscribed position, because none of the others had.

Thomas slipped into Cherry last, the girl groaning dutifully as he worked in and out of her chamber.

“Miss, a question please?” he said, looking at Shaka while he labored.

“Yes, your almost kingship?” Shaka said.

“Shall I fill her?” he asked.

“No,” Shaka said. “Not until after you get your crown. Get out of her slot.”

“Ah,” Thomas said, clearly disappointed, withdrawing from Cherry’s hole, the male and female genitals equally wet with frustrated arousal.

“Blondie, crown your new king,” Shaka demanded, turning to look at Bethany.

Bethany started at the mention of her derogatory nickname and seethed at the idea that Thomas was to be crowned instead of Zeke, even if the whole production was a sham and meant nothing. She wondered if she should protest but decided it wasn’t worth it, so she walked to the primitive throne where the ridiculous plasticine crown sat, picked it up and turned to find Thomas waiting behind her, an uncertain half-smile playing on his lips, while the firmness of his organ was anything but uncertain. Unwilling to lend any dignity to the outrageous proceedings, she placed the crown unceremoniously on Thomas’s head, unconcerned that it fit poorly and sat unevenly, tilting leftward. Done with her empty role, Bethany glared at Shaka, daring her with unstated fury to make a scene.

Shaka said a few words in the foreign language, prompting cheers, applause and derisive laughter from the gathered mass of royal-watchers.

“Behold, the new savage king of the Wasteland,” Shaka continued in English. “Long may he live. And long may his thick manbranch continue to penetrate the holes of his female subjects.”

Shaka paused as though calling up her next lines from memory, and she spoke first in Aztecha, then in English.

“Now it’s time for the big coronation celebration,” she said. “The male Wastelanders know only one way to celebrate. By sticking their penises into every female they can find. And the females are glad to let them.”

The ten missionaries, each responding in their own affronted way to this gross misrepresentation of their revered British coronation, stared agape at Shaka before she scowled and issued her next command.

“Celebrate!” she said. “King and court, get yourselves into the female subjects.”

Bethany looked around at her fellow naked missionaries to see her fury confirmed on their faces. “You mock us,” she growled. “We are not savages.” She walked toward the bars at the edge of their enclosure. “This is not who we are!”

“You there,” Shaka said, tilting her head toward Zeke, because she could not point at him with her bound hand, “this one’s slot needs some extra attention.”

Ezekiel, fearing for Bethany’s safety if he did not comply immediately with Shaka’s command, approached the girl and raised his eyebrows at her.

“Beth, please,” he urged.

“Please what?” she shouted at him. “Is this what you want them to think of us?”

“We don’t have a choice,” he said. “Either we do it, or they’ll make us suffer.”

Shaka began narrating again, in her foreign tongue, but more haltingly, as though ad libbing her next lines before she struggled to deliver corresponding lines in English.

“It’s not unusual that some of the Wastelander girls,” she began, “get, oh, very sore, um, in their um, vaginas, during a coronation, and can’t keep having the, um, the men celebrate in their woman parts. But they, they know they have to. Or then they’ll be, they’ll have to get some terrible tortures, for, um, for crimes against the new king.”

“I’m not sore,” Bethany screamed at Shaka. “I’m affronted! This is a mockery and you know it. They should know it, too. We are not SAVAGES!”

“It is also a rule . . .” Shaka said, looking furiously at Bethany, “that if any female refuses to, to honor her new king . . . then all the females in the kingdom get tortured . . . so let him in now!”

All the other missionaries, who had quickly paired up and were dutifully grunting through the celebratory coupling in whatever position served best, turned worried eyes toward Bethany, their concerns obvious: standing on principle was all well and good, unless it got the fairer half of their number subjected to something awful.

The conflict between Shaka and Bethany seemed to be stirring the gathered throng to new heights of excitement, men and women shouting things in their strange tongue, some gesturing toward Shaka, others pointing at Bethany, the massed audience not unlike a thousand football fans shouting out orders for the next play as their team drove the ball toward the goal.

Bethany looked at the audience briefly, but her attention quickly reverted to the bound Shaka, unable to move but somehow directing the show as always. She wasn’t convinced this was the best time to stand up to her but she felt like she had no choice now. The dam had burst and the flood of emotion that had been held at bay for weeks was unleashed and uncontrollable. It was out of her hands, she realized.

“We will not be your puppets any longer,” she growled at the girl chained to the posts outside the cage.

More stammering ad libs followed, first in the foreign language, then in English.

“There will be two, there are two kinds of tortures for, for the betrayers of the new king,” Shaka said. “If she lets her hole get used right now, then it’s just her who will be tortured . . . tortured today. But if she doesn’t, then all of them have to pay . . . all five of them. Today.”

“Please, Bethany,” Sarah urged breathily between the grunts provoked by Jeremiah’s urgent thrusts.

Bethany looked around and noted that the other girls were all being used by their partners. She was alone in her protesting their humiliating treatment. Zeke, the only male not buried within a girl’s body, took her arm and whispered, “Just let me be with you so they don’t hurt the others.” She looked at him with sad, disappointed eyes and nodded. Then she turned away and bent over, hands on her knees to allow him entry.

“But this is wrong,” she whispered as his member penetrated her. The attending mob, elated that the reluctant subject had at last acquiesced to her celebratory impalement, shouted so loudly Bethany had to raise her voice to add, “You know this is all wrong.”

“I know,” Zeke agreed as he pushed deep into her. “But we’re in no position to dictate terms.”

“It’s still wrong.”

Forced to act out an insulting parody of their noble culture, the 10 missionaries were somehow still able to wrest some pleasure from the travesty. Cherry and Sarah had both straddled their partners, grinding their clitorises against the supine males’ bodies while they controlled both the rate and depth of the insertions (rapid and deep seemed to be both girls’ preferences). Cherry was on her back, but was clinging tightly to Jeremiah’s hips to ensure each thrust was sufficiently forceful. Thomas mounted Lizette from behind, holding his crown steady with one hand while he held the groaning female’s hip with the other, invading her body with what one might call royal ardour.

Even Bethany, bent over with Zeke behind her and thus in what she found to be a less pleasurable position, yielded to temptation, reached one hand between her legs and quickly found her clitoris, stroking the flesh in time with her partner’s thrusts.

Cherry was the first to climax, oscillating her pelvis over Jonah’s middle while she groaned and shook, and when Jonah reciprocated with his own noisy release, the gathered throng of royal watchers expressed cheering relief. And no wonder. The performance, which not 20 minutes before had taken a disastrous turn with Bethany’s treasonous disobedience, had been restored to its full glory, the king and all in his realm united in monarchical coitus and coronative climax. And soon, all of the 10 enjoyed the throes of orgasm, each arriving in turn, a chain reaction of youthful pleasures, of shouts and writhing and the production of impressive amounts of coupling potions, lubricant and seed spilling from agitated pink slots and running down thighs, covering scrotums, dripping onto feet and into the dirt.

The latter of the 10 orgasms (or 11, if Lizette’s two separate sets of groans indicated a pair of rewards) proved increasingly anticlimactic, the audience barely responding to the final cries and shakes of relief. The gathered mob seemed to want surprises, and the orgasms themselves were getting predictable. But Shaka wasn’t finished yet. She was adlibbing again, speaking at length but haltingly in Aztecha to her audience, who listened raptly but without celebration. Indeed, their collective sentiment seemed to have transitioned to worry, or grim compassion.

“”What do you think she’s telling them now?” Sarah asked Ezekiel quietly.

“I don’t know,” he replied, and he surveyed the nine missionaries around him, but his gaze lingered longest on Bethany, because he sensed the next act would focus on her, and it wasn’t going to be pleasant for her, or probably any of them.

Bethany watched Shaka speak in the foreign tongue to the crowd with burgeoning hatred for the girl. She might be chained to posts but still ran the show, such as it was, and Bethany was in no mood to make allowances for her subjective status. The black woman was too easy to hate and hate her she did, deeply, even if her reasoning for doing so made little sense to her. Bethany was in no mood to make sense and she was warmed by her hatred, fueled by it. If she was to escape this world, and of that she was certain beyond all doubt, her motivation for doing so was headwatered at the spring of animosity she felt for the ersatz Mistress of Ceremonies.

At last, Shaka turned to the English and spoke of them in their native tongue, confirming everyone’s greatest fears.

“Now it’s time to torture the girl who wouldn’t celebrate when she was told,” Shaka said. “Fortunately, torture is done all the time in the Wasteland, and everyone’s very good at it, and they’re all used to being tortured too. In fact, instead of going to church, and worshipping Meddler and the other gods, the people of the Wasteland like to go to torture shows, where they can watch torture for hours every day. So we have a special torture area set up for them, so they’ll feel at home, and they’re going to take the blonde girl to it and do some proper torture on her while everyone else watches.”

Zeke noticed that Shaka was looking toward the far end of the clearing, a place they hadn’t explored yet, its fixtures incomprehensible until now. But here, fabricated with the same utter lack of cultural awareness that beset everything else he’d seen in the enclosure, was a makeshift dungeon. The table that at first looked like something to eat around was actually a rack, ropes at either end, and a wheel at the top which, fortunately, did not seem to be attached to anything. The chair that at first glance looked like another throne was lined with spikes, although their irregular length and sharpness raised questions about their purpose. But there were also ropes dangling from a thick beam that appeared to be quite functional, and when Shaka announced, “Now they have to hang her up in one of the Wasteland’s many special torture places,” Zeke’s stomach lurched with the knowledge of what was coming next.


Chapter 3: Rumors of a Circus

Sean Devlin was bored. He’d just been with all three of his cagemates sexually, his main function as the property of Harper, the owner of the immense facility where dozens (or hundreds?) of inseminators and breeding sows were expected to procreate at a frenetic rate. With nothing to occupy his time, by design he’d soon learned the focus of everyone’s attention remained on having sex as often as possible. Which had its downside, he’d come to realize.

“Hey, Devlin,” Lance Godwin said as approached the cage from the hall, naked but for the chains ringing with every step. “We’re doing her together tonight.”

“How have you been, old man?” Devlin asked rhetorically. “It’s been a while.”

“Almost a month, if my count is accurate, which I know it is.” The inmates of the facility had no access to clocks or calendars but several opportunities for acquiring information presented themselves regularly, and several of the inseminators–never the breeding sows–were intent on keeping an accurate count of their time in captivity.

“What’s the rumor this time?” Devlin asked as their Mohican guard unlocked his cage door and attached shackles to Devlin’s ankles for the walk to the residential wing of the facility. “Or are we just entertaining the boss tonight?”

“Oh, the rumor mill is rife with stories,” Godwin said as he watched the guard work silently. “We’re all going to some circus or some such is the one I like best.”

“We?” Devlin asked. “Who is we?”

“You and me is all I care about, my friend, but I imagine we won’t be the only ones. We’re famous, don’t you know.”

“Why would anyone care?” Deviln asked, although he could guess, but his ennui was overwhelming this evening. After what felt like months in captivity, his tolerance for the nonsense that passed for news between the cages had long ago lost its appeal. The English nobleman had retained his stubbornness to the extent that he knew little of the local language even though he slept with the facility’s owner almost every night, but beyond that his interest was nonexistent.

“We’re famous, my friend, you and me. We’re the best this godforsaken place has to offer,” Godwin said with pride.

Devlin had his doubts.

“How many of us are going, supposedly?”

“No idea, but enough that they’re talking about moving us by train.”

“And you know this how?”

“Come on, Devlin. Who knows where the rumors come from. It’s just more fun to believe them than whatever it is you’re doing.”

The guard led Devlin out of the cage and locked the door behind him before the three men walked down the aisle between cages in the cavernous cage room, then to the exit that led to the residential section where most of the staff, including Harper, lived. Devlin had never seen any of the apartments in that wing other than Harper’s, but he assumed hers was a cut above the rest. For one thing, she had a corner unit with an unobstructed if somewhat boring view of the rolling wooded hills outside the facility. Her bed was infinitely more comfortable than the cots in the cages, and the food, when she deigned to allow Devlin to join her for dinner, was strange but delicious, plentiful, and varied, all attributes the meals served to the inmates lacked.

“Will we be staying for breakfast?” Devlin asked rhetorically, knowing that Godwin would have an opinion but could offer no credible reason to believe it. Godwin was seldom right but never in doubt, Delvin thought to himself.

“Of course,” the manacled inmate said expansively. “She’s alright,” he added more to himself than to Devlin.

“Any idea if we’re here for work or pleasure?” Devlin asked diplomatically. He spent most nights alone with Harper and shared her with Godwin only sporadically, mostly for her pleasure, he assumed, as she used the two men without a lot of conversation. But on occasion it was obvious to Devlin that his partner-in-lust was there mostly to serve as a translator, as he spoke the native tongue well enough to allow Harper to communicate with her preferred lover. It didn’t much matter to him but Devlin did wonder, if for no reason other than the distraction, which type of night this one would be.

“No idea, mate,” Godwin said with a lascivious tone. “Don’t much care, although it’s a nuisance when she wants to talk to you, I have to admit.”

“Ever think that…?” Devlin said before he thought better of it and stopped. Godwin, formerly a Liverpool shoe salesman who’d been snatched up from the sea 10 years ago, never struck Devlin as the brightest star in the heavens, and he didn’t ask for an explanation. His mind was already elsewhere.

Now that the trio had arrived at Harper’s apartment, Devlin’s mind turned to the task at hand as well. It was well past dinnertime, but he’d had little expectation of eating with his owner, much as he would have enjoyed it. The food was good enough to outweigh in his mind the disquieting feeling he always got when he shared a meal with Harper. In bed, she treated him as an equal, not in any way subservient. In the kitchen–they always ate in the kitchen, never in the dining room–she made him feel, if not overtly, but surreptitiously, more like a pet than anything. A pet she fed table scraps, not unlike a dog, per se. She never made him beg or grovel, but there was an indefinable sense that she was lording her position over him when food was involved.

Or maybe it was all in his head.

The door swung open and the three men were greeted by a goddess of a woman in an impossibly sexy costume that Devlin knew well–she always greeted him in such a way–but that it was by virtue of her lack of intentionality just made it more sexy for being unpremeditated. Her hair was still in its usual braids, which she wore in public and dismantled just before they retired for the evening. Something about the tightly-wound black plaits and their eventual loosening was an aphrodisiac to him, one he readily needed after a full day of servicing his cagemates.

The woman was quite imposing as she stood before them at the doorway to her home, but when she literally let her hair down, well, he was looking forward to that.

Harper spoke in the native tongue, likely to their guard from her tone, who gave a short reply before retreating. She stepped back to offer them an open path into her living quarters and they took it, shuffling forward, their shackles still in place, although Devlin was confident she would remove them before she bedded them. She always did.

The door closed and more conversation passed between Godwin and their host as Devlin looked on, waiting for a translation. After several seconds of back and forth, the naked slave looked at him with eyes wide.

“We’ll be going south by train tomorrow morning, you and me and a few others, it appears. She said the name but I only know it as another territory, not part of this country.”

“What is it called?” Devlin asked, his curiosity piqued for once.

“Aztecha,” he whispered as if Harper wasn’t standing right there listening to the two men. Devlin glanced at her but as was her habit, she offered no clue as to her state of mind.

“Why are we going?” Devlin asked Godwin, his eyes still watching Harper’s impassive countenance.

“Some sort of demonstration or . . . something?” A few words to Harper were met with a nod and Godwin went on. “Perhaps a science thing, I’m not sure, the words she’s using are odd.”

Devlin looked at him. “Sexual?”

“Unclear at this point, my friend.” He shrugged and smiled just as Harper turned to lead them toward her bedroom. She paused at the door, disrobed completely and looked back over her shoulder at them, her intent unmistakable.

They followed her post-haste.

Devlin knew from past threesomes with Godwin that when Harper was ready, keeping her waiting was not a good idea. The two males made their way to their owner’s bed as she crawled onto it on her hands and knees. They also knew from experience that she expected to fellate Devlin first, so he positioned himself in front of her. When she looked up at him, he was struck yet again by how beautiful she looked in that incongruously subservient position as she waited for him to bring his member to her mouth. He didn’t keep her waiting. Nor did Godwin, who took his place behind her and inserted himself into her female temple.

Devlin had experimented in prior encounters of this sort with taking a more dominant role than when it was just the two of them. She never resisted, never gave any indication that his aggressiveness was inappropriate, so he decided to see if there was indeed a line she wouldn’t let him cross. He eased his erection into her mouth and pumped back and forth just a few times before he grabbed a fistful of her hair. She looked up at him but made no sign she was displeased. If anything, she seemed to be into it. That’s what he chose to believe, he told himself.

He pushed in until she gagged. He backed off but angled his member to facilitate entering her throat if she had that talent or wanted to pursue it. She gagged again but pressed her body forward, to his surprise and delight, in an obvious effort to swallow his cock. It took just a few strokes before her nose was pressed against his pubic hair. The sight of it delighted him.

Too much, he realized a beat too late and his orgasm got away from him and his manhood swelled and he pulsed a creamy load deep into her throat. She gagged slightly again but did not withdraw, also to his delight but tempered by the realization that his timing was godawful. She expected him to fuck her as she sucked Godwin’s cock–more than once each, usually–before they rested and recharged. Now, he had spoiled the party.

“What the fuck?” Godwin whispered as Harper sputtered and choked after Harper let him slip from her mouth. “Did you just spill a load?”

“She took me to the hilt,” he explained between pants. “I hadn’t expected it.”

While he continued to fuck her, Godwin spoke the native tongue to Harper. She cleared her throat and answered him with what sounded like a few grunts.

“She okay?” Devlin asked.

“She’s good,” Godwin whispered as he continued to use their owner from behind. “You just surprised her, she said.”

“Surprised myself, to be honest,” Devlin said as Harper looked up at him, her eyebrow raised. He responded in kind.

Harper looked over her shoulder at Godwin and said something, to which Godwin responded by upping the tempo of his thrusts and climaxing in short order. Devlin smiled to himself as the threesome disengaged fully and repositioned themselves on the bed with Harper between the two men as if they were going to go to sleep.

However, sleep was the furthest thing from Harper’s mind, apparently. As soon as everyone was settled, she began talking to Godwin, and he translated for Devlin.

Devlin waited as patiently as he could while Harper talked and Godwin listened. Finally, the other man leaned forward to catch Devlin’s eye.

“She says we’re all going on the trip to Aztecha, definitely by train.”

Devlin had so many questions. “Where is this other country? West? South?”

“Both, I think,” Godwin responded.

“Why are we going?”

“No idea. She said something about the reason for the trip but I didn’t understand the words she used.”

“Can you ask for clarification?” Devlin pushed and immediately regretted it.

“My friend,” Godwin whispered. “Let’s not push our luck.”

“Sorry.” Devlin looked at Harper who had her eyes closed. For the first time, he regretted not learning her language. But he would not change his mind, he vowed. He would not resign himself to this existence. He looked past Harper at Godwin, who shrugged.

Harper, without opening her eyes, reached for the two men and grasped their manhoods, making her intent known. Devlin, who had never kissed the woman who ostensibly owned him, decided in that moment to kiss her and damn the consequences.

When she kissed him back, he didn’t know what to think.


Chapter 4: A Confidential Inquiry

The southernmost radio outpost in Iceland, and a Royal Navy facility in Lizard, England, were the first to receive the mystery girl’s ocean broadcasts.

They might have been ignored. Any crank with sufficient knowledge could get hold of wireless transmitting equipment and spout nonsense into the airwaves until the authorities found them and shut them down.

But the girl could not be ignored that easily. Her messages, first of all, had nothing to do with the Faustian Cabal, the Silver Rogues, the Parliament of the Lord Incarnate, or any of the other fantasies, conspiracies and half-baked fever dreams invented and promulgated by the scant of mind. Instead, her message was clear, and simple. She was journeying west, to Gaia, and she’d found a way to share her words across the water, apparently by setting loose a chain of floating radio transceivers.

She was young and British, clearly, a Londoner most likely, probably middle or upper middle class, with a little schooling and a lilt in her voice that spoke of spirit, passion, optimism. Very few cranks in the history of crankdom possessed any of these attributes, much less all of them.

On a whim, the Icelanders recorded most of her third broadcast, storing it on an experimental magnetic tape instead of vinyl, and sending it–just to see what would happen–via wireless to the Naval authorities in Lizard:

. . . barely slept all night, and now I see the first rose of dawn. The sky is cloudless. So when the disc of the sun is half up on the horizon, I’ll say it’s so at that very moment and I’m sure someone can find how far I’ve gone. But right now the ocean is like it always is, the sky and its stars all natural, there are no great storms, no hole in the ocean to swallow me yet, and no monsters or savages to trouble me. But should I see them, you’ll be the first to know.

“Interesting,” sniffed Naval Attache Nigel Duckworthy-Bunkhouse in an immediate reply to the Icelanders. “The nonsense being put up in the clouds these days boggles the mind. But, just in case there’s been some breach of national security, keep it all to yourselves, will you? And we’ll look into it perhaps as time permits, will let you know when we’ve resolved it.” And then, as though an afterthought, the attache added some final words, “But if you’d be so kind as to record the exact moment she reports that sun business, we’d be obliged.”

Duckworthy-Bunkhouse was not being entirely honest with the Icelanders, as indicated by his subsequent call to Naval Command, where Rear Admiral Photis Gumbarth was on watch:

R-Admiral: Gumbarth here, what do you need?

D-B: Hello, Sir, Nigel Duckworthy-Bunkhouse here, down at Lizard, got a spot of trouble brewing out on the sea, I’m afraid

R-Admiral: Out with it, man

D-B: Some girl spouting out on the radio, claims she’s on her way to Gaia

R-Admiral: You’re calling me about this?

D-B: Yes, Sir, seems she might have the goods to back it up

R-Admiral: How do you figure?

D-B: She’s been talking since last night, and we’ve done a bit of looking. Directional antennae here and at Boars Mate say her signal’s coming from at least 100 miles west. Says she’s headed to Gaia and she’s–

R-Admiral: Who is she and how in blazes did she get out there?

D-B: We’ve got no information on either score, but she seems to be on someone’s ship

R-Admiral: Well, if the fools are going west, they’ll be out of range soon enough

D-B: We think she’s setting up transceivers, Sir, she could be a good bit further than 100 miles. But if you’d like to give orders, we can sail to her first stop, work from there

R-Admiral: Absolutely not! We’ll not lose one of His Majesty’s ships racing after some tart on a suicide mission. Let’s just keep quiet. She’ll stop talking soon enough and we’ll disavow all knowledge

D-B: Very good, Sir

R-Admiral: Who else knows of this?

D-B: Handful of us at Lizard, and–

R-Admiral: None of them are to breathe a word of it. If this strumpet’s folly gets out, there’ll be another dozen learning enough about radio to do the same thing, and eventually one of the blighters is going to get through to whatever the hell lives over there, and then got knows what–

D-B: And some Icelanders

R-Admiral: How’s that?

D-B: We know about it at Lizard, and so do some Icelanders

R-Admiral: Icelanders! What do they want with it?

D-B: Don’t know, Sir, but they recorded it and sent it our way

R-Admiral: Recorded it! Did you tell them to keep it to themselves?

D-B: I did

R-Admiral: Think they will?

D-B: No, Sir

R-Admiral: Bloody hell

Thanks to lax oversight by the Icelandic government and anti-establishment sentiments among the four misfits (three males, one female) at the Dyrhólaey radio station, a copy of Evelyn’s first recorded broadcast was patched through to London media by 9:30 that morning, where it was immediately played by three popular stations. Calais, Dusseldorf, Lisbon, the Pyrennes and Kyiv had it by lunchtime, and by that evening, the voice of the girl was being listened to as far south as Cape Town, and throughout the middle and far east: Damascus, Mumbai, Ulaanbaatar, Hiroshima, elsewhere too. Translated where necessary.

She’d been given more than her share of monikers by the end of the day: The Steamboat Strumpet, the Mad Girl with the Microphone, the Whore on the Halfshell. But the one that stuck: the Gaian Siren.

It might all be a hoax, people were saying, just another crank (or the daughter of a crank, forced into service by her father), but there was something about the girl impossible to ignore or disbelieve, her message plain and earnest, her stated motivation nothing more nefarious than at last knowing what lay beyond the forbidden ocean divide. The urgency with which British authorities at first sought to prevent the recordings getting out, and then their insistence that it must all be a fraud, simply fanned the flames of public interest.

She had announced the arrival of half the sun on the horizon at 6:02 a.m. London time, putting her (if any of this were true) at 250 miles west of Iceland, 100 miles further than any ship had ever traveled to and returned from. And that night, she delivered a convincingly weary monologue:

I do hope anyone who’s listening can still hear me. I’m absolutely buggered and if I don’t get some sleep I think I’ll just toss myself into the soup and be done with it. I’ll speak again when I’m a bit refreshed. But no sign of Gaia yet, nor any savages, nor monsters, nor a single light but the first evening stars

Meanwhile, the Crown and all relevant ministries were working discreetly overtime to gather knowledge and minimize the damage the crisis had wrought, or had yet to provoke.

The first goal was communicating with the girl, and stations at Lizard and two other military sites sent a near-constant barrage of messages back through her frequency in the vain hope that the system she had built would carry their sentiments that way and that she had the means to hear them. The communications ranged from the pleading to the malign:

Young lady. This is Intermargin 3 at the Royal Garden Armory. You’ve had your fun. You’ve done quite a good job of it, truth be told. But you’re really starting to make a mess of things. Could you stop please? Now?

Also:

Hello. On behalf of the King’s Navy, and the orders of the Marching Four-in-Hands, the Steam Brigades and the Armored Turnips Auxiliary, we ask you to cease your broadcasts immediately. You are in violation of national security protocols, as well as good taste.

And then:

Miss. . . . listen carefully now . . . eventually, we’re going to find you. And the rest of your clotted little creamsops. Now, you don’t need to know who I am. In fact, you will never know. But soon enough, I will know you. And you’re going to be punished, you and all the rest. And the longer you carry on with this balderdash, the worse it will go for you. Now, let me be frank. Treason is a capital offense. And you are dilly-dallying right now at the very edges of treason.

It was all in vain of course. Evelyn had a receiver in place, not unlike the speaker that brought her master’s voice to the workroom where she labored in chains. But she’d so far left it off, with plans to bring it to life only under certain circumstances. Truth be told, she simply didn’t want to hear from anyone quite yet.

The second major arm of the government’s response, gathering information, began with a series of urgent, internal, highly classified questions: What sort of technology was this girl and her cabal using? How easy was it to obtain? Who in London or the rest of the British Empire might know the most about such things?

Inevitably, the name Bertram Cavendish came up, a wealthy commoner, a member of an old trading family, but with a strong penchant for radio–a penchant so strong, in fact, that the man was constantly sending his girl out to pursue patents and other ministerial favors through the deployment of her personal charms.

Inquiries were made. Cavendish’s London flat and family home were found. One of the city’s top clubs for non-peerage, Shepherd House, confirmed him as a distinguished member. And so, after fruitless inquiries at the first two addresses, Inspector Colin Malenfant and Detective-in-Training Barron Pershing pushed open the club’s great black doors, quietly indicated their business, and in another short five minutes were politely rapping on the door to the Wentworth Salon, one of the club’s smallest and most intimate private studies.

“Who is it?” Cavendish nearly screamed, the rustle of papers indicating a sudden spasm of activity behind the door.

“Inspector Malenfant, with the Home Office, Sir,” the inspector said. “May we have a word?”

“Private . . . my private . . .” Cavendish stammered, finally summoning the courage to say, “Now’s not a good time, Sir. So, no. Please.”

“It’s official business,” Malenfant said, trying the door, shaking the knob when he found it locked. “It really can’t wait.”

“Well,” Cavendish said tremulously, “what do you want, then?”

“We have some questions about radio, Sir, and we understand you’re in possession of exceptional knowledge.”

“Oh, radio,” Cavendish said, exploding with a sudden, odd mirth. “Just radio, then? Only about radio?”

“That’s right.”

A chair was pushed back, more papers were shuffled, the door was thrown wide, and Bertram Cavendish’s perspiration-laden face appeared, his eyes darting from one officer to the other, a huge, terrified smile forced over his face.

“Radio,” he said. “Of course. Just radio.” He jammed his hand through the door. “Bertram Cavendish. Uh . . . the pleasure’s all mine. Please come in.”

The men entered, quickly scanned the room, glanced briefly at the single table littered with lists, schematics and technical diagrams, seemed disappointed by something.

Cavendish sat heavily, gestured to the other two seats.

“So what can I tell you about radio, gentlemen?” he asked through his frozen smile.

Malenfant, still standing, peered through the study’s door, peered down the hall in both directions, pushed the door closed quietly, took a seat and leaned forward, speaking in his lowest tone.

“First, we must ask for your complete confidentiality,” he said. “Can you keep this to yourself?”

“Of course,” Cavendish said, nodding frantically.

“Good,” the inspector said. “This concerns the girl.”

“What girl?” Cavendish almost shouted while his smile collapsed and his eyes went wide.

“I’m sure you’ve heard of her,” Malenfant said, “if you haven’t heard her voice itself.”

“A girl,” Cavendish said, staring at the ceiling with a searching look that suggested he was familiar with girls as a concept but couldn’t recall ever having met one.

“The girl who says she’s on her way to Gaia,” Malenfant prompted. “She’s all the rage on the radios.”

Cavendish’s frozen smile was back, and he looked to and fro at the men, shaking his head with an air of abject confusion.

“The Gaian Siren,” clarified Pershing.

Cavendish turned to Pershing and stared at him in amazement before his face broke again, this time into another bout of furious laughter, but his eyes were blank, seeing nothing while he writhed with hilarity.

When he regained his composure and realized neither of the stone-faced men were laughing with him, he chuckled, opened his mouth to speak, found his next words after several attempts. “Well . . . Gaian Siren,” he said, pressing a napkin against his brow. “It is a rather . . . it just seems a bit overblown.”

“You’ve heard of her?” Malenfant said.

“A rumor or two, perhaps,” Cavendish confessed.

“She’s got the whole world listening to her,” Malenfant said. “But that’s beside the point. We’re here to ask if you have any fathoming of how she’s doing it.”

“Doing what?” Cavendish inquired, staring back at the man.

“The whole business,” Malenfant said. “Her radio transmissions from the sea, on the boat she stole, the–”

“The boat she stole?” Cavendish nearly screamed, voice risen by an octave.

“Yes, we think so,” said Malenfant, starting a bit under Cavendish’s latest explosion. “A ship disappeared from Wapping just before her first broadcast.”

“Stole a boat,” Cavendish said, quietly, shoulders slumping, gaze dropping despondently to his papers, and he was whispering to himself as he added, “She couldn’t have done that.”

“Just a theory,” Malenfant said. “Not something we’ve made public. Seems like there was some interest in the old vessel in the last few weeks, and then it was gone, but that’s someone else’s question. We’re just here to ask if you have any ideas about how she’s doing it, how many people might be involved, if you might be able to offer up a name or two.”

“Name?” Cavendish said, and now the frozen smile was back. “Oh no. No one. I’ve no idea. I have nothing to do with it. I have no idea how she’s . . . how they’re doing it. All of them. I’ve barely heard it on radio. I’ve barely . . . I haven’t heard it at all, really. I’m completely in the dark. But I, but I . . .” Cavendish stood, extended his hand. “But I wish I could . . . I can’t help you at all. Thank you for . . . for your . . . for your dedicated service. For the work you do. But I can’t help. And I hope, I hope . . . well, unless she turns around, I’m sure she’ll be lost soon enough, and her . . . her name with her. And she’ll never be heard from again.”

The inspector and the detective-in-training stood and took Cavendish’s hand in theirs, and he aimed tragic, watery eyes at them, and he grabbed a napkin from the table and pressed it against his face again.

“So sorry,” he said with a self-deprecating laugh. “I lost my wife a few years ago, after years of illness, and that’s why I . . . the pain is still very fresh. And it makes me . . . well, sometimes I’m not quite myself.”

“Of course, Sir, and I’m sorry for your loss,” Malenfant said with another disappointed glance at the table. “Now, last thing. We understand you’ve got a girl who helps you. Would she–”

“Girl?” Malenfant shrieked. “What girl?”

“Name’s Evelyn, according to the records,” Malenfant clarified. “She’s often here with you?”

“Oh, that girl,” Cavendish said, forcing out a thin, reedy laugh. “Of course. Her. Yes.”

“She’s not here with you today?”

“Oh no,” Cavendish said, shaking his head with dizzying speed. “Not at all.”

“She’s at your flat, then?” Malenfant persisted.

“My flat,” Cavendish said blankly, looking down and shuffling his papers as though searching for Evelyn there. “No, I don’t think so. If you wanted to find her there . . . she wouldn’t be there, I don’t believe.”

“You don’t know where she is?” Malenfant asked. “You still own her, correct?”

“Of course I do,” Cavendish said. “I always do. Of course.”

“Where might we find her then,” Malenfant asked, “should we decide we needed to speak with her?”

“Why would you need to do that?” Cavendish responded, staring hard at the man.

“You’ve trained her in radio, have you not?” Malenfant said. “Perhaps she knows someone, has heard something, would have some insight into–”

“Oh no no no,” Cavendish said, dropping heavily into his chair and forcing out a condescending chuckle. “The poor girl knows nothing. She can barely . . . she can barely make tea. I kept her on hand . . . I keep her on hand, rather, out of sympathy. She’d starve otherwise, poor girl. Just hopeless. God knows how often I’ve had to send her to the keeps. She would tell you nothing. Less than helpful. Less than helpful.”

“Very good then,” Malenfant said. “But all the same, we’d like her accounted for. Where is she?”

“Ah,” Cavendish said, nodding sagely while his eyes gazed into the middle distance and he seemed to be trying to come up with an idea. “Oh yes, that’s where . . . well, I’m afraid she’s . . . it’s a very private matter, mind you. So that's why I’m . . . that’s why I haven’t been that keen on sharing things where she’s concerned. But she’s . . . she’s with a gentleman at the moment.”

“A gentleman?” Malenfant said.

“A gentleman, yes.”

“Which gentleman?”

“Oh,” Cavendish said, looking up at the ceiling as though trying to remember. “Devlin something, I think it was.”

“Devlin?” Malenfant said. “Byron Devlin?”

“Perhaps,” Cavendish said. “Maybe he gets called that, on occasion.”

“The Earl of Doral?”

“Is that his title?” Cavendish said, looking surprised.

“It is.”

“Well, I guess that’s who she’s with then,” Cavendish said. “But entirely indisposed.”

“Indisposed?” Malenfant echoed.

“It’s a very . . . private matter,” Cavendish said, pausing repeatedly to find his words. “He, well . . . you know, he tortures them a bit. Just a bit. Sort of maintains a dungeon. And . . . well, he’s taken a shine to the girl. So he takes her . . . it’s just a little torture. Nothing untoward. At all. But still, no one can talk to her while it’s in the works, so to speak. More screaming than any rational speech . . . And she’s not . . . not worth your time at all, in any capacity. Nor is he. Nor is that earl fellow. Lost his father and brother in the same week, practically. Did you know that? Lost them both. Must be beside himself. I don’t know how he even rises in the morning. I don’t think he can do anything, in fact. I’m sure you don’t want to trouble him, distraught as he must be. Can’t even talk, probably. About anything. Nor the girl.”

Neither Malenfant nor Pershing looked completely satisfied with any of the last things Cavendish had told them, but they exited with a few last pleasantries, closing the door softly behind themselves.

~ ~ ~

That evening, a little after 9, the phone in Bertram Cavendish’s fourth-story office rang, and he grimaced and snatched it up.

“Cavendish.”

“Cavendish? Devlin here.”

“Ah,” Cavendish said, sweat instantly breaking out across his forehead. “Of course. Nice to . .  it’s always nice to make your acquaintance.”

“We’re already acquainted.”

“You know what, I believe we are,” Cavendish said with a nervous chuckle. “So, with that out of the way . . . what may I do for you this evening?”

“Hmm,” Devlin said. “I got the oddest visit from the Home Office this afternoon.”


Chapter 5: The Tortures of Bethany Sandwich

Zeke looked toward the makeshift torture clearing, a parody of such facilities in his homeland, most of the equipment not even functional for pain infliction. But the two dangling ropes, suspended from a beam, with gears at one end, seemed to be quite operational, and it was to these that their cruel African narrator, Shaka, was directing them now.

“The treasonous female is brought to the place of torture,” Shaka said loudly, turning despite her chains to stare pointedly at Zeke, and the boy knew he had no choice, and he searched the faces of his four fellow male missionaries, looking for . . . what? Someone who could get this done, of course, without drawing more of Shaka’s wrath upon their heads. Zeke’s gaze settled on Jonah, who seemed the least perturbed. And the most erect. As was Zeke. That latter factor seemed to matter for some reason, and Zeke nodded to his fellow Brewerite, and Jonah understood and stepped forward, the two taking their places on either side of Bethany, and beginning the slow parade to her fate.

Bethany contemplated in silent horror as her two occasional lovers marched her to the torture clearing. She wanted to scream at them that she was being treated unfairly but she held her tongue. Her gaze drifted to Shaka when she talked and her rage focused on the dark girl. She was desperate to scream at her and it took every ounce of restraint to stay quiet.

“This is so wrong,” she hissed to Zeke. “So blatantly wrong. How can you cooperate with that heathen like this?”

“Faith, Sister,” Zeke whispered back.

“Faith in what?” she almost screamed.

“Our lord has given them all the power, for his own reasons. We obey or it goes worse for us. We need to stay true to him.”

“A god who has forsaken me? Or never existed in the first place?”

Zeke looked hard at the girl, deeply disappointed that she could be driven to the edge of cursed atheism by what was, so far, a relatively minor trial. She wasn’t going to be burned at the stake, after all.

Shaka resumed her narration, first in Aztecha, then in English. “Once they reach the place of torture,” she said, “her two wrists are tied up over her head, by the two ropes. Which the men will do now.”

Zeke had no choice. “Raise your hands,” he whispered to the girl.

Bethany tried to stare him down but he refused to meet her eyes. She slowly raised her hands while glaring at him.

Zeke focused only on his work, wrapping the end of the rope around Bethany’s left wrist, fashioning a knot that would hold half the girl’s weight.

“Loop it like this,” Jonah said quietly, and Zeke watched the fellow execute a sort of double flip with the knot, then inserting the end of the rope through a loop, then setting it firmly.

“That’s too tight,” Bethany told him. “I’ll lose my hand.”

“It needs to hold your weight,” Jonah said, and Zeke duplicated the boy’s efforts, pausing only briefly when, to his horror, the tip of his erection jabbed the girl’s waist.

“This excites you?” Bethany growled, her voice dripping with contempt.

“No, I swear it doesn’t,” Zeke whispered, looking with some relief at Jonah’s similarly swollen organ, rising and falling inches from Bethany’s right hip bone.

“Your anatomy says otherwise.”

“Sorry, Sister,” Zeke said, finishing his knot, overall a serviceable job. “It’s just the way . . . I always am. I have no control over it. If I did, it would be hanging between my legs.”

“And then the girl has to be raised off the ground,” Shaka announced, “so she can be prepared for the torture . . . by turning that wheel there. Yes, that one. Turn it, English. That’s right. More. A little more.”

Zeke, with deep regret, raised Bethany from the ground, her feet extending, her toes all that touched the earth, until even those were lifted beyond reach. The rest of the missionaries had gathered around, and he looked at each of them with the deepest regret, praying they would see only the sorrow in his eyes, and not the pearl of pre-ejaculate gathering on his tip. They returned his devastated countenance with variations of the same, none of them judging him, none condemning him, all understanding that the only choices they had in this barbaric zoo enclosure were to obey, or suffer.

Bethany sucked in a breath as the ropes lifted her, pulling her arms and shoulders, constricting her breathing but not so much as to suffocate her. The pain was intense but bearable. For how long, she wasn’t so sure. She reached for the ground with her toes to no avail.

“And now, to prepare the female for suitable torture,” Shaka announced, “the female first receives the janaljia.”

Zeke looked at the African girl, raising both eyebrows, and she looked back expectantly. The growing crowd of zoo patrons, approaching 200 now by his best estimate, simply stared.

“How’s that again?” Zeke said.

“Janaljia,” Shaka said again.

“What in blazes is that?” Zeke demanded, desperate to get this over with and get Bethany back on solid ground.

“It’s a food everyone eats,” Shaka said a little defensively. “Seasoned meat between two disks of fried corn meal.”

“Yes, but what does that have to do with us?” Jonah protested. “Call me thick if you will, Miss, but I don’t know why you’re going on about lunch all of a sudden.”

“I really have to spell this out for you Wastelanders?” Shaka said, staring malevolently back at Jonah. “One on either side, you boys are the corn. The girl is the meat. One in each of her holes.”

This was far worse than Zeke had imagined. He’d been hoping Bethany’s punishment might extend to a simple hanging, or maybe she’d get a spank or two. But why this abomination?

Zeke looked at Jonah. Both males’ members were holding up. The flesh in this case was willing, even if the spirit was devastated. But Jonah, summoning a hidden strength, nodded grimly at Zeke and spoke softly. “I’ll go aft,” he said, stepping behind the girl.

“Wet yourself first,” Bethany said over her shoulder to Jonah. “So you don’t…” she struggled to speak, “tear me up.” She spread her legs for him as best she could, knowing that everything else was now out of her control.

Jonah rounded the girl and looked down at her middle. She’d been brought to the perfect elevation, her female chamber at the same height as Jonah’s male equipment, and he grasped himself at the base, raised his tip to her waiting slit, pressed forward and up, entering her slowly.

Bethany wrapped her legs around Jonah’s torso as best she could to relieve the tension on her arms. She was surprised to find his member supporting her weight and it felt good, in more ways than one. She moaned as he bottomed out at her cervix.

Zeke watched as Jonah eased out and slid back in, surprised that his fellow missionary’s penis was not just damp with the girl’s smoothing juices, but was practically swimming in it, the clear fluid thick around the boy’s shaft.

Jonah pushed himself back into the girl, grunting as he stirred his organ deep within her.

“That’s probably enough to get you wetted,” Zeke whispered with a wary glance at Shaka. “You need to take your place behind.”

Jonah pulled out slowly, almost seemed to be leaving her body with regret, but eventually his soaked and fully-engorged rod dropped free from Bethany’s vent, bobbing as he rounded the girl and prepared to fulfill his role in the horror.

“Zeke,” Bethany rasped. “You first, then Jonah from behind.”

Zeke nodded to the girl, willing her to forgive him as he took his place before her, grasped his penis at the base.

“Can you . . . can you spread a bit more?” he said.

“Grab my legs,” Bethany whispered. “You have more leverage.”

Zeke reached down, worked his hands to the backs of Bethany’s thighs, raised her legs high, and faced a new challenge–how would he get himself inside the girl’s sex with both hands otherwise occupied? The solution came more quickly than he expected. Oscillating his pelvis swung his organ up, and the longer he swung, the higher it went until, eventually, he could feel his tip striking Bethany’s wet folds. With a few more adjustments and some pushing forward, he was able to line up his member to the Brewerite female’s doorway, already somewhat opened thanks to Jonah’s previous exertions, and soon he was fully embedded.

“Oh, god,” Bethany moaned as Zeke filled her chamber. “Oh, oh,” she repeated, now focused on the feeling she knew well and not the absurdity of the situation. She wrapped her ankles around his thighs and pulled him to her.

Then she felt Jonah’s member at her dark passage and she was back in reality. She felt him push at her sphincter until his head popped through and impaled her, filling her like never before. She thrashed her head back and forth while breathing short, shallow breaths as he eased into her body. Thankfully, Zeke remained still as Johah worked his way in fully.

This was apparently the moment the crowd was waiting for, their cheers and applause sudden and almost frightening in its intensity.

Shaka, as though inspired by her audience’s jubilation, raised her voice and spoke loudly and without pause in the foreign tongue, her confidence clearly growing. And when she continued in English, her words and their meaning were crystal clear.

“For a Wastelander female to truly suffer the torture she has earned with her crimes,” the girl said, “she must be made very sensitive to pain, and that is best accomplished by the deposit of seed in both places.”

Zeke could not see Jonah’s face on the other side of Bethany’s body, but he didn’t need to. As soon as Shaka had finished speaking, he felt the boy’s penis through Bethany’s rear wall, the pace of the insertions quickening, the depth of each thrust increasing as well, and Zeke reciprocated, pushing hard and fast into the suspended female, and soon he and Jonah had settled on a matching rhythm, filling the twin tunnels in unison, sliding almost all the way out before each reamed the girl simultaneously again, forcing from her a corresponding grunt and a sharp exhalation, her breath warming Zeke’s neck.

Bethany was overwhelmed with sensations–the fullness of the dual penetrations, the feel of the boys’ bodies against hers, Zeke’s hot breath on her neck. She longed to hold him, to touch his face, his arms, his body, but her hands were held firmly above her head, useless. The weight of her body was now held up by the shafts in her twin tunnels, but that just added to her frustrations, her desires, her lack of agency. She cried out but no one heard her. 

Shaka’s narration continued, a bit more haltingly. The inventive girl seemed to be making things up of whole cloth again, and when she said the words in English, what little of Zeke’s mind could attend anything other than the feel of Bethany’s sheath found her words as nonsensical and offensive as all the rest.

“You see . . .” Shaka began, aiming these new ruminations at the missionaries, “Wastelander seed is . . . it burns. It’s very painful. When the Wastelander males want it to be . . . They can make it hot. So that’s what they’re going to do . . . to her. Soon.”

Soon.

It was time. Zeke, still a novice at the business of wresting pleasure from the female body, settled into the new rate of insertions he believed would bring him most quickly to climax. On the other side of Bethany’s thin feminine wall, Ezekiel could feel that Jonah was doing the same, the two male Brewerites laboring at this awful task with the same admirable cooperation that marked all the best efforts of the faithful, be it building a shed, repairing a steam engine, or even here, fulfilling the dictates of a cruel African girl whose depravity seemed to be growing by the minute.

“Oh, oh, oh,” Zeke groaned as he felt his loins expand and the life force build between his legs. “Oh, in God’s name, oh, oh, ahhhhh . . . AHHHHHH!”

Somewhere, as though coming from very far away, Zeke could hear Jonah’s own cries of distress as the white potion left his body and filled Bethany’s helpless bowels, and only now did their concerted efforts cease, each male driving into the girl’s body in according with his own orgasmic demands, Zeke at first lodged deep within Bethany and keeping still there while Jonah shook and thrusted, and then Jonah staying in place while Zeke moved urgently, and then both boys working with complete independence, no rhyme or reason to the rate of insertions and withdrawals.

As Bethany felt Zeke’s seed explode upward into her, she pulled at his thighs with her ankles and ground her nub against his pubis as best she could. It was all she needed as the twin shafts swelled beyond her endurance inside her, almost splitting her in two but pushing her to another level, a whole other world that she’d never experienced or even knew existed. She screamed as her body shook, her sex ablaze with a strange and wonderful culmination beyond words and comprehension, her mind blank and exploding simultaneously, her mouth open but now silent, for she could not breath in, she was done, she was spent, wracked, obliterated, filled and sated but also unappreciated and … used. She slumped as much as her position allowed, her legs flopping down between the two boys but her holes still impaled with their respective manhoods.

She sobbed copious tears and wailed at the inequity of this abomination.

Something new was happening beyond the enclosure, something between Shaka and her audience that caught Ezekiel’s attention, and he turned to watch, his softening penis still in Bethany’s chamber, her legs still wrapped around his waist, his own legs bearing some of the weight that would otherwise all be borne by her bound wrists.

The audience, standing behind a waist-high chain barrier that kept them about 10 feet from the African girl, seemed to be upset, and several of them were barking commands at the girl, or asking questions, or expressing what might have been sympathy of some kind, given their tone and the concern in their eyes, and Shaka was doing her best to answer, clearly struggling with some of the words, pausing repeatedly. But slowly, the African girl seemed to regain control of the crowd, her voice rising, growing more confident, the mob quieting.

As the incomprehensible spectacle played out before him, Zeke grew increasingly concerned for Bethany’s comfort, and he toyed with the idea of turning the wheel to lower her feet to the ground, and untying her wrists, and if he’d known that only he would suffer for violating Shaka’s commands, he would have done it. But the chance Bethany would pay the price for his intransigence made that path unacceptable. So he arrived at a compromise. Still standing before Bethany but no longer within her body, he looked at her and whispered, “Let me hold you.”

Bethany’s sobbing subsided as Zeke turned, shifted her body and hoisted her weight onto his back, relieving the stress on her shoulders, arms, and wrists. She sighed but the relief was short-lived when she heard the crowd’s rumblings and Shaka speaking in the foreign tongue to them, leading them on . . . to what she had no idea.

“Thank you,” she whispered to Zeke and he nodded silently.

At last, Shaka was ready to narrate her next scene, and she turned toward the missionaries, seemed surprised by the presence of Bethany on Zeke’s back, said a few words that prompted laughter from the mob, then inflicted her interpretation on her English victims.

“The place where the burning seed has been put inside her is some distance from the next place of torture,” Shaka explained. “So she has to be taken there. The Wastelanders only know how to eat horses, not how to ride them, so instead they ride each other. As you can see, our traitor is being taken by one of the horsemen to her fate, and then he stops there and she gets off.”

Zeke could have held the girl like this all day, so concerned was he for her comfort, but when Shaka said the same words again, more loudly, he knew he must withdraw support, and he stepped forward so that Bethany could dismount.

Bethany heard Shaka and loosened the grip of her thighs on Zeke until she dangled from her wrists again, the pain surging throughout her body, and she cried out. She swung back away from him and felt as if he’d abandoned her.

“Now the horseman, who is also a torturer, will provide the girl with her final lesson,” Shaka said.

Zeke turned, looked sharply at Shaka, his eyes burning through her dark skin to her depraved soul. He had sought to rescue Bethany, and for his trouble he was going to have to torture the girl more.

Ezekiel, already practicing in his mind a variety of the terrible cruelties he was going to have to perform–burning, beating, the laying of welts across Bethany’s beautiful back–turned to his fellow missionaries in spiritual desolation, and they stared back with the same angst, and that was a comfort.

Jonah, after he’d been forced to ejaculate within Bethany’s rear chamber, had returned to his place among the other missionaries, one arm draped absently around Lizette’s shoulder. And there stood, next to Sarah, Thomas, his stern visage contrasted with the ridiculous plasticine crown still resting at an angle on his head. They were truly a rag-tag bunch, naked and hopeless and motley and . . . was it not funny?

Was it all not just ridiculously funny?

All of this had been arranged by God, had it not? Why? Did he need something to laugh about? Was this his idea of a morning’s amusement? And if so, what sort of god was he? Or did he even exist? Was it all a lie, like Bethany kept saying? Not just Josiah Brewer, none of whose old mystical yarn was holding water, but all of it? God and Jesus too?

“It’s okay, Zeke,” Bethany whispered. “I’d rather it be you. I trust you.”

Shaka was speaking quickly now, going back and forth between English and the other language.

“Our horseman takes the girl to the torture tools,” Shaka said, nodding toward the far edge of the clearing, where a small rack stood, loaded with whips and floggers, not one but two cats-o’-nine-tails (actually 6 tails each, though), terrifying pincers for the ripping of flesh, and Zeke almost fainted before Shaka spoke the other tongue, then English. “But none of the tools he finds are big enough to punish her, so he grabs a frond. A really big one. Right there . . . yeah, that one.”

Bethany watched the proceedings with concern that spiked as she looked at the rack of torture implements, and lessened when the palm frond was mentioned. She looked at Zeke and he looked back at her, the absurdity of the situation suddenly made plain to them. She smiled but he shook his head slightly and she got it–play along, act the part of the frightened–no terrified–victim.

Zeke made his way to the appointed palm, reached up to the appointed frond, grasped it and used his weight to yank it from its roots, and he looked to Shaka for further instructions.

“And now the girl gets the beating she deserves,” Shaka announced. “Give her one.”

Zeke turned to Bethany, the discomfort here growing thicker by the second.

Give her one?

Where? How?

Bethany looked over her shoulder awkwardly, her arms impeding her turn, but offered her hip and bum as a target. She nodded again and struggled to look terrified.

Zeke drew back the frond, swung it at the proffered bottom, the sound sharp but the impact on the girl’s flesh akin to a spank delivered by an arthritic dowager.

How many more? Zeke wondered. And would Shaka demand harder hits? When would this end?

Shaka said something in Aztecha, and the audience, watching in grim silence, broke out in sudden, startling applause.

“And our treasonous female has learned her lesson,” Shaka announced. “She may be let down now.”

Bethany looked to Zeke and he rushed to the wheel to lower her body. Jonah stepped in to untie the ropes that bound her wrists and when they were free, she rubbed them vigorously.

Zeke, sensing the ordeal had finished, dropped the frond and reached to hug Bethany, but she shook him off. This was not the time for her torturer to embrace her, she reasoned as she watched Shaka. “Don’t,” she whispered sharply.

Zeke backed away, sensing the logic of the girl’s words. She was wise, was she not? He would praise her, and hug her, when the time was right. He would . . . it would start with a hug. But might lead to other things. He felt his wayward member stirring to life yet again. How could that be?

“And now our king must welcome her back into Wastelander society,” Shaka announced. “King . . . welcome her.”

Thomas, who seemed to have forgotten the role he was playing, looked on blankly until Sarah nudged his shoulder.

“Huh?” he said.

“You have to welcome Bethany,” she whispered.

“How?” he said, adjusting the plasticine crown and looking with alarm at Shaka.

“The way you welcome everyone,” Shaka said, sounding annoyed. “Stir her maidenhead with your manhood.”

Bethany stared at Shaka, then turned back to Thomas. She nodded and turned away from him, bent at the waist and spread her feet with her hands on her knees. When she looked up, she saw Zeke staring at her, so she looked down again.

Thomas, steadying his crown with one hand, used the other to open the girl’s lips, grimaced as the white cream delivered by his fellow missionaries oozed from both entrances, and pushed forward, touching his tip to the girl’s dripping female doorway before he pressed all of himself into her body.

Bethany grunted as Thomas entered her wet chamber, but kept her eyes downcast. Was she enjoying this too much? Did she care, really?

She did not.

She reached between her legs to touch herself and her climax came quickly, a sharp gasp escaped her lips as she closed her eyes and moaned.

Shaka was stammering again, struggling to speak the foreign tongue, words coming two or three at a time before a pause, and when Zeke looked away from the coupling of the king and his restored subject to study the African girl, he noticed something new in her demeanor, her eyes aimed at the couple but half closed, her bound hands in fists, her ribs expanding and contracting with . . . what? Arousal? Lust?

Shaka, was this all in the end being done for your amusement? Are you the god here? The goddess? Ordering this outrage as the highest authority. Because there is no real god? Only a naked dark-skinned girl in chains who, through the vicissitudes of fate, was given authority over 10 English missionaries and decided to play it out for your own carnal delight?

Thomas made quick work of things, urged by Bethany’s orgasm and her spasming tunnel to his own release, and he groaned and writhed behind her, joining his semen with everything else held within the girl.

Shaka spoke, the audience offered another round of applause, and the performance seemed to be over, the zoo employees stepping up to the African girl, releasing her wrists from the posts and returning them to her walking chains.

But no, not quite over. Zeke, morbidly curious, tore his eyes from the post-mating Thomas and Bethany to watch the African girl, who was moving slowly away from the posts and her thoroughly sated mob while her hand worked between her thighs. With admirable speed and an impressive ability to accomplish two tasks at once, the narrator barely broke stride when her eyes went wide and she bent and grunted through a quick, efficient climax.

Shaka was cumming. Bethany and Thomas were embracing. The mob was dispersing. The rest of the missionaries were huddled together, thoughts impossible to read as eyes searched in vain for meaning. But it was Zeke who felt the most lost.

If God had wrought this little scene . . . he couldn’t exist.


Chapter 6: Confessions (and a New Partnership)

At the moment that Bertram Cavendish lied to the Home Office gentlemen, it had seemed a rather clever gambit.

The men were on official business when they caught up with him at his club. They wanted to talk about radio. They wanted to talk to his girl. In fact, they all but demanded that he produce the girl for interrogation. And this was an inconvenience, because Cavendish could not produce the girl. The girl, in fact, a servant named Evelyn, from a long line of servants to House Cavendish, was quite inconveniently indisposed at the moment.

Transcendentally indisposed, in fact. Existentially out of sorts, if you will. Not just under the weather, conducting business in another region, detained somewhere. The blighted female had simultaneously placed herself beyond the reach of all known civilization, and appropriated that discarded civilization’s full attention.

It was her. Of course it was her.

When she failed to respond to his morning summons, and his visit to her room yielded only an empty bed and a sleeping tether she somehow unlocked on her own, he assumed what he thought was the worst: she had slipped away in the middle of the night on some freelance assignation with some new man the flighty girl thought she loved, and she’d been delayed in making her way back, and he would be resorting to all sorts of unpleasant measures when she finally turned up–extra chains at night, and during the day as well, and at least a day’s worth of suffering at the keep.

Alas, were that all that it was.

By lunchtime, it had all grown exponentially more terrible. Personally terrible. Professionally terrible. Disgraceful where his ownership of the girl was concerned.

There is a certain, very sensitive part of the human soul which turns to ice, Cavendish had noticed, when one is standing at the corner of Haymarket and Pall Mall waiting for the light to change, and a lorry idles up with its window open and its radio playing and one hears one’s own missing servant girl’s voice crackling through the spring air saying the most outrageous things.

“Blessings, Nairobi,” she had just finished saying. “G’day, London. I am calling you now, from somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. I am going to Gaia. And you’re coming with me.”

Cavendish, dumbstruck, bent to peer into the vehicle for his missing slave girl, despite his comprehensive knowledge of radio–particularly the fact that the presence of a voice does not signify the presence of a person–and he almost shouted through the window at her. But another part of his mind kept replaying her words, turning them into meaning while the light changed and the lorry departed in a hiss of steam. 

I am going to Gaia. And you’re coming with me.

And so it went. For the next few days, while Evelyn’s voice continued to burden the airwaves with her impertinent promises, winning worldwide fame and even a moniker (the Gaian Siren, of all things!), Cavendish’s mind oscillated between two possibilities, one simply awful, the other also terrifying. Either she’d been kidnapped by people who were making her speak for them, or this was all the girl’s idea, her plot, her scheme. And hers alone.

The second possibility was not just scandalous, but profoundly painful to the man. He owned her, so all she did she did as his property, and under his watch and responsibility. He taught her all he knew about radio, and Evelyn had proved such a quick study she soon became his closest work colleague, not to mention a popular trinket for those whose help he sought with his hobby. And he made love to her himself, at least once a week, a partnering of mutual convenience of course, but still . . . there were feelings. So this was a betrayal in many senses: professional, commercial, intimate, as well as a gross violation of the sanctity of his household.

Worse yet, he couldn’t tell anyone. He had lost an immeasurably valuable female, but even admitting she’d disappeared might raise suspicions that would eventually connect him with all that Siren nonsense, making him responsible for all she had done, per the law. The law was a ass, of course, but only Parliament and the King (long may he live) could change it.

And so Bertram Cavendish did his best to assume a facade of normalcy, to go about his regular existence, rising at the usual time, going to the club, dabbling without any passion in his merchanting and his radio hobby, and it was at the club that they’d found him, the two Home Office men with their probing questions and their gut-churning revelations.

She’d escaped, she’d unsettled the whole world with her annoying broadcasts, and she’d probably stolen as well, a whole infernal steam ship no less. How she’d actually pulled it off–the many fine points of such an endeavor–eluded him, but he suspected further digging would uncover further crimes.

What else could he have done when the Home Office men quizzed him on her whereabouts? She’s with Lord Devin, he’d told them. She’s being tortured in Lord Devlin’s dungeon, he claimed. Quite a clever ruse, he thought at the time. Throughout history, girls being tortured in dungeons have been notoriously hard to catch up with or converse with, and Cavendish truly believed the Home Office men would give up on her. The possibility they might next turn to Lord Devlin himself in search of the girl hadn’t occurred to Cavendish until a few hours after the lie. And the possibility that Lord Devlin, after his own grilling by the Home Office, would grow curious enough to reach back out to Cavendish hadn’t occurred to the man until, quite literally, the moment Devlin’s voice emerged through the phone line.

“I got the oddest visit from the Home Office this afternoon,” Devlin had revealed.

“Oh,” Cavendish said, smiling weakly at the phone even though Devlin couldn’t see him. “What did they want, I wonder?”

“You know exactly what they wanted,” Devlin retorted. “You said your girl was here, and she’s not, and you know she’s not.”

“Uhh,” Cavendish grunted, passing the sleeve of his free arm over his perspiring forehead. “That’s odd.”

“What’s odd?” Devlin demanded.

“Well, just that, you know, one thinks one’s girl has gone somewhere, and come to find out . . .” Cavendish mumbled, voice training off.

“What is it you want from me?” Devlin barked.

“I don’t . . . want anything, My Lord,” Cavendish said, voice barely above a squeak.

“I told them she was here,” Devlin said.

“I beg your pardon?” Cavendish blurted.

“I told them she was here, and they couldn’t talk to her,” Devlin said. “That put them off for the nonce, but they promised they’d be coming back. So let me ask again–what do you want from me?”

“Well . . . nothing really. But should I?”

“I’m sure you’ll think of something, but let me do the asking, for now.” Devlin paused. “I want in.”

“In, Sir?”

“I want a piece of your business,” Devlin said, excitement growing. “You’re about to smash it wide open, and I want a role.”

“But, Sir, I’m afraid I can’t,” Cavendish began, looking at the ceiling in confusion. “I really don’t know . . . well, what in the hell are you talking about, man?”

“I pieced it together after the Home Office swung by,” Devlin said. “The Gaian Siren–you know who I’m talking about?”

“Not at all,” Cavendish said with another feverish wipe of his brow.

“Of course you don’t,” Devlin said with a chuckle. “She’s all over the radio. Newspapers are having a heyday. The first time I heard her voice, I thought I knew her, but I didn’t add two and two until the Home Office boys rapped on my door. If you don’t have her, and I don’t have her, then where is she? She’s out to sea, on her little adventure with her little radio, and when whatever story you’re having her tell for you wraps up, the world will beat a path to your door. The next wave in radio. So I want in. Partner. Ground floor. It’s brilliant, and I want a piece of it.”

Cavendish lowered his hand, staring at his phone like it had turned into one of those toys Evelyn used to pleasure herself with. Beset by the Home Office on one side, and one of London’s most powerful–and most malevolent–noblemen on the other, things were not looking good for Bertram Cavendish.

“I’ve got no money,” Devlin continued, his voice lowered. “Keep that a secret if you will. My late father left a mess of things. But I can do in-kind for starters. Nice old building in Mayfair, six-storey, you can have all the space you want, rent the rest out. Not in the best of repair, needs a spot of paint and a new boiler, but if you can foot that, it’s as good as yours.”

Cavendish, face frozen in shock, said nothing.

“Oh, and as for that patent business,” Devlin continued. “I’ve made some inquiries, gotten it streamlined, if you will. Look for the vellum in a fortnight.”

Cavendish wiped his brow again, his demeanor unchanged.

“All I ask is 10 percent,” Devlin said. “Once the proceeds roll in. Ten percent of net.”

Cavendish grunted, more a mumble than assent, but Devlin heard what he wanted to hear.

“Very good, then,” he said. “Can’t wait to see how it plays out. Unless you want to spill the rest of the plot now?”

Cavendish said nothing.

“Of course,” Devlin said, laughing. “You’ll make me wait, like the rest of them. Brilliant.”

The line went dead, and Cavendish set the phone down with a trembling hand.


Chapter 7: Crates to a Train

Day after day, Bethany stared out at the seemingly never ending stream of new faces that queued up outside the enclosure to watch the show they had undoubtedly paid to see.

It had been almost a month since their capture, and truth be told, Bethany enjoyed performing. She enjoyed sex, mostly, and if sex was part of the performance then she enjoyed performing. When the performances were more about the inane myths and fables about Great Britain–fabricated from whole cloth by Shaka, which nevertheless seemed to delight the audience–she was barely able to tolerate her roles, but no one had yet made a fuss about her lack of enthusiasm. So she sleepwalked through the marching and playacting until the good stuff happened, which it always did because if there was one thing she was sure of, the audience was here for one thing and one thing only: To watch the exotic naked slaves have sex with each other. And sometimes, more recently, to aim large, unwieldy cameras at them, recording devices that hummed and, so far as Bethany understood, captured not just their images, like the cameras back home, but their actual movements, their most private moments during the sex-infused performances, so that others could watch them later. How many more beyond their zoo audiences were seeing what they had done, and where were they watching it? Had the 10 Brewerite missionaries, innocently seeking to spread the word in Africa a month ago, become celebrities, famous proselytizers of something else altogether as they performed in an incomprehensible land?

Not that the pageants were all she and her fellow missionaries had been forced to endure. Private parties were arranged as well, with certain natives, their expensive clothes stripped away to reveal the full extent of their golden-skinned beauty, male and female, for what amounted to orgies, although Bethany had been unfamiliar with that word until after she had participated in one. It would not be her last.

“It’s ungodly,” Zeke had explained after that first bacchanal had ended. Although his faith was wavering between non-existent and lukewarm, he still spoke with missionary zeal about things he didn’t like. “The province of idolators and sinners, according to Paul in Romans and Galatians.”

“What choice do we have?” Bethany asked rhetorically. “At least they use us together.”

The private parties had been less common than the public performances, but Bethany enjoyed them more. She didn’t mind performing for an audience, she discovered unexpectedly, but preferred copulating behind closed doors if given the choice, which she wasn’t. Her only agency in who she had relations with were left to the nightly sleeping arrangements, in which she was thrilled to be paired with Zeke for reasons she didn’t understand but admitted she didn’t need to. That they lived as husband and wife, if not exactly sanctified by ritual–which mattered not to her in the least– was the one true blessing in her life.

For it was love she felt for Zeke, and she believed with all her heart that he felt the same for her, even if he was unwilling or unable to express such an emotion. When they slept together in the living quarters at the back of their cage in the zoo, he didn’t fuck her–he made love to her. That was all that mattered. She might have to share him with the other girls and the native women who requested his attention, but she could live with that. In her mind, if in no one else's, he belonged to her. And in the same way that his faith was wavering, so was her determination to be free. Because every time she contemplated escape, the question invariably occurred to her: Escape to what? Freedom in this strange new land would be short-lived. Her blonde hair and ignorance of the language would instantly tag her as a refugee from the Wasteland. Or if she were somehow able to make her way back to England, then what? Back to her cloistered life as a Brewerite girl, fit only to be a wife and a practitioner of the faith?

Then one day, which the calendar-less Bethany estimated at about a month after their imprisonment, the normal routine was upended. No lines of patrons, no performance, no private party to attend. The staff spent the early morning rolling what looked to Bethany like large black suitcases or small trunks, ten of them, a number that gave her pause. The staff was unable to communicate with the missionaries, so once the cases were lined up and opened, they motioned for the prisoners to line up to receive their chains. But the chains were different–heavier, with larger hardware attached–and when the cuffs and shackles were locked into place on her wrists and ankles, Bethany sucked in a breath at the heft and weight of them.

“What are they doing with those cases?” Zeke asked from behind her. She started and looked up at him, wondering how he hadn’t figured it out as soon as he saw them, as she had.

“They’re shipping us, I’d say,” she whispered and he looked at her, his eyes wide.

“In those? It’s barbaric!” he almost shouted. She shushed him reflexively if unnecessarily. Not one of the workers looked up as they positioned the shipping boxes as she now thought of them. Savages make savage noises, she assumed they thought of Zeke’s outburst, assuming they thought about them at all.

“Hopefully, they remembered airholes,” she mused to herself more than anyone. Could Shaka explain what was going on? Bethany looked through the foliage to see the cruel girl, standing in the African enclosure with her nine fellow African female inmates and the one male left with them.

“Why?” Bethany mouthed to the girl, the only one among the Africans who spoke English, but the brown-skinned girl only shook her head and looked back sadly.

I don’t know.

Shaka’s response convinced Bethany of their fate: All 10 of them were to be shipped in chains and locked inside the crates, going somewhere else, perhaps never to return. And Shaka’s sorrow was her way of saying goodbye.

Shaka’s sadness was no doubt more professional than personal, Bethany thought bitterly. The girl had become a minor celebrity herself as she stood, naked and chained to posts and made up stories about the English and their homeland, which she called Wasteland. Her narratives–demeaning accounts of coal purchases, royal coronations, Wasteland family life–invariably included sexual relations, the hanging of females by their wrists, various forms of torture (some of it more symbolic, some of it actually painful), and inevitably more sexual relations, including the intrusion of boy’s penises into both the holes between the girl’s legs, often at the same time. Bethany had learned to endure that particular humiliation, if not sometimes even to enjoy it, particularly at the end when the boys were groaning and filling her chambers with their juices and grinding away and forcing her, usually, to her own groaning relief. But not all the girls responded the same way. Lizette and Mathilda both seemed to hate having their anuses stretched, both of them crying out each time it was done.

The workers gestured to the missionaries, urging them toward the crates, and Bethany shuddered. Although she was not exactly afraid of small dark places she couldn’t exit, she was perturbed by the thought. What sane person wouldn’t be, she wondered.

As she drew nearer the crates, she studied them, mystified. Why were the heavy locks needed, hanging open from the latch on each crate? How likely were they to manage to free themselves from their bonds inside those confines? Or were the locks there to protect them from thieves and interlopers?

For a time, the missionaries stood waiting just inside the locked gate of their enclosure while final preparations were made to the black crates. Bethany watched carefully to see if any food or water was loaded, but saw nothing so humane. She wondered too how she would relieve herself within hers, imagined the puddle of liquid she’d be forced to lie in for an unknown amount of time. In the three zoo enclosures, the matter was recognized and dealt with. Each of the three areas included a semi-private area for relieving wastes which was–in a small nod to decency and humanity–cleared out by low-level zoo workers every few days. But who would empty the crates? No one, Bethany suspected. She looked at the workers, glanced furtively at her fellow missionaries, opened her legs and her bladder and closed her eyes, not wanting to see if anyone was watching. Her stream at first shot forward, quickly soaking into the earth before her. As the pressure subsided, the rest trickled down her thighs and onto her ankle chain.

As she finished, she heard the unmistakable sound of others wetting the ground around her, male or female she did not know because she couldn’t bring herself to open her eyes. Someone issued an embarrassed giggle, maybe Cherry.

Would there be punishment? No, apparently not. Bethany heard the sounds of their gate being unlocked, and she opened her eyes to see the workers motioning them through it and toward the boxes. Bethany, directed toward the fourth crate in the row, wondered to herself how in the world she could spend more than an hour or two in the small container.

She looked at the worker motioning her forward, a tall raven-haired, handsome woman with long fingers and polished nails, as she flipped two latches and raised the coffin-line front of the crate. Bethany, urged forward, found her chains were just long enough to allow her to step over the crate’s side. The worker indicated without words that Bethany should lie down, and despite her misgivings she obeyed, saw that all her fellow missionaries were being ordered to do the same thing before the crate was closed over her. She heard the worker latch and padlock her crate, and when she raised her bound hands to push on the lid, she was not surprised that it did not yield.

Bethany listened to the other crates being closed, latched and padlocked, her hearing sharpened by her sudden blindness in the almost-dark crate, the only light seeping through the air holes that gradually became visible in the darkness. She could hear some of the workers conversing for a while but eventually that died out and she was enveloped in silence.

Then the box began to warm in the sun.

Bethany began to sweat.

Profusely.

Time stood still as the box continued to warm, and she fought despair, losing track before she finally heard a motor of some sort, just the quiet hum of the machines they used here, drawing nearer.

Soon, the muffled sound reached her of what she guessed were the other crates, being loaded into the vehicle one by one until hers was jostled abruptly, throwing her headfirst into the end of the crate, and she let out a yelp as the crate was shifted and tilted precipitously, tossing her next to the side and banging her nose and forehead. When the crate stopped moving, the darkness closed in on her. She breathed deeply, but the closeness of the crate, the heat, and the darkness threatened to overwhelm her. She cried. Sobbed.

“Bethany?” a familiar voice called out from beyond her confines. She knew at once it was Zeke. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she lied through her tears. “I’ll be fine.”

“They can’t leave us in here for long, Beth. We need to have water and relief, so this can’t be for long.”

“Okay, thanks,” she said and hoped he was right.

He had to be right, she told herself.

She heard a few final thuds, knew that all the crates must have been loaded, felt the motor rumble to life and grind them to whatever was their next destination, her body shifting as they sped up, slowed, turned.

“Ezekiel,” she said, finding the silence intolerable. “Will you sing to me?”

“Sing what?” he asked after a long, unexpected pause.

Sing what? Anything. You know a hundred Brewerite hymns, Ezekiel. Any one of them will do. Your voice is as beautiful as the rest of you.

“Whatever you want,” she said simply.

“I’m not of a mind for hymning,” Ezekiel said, his voice not sad, or defeated . . . but more defiant. “How about this one?”

Oh the moon in your eyes

Makes me old spirits rise,

And there be more a-rising

And a changing of size.

Over you, and under too.

Oh the warmth–

The rest of Zeke’s bawdy song–a drinking dirge the unchurched belted out after last call in the pubs of lesser repute–was drowned out by a cacophonous din from the rest of the missionaries. Chains rattled, fists pounded the walls of unyielding crates, and raucous laughter broke forth from every throat.

It was time, it seems, for the last vestiges of their shared Christian mantle to be shredded, torn off, heaped in the dust–as their dignity, their humanity and their faith had already been, for a month now and counting. This was the toppling of the statues, the burning of the relics, the arrival of the barbarians to the temple door, and the howls of laughter from all of the once-faithful confirmed–to the last girl and boy–that they’d been waiting for their leader to open the floodgates of apostasy.

It was a girl’s voice, maybe Cherry’s, that sullied the darkness next:

Me momma told me scratch your itch,

I scratched ‘em all an’ told the bitch.

And then she said, now tip your glass,

I said I ain’t of age you ass,

She hugged me then, for hearth and home,

And pulled me knickers–

The song ended only when the shouts and the thuds overwhelmed the girl’s wavering voice.

And so it went, each song worse than the last, the collective memory of these waylaid pilgrims stuffed with things that shouldn’t have been there, waiting to be drawn forth in the time of greatest need and, tragically, weakest faith.

Bethany, for her part, listened but did not join in. For unknown reasons, the laughter of the others was not contagious. She knew the songs–had sung them herself–but on this day and in these circumstances, she only found them sad. Pathetic. Made ridiculous by their helplessness and their impotent reliance on humorous ditties to fight back. To push back, perhaps, but no, not even a push. A gesture, empty, of course, for what could captives do but pretend to resist? What could slaves do but sing their pathetic, useless hymns? Tears filled her eyes as they had for countless other slaves over years and decades and centuries. The futile tears of the oppressed, the inconsequential tears of the forsaken.

The irreverence paused only when the engine beneath them quieted and rumbled to a stop, a door rattled as it was opened, and Bethany blinked against the dim light at her air holes. Thuds and thumps followed, the shipping crates rolled one by one off the truck, through the sunlight and into another darkened place.

To Bethany’s guarded relief, she heard what she knew must be the turning of locks, the opening of crates, the rattle of chains as one missionary after another was freed and ordered to do something in an indecipherable tongue.

In due time, Bethany’s own crate was opened, and she was still blinking against the brightness when two pairs of hands seized her by her upper arms, pulled her upright and forced her to shamble in her chains to the open door of a small cage.

Zeke was already here, Cherry and Sarah and Thomas and Jeremiah, all standing with blank expressions at the far end of the cage, suffering under the withering glare of a stern guard who shouted at Bethany and pointed at her bound comrades, his meaning clear enough.

As soon as she’d taken her place next to the man she thought of as her lover, she turned to survey this new place of confinement. At first she thought it must be a small building of some kind, a shed or shack, until she looked out the large sliding door to what was obviously this nation’s idea of a train. In fact, it was a train in every sense of the word, the three cars she could see joined end to end, resting on two parallel tracks of polished iron. So the place she was standing must be a train as well, on a second set of tracks. She was in a cage car, half its space separated by bars, its occupants no different from animals being brought to slaughter. The only nod to their humanity, in fact, was the low wall with the toilet behind it, not unlike the facilities on the ship.

The emptied crates were closed and removed from the cars, and more crates were brought on board and opened, and more missionaries were pulled roughly out and ordered to the back of the cage, until all 10 of them were huddled together, flesh pressing against flesh despite the heat, and more than one penis stirring to life. Was the relative freedom of release from the crates not arousing in its own way? Would the missionaries be allowed to comfort each other in the special way they’d all learned?

The last of the empty crates were closed and removed, and then one more was brought aboard, slid to the middle of the train car’s open area, and unlocked.

Who was this? Bethany wondered, looking around her, counting out the nine other naked bodies of her Brewerite brethren. Who was this 11th captive?

The crate was opened, and its naked, chained, brown-skinned occupant sat up, blinked at the light, allowed herself to be raised by the arms and pushed toward the cage.

Shaka

The devil herself, creator of obscene fictions, tormentor of the English, would-be historian of a repulsive history that never was.

Shaka

The African girl seemed as disoriented as everyone else had been as she was shoved through the opening, her wide eyes trying to make sense of where she’d been brought and who was here with her.

As the cage door clanged shut behind her, her gaze turned to her cagemates, first in wonder, and then–as she looked into each pair of baleful eyes, all of them aimed at her–sheer terror.

“Aiiyeiaia!” she screamed, turning and pushing her shoulder in vain against the cage door. “Na na na na!!!”


Chapter 8: A Pipe in the Sea

It had been four days at sea, and isolation didn’t suit Evelyn Cavendish. At all. Blue-gray water in every direction, a uniformly blue sky, no birds, no people, nothing but the occasional fish swarm which one could not talk to or even touch. Overwhelmingly weary at the start of her journey, she was getting all the sleep she needed now. Too much, really. Other than tending to the steam engine, feeding it coal and checking the gauges, she had nothing to do but speak into her wireless microphone, wonder if anyone could hear her, and fight a growing despair.

The coal would run out in about three more days. Her food and water might keep her alive another two weeks. At some point, if they hadn’t already, the winds and the currents would push one or more of her Jimmy boats out of range and she would be speaking to no one. She had set the last one loose the preceding evening, eyes watering as she watched it recede.

The seas were wondrously calm, the air surprisingly warm, and by noon on her first day out she’d abandoned clothing, venturing in innocent nakedness toward the great beyond.

Increasingly, the utter folly of the whole enterprise intruded on Evelyn’s mind like the pangs of a chronic illness. I will find no one, she told herself. No one will find me. I’ll die of hunger and thirst out here, and eventually my boat will sink, taking my bones down with it. I will have betrayed my owner, disturbed his finances, and broken his heart . . . for nothing.

And not only will I never see Sean Devlin again, but he’ll never know that I died trying to find him.

More than once, she considered opening up the wireless in the other direction, to see if anyone was there who might want to chat, confirm she’d been heard, assure her she wasn’t the last girl in the world. But two fears kept her from flicking the switch yet. The first was what she might hear once she’d opened the channel–anger from the authorities, or threats or ridicule or condemnation. The second fear was that she might hear nothing.

But Evelyn’s bright demeanor and luxurious curves hid a stern spirit, and three times a day, at dawn, at dusk, and at high noon, she overcame her doubts to offer another cheerful message to an audience that might exist only in her mind.

Hello, Catalan, Lithuania, Indonesia. Greetings to the good people at work, at home, tending to jobs and children and to each other. I love you, and I do hope you can hear me. It is exactly noon right now, sun directly overhead, so perhaps you’re still tracking my progress because, quite frankly, I’ve no idea where I am, how far from England, how close to Gaia, if there even is a Gaia. I’m beginning to have my doubts. But my boat is still pushing me west, and if there is anything to be found, I’ll tell you as soon as I reach it. And . . . that’s all for now.

Evelyn’s words were still reaching Iceland and Lizard and several dozen ships, Royal, otherwise public or completely private, which had ventured to the most sensible limits of the known waters to listen to the Gaian Siren, and her noontime broadcast did indeed reach the world, played as it was spoken, and then recorded, translated and relayed east to the farthest portions of the known world (where people were just waking up). And then, 97 minutes later, a new and unexpected message arrived at all the listening posts.

Hello? Hello? Please tell me you can hear me. The oddest thing . . . just the oddest thing has appeared. I don’t know what to call it. It really makes no sense. It’s a sort of pipe, and it’s just come up, I’d say 100 yards away. I thought at first maybe it was a sort of sea creature, but no, it’s . . . it looks rather like a rain pipe, gutter spoutage and the like, and it’s moving with some purpose. Toward me. Or at an angle. It might be a trick of the ocean . . . or of my own lonely mind. Or it might be something else. Hullo there! Hullo? Oh, it’s moving toward me at quite a good clip. I’m seeing . . . there’s something under it. I should probably. Just a moment, let me cut the engine. Just a moment . . .

Reducing power to the Nonpareil’s propeller, something Evelyn had done just once before, in the Thames, took more effort than she’d remembered, as well as a refresher through the pages of her manual, and for a time she was lost in a near-panic in that project, her focus on levers and handles and not doing things marked in the manual with bolded WARNING!s, and by the time the boat’s power had been cut, the mystery pipe was no more than 25 feet from her.

With a mix of terror, and hope for a break in her desperate loneliness, she rushed to the side of the ship and leaned forward, studying the pipe, noticing for the first time that it bent at a right angle, and its end was pointed at her, and glass covered the opening. This thing might not be of human origin, but it was no sea creature, its design indicating intelligence, and Evelyn got the distinct sense she was being looked at.

“Hello!” she shouted, waving. “Can you hear me? Hello?”

Meanwhile, the people of Europe, Africa, Asia, Australia held their collective breath. They could still hear the Gaian Siren, but more distantly now because she was no longer holding her microphone.

“Oh!” she shouted. “Oh, by the king’s chamberpot!”

The pipe that had been eyeing her was indeed attached to something much larger below, its murky dark shape cigar-like and rising, its length at least twice that of Evelyn’s stolen boat.

“It’s coming up, it’s coming up!” Evelyn shouted, watching as a sort of steel chimney broke through the surface, followed by the rest of the craft.

“Oh, stars and garters!” Evelyn exclaimed, finally remembering the microphone, rushing to it, treating the known world to a full account of everything she was seeing, incomprehensible as it was. “I’m looking at an underwater ship. Rather, it was underwater. Now it’s on the surface, right beside me. It’s long. Fifty yards, maybe 100. With a tall spout in the middle, rather like a, a chimney or, I don’t know, a lorry turned on its bonnet, with a window, a small porthole, just one, like you see on ships. And it’s . . . the pipe I saw, I think that was its eye. Mechanical eye. Mirrors perhaps. I waved to it. It doesn’t seem to want to sink me. I think it’s friendly. Oh, can you hear me, England? Please tell me you can hear me!”

Evelyn dashed to the radio receiver, took a deep breath, switched it on.

“Alright, I’ve opened up the channel,” she said. “If anyone has anything to say to me, speak now. Do your worst.”

The Home Office had staffed the channel round the clock, waiting for just this moment, a script printed out which the operator on duty was expected to follow.

“Miss,” said a decidedly unfriendly female voice. “Miss, can you hear me? Please confirm.”

“I can!” Evelyn shouted. “I can. Can you hear me?”

“Your name?” the woman demanded, her voice reaching not just Evelyn but everyone listening in throughout the known world.

“What?” Evelyn said. “Oh, bother, can we toss that angle for the non? I just . . . well, have you been hearing me? Last four, last five days? I’ve said a bit.”

“We need the names of you and all your confederates,” the woman said flatly. “Each of you are to turn yourselves in immediately to the nearest Home Office facility so that we can begin criminal proceedings.”

“Oh, of course,” Evelyn said with a grimace. “I hope I haven’t inconvenienced anyone. Just a bit of a lark, really. But I’m a little far from any of the Home Offices at present.”

“Where are you?” the woman demanded.

“Somewhere out in the Atlantic,” Evelyn said. “How far from England, I’m not sure.”

“What’s your name?”

“Evelyn, Ma’am. Just my Christian name for now, if you please?”

“With whom have you been working?”

“All entirely my own project,” Evelyn said.

“Lying to the authorities is a separate charge, of course,” the woman warned.

“Naught but God’s truth,” Evelyn assured.

“You’re fooling no one,” the woman said, departing from her script but remaining true to its spirit.

“Oh, I’ve been heard then?” Evelyn said, studying the huge craft beside her steamboat. It seemed to be done rising. The long pipe she’d first seen had been retracted. Was there anyone in the thing?

“Yes, you’ve been heard,” the woman said coldly. “You’ve been disrupting life on four continents all week.”

“I didn’t want to be any bother,” Evelyn pleaded. “I rather fancied that anyone I’d inconvenienced would stop listening is all. But it does seem like a discovery, this.”

“If you stop broadcasting, report to the nearest office, confess and name all your confederates, it might still go well for you,” the woman said. “Do we have an understanding?”

“Half a moment,” Evelyn said, “there seems to be . . . oh, there’s something going on in there, at the window . . . submarine, that’s the word I was looking for . . . doesn’t one of the sects say there were such things? The Bowerites, maybe? A little undersea ship? I think they called it a submarine. Jesus captained it as I recall, took . . . oh, oh . . . by the King’s underthings, I believe I see a face! There’s that round window in the chimney business, a porthole. It’s dark, you know, but there’s the shape of a head there, a bit darker. Hullo, hullo? Can you hear me? I’m waving a bit to them, in a friendly way of course. Hullo?”

Evelyn, sensing the presence of beings on the strange craft who might not be entirely sympathetic, fell into narration mode, determined to share as much as she could before she was silenced, one way or another.

“Now, the ship,” she said, voice shaking. “Or the submarine, rather. It’s all, I think, iron. Or steel. I can see how they’ve riveted the plates together. It’s not steam powered I don’t think. It’s round. It’s bobbing in the water right beside my boat. The chimney or lorry or spout in the middle is rather high, maybe topping out 10 feet above my head. And it’s got a touch of paint here and there. Markings. Actual markings. Numbers, letters. Some I recognize. Yes, there’s an M. A B. A Y. Other’s I don’t. And . . . oh, turtles and crumpets, there’s a door opening, up top. Oh, by Mary’s lamb, it’s just swung open, with something of a clang, if you heard it . . . and I . . . I . . . oh, hullo! Hullo. Sweet pillar of salt, you’re a girl! Hullo, hullo! I’m Evelyn. I’ve been out here . . . just, days. Who are you?”

The head of a brown-haired girl appeared at the top of the chimney, looking down curiously at Evelyn.

“Good day, Miss, is that radio?” she asked.

“You’re British?” Evelyn shouted. “This is an English ship?”

“No, Mohican,” the girl replied. “With whom are you speaking?”

“Oh,” Evelyn said. “At present, the Home Office. They’re a bit disappointed with me, it seems. Could I trouble you to come aboard and put in a good word for me?”

The rest of the girl appeared at the top of the chimney, dressed smartly in blue coat and blue skirt, with white trim that suggested a naval uniform, and she disappeared behind the chimney, leading Evelyn to believe there must be a ladder on the chimney’s opposite side.

“Hello, Home Office, are you still with me?” Evelyn said hopefully into her microphone.

“We are,” came the humorless reply.

“Oh, brilliant,” Evelyn said. “It seems like I might have some company. British girl, popped out of this thing next to me, is going to speak on my behalf. Oh, here she comes now. That’s right. Bit of a jump. There you go. Oh, welcome aboard! I’m Evelyn. Who might you be?”

“Dania Pettibone,” said the girl. “I’m supposed to alert you first off that you’re now Mohican property.”

“Very good,” Evelyn said. “Can you say a few words to the Home Office, they’ve–”

“You left your knickers back home?”

“Oh,” Evelyn laughed, looking down at herself. “I flat forgot to get myself presentable. Sorry, Miss. I don’t wear much at home, mind you. But let me slip on some wearables, got them stowed, just a moment. Here’s say hello to the Home Office please while I put something on.”

“Hello, who’s this?” the girl asked.

“State your name,” said the Home Office woman.

“I’m Dania Pettibone, late of Brighton,” the girl said. “Your turn.”

“I am speaking on behalf of the British Home Office, and you are to turn yourself in at once to the nearest ministry facility to face criminal proceedings.”

“Spot of trouble, that,” Dania said with a chuckle, “given I’m property of Mohica now, been so since I was grabbed off the high seas with my uncle some years back.”

“Now, Mohica,” said Evelyn, who’d pulled on coveralls but was still shoeless. “Where in the kingdom is that?”

“Mohica is its own place, nation across the sea from Europe,” Dania said. “A touch more advanced than what you know.”

“I should say,” Evelyn agreed. “You’ve got a ship that just plows about underneath the water. Never seen the like. And you’re the captain, then? That’s quite a–”

“Excuse me,” barked the woman. “You’re to cease broadcasting now and report yourselves to–”

“Where are you speaking from?” Dania asked, eyebrows raised, voice climbing in excitement. “You’re in England, aren’t you? Say, could you get a message to my mum and dad? Tell them Dania loves them as much as ever, thinks about them every day. Uncle Charlie, I’ve no idea where’s he’s gotten off to, but he was alive last I saw him. Now, Timothy and Sparks, lads, your sister–”

Dania’s eyes filled with tears, and she aimed two tragic, watery eyes at Evelyn.

“That’s a dear,” Evelyn said, putting her hand on Dania’s shoulder, squeezing gently. “I’m sure they, what, they were your brothers? I’m sure they both miss you something fierce. I’m sorry, Home Office, Dania’s a bit overwhelmed, but she’ll speak again when she’s regained her composure. That’s a dear.”

Dania continued to weep so Evelyn took the microphone back.

“At this point, we’ve got more questions than answers,” she said. “Home office, are you there still?”

“We are,” came the woman’s icy reply. “You have gone to a remarkable deal of trouble to create your little fiction, and for those who’ve been fooled by your nonsense and set sail for the west and are never heard from again . . . that will be on your heads.”

“Right,” Evelyn said, nodding. “It’s no fiction, though. And I hope you’ll check in with Dania’s mum and pop, sounds like they’ll be relieved to know she’s–Oh, wait, we’ve got a few more guests. One more, no two more more popping out of the top of this submarine business . . . two males, both in rather smart uniforms, more crew I’d venture . . . alright, they’ve both come aboard. Hullo, gentlemen, are you also late of England? Oh, I think not. They’re both . . . well, I’ve never seen the like. Are you . . . you look a touch Asiatic. Indian? Mongolian? Black hair, olive complexion. Here, would you like to say something to the folks back home?”

The first man aboard leaned forward and spoke into the microphone, issuing a string of syllables from a language that no one in Europe, Africa or the rest of the known world had ever heard before.

“Oh, you’re not English, are you?” Evelyn said, turning to the still-sniffling Dania. “Did you catch all that?”

“Yes,” Dania said. “Paraphrasing a bit here, but he said they’re impounding your boat and yourself, you’re both now property of Mohica. And he wishes everyone well. They’re inclined to a little chatting, I think, orders from above, been some interest in opening channels for years now, just didn’t know how to set it up, but looks like you solved that one.”

“Very good,” Evelyn said. “They treat their property respectfully?”

“It’s what I am,” Dania said, “and I’ve done rather well at it. I take care of the crew, step up when we find another boat with English on it and so forth.”

“So that will be my occupation as well?” Evelyn asked, taking both of the male crew members in with a new regard.

“You might take a turn or two while you’re with us,” Dania said. “Lord knows I could use the help. But we’re bound for Manhattan tomorrow, and it’s anyone’s guess what will be done with you there.”

“Oh,” Evelyn said, trying to smile through a growing sense of apprehension, “well, it seems I’ve landed myself into quite an adventure. So I’m to board your little submarine then?”

“Yes, quite,” Dania replied.

“Then I believe my story is ended here,” Evelyn said, turning back to the microphone. “To all of you, whoever or wherever you might be, I thank you for listening. And let me . . . let me share a bit more about myself. My full name is Evelyn Cavendish, and I am . . . or at least was, until a few moments ago . . . the property of Bertram Cavendish, of London, a brilliant man and a kind owner whom I shall miss dearly. And, Home Office . . . Mr. Cavendish had nothing to do with any of this. It was all my little scheme, done for my own purposes. He is entirely blameless. And should I ever make it back to England, I’ll face whatever consequences are in store for me. Gladly. But again, I do have the sense this was something of a watershed, if you will, as far as discoveries are concerned. Alright, we’ve got a few more on board now, three more crew, two men and a woman, and they’re, oh, you want this? Of course. Of course. I’ll just be going now. Bit of a jump to your submarine, alright, I can do it . . .”

Evelyn continued talking, but her voice grew distant and unintelligible. The next clear voice was another woman’s, holding a translation book, leafing through the pages while a fellow crewmember held the microphone to her mouth.

“Gleetings,” she began, flipping quickly from page to page as she found her next words. “Mohica . . . is . . . nation . . . peace . . . you.”

“Madam,” came the reply from a new woman’s voice. “You are now speaking to Courtney Billings, second deputy minister of overseas affairs. While we are inclined to think this is a very elaborate production meant to sow confusion and discord, there’s a growing sense among some of us that it might be something more . . . concrete. And if it is, we’d like to continue chatting, for as long as the system holds out. So if you’ll–”

“Slow,” interrupted the woman. “Slow . . . words.”

~ ~ ~

Dania had barely started talking over the Gaia Siren’s latest broadcast when the call came into the Home Office. It was a woman’s voice, weeping and shouting indecipherable things before she finally issued a few words: “That’s my daughter!”.

“I’m sorry, Ma’am,” said the young male operator, “I believe we’ve got a bad–”

There was a thud, more weeping, a man’s gentle voice urging, “Let me take the phone, darling,” and then the same voice, louder. “With whom am I speaking?”

“Right, Sir,” said the operator. “O. V. would be my initials, all I’m authorized to give. But you’ve called the Home Office, and I’m not sure–”

“Young man,” the voice interrupted, only the slightest warble in his words. “My name is Reginald Pettibone, of Brighton. I am the father of Dania Pettibone, who was lost at sea with her uncle 10 years ago, and whom we’ve quite given up for . . . for dead all this time. And now we’ve just . . .” Mr. Pettibone paused, inhaled, clenched his jaw, “now we’ve just heard her on the radio, speaking plain as day, as part of that Gaian Siren business.”

“Yes, Sir, all a hoax, I’m afraid,” said O. V. sadly.

“It was a hoax,” said Pettibone, “until five minutes ago, when it all became very, very real.”

“Your daughter is part of it, then?” O. V. said, perking up. “They’re trying to get the names of all the people behind it, you know.”

“My daughter is part of nothing!” Pettibone shouted. “She’s alive is all, crawled out of some underwater ferry contraption the likes of which no one’s ever seen, and spoke as clear as though she were standing right here in front of me, wished us well, and her brothers to, by name, and it’s her. Didn’t you hear it?”

“No, Sir, we don’t have radio in this office.”

“Well, we’ve been listening today. It must be her.”

In the background, a woman continued to mourn, her wails growing louder and softer as her husband spoke.

“Your daughter was lost in Gaia, then?” O. V. said.

“Ten years ago,” Pettibone said, “one of many, never heard a peep from her until today. Now, we’ve been following this Siren girl’s reports, seemed a bit of a lark, thought it all a hoax like everyone else did, but she’s good, she is. But this is no hoax. No one could have . . . It’s our daughter, and we want her back and we aim to get her back if we have to swim to Gaia ourselves, but we shouldn’t have to because that’s the business of the Prime Minister, to get busy establishing a bridgehead to these people, whoever they are, their nation or whatnot, but they sound decent enough, seems they took good enough care of our daughter, and now it lies upon the Royal Navy to go out and see what these people want and bring back our girl and whomever else they’ve got.”

“You’ll give us your name, then?” O. V. asked, pen hovering over his pad.

“Of course I’ll give you my blasted name!” Pettibone shouted. “Name, address, phone, date of birth, and all my forebears back to the Saxons if it will get my daughter back.”

Pettibone was as good as his word, providing a thorough, if not exhaustive, record for O. V. to transcribe and, after the call ended, O. V. reported the call immediately to his superiors, some of whom were allowed to listen to radios while on the job, and who’d been fielding their own calls from their curious constituents and, on more than one occasion, those who knew Dania Pettibone, and missed her.

Very quickly, the appropriate officials at many levels and in key ministries began to suspect that what they’d dismissed as an elaborate ruse might be real after all. But one more call, which rang on Home Office Director Tyler Whisington’s black desk phone, settled things:

Whisington: Whisington here

His Majesty King William V: Henry here, Whisington. Good day.

Whisington: Your Majesty!

His Majesty King William V: Yes, rather. Kate and I’ve been listening to this radio business. It’s quite a yarn. Think there’s anything to it?

Whisington: We have our doubts, Sire.

His Majesty King William V: Well, just in case, you know. If it’s not a hoax, then it could be quite a thing. New trade, new culture, all that.

Whisington: I agree, it could be.

His Majesty King William V: Yes, it could be. Have it looked into, will you? As a favor to me and the queen?

Whisington: I will, Your Majesty.


Chapter 9: Onto the Train

For the first time since he arrived at the breeding facility, Sean Devlin was outside the main gate. He was manacled, shackled, and naked, so there was no doubt in his mind as to his status. He was still ‘owned’ by Harper, the woman he slept with almost every night. She sat next to him in the conveyance she had arranged, a small nod to his humanity, he suspected. She might have loaded him in the boot of the vehicle. Lance Godwin, another breeding asset Harper owned, entered the passenger compartment to take a seat facing them. He was also naked and chained, so Devlin told himself not to read too much into the seating arrangement.

Harper had said little since the guards who walked Devlin out of the facility and loaded him into the vehicle had completed their task. Speaking to her would have been useless without Godwin, who acted as her translator from English to her native tongue, so he had to wait for the guards to load Godwin, which took several minutes spent in uncomfortable silence. The awkwardness Devlin felt surprised him–no verbal communication between him and his lover/owner was the norm most nights when she had him brought to her living quarters to service her. But this new and highly unusual setting almost demanded an explanation even though Godwin had told him the night before that they would be traveling, ostensibly together but perhaps not, to a distant carnival of some sort.

Devlin had so many questions, he almost boiled over.

Almost.

“Morning, mate,” Godwin said as he carefully climbed into the compartment. As soon as he was settled, the driver, separated by a glass partition, eased the vehicle into the surprisingly heavy traffic outside the facility and motored them onto a thoroughfare that shocked Devlin in its size and complexity. He did not remember arriving on such a road but his attention that day was not focused on the landscape, he recalled bitterly. His rage at being held prisoner was fresh and bright back then.

“Have you found out anything?” Devlin asked, looking directly at the naked man.

“About where we’re going? How could I? I’ve been with you two the whole night.”

Devlin frowned. “It’s not that complicated, friend. Listen and deduce from what you hear. Someone must be talking about our ultimate destination.”

“I might be able to pick up something on the train,” the man offered. “I wouldn’t get your hopes up though. I’m still a beginner with that infernal language of theirs.”

Harper spoke calmly to Godwin and he answered her in a like manner, closed off to Devlin’s mind. But when she looked away from them, Godwin turned to Devlin, his eyes wide.

“What?” Devlin asked.

“She said that some kind of connection has been made between England and Mohica. She didn’t have much in the way of details but there’s been several transmissions from a ship in the sea between us and them. Or them and us.”

“Transmissions? You mean radio transmissions?”

“Yes, I think so. What else could they be?”

“But there are no transmitters powerful enough to span the sea or get around the earth’s curvature,” Devlin protested. “It’s far too distant.”

“Harper said that’s what’s got everyone wondering how it could happen. Apparently, the ship has been intercepted and the crew taken into custody.”

“Like us,” Delvin said bitterly, his interest in the matter cut off by his sudden awareness of his situation, sitting next to his owner but dressed in nothing besides chains and cuffs. He looked out the side window at the unreal number of vehicles traveling at breakneck speeds along an impossibly wide thoroughfare. All of which was lost on him in his funk.

The vehicle arrived at their interim destination some time later with no further conversation between the passengers. Devlin watched with interest as the vehicle came to rest at what had to be a loading facility. Other, much larger vehicles were being loaded or unloaded by naked slaves in chains who used all manner of unpowered conveyances to transport crates and boxes, luggage and steamer trunks.

And other slaves.

Long lines of linked chained slaves trudged along the platform, much like the ones he’d seen in London when he traveled under much different circumstances. The crowds of workers and cargo gave Devlin pause–it was suddenly clear to him that the transportation to the rail station was the end of the line for equal treatment for him and Godwin. Harper would no doubt ride in a comfortable passenger car while they were to be loaded into box cars like so many cogs or cattle. Devlin’s mood darkened.

“Can you just ask her how long the trip will be?” he almost spat at Godwin, who started. “What do we have to lose?”

Godwin turned to Harper and spoke her language haltingly. She nodded and gave him what struck Devlin as a terse reply. When Devlin looked at Godwin, the man’s expression confirmed his assessment.

“Three days,” he whispered.

The door next to Devlin swung open suddenly and hands reached into the compartment to drag him out unceremoniously. Devlin considered putting up a struggle but the two men strong-arming him, literally, made it obvious that fighting them would be worse than useless. They stood him next to a line of slaves chained in series who moved slowly down the platform. One of the handlers kept a firm grip on Devlin’s arm while the other one ducked back into the vehicle to retrieve Godwin. The two of them stood side by side with their guards, and all four waited for the chain of slaves to pass them by.

As Devlin looked at the naked slaves, his eyes kept drifting to one of the females, a dark-haired, buxom girl with wide hips. Despite her bronzed skin, she reminded him of Evelyn, whom he thought about often if against his will. What chance was there that he would ever see her again? Less chance than he believed at their last meeting, when he assured her he would return and marry her, somehow. What seemed a pipedream at the time seemed completely absurd now. He stared at the naked female with mixed emotions, longing and hopelessness, lust and sadness.

When the end of the line drew close, the tall handler called out and the line stopped. Devlin’s chains were linked to the last slave, and he turned and saw Harper’s vehicle motoring away and he wondered if he should make anything of her lack of interest in their separation. He chastised himself yet again for making an obvious mistake in thinking that sexual intimacy revealed anything more than a sexual release for the woman, and should in no way be construed as a sign or even a token of affection. Which, he had to admit, was his modus operandi for dealing with slaves in his homeland.

The line of linked slaves moved forward again at a death march pace until the front of the line was directed to enter one of the long line of box cars with its door open. The interior of the boxcar looked dark and foreboding to Devlin but he moved inexorably toward it nonetheless. When he crossed the threshold, his heart sank. The car was dark but the light from the door and in the roof vents lit it enough for him to see a line of cages down each side of the car, with a narrow aisle between them. As each slave was unlocked from the chain, they were loaded into cages tall enough to stand in but which contained no amenities for human comfort–no beds, no chair, not even a bench. Just a bucket and a bare wooden floor.

A moving jail, Devlin realized, but even less than that as jails made some accommodation to facilitate sleep.

The loading process proceeded at an excruciatingly slow pace until Devlin and Godwin were secured in the next to last cage in the row. One empty cage remained, but Devlin was struck that male and female slaves had been loaded in the same car and adjoining cages, but only men were secured in the cage next to theirs. If the women were amenable to providing carnal relief, something Devlin had grown accustomed to over the weeks he spent in Harper’s breeding facility, he would be unable to partake given the current arrangement.

“Do we get any food or water?” he asked Godwin with the hopes his erstwhile translator would ask one of the handlers, which he did.

“Twice daily,” came the translated reply.

“Lovely,” Devlin muttered. “Just lovely. Think we’ll get a female in there to exercise with?”

Godwin voiced the question, got a vague reply from a man as he passed.

“What did he say?” Devlin asked. Just raising the question stirred his loins.

“We’ll get a female at the next stop, I think.”

Devlin sighed, wondering how long that would be. Working for Harper had its drawbacks, but steady comfort from the fairer sex was not one of them.

Godwin looked at Devlin. “What was your plan in Africa, mate? You weren’t just taking in the sights, were you?”

Sean smiled a little awkwardly, considered brushing the question off, as he often did, decided otherwise.

“They’re doing some interesting things down there, latest technology,” he confessed. “Nairobi, Arusha, Kampala. Call it the Calculation Triangle. Thought I could be part of it.”

Godwin gave him a sidelong glance. “Do you know about such things? I thought you were a dandy.”

“Became something of an obsession,” Devlin said, ignoring the slight. “Found myself reading all I could about it. They’ve got a way to do five floating-point calculations per second in tandem. Airless bulbs, set up in long arrays, switch them on and off, binary . . . yes and no if you will . . . and if you get enough of them in one gang, you can answer any question. Maths, words, language . . . thinking, one day.”

“Whoa, I don’t know my ass from my elbow on that sort of thing, mate. It’d be lost on me.”

Devlin stopped, smiled, and nodded. “Yes, I tend to get carried away.”

“No worries, mate. So, you were going to do something with these people, go into business with them?”

“I was considering it. It felt like a worthwhile endeavor, from what I could tell by post and the telephone.”

“I thought you were a lord’s son,” Godwin pressed. “Why do you want to pursue something as crass as overseas business?”

“Second son,” Devlin explained, and Godwin nodded.

“Shame.”

“It’s fine. Nothing wrong with a bit of ambition, despite what they would have you believe.”

“Now you sound like one of those capitalists, mate.”

Devlin smiled. “If the shoe fits . .  .”


Chapter 10: Shaka Faces Justice

For those with an inclination toward vengeance, this was a golden moment: ten besieged Brewerite missionaries suddenly face-to-face with their tormentor, an African girl named Shaka with skin the color of coffee and cream and a penchant for cultural insults and sexual depravity, who was no longer separated from them by the bars of their zoo enclosures.

Shaka seemed to have an immediate grasp of her predicament. As soon as she’d turned and looked upon her fellow captives, she’d screamed to be let out.

Her high-pitched wails were nothing more than meaningless animal noises to the Aztecha workers, of course, tasked not with concern or sympathy but only with loading their exotic quarry onto the train that would take them to some unknown destination for unknown purposes.

Shaka’s futile cries ebbed quickly, and she turned toward the missionaries and eyed them with a steady gaze, although a careful observer would have noticed the quiver in her chin, the dilation of her pupils.

Ezekiel, standing at the front of the huddled Brewerites, was first to speak.

“Hello, Shaka,” he said evenly.

“H . . . hey, English,” Shaka stammered back. “I didn’t . . . I’m surprised to see you.”

“Of course you are,” Zeke said with a curt nod.

One of the workers reached through the bars to shove Shaka’s shoulder, and she turned and, when she saw the proffered key, stepped to the bars and was freed of all her chains. The workers motioned to the missionaries and one by one, they went to the bars to be liberated. It was not mercy, of course, more likely just a practical consideration. The Wastelanders needed regular sexual exercise during their trip, and that would be easier to conduct unrestrained.

As soon as they were all freed, Zeke went to the back corner of the cage. “Missionaries,” he said, and all reported to him while Shaka drifted to the opposite corner, standing with her back to it, staring at the 10 Christians as they conversed. They spoke in hushed voices, inaudible across the cage’s expanse, but when several peered up and pointed at the bars that topped this place of confinement, the nature of their conversation could have been deduced easily enough.

Meanwhile, the workers continued their labors, delivering two troughs of water to the space beside the bars, three rough wooden cups floating in each. Next came a half dozen cartons, unceremoniously shoved up against the bars.

“Anyone thirsty?” Shaka said hopefully, smiling when the 10 Brewerites turned toward her, eyed the water, returned their attention to Shaka. “See?” she said, pointing. “They brought us water. And it’s probably food in those boxes.”

Zeke, after a few more quiet words with his compatriots, stepped to the bars of the train car to inspect the supplies being loaded into the other half, first eyed the chains, then a pile of ropes.

“Miss,” he said to a female worker wheeling a cart on board. “Could you pass me one of those coils of rope please?”

The worker looked at him, uncomprehending.

“That one, right there,” he said, pointing. “Rope. Roooooope”

The worker looked back at Zeke, mystified.

“Ask them for the rope,” he said to Shaka, tilting his head toward the female worker.

“Rope?” Shaka squeaked.

“A rope.”

“For what?” she squeaked again.

“For,” Ezekiel said, breathing in solemnly and drawing himself to his full height, his erect penis angling up accordingly, “justice.”

Shaka stared for a few seconds, then whispered, “What do you mean, justice?”

“You have insulted our culture,” Zeke began, voice trembling, “betrayed our people, lied about our ways.”

“And insulted our king, too,” said Sarah.

“I’m a slave, just like you!” Shaka screamed. “I was ordered to do so. I was playing a role.”

“No,” Zeke said firmly. “You went out of your way to make us sound horrible.”

“Really just above and beyond,” Lizette said.

“Way outside the bounds of good taste,” agreed Jonah.

“You made us wear that plastic abomination day after day!” lamented Thomas. “And you called it a crown.”

“No, this is a mistake,” Shaka shouted when they grabbed her. “I did nothing wrong!” She struggled but there were too many hands on her, strong hands that held her immobile. She squealed until a hand covered her mouth. She struggled helplessly against them before she gave up.

The worker, who seemed slowly to grasp Zeke’s request within the dynamics playing out behind the bars, handed the coil to him.

“Thank you, Ma’am,” Zeke said. “Now, hands between your back, Miss Shaka. You are under arrest, charged with crimes against the British people, the British crown, your fellow captives . . . and common decency.”

Her mouth still covered, she looked at Zeke with fire in her eyes. But when the hands that held her arms released her, she moved to comply, offering her hands behind her back. Jonah, who was particularly skilled with rope, quickly bound her wrists tightly behind her, then held the end while the rest of the missionaries stood before her.

When the hand was removed from her mouth, she remained quiet for a few seconds before she looked at Zeke again.

“How do you plead?” Zeke asked her.

“This is a farce and you know it.”

“How do you plead?” Zeke asked again. “Or are you asking for judgment by a jury of your peers?”

She turned away and spat, “What does it matter? You’ve already decided my fate.”

“We’re going to give you a chance to defend yourself,” Zeke said. “Something you didn’t give us.”

She looked at him again, her eyes fierce. “You know I had no choice, none. I was given a script. I had to do what they said.”

“You were just making it up as you went along!” Lizette exclaimed. “I’ve done a bit of theatre, you know. I can tell when someone’s ad libbing!”

Shaka turned to the girl. “They wanted me to make it a little different each day. They ordered me to ad lib.” She looked up and screamed. “Why can’t you listen to me?”

“You could have said the truth,” Sarah blustered. “You could have talked about our tea.”

“What do I know about your truth, English? I’ve never been to your land. And I was made an object as well. You saw it. They had their way with me.”

“You could have asked us,” said Cherry. “You could have made it about tea. We have tea, and then we have relations. That could have been your story. Not entirely accurate, but not an insult to our king.”

“Or, we have sex before tea,” Thomas volunteered. “Not offensive at all.”

“Before and after, perhaps,” Sarah said. “No one would dispute it.”

“Crumpets too,” said Mathilda. “I’ve done those with tea.”

“How would relations work with that?” Sarah asked.

“I don’t know,” Mathilda replied. “Maybe sex, tea, sex, crumpets, sex? And a bit of clotted cream thrown in, for flavor?”

“There’s some real promise in that,” Jeremiah offered, nodding.

“Let’s get back to the point,” Zeke said. “I think we’ve heard enough to render judgment. All in favor of finding Shaka guilty of . . . of all the things we’ve been talking about, raise your hand.”

Ten hands quickly went skyward.

“And so it’s settled, Shaka,” Zeke said solemnly. “You have been found guilty. You have wronged us, and you need to pay.”

“Pay how?” Shaka asked guardedly.

“The punishment shall fit the crime,” Sarah said. “We all decided that, when we were chatting just now. It was unanimous.”

Shaka’s expression softened. “So, you’re all going to fuck me?” she asked, looking at Zeke. “Is that it?”

Zeke winced, not wanting the sentence they’d worked out reduced so crassly.

“Tell me, Shaka, how many times would you say you made one of us, one of the men of our group, put our penises into the mouths of the females?”

“I didn’t keep track.”

“Give us your best guess,” Sarah demanded. “It’s important.”

“Dozens of times.”

“Alright,” Zeke said soberly. “Dozens. Three dozen?”

She side-eyed him. “If you insist.”

“And then, give us your best guess for the times we were forced to go into our female’s fair places.”

“Front and back,” added Lizette indignantly. “Both holes, you know.”

“Once a day for weeks, I’d guess,” Shaka replied.

“Times our five girls,” Zeke said grimly. “So let’s say five girls a day, two holes each, for 25 days. That comes to 250.”

“You have to subtract out our monthlies, though,” Mathilda said, adding with a hint of bitterness, “They wouldn’t let us have anything do to with the show once our nethers were out of sorts.”

“True,” Zeke said. “I think all of our girls had their time. So 20 days. Meaning 200 separate offenses.”

He glared at Shaka, waiting for her to speak.

“You consider sex an offense?” Shaka sneered.

“When it’s part of your outrageous drama!” Thomas shouted.

“A coronation, no less!” Lizette exclaimed. “The king would be beside himself!”

“Alright,” Zeke said, raising his hands, urging his fellow missionaries to calm themselves. “We have agreed on the number of your crimes: 36 by mouth, and 100 each by the front and back chambers of our maidens. So that’s what you get.”

“With an additional, punitive 10 percent,” said Moses. “We all agreed on that one.”

“Right, right,” Ezekiel said, doing some quick math in his head. “So you get . . . rounding up here . . . you get our members 40 times by mouth, and 110 each in both holes. And then we’ll be satisfied that you have been justly dealt with.”

Shaka asked, “And you think you are man enough to mete out such an outrageous sentence?”

“Haven’t you been paying attention?” Zeke asked with a sudden air of malevolence, while his erection pointed at the place between Shaka’s ample breasts. “We’ve all gotten rather good at this.”

“Then get to it,” Shaka muttered.

“Say, Mate,” Thomas said, looking down at his own throbbing manhood. “Maybe we could work her jointly? Mouth and holes at the same–”

“And we get no justice?” Bethany interrupted, her first words of the encounter.

Zeke looked at the girl, surprised by her outburst.

“What seems fair to you, Beth?” he asked.

The girl shrugged. “I don’t know, but watching you with her seems like weak tea to me.”

“We could give her a thrashing of some sort,” Lizette proposed. “She did a bit of that to us.”

“Hung us girls up like Sunday sausage,” Sarah groused. “Day after day.”

“I propose we get started on the first half of the sentence,” Jeremiah offered. “While you girls think of something suitable.”

“Indeed,” Zeke agreed, stepping up to Shaka. “Bend, mouth open, Miss Shaka. And can someone get busy at her other end?”

“I will,” Thomas said, and while Jonah held Shaka’s rope, the two Brewerites went to work, one at her mouth, the other at her vagina, thrusting in while the girl grunted in agony, making a solid first go at repaying her full debt to those she had wronged.

“She’s got one empty hole,” Bethany said. “Someone should fill it.”

“Be a bit of a geometrical challenge to get in there,” Jeremiah noted, stepping up, penis bouncing. “But Thomas, I’m game to try it if you could shank over a bit.”

Thomas, laboring with admirable determination to bring justice to things, continued to thrust as he made way for Jeremiah, and with a few adjustments and some trial and error, both boys found a way to work in tandem to deliver their impromptu jurisprudence, while Zeke continued his labors across Shaka’s tongue.

A disinterested observer at this point would have to agree that Shaka was in the early stages of paying for her crimes. As the three Brewerite penises plumbed her body, she shook, she grunted and gasped, her toes curled and her knuckles went white as she made fists against her knees, and her pelvis rocked steadily.

But then, was the punishment perhaps too cruel?

In due time, unavoidably, Zeke, Thomas and Jeremiah finished in the girl, already-engorged members swelling even more cruelly as they filled her body with cream, and during their releases, Shaka’s muffled protests of misery echoed against the walls of the train car, her eyes wide, her legs shaking, her hips oscillating, and a clear juice shooting from her loins and soaking the feet of her male tormenters.

Zeke, once he’d spent his semen, withdrew from Shaka’s mouth, looking at her in horror, suddenly beset with doubt. He had no idea he was capable of such cruelty.

“Uh, uh. . .this is terrible,” Shaka protested, swallowing some of Zeke’s seed, allowing some to roll down her chin. “Please stop.”

“Did she just orgasm?” Bethany asked rhetorically. “She did, didn’t she?” She looked at the others. “This isn’t a punishment at all.”

Shaka turned to Bethany and lifted an eyebrow. “No, I’m really suffering here,” she said, nodding sincerely. “Even if I had an orgasm, it’s . . . not fun.”

Ezekiel, not sure whom to believe but still gripped by doubt, looked at his fellow missionaries, wondering if any of them were as distressed as he by the African girl’s cries of distress. But no, while there was shock in some of the faces, there was also grim determination.

“Moses,” Zeke said with renewed courage and a quick glance at the boy’s lengthy rod. “Take her mouth. Jonah, either hole while we three recharge.”

The two missionaries took their assigned places, Jonah still holding the rope that kept Shaka submissive, and the girl immediately began groaning again, rocking her hips in time with Jonah’s insertions while her mouth struggled to hold all of Moses’ girth.

“This is a farce,” Bethany cried. “She’s enjoying this . . . so called punishment.”

Zeke still wasn’t sure, replaying Shaka’s cries in his mind. If she was climaxing, she didn’t do it like the English girls did. He continued to wonder about things as he helped himself to several cups of water and the contents of the cartons, which had been opened by the girls and proved full of simple versions of Aztecha’s exotic, flavorful sustenance.

And so it continued for another hour, everyone but the prisoner helping themselves to food and drink while the males took turns meting out justice to Shaka, wresting grunts from the African girl that were regularly interrupted by her screams, writhing and fresh explosions of fluid from her front chamber, mixed with thick rivers of semen.

“Allright,” Zeke said with another wave of uncertainty. “Let’s all of us rest, prisoner too.”

“Am I done, then?” Shaka asked wearily. “Is that enough to satisfy you?”

“Not at all,” Zeke said. “We’ve barely started. You heard the sentence as well as we did.”

“You can’t be serious,” Shaka said. “I’ll be here for a week.”

“I”m sure it won’t take that long,” Zeke said, a new uncertainty in his eyes, and he turned to the other males. “Where are we with things now? Has anyone been keeping count?”

“The sentence was, what, 35 times by mouth?” Jonah asked.

“Forty,” corrected Jeremiah.

“Very well then,” said Thomas, “what qualifies as one, uh, one mouth punishment?”

“Ejaculating?” asked Moses.

Zeke surveyed the males. “How many times have each of you released in her mouth? I’ve done 1.”

The others raised their fingers, for a combined tally of 5.

“And it’s probably the same for her bum and her nethers,” noted Jeremiah with growing alarm.

“This is going to take awhile,” Thomas noted. “We might get to where we’re going before we’re done.”

Indeed, while the male missionaries had been distracted by delivering their sentence, the door to the train had been shut and they were moving now, at what felt like a respectable clip.

“It’s going to take forever!” Shaka almost screamed. “This is ridiculous.”

“Let’s recalculate, shall we?” Zeke said. “Let’s say every, what, every five insertions, every five thrusts, as it were, counts as one. And now, by that math, how many have we given her?”

The males all shook their heads.

“Shaka, what’s your count then?” Zeke asked.

“You expect me to keep score of my own punishment?” she laughed.

“It would be the noble thing,” Thomas said, nodding.

“The least you could do, really,” Jeremiah added.

“Unbelievable,” she muttered. “Okay, in that case, we’re almost done here.”

“What’s your count?” Zeke asked suspiciously.

“A hundred,” she asserted.

“You mean, a hundred by mouth, vagina and bum?” Zeke asked. “All three?”

“That’s right. All three,” Shaka said defiantly.

“We’ve overserved her orally, if that’s the case,” Thomas said. “Sorry, Miss.”

She sneered. “No worries, just finish it and let me go.”

“Should we give her some credit for that extra mouth business?” Moses asked.

“There’s a case for that,” Zeke said, turning solemnly to Shaka, who was standing now, hands still bound behind her back, Jonah holding the end of the rope loosely. “Shaka, we hereby–”

Bethany stepped forward. “Shouldn’t we have a go at her now?”

“Oh right, rather,” Zeke agreed. “What did you have in mind?”

“I’d love to whip her with the other end of the rope,” Cherry piped up.

“Will the rope really do the trick, though?” Jonah asked, looking down at it. “It’s a bit soft and all. Shame they couldn’t have given us something made of sterner stuff before they all left.”

“Shouldn’t she spend a bit of the day hanging?” asked Sarah.

“We can hang her with it at least,” Zeke proposed, pointing to the bars overhead. He looked at Shaka. “How much more time do we have?”

“We’re bound for the north,” she said with a flat tone. “Tejas, I heard but can’t confirm.”

“Tegas?” Zeke queried. “Tecksas?”

“No, Tejas.”

“Where’s that?” Bethany asked.

“A thousand chowak náachil from here is what I’ve been told, but I don’t know how fast we’re traveling so it doesn’t really matter.” She stared at the crates. “I imagine it will take days, though.”

“Days?” Bethany asked with a wicked smile. “I like the sounds of that.”

“I haven’t eaten, you know,” Shaka said.

“Oh, we’ll keep you alive, don’t worry about that,” Bethany said with a gleeful tone that sounded at odds with her words. “But for now, let’s string her up.”

“Can I at least have some water?” Shaka asked.

Zeke frowned, struggling to quickly compose an entire protocol for a prisoner who had served only a portion of her sentence so far. What sustenance should she be given? How should she be treated between active punishments? And then, even after they were freed in Great Britain, convicts were still subject to various restrictions and limitations. What should be done with Shaka?

“We could at least give her water,” Thomas noted. “Jesus would do it, if anyone still cares about his example.”

“Alright, fine,” Bethany said and stomped to the water bucket, scooped up one of the bobbing wooden cups and brought it to Shaka, lifted it to her lips and watched her drink greedily.

“More?” Shaka gasped when she’d finished what was offered.

“That’s enough for now,” Bethany said and she tossed the cup in the trough.

“How did you want to string her up?” asked Jonah, still holding the rope that bound the African girl.

“By her feet!” Lizette blurted furiously.

“By one foot!” shouted Cherry.

“By her thumbs!” offered Mathilda, adding with a malicious grin, “or just one. For days.”

“Let’s not forget her humanity,” Zeke cautioned. “Or our own.”

Bethany turned on her lover with her eyes blazing. “Her humanity? Did she show us any compassion? Any concern for our humanity?”

“It wasn’t that bad,” Shaka said softly. “Some of you even enjoyed it. Admit it.”

Zeke looked at the other males but no one spoke. There was truth in what the African girl had said, but their female companions were in no mood to hear it. Of that, he was certain.

“That’s beside the point,” Zeke said. “You perverted our natural desires to unnatural ends.”

“I felt terrible every time I was done filling one of you sisters,” Jeremiah said.

“Or moderately bad, at least,” Thomas added, drawing nods from Moses and Jonah.

“She ordered us all buggered in the name of the king!” Sarah shouted. “She–”

“Yes, yes,” Zeke agreed. “And she’s paying the price. But she never had us hang each other by our feet. Or our thumbs. So I’d propose the same as she did us. Both hands tied over head, feet off the floor.”

“I’m going to have to unknot her,” Jonah warned, looking down at Shaka’s wrists, which had been bound behind her back for close to two hours.

Shaka sneered, “You don’t have to worry about me escaping or anything, you know. I’m still in a cage and there are ten of you to subdue me.”

Zeke nodded to Jonah, and Jonah loosened the knot, standing back as though expecting the girl to start fighting.

Shaka extended her hands and looked at Jonah. “See?”

Jonah quickly returned the girl’s hands to the rope in front of her body, fashioning a thick knot around her wrists, then looked up at the bars that ran overhead. “Where do you want her hung?” he asked.

“Right in the middle of everything,” Sarah said. “So we can all keep an eye on her. From every direction.”

“Such foolishness,” Shaka muttered to no one in particular.

Jonah, ignoring Shaka’s insult and seeing the wisdom in Sarah’s words, brought his prisoner to the middle of the small cage and tossed the rope up. On the third try, he got it looped over a bar and a moment later was pulling down on it, raising Shaka until just her toes touched the floor.

As the ropes pulled her up and stretched her muscles and tendons, Shaka sucked in a breath. She’d been hung by her arms before, many times, but it surprised her each time how much pain and humiliation it engendered. The helplessness was complete, the pain intense, the humiliation overwhelming.

Then the other females gathered in front of her and she was proven wrong. This was worse than anything she’d experienced before.

“Higher,” Bethany said. “Get her feet off the floor, like she did to us.”

Jonah complied immediately, pulling on the rope and, once Shaka’s toes were left flailing, he tied the end to the bars at the front of the cage.

Zeke looked at Bethany, then at the rest of the females before he turned his worried eyes to Shaka, hanging limply.

It’s what she deserves, he reminded himself, forcing his memory to return to the month of shows the African girl had orchestrated at their expense. All of the girls suffered, Bethany and the rest of his sisters in . . . in what? In what were they his sisters? Christ? Faith? Brewerism? No bother, they were sisters regardless, and they’d suffered just like this.

“What did you want done to her now?” he asked.

“We really do need to beat her somehow,” Bethany said softly.

“You were hardly beaten!” Shaka yelled as much as her position allowed. “Barely a scratch was left.”

“The people watching didn’t know that!” Lizette shouted back. “You called it torture!”

“Torture? Have any of you ever really been tortured?” she gasped. “If you had, you would drop this ridiculous notion that I tortured you.”

“It was humiliating,” Bethany said with less assurance.

“But it wasn’t painful,” Shaka countered.

“It hurt our souls!” Cherry cried.

“Oh, spare me your theatrics,” Shaka said, sagging.

“Let’s just get it done,” Zeke said, his image of pure justice fading as the naked girls quibbled over abstractions. “I think we were going to use the rope?”

“The other end’s tied off, though,” Jonah said.

Everyone looked with disappointment at what had been seen as the whipping end of the rope, now knotted expertly around the bars, its end dangling uselessly.

“I could untie it,” Jonah offered.

“Let’s just use our hands,” Bethany said.

“And give her a thrashing for the ages!” Sarah agreed.

“Or at least until our hands get tired,” Mathilda proposed.

“All in favor?” Lizette asked.

As the naked males watched, more than one penis rising in answer to the spectacle, five female hands were raised.

“Let me go first,” Sarah said, stepping up, taking her place next to Shaka and swatting the helpless girl’s bottom hard, the slap echoing against the walls of the car.

Shaka yelped with surprise but quickly gathered herself. She was determined not to beg for mercy or even cry, no matter how many swats were inflicted on her.

Mathilda stepped up next, her first slap clumsy and ineffective, but the second one solid and loud, her handprint blooming dark red against Shaka’s brown rump.

The remaining three Brewerite girls delivered their own hard justice to the African female, Shaka swaying under the blows and the train’s rocking motion until finally it was done, all the females agreeing that their hands were getting tired and, besides, Shaka’s round bottom was almost glowing with abuse.

“Are we done now?” Zeke asked, looking forlornly at the agonized prisoner.

“I should hope so,” Shaka muttered.

“Shouldn’t we do those antics with the two holes to her?” Lizette suggested, scanning the five penises around her, all of which were either approaching the required condition or had already achieved it.

“That might be for the best,” Thomas agreed, looking at Zeke for approval. “For justice.”

Zeke nodded, knowing that this was the only response his flock would accept. But if Thomas was going to propose it, he’d have to do the work, a firmly-held principle of Brewerite cooperation.

“So you’ll take her by the front?” Zeke asked.

“I will,” Thomas confirmed. “And who . . . we need a big one for her back end. Ezekiel, think you’ve got the strength?”

“I’ll do it,” Zeke said, more to get things over with than because he wanted to feel the girl’s rear chamber again–although that was a consideration too. “But let me get honeyed up first.”

Zeke walked up to the hanging female, looked into her eyes.

Shaka stared at him without moving until, at last, she spread her legs for him.

“Almost done,” Zeke said quietly, and he slid his penis into her reproductive hole, moved it within her just long enough to coat himself with her comforting juices, and then pulled out and stepped behind her while Thomas took his position up front, and the defeated girl opened her legs again and groaned as her body was doubly impaled.

Shaka grunted as the penises nestled deep inside her. And when they began to thrust in and out, she gasped, instantly on the verge of an orgasm of immense proportions, and soon all three were climaxing in unison, their mingled juices spilling from Shaka’s exhausted doorways, down the insides of her thighs and to the floor.

Zeke and Thomas remained within Shaka until their members softened, at which point they exited, and both turned toward the rest of the missionaries.

“Do we all agree Miss Shaka has been suitably held to account?” he asked, looking in particular at Bethany.

“She could probably stand a few more penetrations,” Bethany replied, “but I’m not sure she would view that as a punishment.”

“We could do the occasional tune up,” Jeremiah proposed. “Now and then, for the rest of the trip. Call it parole.”

“Then we should leave her suspended,” Bethany added. “For now.”

Ezekiel, wanting this whole business done, looked at his fellow Brewerites.

“Or might we hold that out as a punishment, should it be necessary?” he offered. The nods offered by the other missionaries suggested weak consensus, and that was good enough for the boy.

“Alright, then, Shaka, any more shenanigans and you go back on the rope,” he said. “All good? Are we in agreement there?”

Everyone turned to Bethany to gauge her response and she nodded reluctantly. “Fine.”

Jonah went to the knot at the front of the cage, loosened it and allowed the African girl to drop slowly, her feet finding the train car’s wooden floor, toes smearing the puddle of fluids that had collected beneath her as her sentence was fulfilled.

Ezekiel, afraid Shaka’s might stumble as she transitioned to holding up her own weight–and wanting to set an example of compassion, not unlike that set by the Brewerite society that worked with released prisoners–stepped up and grabbed Shaka’s upper arms to steady her.

“Is it really necessary to coddle her like that?” Bethany asked pointedly. “It’s not like we were babied after we were tortured.”

“She has paid her debt, though,” Zeke said softly, and he continued to hold her until Jonah had freed her wrists from their knot.

“She did hold up rather well through it all,” noted Mathilda.”

“I suppose,” Bethany allowed.

Mathilda, her earlier bitterness assuaged by all that had transpired, approached the brown-skinned girl and spread her arms for a hug. “I thought more than once you wouldn’t survive it,” she said, “as just as your punishment was.

“I am hungry,” Shaka admitted, accepting the hug with a mix of amusement and surprise. “So . . . is the food edible?”

“The food is rather good,” Sarah said, pointing to the opened cartons on the other side of the bars, and waving Shaka forward. “I’m sure you’re hungry after all that.”


Chapter 11: Evelyn Aboard

Mohica couldn’t quite figure out what to do with Evelyn Cavendish. She had opened the first two-way communication channel to the other half of the world, and cautious conversations were well underway, with increasingly higher-ranking Mohican officials conversing with increasingly higher-ranking representatives of, first, Great Britain, and then the European continent, Africa and Asia. Thanks to calm seas and Evelyn’s robust design, the network of battery-powered transceivers functioned for almost a week before the transmissions went fuzzy and stopped altogether. At that point, the Royal Navy itself ventured forth to keep the conversation going.

But who was this girl? She was fair-skinned, black-haired, buxom, and quite comfortable with the nudity that most of the captured were subjected to by Mohica prior to their awarding to the highest bidder. By her own admission, she had already been a slave in her home country. But she was also enthusiastic, curious, and quite possibly technologically knowledgeable, although there was some doubt she had done everything on her own.

Evelyn Cavendish was, by all accounts then, an anomaly of historical proportions, and she was interviewed at length by the submarine’s captain, with Dania translating. But in the end, Mohica didn’t know what to do with her, so they settled on the same course as every other captive. First, she was ordered confined to Dania’s small quarters until the submarine’s scheduled return to Manhattan in two days, and the girls became fast friends and, on their first night, lovers as well. Or partners of convenience, at least. Evelyn, who had grown used to delivering frequent sexual services as Bertram Cavendish’s property, had spent four lonely days at sea and was hungry for intimate comfort, from anyone. Dania, while not lacking in that department given her own role on the sub, was glad to do her best for her new friend, and the two coupled for almost an hour on Dania’s narrow bed, kissing and suckling first before Dania turned and the two brought their mouths to each other’s sex organs. Evelyn, below, was the only one to climax during that first session, bucking and rocking over Dania and, at the moment of truth, spraying Dania’s mouth with release.

Over the next day and a half, Evelyn’s wares were sampled by a dozen crew members, and her copious production of fluids prior to and during orgasm were noted. So soon after they reached port, an exotic breeding entrepreneur named Harper, with a sister who was high up in the Mohican navy, put in a bid for her, and she was quickly bundled up and transported to a solitary cage at Harper’s sprawling Manhattan enterprise.

Despite the many males and females caged around her, and the occasional snores or groans of pleasure through the night, Evelyn slept well, waking only at the sound of her name early on her first morning there.

“Evelyn, are you awake?” asked a female voice.

Evelyn, stirring on her narrow cot, opened her eyes and struggled to make sense of what she was seeing, half her mind still believing she was out to sea. But no, she seemed to be in a prison cell of some time, on dry land, and on the other side of the bars stood a girl, almost as buxom as Evelyn, pale-skinned like her, with red hair and blue eyes, her triangle of thick pubic hair a darker shade of red.

“Are you English too?” Evelyn asked hopefully, rising up on one elbow.

“I am,” she said. “You’ve created quite a stir, you know.”

“I didn’t mean to be any bother,” Evelyn said shakily, rising and going to her toilet. “Just thought I’d have a go at things. Curiosity mostly.”

“No bother to me,” the girl assured. “They’re even talking about sending some of us back. Or selling us back. Everyone who ever lost a dear is raising royal Cain about it.”

“You were lost?” Evelyn asked.

“Ten years ago, yes,” the girl said. “Blown west, they picked us up, and I was bought by the sister of the girl who owns this place.

“What’s your name?” Evelyn asked. She wiped, flushed, and went to the bars.

“Brianna.”

“What do they have you doing?”

“All sorts of things,” Brianna said. “I go out to sea with my owner, she helms a warship.”

“Is there war?”

“Not any more,” Brianna said. “Our biggest battle of late seems to be rescuing you folks from the soup.”

“You do a lot of that?” Evelyn asked.

“We’ve pulled up our share of ladies and gentlemen,” Brianna laughed.

“Gentlemen?” Evelyn asked, eyes suddenly shining with a ridiculous hope.

“Well, gentlemen in the most generous sense,” Brianna said. “Most of them look like drowned rats by the time we get to them.”

Evelyn’s eyes clouded briefly before the return of her customary enthusiasm.

“Don’t you think it’s all marvelous?” she said. “All this has been here all this time. The way they’ve built it all up, I just about fainted when we got to port. And the aeroplanes, the cars, the boats. You’ve got to teach me the language!”

“I’m just here to let you know your fate,” Brianna said.

“My fate?”

“Well, your immediate fate,” Brianna said. “Who knows what the future holds for you. You seem to be something of a celebrity.”

“What happens next, then?” Evelyn asked.

“The owner is sending you to a sexual display in Aztecha,” Brianna said. “It’s something of a first, but it seems the nations are all trying to get on with each other a little better now.”

“Sexual display?” Evelyn echoed.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Brianna said. “Mohica has the most active breeding program with the people they catch, and the offspring do turn out to be right strapping. So there may be some showing off of Mohican methods where that’s concerned. But then Aztecha has made their own discoveries, seem to have turned up some startling peccadilloes of the English, have been making moving pictures of them and showing them all over.”

“Moving pictures?”

“Imagine seeing people moving on the wall,” Brianna explained. “Pictures of them, but walking and such. It’s something else they’ve got here no one has seen back there.”

“You said I’m going, what, to Aztecha? Where’s that?”

“Northern Aztecha, a few thousand miles from here, province called Tejas. You’ll go mostly by train. It’s already on its way, so you’ll be flying out this morning, catching it when it stops in Dusty Eagle Wing.”

“Dusty Eagle Wing?”

“That’s the best English translation I can come up with. The Mohican is very difficult to pronounce.”

“So it’s a city, this Dusty Wing affair?”

“Right,” Brianna said, “and quite a large one.”

“How long will I be on the train?” Evelyn asked.

“Should take a few more days.”

“I shan’t be alone, I hope?” Evelyn asked.

“No, they’ll probably put you in a cage car. All rather packed in, as I recall. You’ll have plenty of company, including your share of males.”

“How did this all come about?” Evelyn asked, grabbing the bars of her cell.

“All what?”

“This has always been here?” Evely asked. “These cities, these people?”

“I can tell you the legends,” Brianna said. “I suspect the truth is a bit different.”

“Anything,” Evelyn urged.

“It’s believed everyone’s descended from nomads in Siberia or thereabouts. Crossed over or boated over, settled here, kept nomading until they filled up all the land. You’ve seen the maps?”

“I have.”

“All believable enough,” Brianna continued, “but then it gets a bit sketchy. They say a god named Meddler spoke to the Aztechas, told them an invader was coming to spoil things up a bit, Christoforo Colon if you recall the name.”

“Oh, I do!” Evelyn said, nodding excitedly.

“They were waiting for him, killed the lot of them, or kept a few alive they say, the ones they wanted, did the same to every other ship that showed up, but learned from them all the same, went from wooden canoes to sailing boats to steel warships over the centuries, copied the bits of the alphabet they needed, the numbers too.”

“Brilliant,” said Evelyn. “Who was Meddler?”

“The god that warned the Aztechans.”

“Yes, but really,” Evelyn said. “It’s always someone speaking for god, and that’s where you look for the roots of things.”

“All I know is Meddler,” Brianna said. “Told their king or somesuch, and he sent out his warriors and they did their business. If you ask me, though, it’s all nonsense. They saw the ships, raided them because that’s what men do given half a chance, and then they made up the story afterwards to put their gods in the mix and make it sound like something other than thievery.”

Evelyn nodded. “What will they be asking of me at the event?” she asked with a mix of interest and apprehension. Grand as this nation was, it seemed like she was going to end up doing the same things here she had to do in London.

“No idea, Harper just told me to let you know you’d be going, and to make sure you’re well.”

“I’m well,” Evelyn said. “Other than being right hungry, and longing for a spot of tea.”

“They’ll be around shortly,” Brianna said, backing away. “I can’t promise you tea, though.”

They brought breakfast a few minutes after Brianna had departed, the same exotic foods Evelyn was coming to enjoy, along with a thick black liquid that tasted richer than coffee, with a heavy tang and a hint of sweetness. Kakoah, the female staff woman called it when Evelyn pointed and asked.

She had no more than 30 minutes to wash up before they came for her, clapped her wrists and ankles in the usual chains, and walked her out of the building and into a waiting vehicle, ordering her into a cage in the back compartment that, thankfully, featured large windows.

For an hour, Evelyn Cavendish forgot everything–the uncertainty of her future, her restraints and nudity, the fact she was quite visible–and marveled at the world around her, the vehicles large and small, the streamlined aircraft that zipped through the skies under some unknown power, the bronze-skinned people bustling through the city on their own missions or, often enough, marveling at her. Everyone who peered in at her was greeted with a warm smile back, in accordance with her disposition and, as of a few days ago, her self-appointed role as the United Kingdom’s first ambassador to these mysterious western lands. Some gazed at her naked form, some looked into her eyes and smiled back, but it was all the same to her. How she longed to speak to them, to understand their world!

She was kept in her restraints at the Manhattan airport, a bustling enterprise, and surprisingly large, far bigger than the turnip yards of London where the floating craft would be moored to towers until they were ready to fly. Escorted naked past the traveling throngs, Evelyn was marched up a short flight of stairs and into the gleaming hull of one of the smaller planes there, just 12 seats, six on each side, each next to a window. The woman escorting her pointed to the last seat on the right, then to a door in the back that held a small water closet, and Evelyn sat, looked out the window at the other planes on the tarmac or zipping down the runway, and never took her eyes from her window until they moved into a layer of clouds that blocked out everything.

All the seats were occupied, none but Evelyn naked or chained, all of them Mohican, with their many-hued, thick cotton clothing, and in most but not all cases, black hair and golden skin. But there was one blonde woman here, sitting toward the front, her features an amalgam of Europe and the race native to this place.

The bronzed-skin girl escorting Evelyn–barely older than Evelyn herself–sat in the seat next to hers. She’d communicated mostly by pointing and grunts, but Evelyn wanted more, and once there was nothing to see from her window, she decided to disturb her escort.

“Hi,” she said, looking at the girl, who looked up with surprise from her book.

“Hai,” the girl said uncertainly.

“I’m Evelyn.”

The girl looked at her for a confused moment, offered a half smile. “Itzel,” she said.

“Hi, Itzel,” Evelyn said with delight. “Do you know any English?”

“Aztecha,” the girl said, shaking her head.

“Oh, you’re from Aztecha?” Evelyn asked, pleased to be communicating already. “Not Mohica?”

“Aztecha,” the girl said again, and she reached into her bag and pulled out another book, this one worn and dog-eared. “I,” she began, flipping from page to page to complete her sentence. “Manage.” “Captured.” “English.”

“Who have you managed?” Evelyn asked quickly, before she repeated the question one word at a time. It was almost hopeless, she knew, this dream of finding Sean Devlin. What had she been expecting, that he’d be waiting for her on some island, by himself? Even if he was here, somewhere on these two vast continents, he’d be the proverbial needle in a haystack. She hadn’t even mentioned his name, to anyone, for fear of seeming foolish.

Itzel used her book to interpret the question, continued flipping, held up all 10 fingers, and spoke one word at a time:

“Five boys, five girls. Look for Mondobo.”

“Mondobo,” Evelyn echoed. The word was familiar to her, but she couldn’t recall where she’d heard it.

Itzel laughed, as though there was something funny about the word.

As they flew above the clouds for what felt like hours, the trip became monotonous, punctuated by the delivery of the dark drink they consumed here, warm pastries, fruit. She used the toilet twice, impressed with both the amenities and the perfume, pleasant but unfamiliar. At last they landed at dusk in a city that was, although smaller, still a rival to London. Evelyn, the demands of the day starting to catch up with her, did as she was told, went where she was told, sat in transport cages and looked out at things when she could, arriving after dark at what she recognized as a train station, its electric lights illuminating a sleek locomotive, powered by something other than steam, waiting on a sidetrack, and Itzel motioned her out of her cage and across the barren ground, over the first set of rails and up the steps to a platform beside a boxcar, its door yawning wide, only darkness inside.

Itzel pulled a light from her bag, aimed it at the floor of the car, and Evelyn was too weary to do anything but follow the path Itzel illuminated for her. In the dimness, out of the corners of her eyes, she could see that she was walking between two walls of bars, and she knew that slaves like her were behind them, because she could see a bare foot here, a bare leg there before the light moved on. She heard whispers but nothing more, couldn’t tell if the words were in English or European or Mohican. She knew she should have been terrified, but something in the train car had her not frightened but agitated, excited, aroused.

Itzel stopped at the end of the car, shone her light on a heavy lock, produced a key, unlocked and opened the door, pointed, and Evelyn walked in, confirming in the dim light that she’d be alone in this cage, no one there waiting for her. The door clanged shut behind her, she turned hopefully and was relieved to get her chains off, and without another word, the girl named Itzel slipped out, taking her light with her, and the door to the car was slid shut and locked, plunging the space into deeper darkness.

Evelyn, still driven by a strange excitement, searched her space with her hands, found the thin mat that she’d sleep on, found a bucket of water, a second bucket that she knew must be for waste, and she availed herself of the features of both buckets and thought about what next she would do. She wasn’t ready to sleep.

“I say, Miss?” spoke an English man’s voice not three feet from her head.

“Ahh!” Evelyn shouted. “Who’s there?”

“Godwin, Miss.”

“You’re English?”

“Quite,” he said. “Although I’m afraid I got expatriated years ago, thanks to some sailing indiscretions.”

“Same for me,” Evelyn said. “Or, weeks ago, rather.”

“So I wonder if you might do us a small favor?” Godwin asked.

“What’s that?” Evelyn said, already suspecting she knew the answer.

“I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, Miss, but they promised us they’d be putting a girl in that cage, and it was assured said girl would be offering us . . . well, it’s called exercise.”

“How many of you are there?” Evelyn asked, stepping closer to the bars where the voice spoke.

“Just the two of us.”

“I’ll oblige you if I can,” she said. “How’s it done? I can’t see a thing.”

“Upright,” the man proposed. “You might turn and bend, and I’m quite ready, as you’ll see, so if you could guide me home, I’ll make quick work of it.”

“Okay, let me find you,” she said. “Put your todger through the bars and . .  wait, there you are. Oh, very good, quite a sword on this knight. Okay, I’m turning now, just let me pull you in. Alright . . . oh, oh, yes, that’s my boy. All set, Sir. Mmmm.”

“Very much so,” Godwin said, voice a little strained as he pushed himself between the bars and into Evelyn’s treasure. “Oh, sweet . . . oh yes.”

“That’s right, take your time,” Evelyn said. “There’s only the two of you there. So, uh! Yes, that’s right. Go as deep as you want . . . oh, oh . . . fast as you please now, stir me up a bit, oh yes, this is something you’ve done before, I believe . . . oh, tarts on a trolley car, indeed that’s a sweet breath of fresh English air. There we go now. I feel you heating up a bit. There we go, come to the altar . .  oh yes, yes . . . oh, here it comes, the rain in Spain. Hold it in there, now, let’s not make a mess of things . . . oh yes. Yesssss.”

Evelyn didn’t climax but didn’t need to. The pleasures of a large spitting, penis were good enough for her.

Both of them were still panting as Godwin’s penis softened and slipped from Evelyn’s chamber, and she straightened in the darkness, went back to her water, splashed her face and drank, then rose and felt her way back to the bars.

“There’s a second one there, correct?” Evelyn asked.

“There is,” Godwin said. “Your turn, Mate. You really must get your labors in. She’s worth the investment.”

Evelyn longed to see this second man, or at least hear him, but he wasn’t saying anything more than indecipherable whispers. She sensed shyness at first. No, pain. Some sort of sorrow, so deep he could not speak. But she heard his bare feet against the train car’s flooring, and she knew he was getting into position.

Was he English? What did he look like? What troubled him so?

She felt in the darkness, her hand brushed against the second penis, and she gripped it gently, startled to find more girth than Godwin had borne, more length, and a heat that was almost electric in its intensity.

“Oh,” Evelyn said. “I’ve found you now, Sir. So let me get myself oriented, just a moment. Alright, I’m bent. Move forward a bit. That’s right, yes . . . yes . . . there’s your tip . . . oh, by the queen’s girdle, Sir! Ahh. No, don’t stop, you’re doing it square, it’s just a surprise is all. Oh, crumpets and crackers, I haven’t felt . . . I haven’t felt . . . one other time in my life, one like this, Sir.”

“Where?” whispered the voice. A man’s voice. An Englishman’s voice, speaking to her in the darkness.

“In London, if that matters,” Evelyn said, gasping as the man stretched her vagina.

“Where in London?” the man asked, louder this time, more urgently, his words and his next thrust keeping time, and Evelyn groaned and realized something strange was happening. She felt like she was floating, over the train, looking down on it. Something about the sad man’s voice was . . .

“At Shepherd’s House,” she said. “Bit of an error on my part, but I was glad I did it. Some things you never forget, and I—”

“Evelyn?” said the voice.

“I am,” she replied, surprised the man knew her name, and all her skin went electric, matching the electricity in her vagina.

“Evelyn?” he said again. “It can’t be.”

“Sean?” Evelyn said, almost singing the name. “Is that you back there?”


Chapter 12: An Unexpected Reunion

The light from the waning day faded quickly in the car and the cage. Devlin’s eyes adjusted as it diminished until it disappeared completely, leaving him in pitch darkness. The other captives, English and Mohican and otherwise, used the convenience of invisibility to move furtively toward each other, whispers and grunts indicating those who could were exercising. The groan of a girl being pleasured pushed Sean to a new state of agitation. It had been more than a day since he’d enjoyed female flesh, and Harper had spoiled him.

The train had stopped, and the boxcar door slid open with an explosion of noise and a bit of light from a distant streetlamp that cast shadows about the car but offered no help in seeing who or what was being loaded. The sound of chains a moment later, likely attached to wrists and ankles rustling softly, confirmed that they were bringing on another human.

A single guard entered, her path lit by a small torch that she aimed at the floor, lighting the way toward the cage at the end of the row, the prisoner following dutifully, backlit and all but invisible, even their gender difficult to discern.

But something about this newcomer set Devlin off. She was female, he had decided that much. But there was more. Something about the way she walked, the hiss of her feet against the rough wooden floor. Her steps were light, even happy, he sensed. This was no oppressed slavegirl, no beast of burden.

A key was produced and the door unlocked. The chained prisoner shuffled into the cage, and her chains jangled noisily as they were removed.

“Think we’ve got our girl,” Godwin whispered, almost inaudibly, in the blackness.

“So it would seem,” Devlin answered, bothered by . . . something, he didn’t know what.

“Would you like to make introductions?” Godwin asked, deferring to Devlin’s higher rank, irrelevant as that was here.

“No, you go ahead,” Devlin whispered.

“Thank you, mate,” Godwin said with an edge in his voice, suggesting he was suffering from the same state of arousal as Devlin.

“I say, Miss?” Godwin began, tentatively.

“Ahh!” Evelyn shouted. “Who’s there?”

“Godwin, Miss.”

“You’re English?”

“Quite,” he said, continuing with more words that Devlin, in a deep new distraction, couldn’t hear.

The female’s voice was disturbingly familiar, Devlin thought. His memory of the London slave girl he’d had by mistake at his club flooded his mind, almost destabilizing him. He grabbed the bar to steady himself as the girl and Godwin conversed, and his confusion and depression deepened. This girl could not be that girl, he reasoned dejectedly. His mind was playing tricks on him. This voice, whomever it belonged to, was more torment than anything else.

The torture, for such it felt, grew as she and his cagemate negotiated their coupling and then joined their bodies, and he listened in agony to the girl’s carnal enthusiasm, the sense of humor bubbling just under the surface, and her practical, studied approach to giving–and receiving–pleasure.

“Yes, that’s right,” the maiden gasped, her enjoyment both a pang and a stimulant to Devlin, stirring his heart and mind with a million thoughts. “Go as deep as you want . . . oh, oh . . . fast as you please now, stir me up a bit, oh yes . . .”

His suffering built as it continued.

“ . . . this is something you’ve done before, I believe . . . “

Who are you? How can there be two of you, two in all the world like this?

“Oh, tarts on a trolley car, indeed that’s sweet breath of fresh English air. There we go now.”

The meaning of the rest of the girl’s words were lost to him, their tone transcending language, her voice like water, an essence to float in, bathe in. The syllables needed no attending.

He listened to Godwin’s finishing, had the sense that the girl hadn’t climaxed, gripped the bars and tried to understand what was happening, how this voice in the darkness could drive him to this strange, happy, miserable corner of oblivion.

“There’s a second one there, correct?” the girl asked.

“There is,” Godwin said. “Your turn, Mate.”

The rest of Godwin’s words were lost. The man was saying something trivial about the quality of the girl’s chamber.

Fool, did you not hear her voice? There are but two girls in the entire world made with this essence.

Devlin stepped forward, physically ready to couple, but terrified of how her organ would feel. If it provided anything close to the comfort of his lost Evelyn’s slot . . . he wasn’t sure he’d survive.

He aimed his member into the darkness, not knowing what he would find, felt her hand around his shaft, and he almost fainted with the touch.

Her next words were lost to him, but her voice filled the air, roared through his mind, their meaning less important than how they felt to his ears. She wanted him in her, he knew that. He allowed her to guide him within, finding her female temple overwhelming, far more than the mere embrace of a vagina. And identical . . . identical . . . to the female glories of the girl he’d lost forever.

“Oh, crumpets and crackers,” she groaned, “I haven’t felt . . . I haven’t felt . . . one other time in my life, one like this, Sir.”

A sort of madness settled over the mind of Sean Devlin, second in line to the Earldom of Doral. This couldn’t be. And yet . . . what if . . .?

“Where?” Devlin whispered, almost not wanting to be heard, not wanting to be answered, not wanting to find out that this female was indeed someone else, and not . . . HER.

“In London, if that matters,” the girl replied, voice straining against his exertions.

“Where in London?” he asked, because he was a fool. Don’t answer . . . don’t answer . . .

“At Shepherd’s House,” she said.

Impossible. The universe itself was toying with him now. The girl continued to speak.

“Bit of an error on my part,” she said, adding defiantly after another groan, “but I was glad I did it. Some things you never forget, and I—”

There were two Sean Devlins at work now. One was conducting the most basic of human behaviors, mating with another, although the pleasures being absorbed through his flesh were anything but basic. But there was also a second Devlin, who at the moment was struggling to perform a thousand calculations at the same time with only half his mind. What was the probability that a girl who sounded the same, used the same words, possessed the same disposition, had the same memory of their earlier tryst, and felt the same, could be someone other than Evelyn?

Impossible. A probability with a decimal point and a thousand zeroes.

Evelyn

Evelyn Cavendish

Evelyn Cavendish of London, property of Bertram Cavendish, the girl he’d sworn he’d marry against odds that had always been overwhelming, but all the more so when his ship to Africa had been waylaid by a storm. This is not her. It cannot be her.

Evelyn

Evelyn

Evelyn

He kept thinking the girl’s name as he drove into the body of this miraculous, impossible stranger, but he didn’t dare speak it. And yet somehow, the name found voice.

“Evelyn?”

“I am,” she said with another gasp.

“Evelyn?” he said again, this time intentionally. It is said that in dreams, you can rarely speak. And yet he was speaking. But still not believing. “It can’t be.”

“Sean?” she said, almost singing a name she could not know, unless . . .

“Is that you back there?”

“It . . .” he said, wrapping his hands around the bars and continuing to slide in and out of the female. No, not the female. Evelyn. It must be. Evelyn Cavendish.

“Evelyn,” he choked. “How . . .”

She slid off his penis, and he wondered for a fraction of a second if she had not dreamed of him as he had of her, if she remembered him less than warmly, was offended that he would take her body this way. Maybe she’d never gotten his letter. Maybe she’d thought about their brief tryst and her passions had cooled, not just to apathy but antipathy. Or maybe she’d never been there, and now she was gone and Sean was about to wake up, not just alone, but existentially so. But still . . . he’d had her one more time. Were he able to have this dream now and then, his life would be complete.

To sleep, perchance to–

“You absolute fool!” she cried, and Sean, still clutching the bars, felt hands, felt arms, felt all of the girl she could get through to him, pulling him forward against the bars, forcing her mouth against his, and for a moment that might have been a thousand years, they kissed, mouths open, all of their souls passing into each others’ bodies, a union that was entirely spiritual.

Evelyn was the first to cry, pulling her mouth away to put it against Sean’s shoulder. “I . . . I sailed . . .” she cried into his flesh. “I crossed the whole ocean to find you . . . and . . .  here you are . . . you absolute . . .”

The rest of her thoughts were lost in another round of wails, and now Sean was weeping too, deep guttural grunts as he kissed her head, her ear, her hair. How long they stayed that way, neither would ever be able to say, but eventually Evelyn noticed the penis driving into her hip, and she forced her mind back to the immediate and practical.

“Alright, your lordship,” she whispered in the dark, “I have a million questions for you, and I’m sure you have the same for me, but let’s get the business at hand done first, if it please you.”

Before Sean could answer, Evelyn reached down to her lover’s still throbbing member, opened her legs and brought him within her.

“Oh, oh, oh,” she said as the two settled into a rhythm. “Let’s finish together, like we did that last time.”

“A . . . agreed,” Devlin said, voice catching at first. “But . . . how?”

“Just move it, like you’ve UH! been doing. That’s my boy.”

“No, how are you here?” Devlin asked.

“Stole a, oh, goodness, there’s one to warm me up! Stole a boat. Bought some, uh, uh, yes, just like that . . . ah! . . . bought an estate’s worth of radio equipment off my master’s purse . . . without his ohhhh! Knowledge . . . put to sea, steamed west four days . . . oh, by Buckingham’s privies! . . . they picked me up and . . . and . . . ohhhh, knickers in a knot and . . . yessss . . . by all the saints! . . . ahhhh . . . AHHHHHH!”

The couple arrived together in the blackness of the cage car, their mutual passions filling the dismal place with a single voice of impossible pleasure, impossible joy, and afterwards, pants and laughter, more hugs and kisses. Devlin’s penis did not soften, and Evelyn’s vagina did not tire, and they remained joined, pausing for but a gasping minute or two before they resumed, their second orgasms longer in coming, but just as rich, thick, overwhelming.

The train was moving now. Unnoticed by both, it had powered itself on toward north Aztecha, the rumblings under their feet suggesting a healthy clip.

Devlin, after another round of deep breaths and another hug, reluctantly pulled his still-erect member from between Evelyn’s folds.

“We need to talk,” he whispered.

“We do,” she said, mouth close to her ear. “You must tell me everything.”

“Did you get my letter?”

“Yes. And that settled it.”

“Settled what?”

“My embarking,” she said. “Let’s find a place to sit before my legs give way, they’re as shaky as treacle pudding.”

The lovers didn’t have much in the way of choices, so they went to the corners of their cages and sat, holding hands through the bars and whispering with the discretion they had lacked at the start of their reunion. Speaking quietly but not in whispers, each recounted all that had transpired since their first encounter, Sean laughing at Evelyn’s steamboat theft and mad journey, Evelyn marveling at Sean’s use as a breeder, populating this strange new land with his offspring. Evelyn spoke of her tears when she believed Sean was lost, of her owner’s patience, of her punishment in the keep.

“You know I sent my brother a letter too,” Devlin said. “Asking him to check in on you.”

“He got it,” Evelyn said flatly.

“And he honored my request?”

“In a sense, yes,” Evelyn said.

“You’re holding something back,” Devlin said.

Evelyn laughed. “He thought I was trying to get at your family fortune somehow.”

“The blighter,” Sean said. “I hope you disabused him.”

“I’m not sure I’d use those words,” Evelyn muttered.

“Tell me,” Devlin urged, voice tinged with a sudden knowing panic.

“He gave me a new appreciation for being owned by someone who paid others to torture me,” Evelyn explained. “A much greater appreciation.”

Devlin’s grip tightened around Evelyn’s hand. “Please . . . please don’t tell me he took you down to that cursed dungeon of his.”

“You know of it?”

“Uh,” Devlin hesitated. “I did know of it but … I’m so sorry, I never should have written him.”

“Well . . . I survived it. And you really had no one else to ask, I imagine.”

Briefly, lights beside the tracks illuminated the car dimly, and Devlin remembered Godwin at the other end of the cage. “Sorry mate. We got carried away.”

“No bother,” Godwin whispered. “The two of you had a lot of catching up to navigate. I wasn’t aware you’d left a lover behind.”

“More than a lover,” Devlin said.

“If I’d known,” Godwin stammered. “Look, Mate, awfully sorry about, you know, being first with her. Miss, if I’d known you were two peas in a pod, well . . . shan’t happen again.”

“It was no trouble to me,” Evelyn said. “I rather enjoyed it. I can’t speak for Sean, though.”

“We don’t have other options,” Devlin said as much to himself as Godwin. “I know how…” He trailed off and squeezed Evelyn’s hand again.

“If I were any other girl, how much use would you be making of me?” Evelyn asked into the darkness.

Godwin said nothing, because the answer was impolite given the circumstances: a great deal of use.

Evelyn let go of Devlin’s hand and stood. “Come on, then. It’s not like I’ve been waiting for my knight errant to return these past months, all pure and chaste, luv.” She turned and dropped to her hands and knees, her bottom pressed against the bars.

“I won’t do it if you say not,” Godwin said, but the edge in his voice spoke of his desires.

Devlin hesitated again, but only for a second.

“What’s mine is yours, mate.”

Everlyn smiled in the darkness.

“Thank you, both of you,” Godwin said, groping his way to the bars, reaching until he felt Evelyn’s left calf. “Be just a minute.”

He found her entrance, wet from both the past couplings and what seemed to be fresh arousal, quickly drove into her and was true to his word, releasing with a round of grunts after no more than a few minutes of effort.

“Care for another round, Sean?” Evelyn said once Godwin, sated for the moment, withdrew and settled into the far corner.

“Indeed,” Devlin whispered.

“Might this be our last coupling, sir?” Evelyn asked as he entered her.

“I believe the train will run another day or two,” Devlin replied. “But then . . .”

She moaned, either from the news or the feel of her long-lost lover’s member at last in its true home. Devlin didn’t much care which it was, he realized, as he rediscovered Evelyn’s charms with renewed vigor.

“Say, Miss?” Godwin said as Devlin groaned, nearing completion.

“Yes?” said Evelyn, gasping with Devlin’s increased pace, using one hand to rub her doorway while he managed her internal affairs..

“Beg your pardon, bad timing and all,” Godwin said, “but this seems like a dispatch of the first order. I’m putting two and two together here, hope I’m not being daft . . . but they’ve been talking about a connection between Mohica and England. Seems some sort of diplomacy’s underway. And now you’re speaking of your boat ride and your radio and what have you. And I’m just beginning to wonder if that’s all one story? You’re the one who got the talking classes on the same page?”

“I’ve no idea,” Evelyn managed to reply as Devlin pummelled her until he grunted and arched. Evelyn, fingers rushing across her clitoris, squeezed and squealed as she joined him in mutual bliss, and for a long time after their arrival, the lovers stayed like that, joined in the darkness, catching their breath and sighing. But Devlin had heard Godwin’s question, and his mind had been working as furiously as his penis had as he finished in the girl.

“Perhaps we should make a fuss,” he said after a few deep, final gasps. “Our little explorer here deserves to be knighted rather than chained and caged in a boxcar.”

“It was just a lark,” she said, her tone darkening. “I’ll be lucky if they don’t hang me if they ever get their hands on me.”

“Can you imagine the trade alone?” Godwin said. “Their ships, those aeroplanes, the lorries they drive. I’m sure King William’d give them half the jewels in the Tower of London for the blueprints!”

“I agree,” Devlin said. “You want to slide off, Darling?”

“I need to use the loo, if I can find it,” Evelyn replied, drawing away, the mouth of her organ moving to the end of Devlin’s shaft.

“You’re a hero, Evelyn,” Devlin said, voice growing louder as his excitement grew. “I’ll speak to Harper. Or, Godwin will for me, at least. He knows the language. There’s money in it for her, I’m sure of it. We can parlay this.”

“Indeed,” Godwin agreed. “She’ll be all in.”

Over the rest of the night, and the next day and night, as the train rushed to its destination in north Aztecha, the three of them conversed, exercised, planned, and wondered. Evelyn was glad to provide regular relief to both of her neighbors, and Devlin never begrudged Godwin the privilege, as long as Devlin got equal time (or really, slightly more than equal time) with Evelyn’s bounty. In fact, Devlin was enjoying the girl’s comforts as the train, after noticeably slowing for a half an hour, came to a complete stop.

“I think we’re here,” Godwin said as the door to their car opened, flooding the space with light.

Devlin and Evelyn redoubled their efforts, both finishing with quiet groans as a worker entered, a dozen sets of chains over her shoulders.

“God only knows,” Godwin said ominously, “what they’ve got in store for us.”


Chapter 13: The Wastelander Sex Diorama

Itzel Xialthu was entranced by what she saw behind the immense panes of glass that fronted the scene. She well remembered the dioramas she’d seen as a child, but in those distant memories the human figures were lifeless statues and not very convincing, as if they’d been created and dressed by children. Their faces were unrealistic, their expressions exaggerated, their clothes, if you could call what they wore–animal skins, mostly–were not clothing in any modern sense.

In the scene before her now, however, the humans were just that–people. Well, women exclusively, six of them, all young, all so different from her and everyone she knew, all naked, all restrained in one fashion or another with one obvious goal–availability.

One girl with pendulous breasts, dark hair and shockingly white skin there was tied to a tree, her wrists manacled behind the trunk and her feet spread apart and staked to the ground with chains and shackles. She looked bemused by the goings on, the only one of the females to be so nonchalant about her predicament.

Another female with red hair was bent over at the waist, her head and wrists locked between two boards with holes cut just for that purpose, her ankles shackled and chained to the post but spread apart to allow easy access from behind. She looked nervous to Itzel.

Another female, a blond with blue eyes and the same pale skin, was on her back, feet raised above her head and attached to a board suspended in midair. Her arms were outstretched to render her docile and helpless, which by her facial expression she had made her peace with. She looked about at the scene without emotion, waiting, for what was all too obvious as her sex and nether region were exposed and available.

Iztel’s attention turned to the crowd of her people, mostly Aztechans, wandering past the glass panes at varying paces, studying the naked and restrained females, stopping now and then, pointing, commenting quietly to each other. She marveled at the restrained girls’ lack of shame at being under such close and relentless scrutiny by dozens, if not hundreds of nameless but not faceless spectators to their predicaments. And to what was sure to follow.

The six females had been secured in various places in a typical Wastelander setting–trees, shrubbery, a hovel with a faux fire burning in front. Five of the girls bound in this diorama had been captured in the traditional Aztecha way when their primitive steamship had lost power, and they’d been caged on the navy warship with five boys, and Itzel had been charged with tending to them, offering what rudimentary information she was able to provide about their destination, Aztecha and the rest of the continents.

First, the 10 had gone to a zoo, but their sexual performances had proved so popular there they were all brought, along with an African girl, to a new exhibit at the Tejas Natural History Museum. The title of the display: “Wastelander Sexual Dynamics In a Typical Setting,” promised an accurate representation of how the peoples in the other half of the world reproduced.

Itzel, who’d grown up in southern Aztecha, was here as a representative of her new employer, a startup focused on exploiting the growing population of Wastelanders. Her role in capturing and tending to the 10 youth–all of whom had become celebrities; moving pictures of their exploits were distributed for viewing nationwide–had made her a valued commodity as well. More dioramas would be built, and she would help with that. She’d come a long way in the last two months, from cabin steward to inventory management vice president of a new but well-funded company. They’d even flown her to Manhattan, one of Mohica’s biggest cities, to escort the girl who was now chained to the tree.

A small sign at the front of the display promised the next mating at a time that would translate to 10:30 a.m., and the crowds were growing thick, people standing in front of the diorama and settling in the raised seats behind it. She checked her watch, looking forward to seeing the boys she’d helped capture.

A door opened at the back of the diorama, and a naked African girl–her skin the color of kakoah–stepped out, shuffled forward in ankle chains, her hands bound before her, wearing a headset and microphone.

The applause began as soon as her face became visible, the throngs cheering this famous explainer of Wastlander ways, a girl few had seen in the flesh yet: Shaka.

“Hello, everyone!” Shaka said, her Aztecha clear but thickly accented, and she bowed and basked in the cheers and applause. “I am Shaka.” More cheers, thunderous applause.

“Thank you for joining us today for our inaugural display of typical Wastelander mating practices.”

Shaka looked behind her. “As you can see, the Wastelander men have prepared their females for a typical mating event. Because the females are very sensitive, and Wasteland men’s penises are very hard and thorny, the women have to be bound for the procedure. So without further ado, let’s bring our men in.”

The door opened again, and seven males shuffled in, five from the group Itzel had tended to, two more she didn’t recognize, white, and probably English, and both well-endowed and fully erect.

“This one here,” Shaka said, walking over to the girl bound to the trees, and she paused and spoke something in English, and the girl answered, and Shaka turned back to the crowd. “This is Evelyn. It’s a typical Wastelander name. Evelyn has a special job today. During mating events, one girl with a special ability to produce a lot of lubricant is positioned to provide her juice to the males, before they enter the other females. And so each man here is going to start inside her, and then go to one of the other females to impregnate her.”

Shaka turned toward the seven men, standing together and looking uncertain, motioned them to join her in front of the girl named Evelyn, and then gave them instructions in English.

Most of the males scowled, and several seemed to be speaking angrily to Shaka about something, but without microphones or a translator, their concerns were a silent mystery, and the first male stepped up and, after a curt nod to the tree-bound girl, he drove his erection into her front chamber, held it there for no more than five seconds while the girl’s body tensed, she made fists and her mouth opened in an obvious pant. Suitably wetted, he withdrew and Shaka pointed to the girl bent over in the stocks, and the male stepped to her and inserted, and while the female arched her back and opened her mouth with inaudible grunts, the male performed his assigned role behind her.

~ ~ ~

Sean Devlin took in the scene before him with alarm and anger. He was incensed that he and Evelyn were being treated like circus animals for the entertainment of the nameless crowds on the other side of the glass, but mostly he was concerned for the way his recently rediscovered love was being treated–tied to a tree, restrained like livestock, disrespected. And he was powerless to intervene.

An African girl with the microphone, who seemed to be in charge, directed him to step up to Evelyn and, as she put it, douse his member in her liquid essence. It suddenly dawned on him that Eveylyn’s natural proclivity for producing her feminine nectar had been discovered and was being exploited. His mood darkened as he stepped to face her.

“You’re serving as the lubricant supply for this folderall?” he whispered as he aimed his erection at her gaping sex.

“One of them checked us all when we were led in here and I was far and away the best candidate for the positions, your Eminence,” Evelyn quppped, using her insouciant Cockney accent.

“Please, Evelyn,” Devlin whispered as he leaned in and penetrated her. “Not here. Not like this.”

She colored and looked away. “Sorry, my love. An old and unfortunate habit.”

“This is barbaric,” he added fiercely, his member bottoming out at the girl’s cervix and producing an unexpected yelp from her. “Sorry, sorry,” he added in a conciliatory tone.

“No, I love your passion, no matter how it’s fired,” she said softly. “I’m still In shock that I found you, Sean. It’s nothing less than a miracle, no matter what happens next.”

“You there,” Shaka spoke to Devlin, pointing to a blonde girl in stocks. “Move on and make haste, service her.”

Devlin withdrew reluctantly from Evelyn’s chamber, his erection hard and glistening, his mood dark but less intense. He impulsively leaned in and kissed her. She smiled unapologetically.

“I love you, my lord,” Evelyn Cavendish whispered as Sean Devlin turned to walk away.

~ ~ ~

Strange the turns that a life can take, Evelyn thought.

Two weeks ago, she was the property of Bertram Cavendish, respected London businessman and promising radio entrepreneur. One week ago, she was broadcasting from a forbidden ocean to, apparently, all of the known world.

Two days ago, on a train, she’d been reunited with the only man she ever wanted to be with–Sean Devlin–and for the rest of their trip, they’d spent hours dreaming and talking and making love through the bars that separated their cages.

And now here she was, bound to an artificial tree in a primitive, artificial setting of some kind, her legs chained apart for, she was certain, the use of the same female charms that had proven so popular among her owner’s associates in London.

There were five other girls here, all apparently English, brought out one by one and chained or stocked or both in various–but equally exposed–ways.

“Hey, there,” Evelyn said brightly to the girl bound closest to her. “Are you English?”

The girl, wrists tied above her head, seemed startled by the question.

“What?” she said. “Oh, right. Yes. We all are. You too?”

“I am,” Evelyn said with a relieved laugh, and she looked through the glass at the gathering mass of spectators, mostly natives here, some sporting belts with huge, elaborate buckles. “Any idea what they’ve got in store for us?”

“I’m sure it’s the same sort of show they’ve been doing with us at our last place,” said the girl resignedly. “We’ve become quite a sensation here, or so we’re told. I’m Cherry, pleasure to meet you.”

“Evelyn, the pleasure’s all mine.”

The two chatted amiably while the rest of the females were brought out and bound in place, but once an African girl showed up, naked and chained but a celebrity of some sort, Evelyn fell silent and observed.

Surprising her not at all, the theme of the event seemed to be sex, and Evelyn seemed to have an important role thanks to her ability to produce an unusual amount of female pleasure elixir. The fine points of the event were lost to her because the African girl was doing most of her presentation in the local tongue, but when Sean was summoned to impale her, she understood and angled her doorway toward his member.

Sean was not happy about this, she could tell as soon as he stepped up to her. But her perspective was different. Every coupling might be there last, but each event was another of a series of blessed occurrences she never believed she’d have again. Whichever proved to be the last, even if it was this one, would be another joy. She’d cry over it, of course, but loving and losing–what more could a slave girl expect?

He whispered to her, she whispered back, he kissed her, she did her best to ease his disappointment, slipped into her old Cockney until he dissuaded her, and then he passed out of her, ordered by the African girl to report to Cherry for some sort of mating display.

“I love you, my lord,” she whispered to his departing form, and she knew he heard her, his shoulders rising slightly.

And so it went for 30 minutes, each of the seven males ordered to wet themselves in Evelyn’s chamber before reporting to one of the other females. The crowd beyond the glass watched raptly, and Evelyn applied her usual enthusiasm to the proceedings, squeezing each visitor a bit and believing she might get to climax if she could just hang on to one of the gentleman a bit longer than five seconds.

Sean was brought back to her two more times, his devotion growing with each of his brief visits.

“I love you, Evelyn, and I always will,” he said the first time. “And I’m going to marry you, I swear it,” he whispered during his last insertion.

And then, the little drama in which Evelyn was a key player seemed to lose the plot.

The door at the back of the stage opened, and three people–clearly English, older, and quite dignified–entered. Two men and a woman, not just dressed, but remarkably well-dressed, the men in dark gray suits, ties of rich maroon and cobalt blue, the woman in a red skirt, white shirt and black blazer.

The English visitors seemed to be looking for something, and the woman’s eyes settled on Evelyn, and she pointed, and all three headed through the fake forest to her.

The woman smiled.

“Evelyn?” she asked. “Evelyn Cavendish?”

“Good day,” Evelyn said, puzzlement yielding to dread. So they’d found her. That didn’t take long.

The African girl turned, looking with mystification at the visitors. But no one had told her to stop the performance, so she directed a robust white-haired male back to Evelyn for another coating, and the boy stepped up.

“Half a moment, if you please, the show must go on,” Evelyn said to the woman, and she turned to the boy. “There you go, have your way.”

The male pushed in and pulled out and, with a quick mystified glance at the visitors, he looked to the African girl and she directed him to an unoccupied vagina.

“Alright,” Evelyn said, swallowing once, looking at the three English officials in turn. “I’m Evelyn Cavendish. I stole a boat, I fled my master, I broadcast on the radio, even after you told me to stop. It was all my own doing, mine alone, and I’m sorry. I have no intention of fighting the charges, and I accept any punishment the slave court deems just.”

“There might have been a misunderstanding,” the woman said. “We’re here to take you home.”

“Of course,” Evelyn said. “Has the sentence already been determined? I–”

“In a fortnight, you are to receive the Most Noble Order of the Garter,” the woman interrupted. “King William has so decreed.”

If anyone recognized the irony of the distinction, given both of Evelyn’s legs were entirely sans garter at present, no one said anything.

“You’ve been granted a knighthood, of course,” the man in the maroon tie said. “And we’ve got a dukedom reserved for you, refurbishing the old castle right now, but there are plans for something a good bit grander, if you don’t mind the wait.”

“We’ve got you a new dean’s chair at Oxford, you’ll be heading up our exploration department,” said the man in the cobalt tie. “Ceremonial unless you want it to be more, but if you could come lecture twice a year, we’d be grateful.”

Evelyn looked at the three speaking to her, not quite fathoming it all. The arrival of the next male was a relief, giving her time to think, and she turned toward him and angled herself up and grunted through her impalement and gave him a squeeze and wished he could stay just a little longer.

“We’ll be bringing you home in one of their ships,” the woman said once the male had departed. “We’ll catch it tomorrow, should be back in London in five days.”

“Ahh,” Evelyn said, sighing and beginning to understand. “All well and good if I’m understanding you, and I’m honored of course. But there’s the matter of my owner. Has anyone spoken to Bertram Cavendish? Because I suspect he’s got some very strong opinions where I’m concerned.”

The three visitors looked at each other with raised eyebrows, all apparently surprised by Evelyn’s question, and they conversed briefly before they nodded and smiled.

“Of course,” the woman said. “We know him as the new minister of electronic affairs. But yes, he was your owner, wasn’t he?”

“Minister?” Evelyn echoed. “Of electronic affairs?”

“A new branch of government the king ordered,” said the man with the maroon tie.

“So he’s done rather well since my little adventure?” Evelyn asked hopefully.

“His success,” said the woman with a nod, “is entirely due to your little adventure. And I believe he’s quite satisfied with you.”

“What about the boat I stole?”

“It’s already been returned,” said the man with the maroon tie. “In drydock at present, being restored as the centerpiece of a new museum they've got in the works. Owners are quite pleased, promises to make them a mint.”

Evelyn, struggling to absorb this series of unexpected turns, looked at her arms apologetically.

“I’m rather stuck at the moment,” she said, “but I’d be glad to consider all this when I’m a bit less indisposed.”

“We’ll get you free and clothed as soon as this demonstration is over,” the woman said, looking around the display with thinly-concealed disdain. “And we’ll have you on a train in the next two hours.”

“Ah,” Evelyn said. “Just myself?”

“Yes. The king is hoping for a private audience as soon as you return to London.”

“No,” Evelyn said.

“No,” the woman echoed uncertainly.

“I shan’t leave without the gentleman there,” Evelyn said, tilting her head toward a comely man with an equally comely member that he was at the moment sliding in and out of the body of a blonde female restrained nearby.

“Oh, who is that?” the man asked.

“Sean Devlin,” Evelyn said, winking at the man when he looked up at the sound of his name. “Second in line to the Earldom of Doral. He comes back with me, or I stay here.”

“Ah yes, he’s one of the names on the list,” the woman said. “Mohica insists on keeping him, at least at present.”

“A lot of delicate negotiations,” said blue-tie man. “I’m sure you can imagine. The nations here have the upper hand, given their superior . . . well, everything. But we’re repatriating who we can. You. A few others. Sir Devlin isn’t on the first list, however. So you’ll need to leave him–”

“I’ll do nothing of the kind,” Evelyn said.

“You’ve grown fond of him?” the woman asked dubiously. “Because he seems to be pursuing another romance at present.”

“We met in London,” Evelyn said sharply. “And we–oh, just a moment.”

A red-haired lad, under orders from the African girl, stepped up for his wetting, and Evelyn parted her legs. These brief insertions were driving her distraction.

“Miss?” she said, looking at the African girl, and the girl turned. “What is it?” she asked.

“Could you please let this lad stay long enough to give me completion?” Evelyn begged.

“How long will it take?” the African girl asked, looking back at her audience.

“I’m almost there,” Evelyn said. “Thirty seconds should do it.”

“Very well,” she said, and the red-headed boy entered Evelyn’s chamber, and he seemed to understand his new mission, grinding deep and hard into the girl while the African narrator spoke her foreign words, possibly making up some new angle of the proceedings, and the audience cheered, and Evelyn, true to her promise, cried out and groaned with 10 seconds to spare, shaking and writhing and flooding her partner’s sex organ with a fresh wash of fluid.

The boy exited for his next assignation, and Evelyn, slumping with satisfaction against the tree, turned to the African girl.

“Thank you, Miss . . .”

“Shaka,” said the brown-skinned girl.

“Perhaps I can pay you back one day,” Evelyn said hopefully.

“Can you give me some insight into these newcomers?” Shaka said. “They aren’t part of the script.”

“Three dignitaries from England,” Evelyn said. “I don’t know their names.”

Shaka turned back to her audience, spoke quickly in their language, prompting some to cover their mouths with their hands in shock.

“What did you tell them?” Evelyn asked.

“That they’re cooks,” Shaka replied. “It’s how cooks dress in the Wasteland. That’s what I told them. And they need a girl to roast for the king’s next feast, and they’re speaking with you to see if you’ll suit.”

Evelyn laughed in delight. “Oh, you are absolutely wicked!” she shouted. “I hope I’ll be seeing you again!”

Evely returned her attention to the three British dignitaries, laughing through her next words.

“Now, where were we?”

“We're going to get you free and put on a train this afternoon,” the woman said hopefully.

“Not without Sir Devlin,” Evelyn said, her voice a bit shakier but just as determined. “Bring us both home, if you may, but I shan’t go alone.”

“But . . . the king,” the woman said.

“Give him my regards,” Evelyn said.

“You can’t be serious!”

“I am, quite,” Evelyn replied tersely. “Leave me here, or free us both.”

“That could take years,” protested the cobalt tie man. “It was all we could do to free the first dozen.”

“Then you’ll have to keep negotiating,” Evelyn said. “No matter how long it takes.”

The bound girl looked over at her lover, just finishing inside his latest partner, and smiled, and he returned her smile, the bond between them obvious, deep, irrevocable.

“But could you put in a good word for us with the local authorities?” Evelyn asked. “Or the lady that owns us? Could you ask them to make us a couple, the two of us? I’d like to think they’d have a little respect for what I did. And we don’t need to be free. Not even married. Just together. And we’ll both do whatever else they dream up for us . . . gladly, if they make us a pair.”

Evelyn swallowed and her eyes filled with tears. “If you’ll do that for me, vouch for us, see if you can’t get them to accommodate us, I’ll come back and do all those things you mentioned. The earldom, the–”

“The duchy,” maroon tie interrupted. “You’ll be duchess of Greater Cambria, the Outbound Farthings, Northumberland-by-Warfington . . . and Lizard.”

“Lizard,” Evelyn said with a laugh. “Of course. And Sir Devlin will be my duke.”

“You’re certain about this?” the woman asked.

“Quite.”

“We’ll see what we can do, then,” said the woman, wise enough in the ways of love to know there was no dissuading affections of this degree, and the three parted whence they came, and the event continued another hour, until every male was hopelessly spent, and every vagina was dripping with the liquor of earthly delights, and in due time, each Wastelander was delivered to their respective fates in a new, united world.


Epilogue

Evelyn Cavendish opened the door softly, peered into the dimness, hoped to hear steady breathing.

Instead, she was greeted with a child’s voice, speaking softly.

“Mummy?”

“Shhh,” she said. “You’ll wake Mallory.”

“I’m awake,” said Mallory.

“So am I,” said Edward, unnecessarily.

Evelyn entered the room, shut the door behind her.

“You both need to be asleep,” she said. “Please just close your eyes.”

“We can’t,” Mallory protested. “We tried, and it didn’t work.”

“The ship keeps going up and down,” Edward complained. “It feels like it’s going to turn over.”

Evelyn went to Mallory’s bed and sat, leaned forward and spoke softly. “We’re very safe,” she said. “Remember when we got on the ship this morning? You said it looked like a city. It’s far too big to overturn. All you’re feeling is the waves of the ocean.”

“What are they going to make us wear?” Mallory asked.

“Is that what you’re worried about?” Evelyn asked.

“No, I just want to know.”

“I’ve told you,” Evelyn said. “Satin and lace.”

“But I don’t know what that is,” Mallory mourned.

“It’s nice, and you’ll be lovely.”

“Do we really have to meet the king?” Edward asked.

“Yes you do,” Evelyn said firmly. This was non-negotiable. “He’s been wanting an audience with me since before either of you were born, and he wants to meet you both as well.”

“I don’t want to meet him,” Mallory said quietly.

“Why don’t you want to meet him?”

“Because he has eight eyes,” Mallory said.

Evelyn sighed. “He does not have eight eyes.”

“We’ve been told he does,” said Edward.

“Who told you that?” Evelyn asked, already knowing the answer.

Both children fell silent, looking at each other.

“Aunt Shaka?”

Still the children would not speak, neither of them wanting to get their beloved nanny, tutor and chief storyteller in trouble again.

“Aunt Shaka has never met the king,” Evelyn said. “And she shouldn’t be telling you stories.”

“He has eight eyes so he can see every corner of his kingdom!” Mallory shouted with conviction.

“He only has two, just like everyone else,” Evelyn assured. “And why would he need eight eyes anyway? He has a thousand men and women at least to watch over everything for him.”

“How many legs does he have?” Edward asked suspiciously.

“Two,” Evelyn said.

“How can he climb to the top of Big Ben every morning without eight legs?” Mallory asked.

“He doesn’t climb Big Ben every morning,” Evelyn said firmly.

“Who winds the clock then?” Edward demanded.

“The king’s people,” Evelyn replied, her exasperation growing. “He looks like any other man. He looks like your father, except that your father is more handsome.”

“Tell us the story of when you met Daddy,” Mallory urged.

Evelyn sighed. Sean and she were to meet the captain for dinner in 30 minutes, and she still hadn’t put on makeup.

“A long time ago, in a city called London,” Evelyn began, reciting the well-worn words, “Mummy was told to meet someone, but she went to the wrong floor and met the wrong man. And that man was your father.”

“No, the second part,” Edward said. “About when you stole the boat and crashed it through the–”

“I didn’t steal the boat,” Evelyn interrupted. “How many times do I have to tell you that?”

“Aunt Shaka says you did.”

“I was there,” Evelyn said. “I know what I did.”

“And then a giant submarine tried to ram you but your pet squid threw itself in the way,” Mallory said.

“Shall I get Aunt Shaka in to tell you the story?” Evelyn asked. “It sounds like you’d rather hear her version.”

“Did you and Daddy kiss,” Mallory asked, covering her mouth, scandalized, “in front of everyone?”

“Of course we did,” Evelyn said. “We have always been very much in love.”

“I bet everyone told you to stop, because they were so embarrassed,” Mallory said.

“And then they threw up,” Edward said. “They must have.”

“No they didn’t,” Evelyn said. “Now hush and let me finish the story.”

The children dropped their heads to their pillows, looking up at their mother, and she continued her story the same way she always did.

“We found each other here, and we kissed, and we told Aunt Harper to let us be together,” Evelyn said, voice going lower and slower as she droned, “and she said yes, as long as we took care of things for her, and she gave us our own apartment, and people from all over the world came to talk to me there, from Mohica, and Aztecha, and Pueblolla, and Inuitan, and Mayanova, and from England and Prussia and Mongolia and Australia, and people came to talk to Daddy too, about the calculators, from Africa and Japan and India and Canton, and Mummy and Daddy were so busy Aunt Harper bought Aunt Shaka and gave her to us to talk in her own language to the African scientists for Daddy, and help us with all the other things, and then we had Edward, and then we had Mallory, and we did lots of work for Aunt Harper, and finally there was a new treaty and she said we could go to England, and stay there, and live in the big house they built for us, and I’ll be a duchess, and your father will be a duke, and a big ship came, this ship in fact, and . . .”

Evelyn’s voice trailed off, and she watched her children’s faces, their eyes closed finally and their breath steady, and once she was certain they were asleep, she passed quietly from the room and back to the room she and Sean Devlin shared, so she could finish getting ready for dinner.

“You had to tell them that story again, I’ll wager,” Devlin said, tucking in his tie before the room’s full-length mirror.

“Yes, put them right to sleep, I think, but if they wake again, it’s your turn,” Evelyn said, kissing his shoulder as she brushed past him to reach the vanity. “It wasn’t just the story, though. I had to clean up the latest Shaka nonsense.”

“What did she tell them this time?” Sean asked.

“That the king has eight legs and eight eyes.”

“We need to be firmer with that girl,” Sean groused, but they were empty words as always. The occasional spanking, the half days in her kennel were as much as they were willing to do to their mischievous African girl. The children loved her, and she served faithfully for the most part, running the household, handling correspondence, translating with the African engineers, and providing comfort to both Devlin and, when she needed a quick round of intimacy, Evelyn as well.

“I’m sure that new manor,” he added, “has a nice little room where we can string her up now and then.”

~ ~ ~

“Lady Evelyn, you’ve barely touched your first course,” Captain Sir Reginald Doverland noted over salad.

“I’m not quite used to English fare, I’m afraid,” Evelyn said apologetically. “It’s been years.”

“I could ask the Mohican delegation if they have something that would suit you.”

“No, I need to get back to it,” Evelyn said, digging her fork into the plate, “and I’m not quite Lady Evelyn yet.”

“All done but the king and the sword,” Doverland noted. “How are you finding your accommodations?”

“Rather nicer than I imagined,” Evelyn said. “Thank you for the stateroom. Edward and Mallory too, they’re getting spoiled by the luxury.”

“Now, Sir Devlin,” Doverland said, leaning on his elbow to speak to Sean. “Or shall I call you Duke?”

Devlin laughed. “Not until it’s official,” he said. “I imagine you have questions?”

“Yes,” said the captain. “Rumor is you’ve solved the mystery of Meddler?”

“We ran it through our machine in Nairobi, it spit out a solid theory,” Devlin said. “But you mustn’t breathe a word of it to anyone in Gaia, or they’ll declare war on us for heresy.”

“I promise,” said Doverland, holding up his hand and smiling. “And we’re in international waters now, so you can spill the beans.”

“As best we can tell,” Devlin, said, leaning forward and lowering his voice, “and you can take it or leave it, I don’t think most people would believe it. But as far as we can tell, Meddler wasn’t human. Somehow they got wind of life here on a visit from one of the other galaxies. No idea how they managed it. But we found a way to translate the old carvings he . . . or she, possibly . . . left in Aztecha. Cut crystal in fact. The Aztechans hung onto it for 500 years, never knew what it meant. But it’s all binary, there’s a translation key, they reduced Middle Aztechan down to its syllabic components because they didn’t have an alphabet . . .” Devlin waved his hand, well aware of how lost his audience could get when he descended into jargon. “So the point, then . . . Meddler collected all the Earth data they could find, really just reams of it as far as I understand it, down to everyone’s name and where they lived and what they were saying, had a predictive program, saw what would happen if Christoforo Colon made it to Gaia. Apparently a lot of misery and murder, slavery and the rest, so Meddler spoke to the Aztechan priests in their language, the king too, used some sort of radio as far as we can make sense of it, was very precise, warned them to kill or capture Colon and everyone else who showed up, learn and improve on our technology, use a few of us for breeding . . . and so they did, for the next 500 years. But Meddler left the crystals, and was on his way. Never came back. I think he wanted us to figure out who he was, once we had the technology. I asked the Aztechans to let us take a look at the crystals, spent a year hashing that out. Why would a lowly Mohican breeder born in the Wastelands be asking for one of their most precious relics?”

“That’s right,” the captain said a little hesitantly. “Breeding was your . . . calling at the start?”

“It was,” Devlin said with coy smile at Evelyn.

“Edward and Mallory have, at last count, 417 half brothers and sisters,” Evelyn said. “All over Gaia.

“And a few more on the way,” Devlin added.

“But you must have finally gotten the crystals,” Doverland prompted.

“Not the crystals, but very good pictures,” Devlin said. “I had them sent to Nairobi and . . . well, that’s what we turned up. The message is pretty clear. Almost poetic. We told the Aztechans we couldn’t make sense of it though. They want to believe Meddler’s one of the gods from their own pantheon, no reason to make them think he’s not.”

Devlin looked at the captain and First Mate Sarah Stepford, and found what he was expecting: the weak smiles of people not sure they were being toyed with, or they were hearing from someone who actually believed what he was saying.

“Well, you asked,” he said with a laugh. “I’d be glad to show off the guts of the math, took days to decode everything. But the fact is, the Aztechans knew he was coming. They’ve still got his ship at their museum. They were shouting his name when they raided his boat. Or so the legend goes.”

“One never knows,” Captain Doverland said with a look toward the formal dining room’s ceiling, “what fate will dream up next.”

“Cheers,” Devlin agreed, and he and Evelyn raised their glasses, the sound like a bell as they toasted the future.
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