
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Winds of Gaia

Part 1

Lena White and Badger Therese

This book is copyright © 2024 Lena White and Badger Therese. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

No one in 21st century Europe knows what lies on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, because no ship that's ever crossed the sea, on purpose or otherwise, has ever returned. 

Monsters? Savages? Giant, ship-swallowing storms? 

Now Sean Devlin, second in line for the Barony of Doral, has decided to take his chances on the open seas with a risky trip to Africa. 

But before he embarks, he enjoys a mistaken afternoon dalliance with Evelyn, the servant and property of inventor Bertram Cavendish. 

Is there any hope for the misguided love between a gentleman and a slave girl who must see to the needs of any man her master sends her to? 

And, with west-blowing gales roaring with increasing frequency off the Sahara, does Sir Devlin have any hope of making it to Africa? 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Introduction

Xialthu looked up from his oar briefly to confirm that the lights were still where they shouldn’t be, in quantities that made no sense, floating on the heaving sea as though suspended there by Jico, the Jaguar whose feet could swim.

Yes, he confirmed, ahead bobbed the lights of a score of fires at least, hovering above the waves in three bunches, and it was to the nearest collection of these lights that Xialthu and his crew cut through the swells.

He was no savage, but he and his almost 200 fellow warriors were there to do savage things, exhorted by voices whose provenance none seemed to know.

The moon, in its last quarter, had set before the sun did that night, so the 30 dugouts traveled in blackness on a black sea. Out of an abundance of caution, they had painted their faces as well, with a paste so dark as to make them invisible at night, and terrifying, and otherworldly, in any light.

As they drew nearer the floating lights, Xialthu could at last make out the housing for those flames, and he hissed a silent curse, for these things on the water were of incomprehensible size and shape, capacious enough for five dwellings, and temple-tall, straight branchless trees growing high above from which great sheets of fabric hung, blocking out the stars.

Something dark passed before a flame. The enemy! A man, his shape indistinguishable, his face too far away and too dark to be made out. But they’d been told these men were monsters, come to plunder, enslave, rape, and murder.

The 10 dugouts and 60 men of Xialthu’s raiding force drew close to the first of the three floating wonders, and now he could smell it, a concatenation of indescribable odors: wood long soaked in brine, strange smoke, human habitation, odd foods and foreign ways.

In an act of admirable courage, Xialthu reached out to touch the thing as soon as he was close enough, and found it of ordinary texture, wood he was certain, although fashioned in ways he’d never seen before.

Here they bobbed on the sea, waiting for the signal, a thunderclap. When it sounded, each warrior was to grasp whatever they could find among the ropes and rigging, climb to the top of the walls of the floating villages, extinguish the fires, manage any resistance, and speak a name.

Xialthu’s hand found a length of rope, thick as chike vine, held tight to it and waited with his fellows, barely breathing while his heart thumped.

In due time, there was a signal, but distant, not so much a thunderclap as the sharp sound of a breaking branch. But it was followed by two more distant blasts, and then the shouting of men at war, and Xialthu and the three score warriors around him climbed the ramparts like capuchins, scrambled over the tops of the walls and found ordinary floors on which to plant their feet.

Now came the true thunderclap, a BOOM so loud as to be almost deafening, sounding from Xialthu’s left, and he turned toward the sound to see a gray shape in the darkness, a man with a head glinting beneath a hard, shiny cover like no man wore in Chieknatza. Immediately, two warriors settled on him together and dispatched him with soundless spears.

The deck grew darker as the fires were put out. Two more of the enemy groaned as they died, and one of Xialthu’s own emitted the “phh, phh, phh” to signify grave injury.

These were no gods, demigods, animal spirits, these invaders. They were men like Xialthu, and one of them issued a strangled cry of terror, but he was not resisting, and three warriors set upon him to hold him fast while one issued the name they’d been taught.

“Christoforo Colon! Christoforo Colon!”

The man squeaked, and in what remained of the light he pointed to an aperture, a doorway behind which more lights burned.

The night shuddered with two more terrible booms, and Xialthu heard a warrior gasp and pant before he fell to his hands and knees. The same sounds, most distant, came from the other two places on the waters, and with them shouts and screams, and Xialthu suspected that with each clap, another warrior would fall, but it wouldn’t matter. Whatever this bitter magic was, it was not as powerful as their numbers made them.

More of the strange men of this place were killed, more were taken prisoner, and the warriors gathered at the door, shoving shoulders against it until it yielded. Another round of booms sounded, more bodies fell, Xialthu stepped over them and found himself eye to eye with one of the keepers of these weapons, but the death he expected did not come.

“Where is your thunder, coward?” he demanded, lunging with his spear, killing his first man here. And he was certainly a man, his insides of the same nature as any other, his eyes wide with terror as he was finished.

“Chistoforo Colon!” shouted the warriors as they turned the close quarters to their advantage, bringing death with spears and cudgels to anyone who opposed them.

~ ~ ~

The Captain-General was disappointed, fearing that they had not found Japan after all, but some lesser place. The dim fires, scattered speckles on the shores of an island visible as soon as night fell, must have been lit by men, but by the simple kind, the savage kind, not a daimyo or shogun among them.

“If they have any wealth to trade, we will trade,” he told his table over supper that night. But then the leader of the expedition smiled broadly, for he had already succeeded at his greatest promise: he had proved that the world did not end in the west, but held more land if one had but the faith and courage to seek it out. This was a discovery that would make him rich, and renowned, and revered.

The hand of God had guided him this far, he knew, to fulfill the Word itself. It was a discovery foretold in scripture, and today the prophecy has been satisfied—by him. By Christoforo Colon.

“But if they preside over a wealth of which they are ignorant,” he continued, “we will put them to work scraping it out for us. And I’m sure we can make of them all Christians, by whatever means God approves. And their girls and women will give us comfort the same as any whore in--”

The next words were cut short by the boom of a distant gun, fired either as a signal or in defense, and the Captain-General looked at the men around him, to see if any knew why there would be a gun fired, and then more firing came, including one shot louder than all the rest.

“That was on our own deck,” he observed, rising from the table, his chair tumbling behind him. “An enemy has found us.”

The men looked at each other in the flickering candlelight, none knowing at first what to do. This was no military venture they had embarked upon. They were here to knit the world together in a new way, and to use force of arms only if necessary—in defense, or if subjugation seemed advisable and could not be accomplished by persuasion alone.

Diego de Arana, master-at-arms, was the first to move toward active defense, turning to the chiffonier for a musket, ball and gunpowder, assembling it all and waiting for a bowel-churning two minutes while the booms, the thuds, the cries of the wounded and the shouting of a name continued and grew nearer, and when the door burst open, he fired, felling a terrible black-faced man with wide furious eyes, who was followed by three more, seven more, a dozen more.

“Cristoforo Colon!” they kept shouting, their accents making the name sound strange, but it was clear enough, and while the man in question didn’t volunteer himself, enough of the others looked at him so that it was obvious who he was.

Without negotiation or preamble, three spears found the breast of Christoforo, and he fell there, dead.

And so it went on each of the ships—the Nina, the Pinta and the Santa Maria—the older men falling, anyone who fired a gun or raised a sword dying where he stood, and the warriors withdrawing as quickly as they’d come, with 15 bound prisoners, younger and unarmed, too terrified for active belligerence.

Xialthu and the five fellows of his own canoe were given one of the prisoners to transport to shore, and the man–bound hand and foot at the front of the craft–kept silent while they paddled homeward, and more than once Xialthu stole backward glances to see that the mysterious orders had been carried out. Two of the floating wonders were to be burned, and even now the flames were eating them, illuminating vessels he still could not understand.

The third craft, with all its contents, was to be saved, so they could learn from it, for such were some of the instructions they’d been given by a god whose name none had ever heard before: Meddler.


Chapter 1: Evelyn Errs

“Evelyn, I need you.”

“Of course, Master,” Evelyn said, turning toward the speaker. “Shall I dress first?”

“Yes, I’ll be sending you out.”

Evelyn stood, looked down expectantly at the cuff around her right ankle, which joined her with a brass chain to the floor of her work room. The cuff clicked and opened and slipped down to the floor.

“Are you free?” asked Mr. Cavendish, because the technology meant to release Evelyn–engineered by Bertram Cavendish himself, and currently the subject of a patent application–didn’t always work.

“It popped right off,” she said, bending to pick up the chain, coiling it around the ring.

“And we’ll be discussing what went awry with Earl Barkington.”

“Of course, Sir. I am very sorry about that again, Sir.”

“You’ll be apologizing directly to his noble face, of course. But we’ll need to address the matter privately as well.”

“Of course. So I should put on . . .”

“You’ll be going to St. Martin’s this time. They’re expecting you in 45 minutes. But dress as you would for the club, because when you’re done at St. Martin’s, you’ll cab to House Barkington. He’s quite eager to get the favors he missed Saturday afternoon.”

“Yes, Master, I’ll be up as soon as I can get on my things.”

Evelyn Cavendish was smiling, oddly, as she exited the workroom, slipped down the basement hallway and into her bedroom. She would be suffering a bit this morning, but she still considered the price fair. Better than fair.

She pulled on panties, bra, cream blouse, and her second favorite club suit, the black pleated skirt and the black blazer. Black pumps and a cream ribbon for her long black hair completed the ensemble.

“You’re still on your way, Evelyn?” Cavendish asked after a 10-minute wait, through the speaker over her bed.

“Yes, Sir, apologies, just putting on a little makeup,” Evelyn said as she labored at the mirror. “Won’t be but another three minutes at the extreme.”

“If you’re tardy at St. Martin’s, they’ll take it out on your bottom.”

“Of course, Master. Look for me in no less than five.”

Twelve minutes later, Evelyn appeared at the attic door, coughed politely, and Cavendish looked up at her. As always in his secret work room, the merchant by day had surrounded himself with the trappings of his first love, radio. The box that had arrived that morning sat opened beside him, and he was tinkering with a mysterious component, wires emanating from its base, antennae emerging from above. like the quills of a hedgehog.

“Alright,” he said, rising, stepping to his chalkboard.

“Evelyn,” he wrote on the board’s far left, narrating: “Instructed to see to Earl Barkington’s requirements in apartment 3-C.”

Cavendish wrote “3-C,” drew an arrow from Evelyn’s name to it, and then drew a broken line through it.

“Yes, Sir, you were very clear about that,” Evelyn said, nodding soberly.

“But somehow,” Cavendish continued, “our errant girl ended up . . .” the man wrote “2-C” and drew an unbroken arrow to it. “Here.”

“I did,” Evelyn agreed.

“And in this particular apartment, one Sean Devlin, second in line to the Barony of Doral, was apparently in some state of repose.”

“He was in fact asleep, Sir,” Evelyn confessed.

“Until you woke him.”

“That is true.”

“And he, in his weakened, groggy state, did not bother to introduce himself, and you did not clarify your purpose.”

“All that is accurate,” Evelyn agreed.

“Instead, you simply delivered the goods to him, shall we say, while Earl Barkington was left . . . grieving . . . shall we say.”

Cavendish returned to the whiteboard to draw a passable portrait of an earl, complete with ascot and tophat, looking decidedly disgruntled.

“I look forward to making it up to him after I’m done at St. Martin’s,” Evelyn said.

“Of course,” Cavendish said. “Now, tell me about your time with Sir Devlin.”

Evelyn did her best to feign indifference as she summarized things.

“We talked a bit,” she confessed, “and he did seem to enjoy my company.”

“Of course he did,” Cavendish said. “He told me as much.”

“Oh?” Evelyn squeaked, briefly failing to conceal some deeper emotion. “Then you’ve spoken to him?”

Cavendish looked sharply at the slave girl before he continued. “He was quite apologetic for his role in the proceedings, but I assured him the indiscretion was entirely on you.”

“Which is true. I do blame the sherry. They were a little free with it at lunch.”

Cavendish waved his hand at the girl’s excuse.

“He called me from the port,” Cavendish said. “Monday. He was just about to sail for Cape Town or some such.”

“He told me he’d be traveling.”

“He’s a fool, you know.”

“I did not find him deficient,” Evelyn said.

“The squalls are stronger than they’ve been in years,” Cavendish warned, “and if that little boat he’s on gets pushed off course, we’ll never hear from him again.”

“He told me he was confident in his captain.”

“He begged me not to have you punished, of course,” Cavendish said, “and I thanked him for his concern, and then he asked if I might provide you to him again, with purpose this time.”

“Yes, Sir,” Evelyn said, her voice even, but the color rising in her fair face.

“You would like that, wouldn’t you?” Cavendish said, eyes narrowing.

“I’m always glad to do my part,” Evelyn assured.

Cavendish laughed.

“I suspect something untoward happened between you two,” he ventured.

“We coupled in the usual ways, Sir,” Evelyn said.

“Ways?”

“Twice. Or maybe thrice. The sherry–”

“I’m not talking about that,” Cavendish said. “I’m talking about matters of the heart, if you will.”

Evelyn held her peace.

“Which, as you are well aware, would be hopeless and juvenile, on both your parts.”

“Of course,” Evelyn seemed to agree, but she put one hand behind her back to cross her fingers, something she always did when she lied.

“And if he and his ship are blown west,” Cavendish added, true sympathy in his eyes, “you will suffer in two ways.”

“Sir?”

“You will have lost a lover, and you’ll never know his fate.”

“You call him my lover.”

“I’m only guessing,” Cavendish said. “But if it’s savages who’ve been getting every ship that ever crossed the ocean for the last 500 years, nothing you can imagine would be as terrible as what they’ll probably do to him.”

“I wouldn’t want to imagine any of that,” Evelyn said.

“Don’t,” Cavendish said. “But if it's any comfort to you, I think it’s something natural. A permanent storm, like they’ve got on Jupiter. It pulls the ships in, spins them around a bit . . .” Cavendish made of his hand an ocean vessel, spun it, pulled it down. “Death will still be unpleasant, but it will be quick.”

“I’m sure he’ll be safe,” Evelyn said.

“Let’s get your things on, or you’ll be late,” Cavendish said, and Evelyn stepped up to him and he raised her skirt and peered at the oval of lubricant on her panties.

“You’re leaking,” he said. “Have you been masturbating?”

“No, Sir, I didn’t need a break this morning.”

“How’s the work been going?”

“Thirteen point nine degrees seems to be optimal,” she said. “But I haven’t tried every configuration.”

“Good girl,” he said, and he pulled her shackles from the shelf and locked them around her ankles, and when the little red lights came on and they beeped, he smiled with satisfaction, reached into his pocket and pulled out two 10-pound notes.

“They want 5 and 50 pence at your first stop,” he said, handing her the money. “And this should be enough for cab and lunch. But first you go to Barkington’s place before you dine.”

“Yes, Mr. Cavendish, thank you, Sir.”

“Now run along.”

~ ~ ~

Valuing slave girls in 21st century England was both art and science, both physical appraisal and the more subjective measuring of personality, disposition, spirit.

By both standards, Evelyn Cavendish was wanting. Her exceptionally black hair, her exceptionally fair skin, and her light gray eyes combined to give her the bearing of, truth be told, a witch. An attractive witch, admittedly, her nose ski-sloped, her lips full, and her form classically buxom, with high breasts straining at the brassieres she wore on the occasions nudity wasn’t required. But still, naked or clothed, there was something about her that hinted at nefarious charms, mysterious powers, sorcery–none of them qualities people looked for in their slave girls.

[image: ]

And then, the girl had grown curvy by her 22nd year, with wide hips, a high rump, and breasts jutting aggressively forward, attributes she’d been blessed with at the most inopportune moment in the annals of Europe fashion. Premium females at the moment, whether free or slave, bore the shape of Roman columns: no hips, no waist, and a modest, frugal curvature. Opium chic, they called it.

As for the disposition of Evelyn Cavendish, there was perhaps a bit too much enthusiasm, more zest for life than was seemly, an eagerness to know, to experience, to revel, which sometimes spilled into that most dangerous of traits, curiosity.

But long had Evelyn’s lineage served the Cavendish family, successful members of England’s merchant class for the last two centuries, and whose trade in French wines, Indian spices, Asian silks, Prussian cheeses and so forth, had kept both themselves and their slaves in comfort, if not luxury.

Even Evelyn, with all her flaws, lived well as the valued property of Bertram Cavendish. The elders of the family had granted her to him in October 2018, when she was 16 and he was 35 and needed help with his dying wife. The woman lasted less than two years, and after a half year of mourning, Cavendish added sexual services to Evelyn’s roster of duties, taking her for the first time tipsily, weepily. The girl proved a quick study, supplying him with both her body and what sympathetic understanding a teenage girl could muster for a bereft thirty-something. He found other lovers but took her once a week on average, and loaned her out as well to friends, business partners, and those from whom he needed favors.

Evelyn’s assignations, although socially approved, were performed discreetly, often in the little apartments men owned or rented at Shepherd House, one of London’s best clubs for the business class. The Cavendishes had helped found the club in 1863 and remained privileged members, and when he was in London, Bertram and his naked slave girl were a steady presence.

On the day of Evelyn’s grievous error, in mid-May 2025, Cavendish had lunched with his girl at the club, going over transponder schematics with her, appreciating her suggestion of tungsten for the flange pegs, but ending the meal with another task. She was to wash up in the staff showers and go see Lord Barkington, who was expecting her at 3:15 in apartment 3-C. She was to stay with him until he seemed to be done with her, and the benefits of the coupling would, Cavendish explained, help with a radio relay patent he’d been pursuing.

This would be a new liaison, with a man Evelyn hadn’t serviced before, but from a family she was familiar with. The Barkingtons were old nobility, Tories, with friends all over in the current Tory government, and Evelyn hoped she might gain some insights into their power during the tryst. Asking outright for the patent was not part of her duties, of course.

Cavendish kept her in shackles, usually her only attire at the Shepherd House, and more than one of his fellow members eyed her thoroughly as she went hither and yon on her missions, her flaws notwithstanding. In fact, despite the deficiencies, her being loaned out had proved beneficial to Cavendish’s enterprises, both business and hobby, on a regular basis.

The lift on the lounge floor was full, merchants and two naked slaves, male and female, jostling for a little elbow room. Not unusually, the back of someone’s hand ended up against Evelyn’s rear, the back of someone else’s upper arm pressed against her left breast, and as soon as the door opened, she scurried out and through the darkened hall to her appointed destination, knocking gently, discreetly.

~ ~ ~

Sean Devlin stirred from his bed and scrubbed the sleep from his face. Whoever was at his apartment door knocked again, lightly. He stood up and went to let them in, not bothering to dress anymore than he already was, in just his trousers.

“Hello?” he said to the naked slave before him, who was a complete surprise. “And you are…?”

“ ‘Ello, Governor,” Evelyn said with a short, ironic bow, wielding the Cockney accent she used for these sorts of meetings. “Evelyn Cavendish, at your . . . ” Evelyn looked up at the man, her gray eyes met his dark ones, and she froze before she finished her standard greeting, all pretense gone, her Cockney dropped like a final petticoat. “. . . pleasure?”

This was not whom she’d been expecting. The man was . . . beautiful.

Devlin leaned out of the doorway to look for any clue of who she was or why she was at his door, but seeing none, he stepped back to invite her inside, holding the door open behind her. “To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure, girl?” he asked as he took in her obvious gifts with his eyes.

“My master sent me,” she said, stepping into his room, putting the little extra weight on her heels that made her breasts bounce..“My understanding is he’d apprised you.”

“If he had, I would have dressed for the occasion,” Devlin said as he looked for his shirt. “But perhaps clothes are not called for, from the looks of you.” He cocked an eyebrow at the sweet young thing.

“Well, this is the standard uniform,” she laughed, looking down at her breasts. “Shouldn’t we be closing the door, then?”

“Capital idea,” he said as he went back to the door and closed it. He locked it after a moment’s hesitation. “How long do I have you for?”

“Master says to go until you’re spent, however long that takes.”

Devlin considered the girl and her mysterious assignment. He knew no one named Cavendish and was never promised a slave for the afternoon, but she was too exquisite to turn away.

“Did I rouse you from sleep?” she asked, looking at the rumpled bedclothes.

“Yes, but it’s no bother,” he said as he offered her his hand. “I’m wide awake now.” When she took his hand he pulled her to him.

“I’ve been told I do that to people,” she said. “I’m not sure it’s a good thing.”

“Oh, I disagree completely,” he said in a low tone. “I think it’s a delightful thing.” He bent slightly at the waist to kiss her, no longer interested in further conversation.

Her mouth was open before it met his. For some reason, she found herself abandoning protocol, starting with her abandoned dialect, continuing with the kind of kiss she normally gave only later in the proceedings, if ever.

There was something about this man. She didn’t want to wait.

Devlin was impressed by the slave’s passion. So many of her type struck him as mildly interested in performing their duties, which he could deal with when needed. This little wench, who’d already impressed him with her bewitching appearance, was decidedly enthusiastic, which was unusual enough, but also talented in the subtle yet delightful art of the kiss, a highly underrated sexual endeavor to his mind, more intimate than intercourse, which was a given with an enslaved person, where a kiss was not.

“Shall we?” he asked when they broke and he pointed at the bed. He intended to kiss her again but he was also anxious to sample her other attributes.

She clambered onto the bed and assumed the usual service position, on hands and knees, legs parted as far as her shackles would allow, front entrance angled up.

“My irons should be opening up soon,” she said, “but you’re welcome to take me like this in the meantime.”

Devlin smiled. “No, not yet,” he told her as he took her by the upper arm and eased her off the bed. “I want to take my time with you and do things properly. How do we get them off?”

As if on cue, the cuffs beeped, a pair of red lights flashed, they clicked and opened and dropped to the floor between Evelyn’s feet.

“One of my master’s inventions,” she explained.

“Clever,” he said, smiling. He eased her onto her back and joined her, lying next to her on the bed and wrapping his arm around her shoulder. “How do they do that?”

“My master has some talents where radio is concerned,” she explained. “A hobby, if you will. He uses short-wave, sends it through the greater London relay, it usually seems to find me, eventually.”

“And you understand all that?” he asked, astonished that an owner would educate his slave in such esoteric endeavors. Most slaves were barely taught to read and write.

“Somewhat,” she replied, speaking a little guardedly. “Enough to help him, you know, here and there.”

Devlin had had enough of the discussion and leaned in to kiss her again. His free hand roamed to her breasts and he played with her nipples just long enough to make them erect and elicit a charming gasp from her. He slid his hand down to her sex and she spread her legs to invite him in. He fingered her gently, still interested in coaxing sighs and eventually moans from a female who was probably regularly fucked but rarely if ever made love to, which for reasons unknown and unimportant in the moment, he felt compelled to do.

“You are quite beautiful…” He hesitated, embarrassed that he’d forgotten her name.

“Evelyn.”

“Evelyn,” he said, repeating the name reverently.

“Really, I’m not though,” she said, shaking her head.

“I don’t expect an argument,” he said in a low tone. Then he smiled. “Or I’ll have to…” When her eyes widened almost imperceptibly, he added, “punish you.”

“Happens all the time,” she said, laughing huskily.

“Often enough that you enjoy it?” He smiled and cocked an eyebrow.

“Depends on who’s holding the whip,” she said, and she held up one hand and tapped each finger as she continued, “or the cane, or the belt, or the tawse, or the cat o’ nine, or the–”

He kissed her again, his cock swelling at the litany she’d recited, but his mind’s eye flooded with images of her in tears and pain. He was no sadist, but the thought of the girl being tortured touched him deeply. Why, he had no clue. He eased her to her back and climbed onto her body and she reached down to guide him home. He penetrated her with a satisfying moan and closed eyes.

“Oh, oh, oh,” she sighed quietly as he filled her chamber, and here was another violation of her protocol. (“Oh, my goodness, gov’nor!” she was wont to exclaim on first insertion. “You’ll be slayin’ me wi’ that dragon!”) It was all ruse, performance, the delivery of a service meant to drain the loins while it inflated the vanities. But something here was different. This man was unlike any of the Barkingtons she knew. Unlike anyone by any name she knew, really. She tightened her vagina, another departure. Normally, she waited until she was ready to finish him to clench, but this man had earned that privilege from the moment his tip reached her doorway.

“Fucking hell, you’re exquisitely tight, girl,” Devlin moaned between pants. He pummeled her relentlessly and she matched his enthusiasm with the arching up of her hips and a flurry of urgent gasps. When she hooked her heels behind his thighs to press him home he lost all control and flooded her with his essence. He spasmed and thrusted as deeply into her as the physics of the human body allowed, arched his back, closed his eyes and sank into orgasmic bliss.

She was self-taught in the art of feigning climax to match her partner’s, but the man’s release took her by surprise. She usually monitored that kind of thing, but she’d gotten . . . distracted. As she was still deciding whether to begin her performance–better late than never, after all–something he was doing within her, the way he was thrusting and driving, moved her involuntarily, and now she was rocking, writhing, grunting like an animal as she grasped his penis with her spasming, climaxing chamber.

“Oh, gov’nor, oh, gov’nor!” was her signature shout at this moment, but there would be no acting with this man, the proof no further than the place where male and female organs met, because with every shake of her loins, another spray of female ejaculate poured out around his base, running across his balls and her anus.

“What was that?” he asked as he caught his breath. “Did you pee?”

“What do you mean?” she gasped, looking up at him dreamily, with half-closed eyes.

“We’re both drenched suddenly,” he said as he raised up and looked down. “Really drenched.”

With a grunt, Evelyn raised her upper half to inspect the man’s rod and her own entrance.

“We’ve both contributed,” she said, “to the commonwealth, if you will.”

Devlin laughed gently. “You have a wicked sense of humor, you know that, right? I’m sure you’re punished regularly for your remarks.”

“And you’ve a wicked block and tackle,” she said, reaching down to finger the softening penis. “Now, promise me that when you report me to my master, you’ll also offer to dish out the consequences.”

“Why are you so eager to have your arse reddened?” He smiled wickedly.

“Is that what you think?” she asked.

“You’ve mentioned it twice now. Once more and I’ll have to take it as a sign.”

“As you wish, Sir,” Evelyn said with obvious irony. “Now, may I ask a question?”

“Of course.”

“To which branch of the Barkingtons do you belong? I haven’t known them to be so . . ardent.”

Devlin stared at her blankly for a few seconds before he burst into laughter. “I’m no Barkington, girl. Were you sent to one of them?”

“I was,” Evelyn said, looking startled.

“You’ve made a mistake to my great benefit, it would appear.” He laughed again but more gently. “What room were you told to report to?”

Were her fair skin able to whiten anymore, it would have, and then she smiled.

“Why, this room, of course,” she said. “But I understand. I shan’t speak a word of it, and if anyone asks, I never met the great . . . what is it? Lord Barkington. Duke? Prince?”

“No, you misunderstand me,” he said in a more serious tone. “My name is Devlin, Sean Devlin. I’ve no relation with the Barkingtons and I’m not trying to conceal anything. You’re in the wrong room, I’m afraid.”

Evelyn nearly leapt from the bed, unlocked the door, pulled it open and stared at the brass 2 and C affixed there.

“With all the respect you are due, Sir,” she said, tilting her head. “I was sent to 3-C. So it seems you have usurped someone else’s . . . someone’s . . . oh, bangers and mash, I’ve spilled the pudding, haven’t I?”

He laughed again, unrestrained this time. “Yes, I’m afraid you have, my love.”

Evelyn pushed the door closed, turned to Devlin, brought her hands to her mouth.

“I beg your pardon, Sir. I am really . . . I can’t tell you how sorry I am!”

Devlin rolled onto his side and propped himself on his elbow. “No apologies necessary, none whatsoever. I only ask one thing of you.”

“Whatever you wish.”

“Tell me your name again and then come fuck me farewell.”

“Evelyn,” she said, all her contrition gone, her gray eyes glowing. “Evelyn Cavendish.”

“This time I will have you on your hands and knees, Evelyn Cavendish.”

“As it please you, Gov’nor,” she quipped, nearly hopping to the bed, falling to all fours and looking back at him, and then at his swelling organ. “He’s ready for another go at the wicket?”

“Indeed he is, Evelyn. Indeed he is.”

Sometime later, Devlin was lying on his bed with Evelyn cradled in his arms, his wilting erection still lodged comfortably in her drenched hole as he breathed in her scent and reveled in her being. This woman–he no longer thought of her as a slave–had burrowed her way into his head upon his first glimpse of her at the door, into his libido during their first coupling, and his heart upon their second. He was no inexperienced lover to be bowled over by any pretty face and supple body. He had fucked countless free women and slaves in his half dozen years since reaching the age of consent, but this woman was different.

Which excited and disturbed him. Slave of another man, she was likely unavailable, and even if she was, what kind of relationship could be had between a slave and her owner? He’d seen a few men attempt it, with predictably tragic results. And with no prospects of his own yet, he had no means to buy, never mind own, a slave on his own. He’d used his father’s slaves since his majority and found them to be adequate at best as sexual partners, but never considered the remotest possibility of anything more than the unequal relationship that entailed. This girl, however, had thrown a wrench in his preconceived notions about owners and owned.

“What was that thing with the Cockney accent when we first met?” he asked, trying to understand what she was about and how he felt about her. “Something you do with…?” He hesitated to finish his question.

“Aye,” she laughed, slipping back into the mode. “Most of me princes like theys girls common, if ye will, Gov’nor.”

“Princes?”

“That’s what I call them,” she said, dropping the affect as quickly as she’d picked it up. “Even though they aren’t. Well, most of them aren’t.”

“Most?” He was puzzled and enchanted by the girl.

Evelyn turned her gaze on him, locked eyes and blinked once before she looked away.

“No judgment, you understand,” he whispered, suddenly seeing a look in her eyes he didn’t like, and he wished he’d said nothing.

“You’re a judge, then?” she asked playfully, her mood shifting as quickly as her accent had. “White powdered wig and everything?”

“Clearly not,” he said with a chuckle, relieved she didn’t take offense, the last thing he wanted to cause.

“Well then, what do you do, Prince Sean?”

He eased away from her and his now-soft penis slipped out of her body. He sat up to take her in again, soft and smooth, so desirable even after two trysts in fairly rapid succession.

“I’m off to find my fortune,” he said in a merry tone. “South Africa, perhaps further east at some later date. The wind will dictate my final destination.”

“Please tell me you’re not trusting to the wind,” she said, turning toward him. “The squalls are coming thick off the Sahara this year, they’ll send you all to oblivion.”

“It’s just a turn of phrase, nothing more,” he explained, wondering if she had any knowledge of steam ships. “We’ve a coal-fired engine and a good captain.”

“Let me tell you what happens,” she said, staring hard into his eyes, more a correcting parent than a girl used for sex. “Five hundred horsepower, twin 750s, it doesn’t matter, the swells will wash in and douse the boiler and thermal shock will snap the casing, and then you’re at the mercy of the currents and the gale, and in three days, you’ll be sending your last radio update before that’s lost too, and then Gaia eats you alive.”

“You’re pretty knowledgeable about boats and radio for a…” He ducked his head.

“Slave girl,” she said flatly.

“Yes.” He glanced at her. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know.” He looked down again. “It’s silly of me, really. I know what you are. I knew it the moment I saw you. And yet, it doesn’t matter to me, not one whit.” He looked up again and moved to kiss her.

She leaned back, dodging his mouth, angling her head to the left, and she arched one ironic eyebrow. “Why, Lord Devlin, are you trying to . . . seduce me?”

“I’m no lord,” he said, his tone and anger flaring.

“Ah, I’ve struck a sore point, haven’t I?”

“No,” he sulked. “No.” He moved to stand up from the bed.

“Will I hear from you again?” she asked. “You know I’m really not that fond of lords. Or princes either. But you . . . I’d like to . . .”

He stood up with his back to her and pulled on his trousers. “I don’t see why you would.”

“I’ve got a heart, you know,” she said, face suddenly, briefly flashing with her version of Devlin’s angst.

“Do you, now?” he asked sarcastically as he turned to face her. “I thought you were just a set of holes for me to fuck, and anyone else your master lent them to.”

Faster than she could think, in a flash of anger too quick to be checked by British Isles law, code or custom, Evelyn stood and raised her hand to Devlin’s face, the slap against his cheek surprisingly loud.

Such things happened on occasion, and the slave would kneel, bow, beg for mercy and a just, enduring punishment, but Evelyn did none of those things, just glared at him with her gray eyes, daring him to respond.

“I could have you whipped for your insolence,” he growled.

“You won’t, though,” she said, slipping back into Cockney. “Methinks our gov’nor knows his words came out crossways.”

He stared at her for a long, silent moment, then bent down to grab his shoes and shirt, walked to the door and opened it. “Goodbye, Evelyn Cavendish,” he said as he exited, slamming the door behind him.

She rushed to the door, pulled it open, spied his broad shoulders in the darkened hall.

“Sean!” she whispered urgently, and her breasts bounced as she hustled after him. “Sean Devlin . . . please.”

Devlin turned to look at her naked form in the hallway. Their eyes met.

“I’m sure Earl Barkington is asking after me even now,” she said. “If it makes you feel any better, I’ll get my whipping.”

“It does not,” he said before he turned and disappeared around the corner, silently on bare feet.

“Sir Devlin!” she shouted, her voice frantic, indiscreet.

Suddenly, he reappeared, charged down the hall and grabbed her wrist, dragging her into the room again. He flung her onto the bed, unbuckled his belt and trousers and grabbed her hips, pulling her into position, and although she offered no resistance–in fact, she spread her legs wide and angled her pelvis upward–he entered her with a vicious thrust, and her moans came sudden, lascivious, and approving. He fucked her hard and fast, his passion pushing both of them to quick, shaking orgasms before he withdrew and collapsed beside her on the bed.

She drew her breaths in slowly, quietly, before she spoke, eyes on the ceiling. “How long will you be in Africa?”

“Until I make my fortune,” he said dully. “Until I have enough to buy you.” He turned and looked at her, tears streaming down his cheeks. “And free you.”

Evelyn’s eyes went wide, her expression more horror than hope before she laughed at herself, and she wiped the tears from her own eyes with the back of her hand.

“Well, then, you just do that,” she said, giving him a broken smile.

“Listen to me, Evelyn Cavendish,” he said in a quiet fury. “I will have you as a wife, not a slave. I will free you and marry you, and you will bear my children and we will grow old together. Do you under–?”

“Fish and chips, my lord, stop!” Evelyn pleaded. “You’re wasting your breath on fantasies!”

“Believe me, Evelyn. Believe me.” He leaned over and kissed her, deeply, gently, with building passion. “I will have you as my wife.”

“You haven’t asked what I want, have you?”

Devlin was rendered speechless. “You’re a…” He stopped himself but it was too late by the look on her face.

“Really, Sir,” she said dourly, “you can’t be that naive.”

Devlin stared at the girl. “You are…confusing. I’m…sorry.”

“Why do you think they whip us?”

He tilted his head. “Pardon?”

“Because they know we don’t want it,” she said. “We want the opposite. We want all the time, just like you. Just different things. But free me and I’ll want the same things any other free girl wants. And I haven’t said I want to be married to you yet.”

He nodded. “But if you won’t marry me, I won’t free you. Won’t that be a problem?”

“Then you don’t really love me, do you?” she said, face darkening before she gave him a tragic half-smile. “You don’t love me, and you’ll forget me before your ship’s lost sight of Ile Molene.”

“Are you this impertinent with every man you service?” He frowned at her before softening again. “I mean, is this why you’re whipped so frequently, this penchant for vexing the man you’re supposed to be pleasing?”

She turned to let him inspect her back and bottom, both free of the tell-tale welts of recent discipline. “I only said I’m whipped, I didn’t say frequently,” she noted. “And you ceased being a man I service when you pitched betrothal.”

Her sudden laugh seemed to surprise herself, and she covered her mouth and spoke into her fingers before she dropped her hands and aimed one carefully arched eyebrow at him. “Do you really believe your wife wouldn’t be vexing you daily? Hourly when she’s in a state?”

“No, I suppose not.” He smiled. “Perhaps I should just buy you and have you stay my slave.” He didn’t mean it, but he was suddenly fascinated by the possibility of a slave wife. It would never work, but it was intriguing.

“You’ll have to buy more than my pleasure slot,” she said, gesturing toward her black triangle of pubic hair.

“Wouldn’t I get all of you if I bought you?”

“Yes, but Master Cavendish values me for features that would mean nothing to you. And you’d have to pay for all that regardless”

“What features?”

Evelyn smiled, raised her hand, pressed her index finger against her temple. “They all be in ‘ere, Gov’nor,” she said, drawing forth the most extreme of her East End affectations. “Just ‘cuz you cain’t see ‘em don’t mean they ain’t all present and accounted for.”

Devlin barked a raucous laugh, then pulled her to him and kissed her mouth, quickly but passionately, and she returned his ardor, mouth open, tongue against his, soft belly and breasts against his firmness, an act of affection . . . of love . . . of want. . . because sex was no longer an option.

When he leaned back and took her in, his heart soared with a fresh clarity of his feelings rushing to his conscious mind.

“My god, woman. I…” He shook his head. “I’m…” He looked away.

“A fool,” she offered.

“I’m a fool?” he asked.

“You’ve just proposed marriage to a girl who arrived with her feet chained together,” she said. “And I’m a fool too, for entertaining it.”

“I will have you as my wife,” he whispered. “Of that you can be certain.”

“Very well, a man can dream, same as a girl can,” she said, and she smiled and blinked once, and impatiently pressed the heel of her hand against each eye. “Send me a card now and then, if it please you. In care of Bertram Cavendish. And I’ll write you back if you find an address down there.”

“I will.” He sat up and looked at her, suddenly sad. “Shall I put your shackles on?”

“If you’re ready to part company,” she said, rising from the bed and picking up her chains. “As soon as they’re closed around me, Master Cavendish gets a little chirp, so I’ll need to find him in the salon post haste, or get a second strapping for tardiness.”

Devlin snapped the devices around her ankles and winced as they took her away from him, if only symbolically. He looked up at her and she held his head in her hands and pressed it against her body while he kissed her belly.

“A gentleman shouldn’t do this to a slave girl,” she protested softly.

“I will never again think of you as a slave, Evelyn.” He looked up at her again. “Never.”

“It’s what I am, though,” she said. “The heart is, well . . . better if it weren’t there. Sometimes.”


Chapter 2: Devlin Embarks

Sean Devlin strode with determination down the wharf to the ship that would ferry him to Cape Town to seek his fortune. He could see the twin smokestacks in the distance before the rest of the huge vessel, over a hundred feet long, came into view, making it one of the largest boats in the harbor. He was anxious to get aboard and talk to the captain.

But as he passed a phone booth he was reminded of a call he needed to make. He ducked into the glass enclosure and dropped a half crown into the slot, pulled a notebook from his vest pocket and dialed the number written there.

“Yes now?” Cavendish answered.

“Mr. Cavendish, this is Sean Devlin. We haven’t met but I am calling to apologize for my unintended use of your property.” He waited for a response and noted that making the call was more difficult than he had anticipated. “Sir, are you there?”

“Yes, yes,” Cavendish said abruptly, the tone of a man wanting to end an awkward conversation. “Evelyn apprised me of her error. There’s no need to apologize. I wasn’t expecting a call.”

Devlin cleared his throat. “I felt compelled to talk to you and also to request that the girl not be punished for her mistake. I should have inquired why she was there, but…”

“Really, Sir Devlin?” Cavendish said, his tone dismissive.

“Yes, sir. I’m sure you understand, given her…appearance.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Cavendish demanded, not quite hiding the urge to chuckle.

Devlin looked at the sky and tapped his foot. “Sir, I . . . I also wanted to ask what price–”

“Not for sale,” Cavendish blurted.

“Yes, I can appreciate that, but I only…”

“No,” Cavendish said. “Firm no. Her values to me extend well beyond those you enjoyed.”

Devlin sighed. “Very good, sir. Again, please accept my apologies, and I beseech you to not treat the girl too harshly.”

“You concern is noted,” Cavendish said.

“Oh, right then . . . thank you,” Devlin stammered. “Well . . . good day, sir.”

“Before you hang up . . .” Cavendish began.

“Yes?”

“I’m curious,” Cavendish said. “Why would my girl’s well-deserved punishment be of any concern to you?”

Devlin hesitated. Now that he was pressed on the subject, his impetuous declaration of love and his intent to marry the slave girl seemed nothing short of ridiculous. He decided to pivot to another thought.

“She seems to rather…enjoy being punished, sir.”

“And you’ve come by this knowledge in what way?” Cavendish asked with another laugh, making no effort to conceal it this time.

“Just a vague notion, nothing more.”

“If she enjoyed it,” Cavendish observed drily, “it would be no trouble for her to arrange more of it. But what correction she does receive seems to be mostly the result of honest error, for which she seems to be sincerely contrite.”

“Quite,” Devlin said, wanting to end the conversation. “Would you mind lending her to me again on my return?”

“If it suits,” Cavendish replied. “Perhaps.”

“And would you allow me to write to her?”

“You’re free to write her,” Cavendish said, “but I hope you understand I read all her mail, incoming or outgoing, regardless with whom she’s corresponding.”

“Understood. And thank you, Mr. Cavendish.”

“But Sir Devlin,” Cavendish said, “your interest in my girl intrigues me. What transpired between the two of you?”

Devlin hesitated again. “It was…nothing, sir. Merely a coupling between a sex slave and a stranger. Nothing more.”

He knew the girl’s owner believed him not at all.

“The girl has no wiles,” Cavendish said. “So whatever affect you suffered under her charms was another of her errors. But I must ask . . . do you feel your interest in her was reciprocated?”

“I think so, yes,” Devlin replied hopefully. After a long pause, he added. “Am I a fool?”

“Sir Devlin,” Cavendish said wearily. “Despite Evelyn’s flaws–and she has no shortage of them–you are not the first man who seems to have felt something for the girl, and believed she returned the sentiment. I urge you to put her memory behind you and pursue your endeavors in Africa with a clear mind. I have no doubt the ship has a stable of girls to distract you, and Africa is full of them as well, both slave and free. Meanwhile, Evelyn will continue to serve in all the ways she does, first of course to deliver that appointment she delivered to you instead of Earl Barkington. And to pay for her error in that regard, of course.”

“Yes, alright,” Devlin said weakly.

Cavendish sighed. “And really, romance is always a fool’s errand, and maybe when you’re my age and have seen what I’ve seen, you’ll understand that. But romance with Evelyn Cavendish, or any slave girl . . . perhaps you might look for unicorns to ride while you’re pondering your future.”

Devlin nodded, uselessly. “Of course, Sir. Thank you again.”

“All the best in Africa,” Cavendish said. “Good day.”

Devlin hung up the phone and exited the booth, making his way slowly toward the ship as his mind filled with thoughts of Evelyn. He should just forget about her, he decided reluctantly as he came to the boat’s gangplank. He looked up at the smokestacks again, this time from just below, and was surprised to see Captain Egan in the small room at the top of the structure that formed the bulk of the vessel’s imposing outline. Devlin was used to seeing barges and rowboats on the Thames, not seagoing vessels such as the Alster, his home for the next  fortnight or two, depending on the wind and currents.

Devlin climbed onto the gangway and boarded the ship, waved to the captain, and the captain offered his own salute, disappeared from the window and soon greeted him in the flesh.

“Sir Sean,” the captain said, extending his hand. “I was beginning to think you’d succumbed to second thoughts about joining us, until your trunk arrived.” He motioned to the steam trunk near the railing. Devlin recognized it as his own amongst the few others piled near it.

“Are there more passengers aboard?” he asked. He’d been told that passengers were rare on the open seas, given the risks involved.

“We have two other gentlemen aboard, so nothing that will put a strain on our resources or your accommodations, Sir.” He turned and motioned to a doorway. “Let me show you a few things now, if you please, as I need to get back to the bridge.”

“Can one of the crew do that?” Devlin asked. “I don’t want to keep you from more important matters, Captain.”

“Nonsense, sir,” the man said with a wave. “There’s nothing more important than ensuring the safety and comfort of my passengers. We aim to expand our business by…” Devlin was unable to hear the rest of the captain’s words as the noise in the corridor made it impossible to hear. He followed the captain down a long hall to row of doorways, and the captain stopped at the third and opened it for him.

“We have three cabins set aside for passengers, so you’ll have no bunk mates this trip.”

The space was austere, but more than adequate for Devlin’s purposes, featuring a narrow bed, a single bare, electric bulb, shelves for his modest possessions, a small writing desk, a door to a water closet, and even a porthole, although the glass was crusted with the salt of the sea.

“Shower at the end of the hall that way,” the captain said, pointing. “And let me show you our relief girls. We just acquired a new one. I tried her out this morning myself, so I can vouch for her personally.”

“How many do you have with just three passengers?”

“Oh, we have them mainly to take care of the crew,” the captain said, and he led Devlin to another hall, this one dingier and unpainted, and he stopped at the last door, this one latched but not locked. “And the officers, of course.”

“Nice of you to make them available to the passengers.”

The captain pushed open the door and led Devlin into a small windowless room on the interior side of the hallway. The room was divided in half by iron bars that held the three girls, one black, one Oriental, and one white with dark hair that immediately brought Evelyn to mind for Devlin. They were chained to the floor by one ankle with standard manacles, and the locks that could be opened with a key that was ubiquitous in polite society (The lower classes had little contact with pleasure slaves, and no need to be so equipped).

“You brought your key, I trust?” the captain inquired.

Devlin fished it out of his pocket and showed it to him. “Standard locks?”

“Quite,” the captain said as he moved to the door.

“Does the crew have keys?” Devlin asked, wondering how protocol might be different on a boat.

The captain nodded. “They do, a suspension of the rules, if you will, due to the extraordinary circumstances of an ocean venture. Help yourself whenever you find one of them here. The crew uses them mostly at night, but with our schedule on a seagoing journey, you should have your choice once we depart. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Sir Devlin.” He checked his watch and exited the room, closing the door as he did so.

Devlin conducted a cursory survey of the space, confirming that the girls’ chains were long enough for them to use the bucket to relieve themselves, but too short to allow them to reach the bars.

“Do any of you speak English?” Devlin asked the three women, all of them staring at him with mild interest. Their conditions were disheveled but not repulsive, he thought, and he wondered briefly how often they would be hosed down during the voyage.

“I do, your lordship,” the dark-haired white girl said in a Cockney accent that reminded Devlin immediately of Evelyn’s little ruse. “They don’t, from what I can tell. I only just arrived this morning and I ain’t been able to get nary a word out of either of them.”

“Lift your breast for me,” Devlin told the English girl.

The girl lifted her left breast and Devlin squinted to read her name and date of subjugation. “You’ve only just been made a slave, then, Petula?”

“That’s right, your lordship, no more’n six months is all,” she said sadly. “Me old man went bankrupt and I was part of the settlement, so, lucky me, aye?” She laughed bitterly.

“Your father or your husband?” Devlin asked as he inspected the tattoos under the breasts of the other slaves, who had followed the first girl’s lead when she identified herself. Devlin could read neither of the exotic slaves’ markings, as they were written in foreign languages, one a series of pictographs, the other a writing system that was both foreign and barely visible against the girl’s dark skin.

“Husband, for all he was worth to me.”

Which mattered not at all to Devlin. He knew as soon as he saw the dark-haired white girl that he would have her, either because of or in spite of her resemblance to Evelyn. He didn’t care or dwell on which possibility was true. He entered the cage, unlocked her manacle and walked her out of the cage, latching it before he left the room. The other service girls never said a word.

Devlin gripped the girl’s upper arm and she offered no resistance as he walked her back to his cabin. Once inside, he realized he didn’t know anything about her but the day she was taken into bondage.

“Well, Petula,” he said as she sat on the bed and took in her form again. “Tell me a bit about yourself.”

“Ain’t much to tell, Sir. Grade school, working in fish, clerkin’ a bit. I know my letters well enough, fat lot a good it will do me now.”

“How many owners have you had in…” He reached for her breast to check the date again. “Six months?”

“Now that’s the thing,” she confided. “They put me in a workhouse, turnin’ wheels & whatnot, cut my meals down to next to nothing, and in no time I dropped from plump to thin as a rail.” She cupped her breasts with her hands and laughed. “Except for me two China dolls ‘ere. And there was a bit of a ruckus where I was concerned, so they got rid of their trouble by tradin’ me off for a sailin’ life.” She laughed again and gestured toward her middle. “So all aboard, Captain.”

“Is this your first voyage?” Devlin asked as she stood up and unbuckled his belt.

“It’s me first anything,” she said. “Three days ago I was breakin’ me back at Royal Press & Stationery.”

Devlin blinked. “So, you’ve never serviced anyone before?”

“I’ve done a few turns since they brought me on, but only with the crew,” she replied, bending and laboring clumsily to get his pants off. “But if I might say it, Sir, you are a cut above.”

“Think you’ll be suited to this life?” He was intrigued with the woman and her accent, but more than anything he wanted relief. To stop thinking about Evelyn, if possible, but a distraction at least.

“Suited, Sir?”

“Do you enjoy sex?”

Exposed now, he pointed at the floor beside the bed, and she dropped to her knees.

“It’s all of one piece at the end of the day, isn’t it?” she said, and she was still laughing when she opened her mouth and devoured his penis, licking the underside before she choked and drew back.

“Ooh, a bit on the long side,” she said, looking up at him. “Let me get my bearings.”

She allowed Devlin’s rod into her mouth again, more cautiously this time, drawing back again and speaking contritely.

“I didn’t mean you’re like the rest, Sir,” she said. “ hope I didn’t offend. It’s just, I’m still a student of the fine arts, if you will.” She leaned forward, devouring him yet again, closing her lips around the mid-point of his shaft so she could suck him.

Devlin watched the woman work his cock with reasonable competence, but her face and hair were a stark reminder of what he really wanted. He slid back and ordered her onto the bed on her hands and knees so he didn’t have to be reminded of who she wasn’t.

She complied readily, falling to all fours before she angled up her pelvis, widened her legs and looked back at him, eyebrows raised expectantly, black hair framing her face.

“Face forward,” he ordered her and reached for a fistful of her black tresses. She yelped when he yanked it hard enough to force her to look away from him.

“Oh, sweet Admiral Nelson!” she gasped, but the arch in her back held, her legs tensing when Devlin’s tip found her doorway and pressed in.

Devlin pummeled her tunnel, the slapping of their thighs filling the small cabin until he swelled inside her and doused her with his seed. Once he was done releasing, he fell forward, flattening her body on the mattress before he rolled onto his side and held her firm to him as his erection subsided.

“Quick as a wink you are,” she noted.

“You are quite tight,” he said. “No children, I would imagine?”

“Nay, nor did me ‘usband work me much.”

“Was that a sore point between you and him?”

“I lost count a the sore points, M’lord.”

“Fair enough,” he whispered as he inhaled her scent. She was clean, or reasonably so, he decided. He wondered how long that would last with a crew of sailors let loose on her and the other two, but that was not his problem. He would find out from the captain what her cleaning schedule was, assuming there was a schedule. Life on a ship of this size and complexity was foreign to him, but he assumed the care and maintenance of the service girls was low on the priority list.

“Will you be washin’ me then?” she asked as though reading his thoughts. “Before you take me back?”

“Is that standard procedure?”

“I been askin’ for it, at least.”

“How is it done?”

“Let me into your lav, dearie, an’ I’ll do the rest.”

He relaxed his grip on the woman, rolled off her and watched her head to his water closet. She didn’t bother shutting the door as she stood at the sink, wetting one of the towels there, soaping it and passing it around her body. She made quick work of things while he slid off the bed and pulled his trousers up, tucked himself inside and buckled his belt.

“All perked up,” she said, fluffing her thick black hair, the wet strands falling back against her neck. “You’re a prince, you know.”

“Hardly,” he muttered as he opened the door to walk her back to her cage room. “I’ll see you again, though, Petula.”

“An’ I’ll please you the same,” she promised.


Chapter 3: Evelyn Keeps Her Appointments

Because maintaining order among human property was in everyone’s best interest, most cities in 21st century England operated facilities where discipline could be meted out professionally and efficiently, with a minimum of unpleasantness for the owner. Greater London hosted what was called a keep system, a network of little stations where things were taken care of discreetly. In some villages or shires, they still called them baileys, or donjons, but most had moved to the vaguer and more benign “facility” in recent decades, a manifestation of an increasingly wealthy, comfortable and genteel culture.

Even the phone calls setting up an appointment were businesslike, their purpose barely hinted at.

“St. Martin’s Keep,” answered a girl brightly.

“This is Bertram Cavendish.”

“Yes, Mr. Cavendish, let me find you in the ledger,” she said to the sound of a heavy book being set on the counter and opened. “Alright, this is for Evelyn, then?”

“Yes, Miss,” he replied. “How soon can you fit her in?”

“What was the infraction?”

“Missed assignation.”

“Willful?”

“Not as far as I can tell. She seems to have gotten off on the wrong floor.”

“She consummated?”

“That matters?” Cavendish asked.

“It might.”

“Well then, yes, she did. With the wrong man, to be clear. Left the right man high and dry.”

After a long pause, the girl spoke again. “We can take her at 10:30 this morning.”

“How long will it last?”

“About 25 minutes, all told,” the girl said. “Shall I book her?”

“Please.”

“It’ll be five pounds fifty,” she said. “Bill you on the first?”

“No, Evelyn will pay you in full today.”

“Very good, Mr. Cavendish.”

Cavendish hung up and pressed the button on the internal communications system he’d installed himself in his London townhouse.

“Evelyn, I need you,” he said.

“Of course, Master,” Evelyn replied immediately from her basement work room. “Shall I dress first?”

“Yes, I’ll be sending you out.”

It would be almost half an hour before the girl showed up at Cavendish’s attic room to go over her infraction and get her assignments for the day.

~ ~ ~

The entrance to St. Martin’s Keep was a single narrow doorway at the far left of an old stone building housing several other enterprises: a currency exchange, a drapery shop, tophats.

Per custom, the keep’s arched entrance was devoid of signage or anything else to remark it. Only if one observed it for a time would one suspect its purpose, its numerous visitors during the day staying for 30 minutes, an hour sometimes, two on occasion, usually either dressed exceptionally well or naked, most of them shackled. But it was the skin of the naked visitors that gave away the game, displaying upon exit the red stripes of recent admonishment running parallel across their backs, breasts, bellies, rears.

Evelyn Cavendish saw her visits to the keeps as simply the least agreeable aspect of an occupation she loved, her work full of intrigue and education, as well as the sexual liaisons she was getting better at squeezing pleasure from. Even as she shuffled in her chains across Trafalgar Square to the keep, nothing in her demeanor suggested apprehension, fear, disappointment, and as she slipped under the arch and pushed open the door, only the merest consternation crossed her face.

The bell above the door jangled, and a girl–the same one Cavendish had called, in fact–emerged from an inner parlor and pressed her belly against the desk.

“Evelyn?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. The girl was dressed all in black, as all the London keep girls were, their tops and skirts, veils and fascinators thick with bunched up black lace, their fingerless gloves and black tights laced as well. The impression they made–fashionable daughters of undertakers, perhaps, or chimney sweeps–was meant to disorient, or intimidate, but Evelyn simply found it quaint. Or even laughable, if the girl in the getup was one of the meek ones who couldn’t quite carry it off.

“Yes, Evelyn,” she said. “I’m Bertram Cavendish’s.”

“Very good, come back,” said the girl, stepping to the door behind her, pulling it open.

Evelyn rounded the counter, passed the girl and headed down the hall of red carpet and red walls, four gas sconces barely cutting the darkness, a half-dozen numbered doors on either side. At least one of the rooms was already in use, a muffled slap audible behind it, followed by a female cry of “Oh, St. Peter!”

“You’ll be in five,” said the girl, and Evelyn made a point of finding the brass number and verifying it carefully before she turned the knob.

The room was set up like most of them, its appointments meager, black walls and black carpet, a single flickering gas sconce in the corner, a hook hanging from the ceiling, a second hook set into the floor, all the required equipment suspended from a row of pegs over a narrow shelf.

“Clothes go there,” the girl said, pointing to the shelf. Evelyn pulled off everything but her panties, put them up, and returned to the hook set into the floor, bending to watch as the girl set it through her shackles.

“You’ll be with Olive today,” the girl said, pulling a length of rope from the pegs. “Hands in front, hold them together for me.”

Evelyn closed her eyes as her wrists were secured together in the usual way, rope looped around alternating wrists and knotted at the end, and when that was done, the slave girl raised her arms, the keep girl put the point of the upper hook through the rope, and went to the wall to tap the button there.  Evelyn felt herself being hoisted until even her toes were hovering above the carpet.

“Olive will be right with you,” the girl said, exiting the room and shutting the door softly behind herself.

The waiting was always the worst, and here’s where Evelyn’s disposition finally yielded to distress. Hanging was unpleasant, but so too was waiting for discipline. Every practitioner did it a little differently, and some things hurt more than others.

Hanging was part of the punishment, of course, so a good five minutes passed before the door opened and a short, wispy blonde girl in the customary black lace stepped in.

“Evelyn?” she said.

“Yes,” Evelyn replied, struggling to get the word out. With her arms stretched straight above her head, she estimated her lung capacity at less than half its standard.

“Olive,” the girl said, and she slid Evelyn’s panties down to her ankles before she turned to the row of equipment, humming something tuneless.

“A little bit everywhere,” she said to herself, pulling a thick leather strap off its hook, and she slid her hand through the looped handle, took her place at Evelyn’s side and, without further ado, began delivering her services.

She started at Evelyn’s bottom, five meaty swats against the girl’s high rump, which was bright red by the third strike. Ten more up from the curve of her lower back to her shoulders, then up each side, reddening the thin flesh over her ribs.

“Uh, uh, uh,” Evelyn said as the blows landed, each unpleasant on its own, but the full experience one of aggregation, a wealth of slaps that together produced a brief but overwhelming suffering: “Ow, uh, ow, OWWW!”

Olive stepped around to the front, and Evelyn studied the girl’s impassive face while she got in position to work on her client’s front. But once the blows started landing against her upper thighs and mound, Evelyn’s gaze shifted to the fascinator, a black swan nestled in a bed of lacey feathers, its head lurching forward with every swing of Olive’s arm.

Focus on that, Evelyn told herself. See the swan. Be the swan.

“Uh, uh, uh, urrrmghhhhh!”

Oddly, Evelyn’s nipples hardened when the strap raked her breasts, and she could feel the pink flesh around her female entrance warm and moisten, but the indications of pleasure occurred only below her neck. In her mind, getting this over with was her only concern.

Was the session serving its intended purpose? Did she regret the mistake that had delivered her into the arms of Sean Devlin?

No, not at all.

There would be no marriage to the man, that point was indisputable. Nor would she ever see him again, she was pretty sure about that. If his ship wasn’t blown to Gaia and lost forever, he would succeed in Africa, and stay there. And if he didn’t stay there, he certainly wouldn’t come back to London to see her. He wouldn’t even remember her.

But Evelyn didn’t care that she was being methodically beaten for a tryst with no future. On one brilliant afternoon, she had won over a beautiful member of one of London’s noblest families, thrice pulling the juice from his loins, winning her own pleasures from his attention, and pushing him to utter folly: a marriage proposal.

For a slave girl, this was enough. There was no future for slave girls, no hope, no pursuit of betterment. All that mattered was where she was at the moment, and where she had been, and on that afternoon, she had been to glory. And should she ever meet Sean Devlin again, in that intimate way, she would revisit that place, take his cream again, win another proposal.

Just for her own amusement.

But did she not love Sean Devlin? More than any other man she’d ever been with? Was there not some magic in their idle banter, the way they threw their bodies together, the joined scents of their coupling? He had insulted her, and she had slapped him. She’d never slapped a man before, or a woman for that matter.

They had fought together–as equals–and then they had made up, with another–

“Oh, oh, OWWWW!” she cried, the rigors of her punishment bringing her back to the present.

After she worked Evelyn’s body over with the leather strap, Olive paused. It was a conventional technique, done not for mercy but for its opposite. After the first round of beating, the body relaxed, thinking it was done, letting it feel itself, assess the damage done, feel the pain. And that was, often, when the sharper sting of a narrow whip was applied. After she’d finished with the strap, Olive left the room, maybe to catch her breath, maybe to imbibe something, who knows?, but Evelyn hung all the same for another five minutes. And then Olive returned, pulled the whip from its hook, and her arm rose and fell mechanically as she crossed Evelyn’s body with it, front and back, hips and ribs and thighs and bottom, back and breasts.

Evelyn never shed a tear, but her involuntary cries of pain seemed to fill the room like a solid thing, pressing against the red walls, burrowing into the carpet.

“Crystal will let you down,” Olive said when it was over, and she exited and closed the door behind her.

After another five-minute wait, the first girl returned and lowered the hook that held Evelyn’s wrists, and Evelyn’s feet found the floor and she took her first full breath in nearly half an hour. The girl untied her hands, unhooked her leg irons from the floor, and Evelyn pulled up her panties and dressed and followed the girl to the counter.

“That’ll be five pounds fifty, then,” the girl said, a slight edge to her voice, as though she expected not to be paid. “Your owner said you’d have it.”

“Yes,” Evelyn agreed, reaching for one of the 10-pound notes in the hip pocket of her skirt, taking the change and exiting the building, taking a deep, grateful breath before she stepped to the edge of Cockspur to wave at the first cab that passed, and it slowed and stopped with a hiss of steam.

“Where to, Miss?”

“House Barkington,” she said. “Service door.”

“Aye,” the man said with a knowing nod, and he appraised Evelyn from her bound feet to her thick hair, clearly guessing at her mission, and the randy smile that followed suggested not only that he’d guessed correctly at her role, but was conjuring the impending visuals.

Evelyn settled on the bench, out of view of the driver, and pulled up her skirt, eying the dark oval of fresh lubricant on her panties. It was a point of pride with her never to require artificial wetness, and she had learned through the concentration of her mental forces to summon her water when needed. Sometimes, she could accomplish it by imagining the man she was assigned to. Sometimes, if the gentleman weren’t particularly fetching, she could imagine some past liaison. And here was another benefit of her coupling with Sir Devlin. Not only could she wet herself with memories of the man, she couldn’t stop wetting herself, because the memories wouldn’t cease.

Being beaten, for reasons she didn’t understand, also made the juice flow.

Evelyn had never been with the Earl of Barkington himself, but she imagined he would be an older version of the rest of the clan, whose men tended to the shorter and stouter side of things, and who tended to smile crookedly.

Once they’d left London proper, Evelyn gazed up at the turnip forging its way east, and she imagined how the highway and her tiny cab looked to the people peering from their seats on the craft’s gondola.

“Radio 5!” the banner affixed to the turnip’s left side announced. “African Beats, Viennese Strings, Icelandic Voices!”

The women of Iceland sing into their microphones, Evelyn thought, and a series of relay towers set in the ocean carry their voices to Copenhagen, Calais, London, Liverpool. Could not the whole world speak together like this, if only there were enough relays? Even if the dreaded Gaia were crawling with savages, or monsters, could we not one day hear the sounds they made, whatever they might be?

It was not the first time Evelyn had thought this, an idea she dare not speak but could not purge from her active mind.

House Barkington stood behind a wrought-iron gate, four storeys of looming red brick.

The cab driver knew the property and didn’t pause at the formal entrance, but instead rounded the property on a narrow side road to deposit Evelyn at the back door, a humble wooden portico set into a wide wooden gate, narrowly-pruned yews standing like sentries on either side.

Evelyn paid for her ride, slipped out and tapped on the door, and it opened a crack and a young girl, no more than 12, examined Evelyn with one eye.

“What will it be?” the girl asked.

“‘ere to see the earl, if you please,” Evelyn replied. “Evelyn, I am.”

“‘e’s expecting you?”

“I should hope so,” Evelyn said. “I be the girl of Mr. Cavendish, ‘oo sent me.”

The door closed and Evelyn moved to the yew’s scant shade to wait, and soon enough the door opened wide and all of the girl appeared, dressed in a forest green silk gown like the ones Evelyn used to wear when she did similar duty at the Cavendish’s main home at Brentwood.

“‘e’ll see you,” the girl said curtly, and Evelyn moved through the door and noted to herself that she was always more cheerful doing that duty, or any duty.

She picked her way over the flagstone walk to the servants’ entrance, and the door opened before she reached it, and an older version of the girl at the door, in the same forest green, ushered her wordlessly through a pantry, a kitchen, the staff parlor, the main hallway and up a set of winding stairs, complete with the obligatory suit of armor.

Their destination lay behind an ornate oaken door.

“Cavendish’s girl for you, Sir,” the woman said, pushing through the door.

Evelyn followed, took in the space with a practiced eye, first noting the divan by the window where the transaction would likely be conducted, then the high ceilings, the florentine marble crown molding, the dormant fireplace, the high-backed crushed velvet seats around the cherry card table, and finally the massive ebony desk and the man behind it, a little older than the other Barkingtons she’d dallied with, but cut from the same stout cloth. She could see only his upper half behind the desk, but he wasn’t dressed for going out. He seemed to be wearing a bathrobe, in fact.

“G’day, Gov’nor, what’s your pleasure, then?” Evelyn inquired as soon as the door had closed behind her.

Barkington looked up from his ledger, squinted at her, frowned.

“Take off your things, Miss, and wait for me there,” he said, tilting his head toward the divan.

Evelyn pulled off everything but her panties and sat, crossing her legs and lacing her hands over one knee. She could sit like this for hours if needed, and she had on more than one occasion, quite contentedly, occupying her mind with a diversity of ideas.

Barkington glanced at her, eyes taking in all of her body before they drifted to her ankles.

“How do I get your chains off?” he asked. “It’s not the regular key, is it?”

“No, it’s radio what pulls the trick,” Evelyn said. “Call my master an’ ‘e’ll see they come off.”

Barkington smirked, consulted his appointment book, found Cavendish’s number and dialed it.

“Your girl’s here, Bert,” he said into the mouthpiece. “I’ll need her legs free for a bit.”

Evelyn set her feet flat on the floor, pressed her elbows against her thighs and leaned forward, waiting.

In less than 10 seconds, the cuffs opened, and Evelyn grabbed the chain, wrapped it up and set it beneath the divan.

“Impressive,” Barkington noted, rising from his desk. “He wants a patent for that, if I’m not mistaken.”

“Aye, your majesty, ‘e do,” Evelyn agreed, watching the earl approach, smiling when he opened his bathrobe to reveal a stiffening member. “Let me play the pipes for a bit if it please you before you bumble at me other end.”

“Fair enough,” Barkington agreed, stepping up to the girl until his penis, horizontal now with full arousal, hovered just beyond her lips.

She leaned forward, eyeing the organ’s tip judiciously before her tongue emerged and stroked the head.

“Three patents, at present,” Evelyn said, pausing to look up. “One for a multi-switch what optimizes relay pathways based on prevailing and anticipated traffic, one for a real-time transponder in the multi-switch itself, one for administrative override, using a–”

Earl Barkington silenced the girl with a laugh.

“You’ve memorized your lines well,” he said.

“Thank you, Gov’nor.”

“Do you have any idea what it all means?”

“I haven’t the foggiest,” Evelyn lied, and she leaned forward for another pass with her tongue at the earl’s flared head, after which she devoured the entire shaft, allowing the tip to press against the back of her throat while her tongue flicked the underside.

Well-versed in the art of bringing a man closer to completion without allowing it too quickly, Evelyn waited until the breath of the Earl of Barkington was coming slow and deep, his middle thrusting gently into her mouth, pre-ejaculate warming her tongue.

“An’ it please you, Gov’nor,” Evelyn said, drawing back from his manhood, “me lower ministry is getting a bit ‘ungry.”

Barkington put his arms behind him and let his bathrobe fall to the floor. His smile was gone, replaced by bland determination, and he waited while Evelyn took her regular service position on the divan, on her hands and knees, legs parted, female entrance angled up.

But her back must have caught the light from the window, because the earl paused, ran his finger along one of the fading welts illuminated there.

“Earned some stripes, I see,” he noted.

“Aye,” she laughed. The chance that her marks would be mentioned if they were noticed was near 100 percent, and she’d long ago learned to take the observation in stride. “I paid a bit, for missing our time.”

“Just now?” Barkington asked, putting his right knee between Evelyn’s calves.

“Just before I cabbed over.”

“They made quite a figure on it, I believe,” he said, tracing each faint pink line from her shoulders to her bottom.

“That they did, Gov’nor,” Evelyn said, matching his bemused tone. “And they worked over me front as well.”

Barkington assumed his position, moving his attention from the evidence of Evelyn’s punishment to the assets she kept between her legs.

The girl, always accommodating at this moment, dropped her back to raise her female portal. If he desired the nether chamber, he was welcome to it, of course; she’d learned to gasp through that kind of usage. But most men wanted to enjoy the hole better suited to their own anatomies, especially after she’d angled up her doorway, presenting her pink lips and the fresh feminine juice for inspection.

“You went to a keep?” he asked, reaching down to spread her labia.

“Indeed,” she said, “The one by St. Martin’s.”

“We never use them,” he said, his tip at her threshold. “We beat our girls on the property.”

“Less trouble I’m sure, if you got–oh blimey, Sir!”

“Everything in order, Miss?”

“Beggin’ your pardon, your majesty,” Evelyn panted, “all shipshape, but I just wern’t . . . oh, the River Thames . . . wern’t expectin’ you up there . . . oh, the queen’s carriage . . . all in one, in one . . . all of it up the chute without a word advisin’ me.”

“You knew this would be done, I trust?”

“Aye, Sir, o’ course,” Evelyn assured. “Don’t mind me . . . oh, sweet Bristol cream . . . that much of your lordship all at one time . . . my ladyparts ain’t . . . cats and dogs, ow! . . . ain’t . . . uh!”

Evelyn’s performance was working as well as it ever did, Earl Barkington grunting in existential pleasure as he thrust in, withdrew with delicious slowness, reinserted again.

“Might I ask a favor, Yer Highness?” Evelyn gasped after another minute of lovemaking.

“What is it?” the earl asked languidly.

“I beg it but rarely,” she said, “but might I treat myself?”

“Speak plainly, girl.”

“You’ve got me so’s I can barely make my way, Gov’nor,” Evelyn confessed. “If I might finish things with me own fingers, you might find it pleasing as well.”

“Yes, yes, as you wish,” Barkington agreed.

The couple said little else for the next minute as Evelyn brought her right hand to her vulva and Barkington continued reaming her, his pace increasing as her sheath tightened under the double stimulation.

“Uh,” Evelyn grunted, her hips beginning to buck. “Oh, crumpets, Sir, oh, oh, oh . . .”

Evelyn ceased acting, because she could no longer do so while a very real orgasm escalated within her loins and inside her mind. It was a reward she usually gave herself during these assignments, either by hand or–if her partner had the skills of Sir Devlin–more spontaneously.

The men she was put with rarely said no when she asked for permission to masturbate, nor should they have, because Evelyn’s climaxes tended to provoke her vagina to unpredictable but uniformly acrobatic heights, her spasmodic contractions delivering unprecedented waves of pleasure to the organs placed in her care.

“Ahhh!” she cried. “Oh, oh, oh!”

Almost immediately, the Earl of Barkington uttered his own shout of surprise, wrapping his hands around her shaking hips to keep her from slipping off his ejaculating rod, and the slave was all swinging breasts and gyrating flesh while the overwhelmed earl performed his own kneeling supplications, thrusting and grunting and filling her womanhood with his warm, noble essence.

Like a pair of teamed horses after a long pull, they remained panting and coupled once their exertions were finalized, joined together not by a yoke but by their sex organs, Barkington still deep within the girl, the liquid of their brief romance surging out around his base and testicles and across her clitoris and into her pubic hair.

“Thankin’ you, Sir, for the privilege,” Evelyn said hoarsely.

“It was mutual, I assure you,” the earl said, easing back and allowing his penis to exit the girl’s door and swing wetly between his thighs. “Tell me your name again.”

“Evelyn.”

“Are you Cavendish’s only girl?”

“Yes,” she said. “e’s told me I be all the burden ‘e’s up for.”

“Burden,” Barkington echoed, and he reached down and admired his work, spreading Evelyn’s vulva wide and watching as his semen pearled at her slot. “I would think you’d be a net blessing.”

“If you says so, Gov’nor,” Evelyn said, tilting her vagina up slightly. “Would you like to go again?”

“I’m afraid I can’t,” Barkington lamented, sliding off the divan, retrieving his robe. “Duty calls, so go ahead and dress yourself. But perhaps I’ll get a chance to meet you at one of the clubs.”

“I would like that, your grace,” Evelyn said. “And I swear by the queen’s undergarments I shan’t miss you next time.”

“Good girl,” he said, running his hand down her spine before he fastened his robe and ambled back to his desk.


Chapter 4: Storm Warnings

“You’ve partaken of our relief girls, Sir Devlin?” Captain Egan asked at dinner. After three days at sea, Devlin had indeed had more than his share of relief, but not from the ‘girls,’ he thought to himself. Just the one.

“Only the white girl, I’m afraid,” he said with a look at the other men around him. The table was set for six but the only four were in attendance for the evening meal. Rough seas had necessitated the first mate and lieutenant to remain on the bridge.

“No need to apologize, sir,” the captain continued in a jovial tone. “The girl has embraced her role with enthusiasm, to be sure. And with no language barrier…” He leered at Devlin, who ducked his head. The other men nodded their agreement.

“Some women are born to serve,” Martin Rutledge, another passenger but one of lesser rank, volunteered to Devlin’s dismay. He wasn’t used to sharing slaves with commoners, nevermind the sailors who were the primary reason that relief girls had been secured for the voyage. He saw the crew tangentially at best and therefore easily ignored them, but he took meals with Rutledge and the man had the manners of a ploughman. Watching him eat was just the reminder Devlin didn’t need to imagine how he coupled with the girl.

His own hypocrisy galled him, though, as when Devlin used the girl–and there was no better word for his actions with her than ‘used’–he invariably took great care to fuck her from behind while maintaining a firm grip on her black hair so she reminded him of Evelyn without spoiling the illusion by showing her face. Even her Cockney accent, natural for the service girl while an affectation for the slave, was a two-edged sword. Her comments during their couplings also reminded him of Evelyn while driving home the point that she was not her. During his passion, he ignored the obvious but as soon as he was relieved, guilt and shame overtook him.

Why was that, he wondered. The slave girl was just that. He had fallen under her spell when he availed himself of her charms, three times no less, but he’d hardly stopped thinking about her since. After using many slaves over the years, he’d thought himself immune from becoming attached to one. That he had proved himself susceptible to any woman’s attributes troubled him.

“The black one has proven to be a unique experience,” Basil Brown offered. “I look forward to sampling more of her kind when we reach the Cape.” He looked at the other passengers for agreement but found none forthcoming. The captain leapt into the breach.

“What was it that sets her apart?” he asked. “I’ve always found pussy to be pussy.” He cast a sidelong glance at Devlin, who smiled politely.

“Well, the contrast, for one,” Brown said in plummy tones. A distant heir of a country earl, the man was clearly a gentleman but somewhat rough around the edges, Devlin thought. “Seeing that pink slit surrounded by coal black thighs. Striking.” He smiled again as he got a nod from Rutlegde, so he turned to Devlin. “You simply must give her a go, at least once.”

The ship listed hard suddenly, throwing each of the men off their chairs. Devlin managed to catch himself by grabbing the table before he tumbled to the floor like the others, save the captain, who was the least destabilized. He stood without touching the table and bade the others farewell while executing a quick departure from the officers’ dining room.

“I hear the storms blowing off the Sahara have wreaked havoc this year,” Rutledge said. “Captain Egan came highly recommended as being skilled at timing the gauntlet.”

“Predicting the weather is a fool’s errand,” Devlin said as another swell battered the ship and threw the threesome to the floor. All three crawled toward the door the captain had exited through. The lights flickered and went out, bathing the room in darkness.

“And now we’re done for,” Brown screamed. “Good lord, what have we done?”

“Steady, man,” Devlin ordered him. “We’ve weeks to go and this will only get worse, so take hold of yourself.”

“I’m going up,” Rutledge said as he worked his way through the door and into the hallway. “I’d rather drown in the moonlight than in this sinking coffin.”

Devlin found some sympathy for the commoner’s sentiment. He followed the sound Rutledge made as he tromped down the corridor towards the faint light shining through an open hatch. They emerged on the deck to enormous swells and galeforce winds that ripped at their faces.

“We’re in the thick of it,” Rutledge yelled but Devlin could barely hear him over the roar of the storm and the sea. The two men worked their way towards the bow of the boat as crew members seemed to be running in circles around them. Devlin wondered if they should offer to lend a hand or if they would be more hindrance than helpful.

Which all became moot when a towering wave suddenly loomed over him out of the darkness and everything went black.

Devlin vomited. He was shivering with the cold and the wind but he was no longer submerged or unconscious, but had no memory of how his current situation had come about. He was soaked and retching as his mind cleared and he realized he was in some sort of raft or dinghy, being rocked by wind and waves unmercifully as he emptied his stomach again and again.

“Fucking hell!” someone yelled over the howl of the gale. “Get your fucking head over the side!” A hand grabbed at Devlin’s hair and lifted him from the canvas floor of the dinghy and over the inflated tubing that bounded the craft just as another swell tilted them forward, almost tossing Devlin out of whatever he was in. More hands gripped his clothing and pulled him back to relative safety as the dinghy heaved and shook. Rain pelted him as he fell into his own puke, but another wave crashed down on the entire mess and washed it away and threatened the same with him, until he braced himself against the side of the dinghy.

“What happened?” he yelled to a figure in the near darkness. “Where are we?” The dinghy righted itself momentarily, allowing Devlin to look about in the dark. He sensed more than saw at least three more bodies, men, sailors he assumed. None of them resembled Rutledge, the last man he saw before he blacked out on the boat.

The boat, he thought suddenly. The boat was gone, replaced by whatever this was. He struggled to sit up and was blasted by another wave to the back of his head, knocking him forward onto the floor again. He rolled onto his back and wormed his way to the edge of the craft, which offered but minimal protection from the intensity of the storm.

“Get out of the way!” someone shouted, voice barely audible in the storm. Devlin scrambled to move as the man crawled over him toward the others. Devlin turned to see them working with some sort of rigging or ropes, no, oars attached to either side of the dinghy. He was shocked at their ability to remain upright, if only on their knees, in the blasting wind and rain, the swells, the waves, the noise, everything. He was content to let them do whatever it was they were doing as he cowered in the front or perhaps the back of the dinghy. He was no sailor and resigned himself to merely surviving by the grace of men who were.

After a time, minutes, maybe an hour, the intensity of the storm noticeably subsided. Devlin gathered himself enough to sit up and look over the side of the dinghy for any sign of anything–the moon, the sun, the boat, perhaps land. The voyage rarely strayed too far from the coastline in the days since they’d left London, except for the Straights of Gibraltar and a daring diagonal route to save time near the border between France and Spain. He had come to embrace captain Egan’s respect for keeping land in sight at the cost of a quicker journey while in command of a vessel that had no business on the high seas. The SS Marigold was designed for moving freight as cautiously as possible–let the daredevils and lunatics tempt both Neptune and the Gaians by venturing into uncharted waters in ships suited for neither. He would keep his head above water and his boat beneath his boots, he said on more than one occasion, Devlin recalled, not to mention retaining radio contact with the mainland. Except now it appeared he’d done nothing of the sort.

“You,” one of the sailors yelled at Devlin. “See if there are any flares in the pouch there.” He pointed at the side of the dinghy as if anyone could see what he was pointing at. Devlin reached for something, anything, and was rewarded when he felt a handle of some sort. Figuring out how to open the compartment took longer than either the sailor or Devlin felt was warranted and the sailor finally left his post at the oars and pushed Devlin aside. His apparent knowledge of the dinghy allowed him to open the compartment with ease, Devlin consoled himself. The sailor extracted something that in the growing moonlight resembled a weapon of some sort. A flare gun, Devlin realized at last.

“See anything?” the sailor called back to his fellow survivors, only to be met with head shakes. The sailor with the flare appeared to take it upon himself to make the decision to use the flare despite the lack of visibility or any semblance of a boat that might rescue them. He pointed the gun toward the sky and fired.

A rainbow of orange painted the night before an explosion lit up the surrounding clouds and endless ocean. The light bathed the dinghy but showed no other vessels or land when Devlin scanned the horizon in all directions. After too few seconds, the light faded and darkness shrouded them again.

“How many flares do we have?” one of the sailors still manning the oars shouted at the one next to Devlin.

“One more,” he shouted back.

“Let’s save it,” came the response. “Wait for the storm to pass.”

With no expertise of his own and no rank that would hold sway under the present dire circumstances, Devlin was content to let the sailors decide how to allocate their resources. He settled into the crook of the floor and the inflated tubing, his only bulwark against the angry sea. The storm had lessened but was still fierce as the sailors used the oars to keep the dinghy pointed at the rolling waves so as not to capsize it, Devlin realized. At first glance, he had assumed they were rowing to get them to land. But now as he watched them more closely, he understood their sole purpose was to keep them afloat, for which he was grateful.

The wind showed little sign of subsiding until it disappeared altogether, suddenly. He shifted to peer over the edge of the tubing. but the night was still black. He turned to look at the sailors, who were slumped over their oars.

“What happened?” he yelled.

“We’re in the eye of the storm,” the one who had shot the flare responded. “It’ll pass and we’ll be right back in the thick of it.”

“Have you been through this sort of thing before?” he asked as he shifted closer to them.

“Aye, more times than I can count. Although this is my first wreck in some time.”

“How did you survive the last one?” Devlin wasn’t sure he wanted to know but he couldn’t stop himself from asking.

“Drifted for days after the storm left us. We finally caught a favorable current and were pushed toward the land. We rowed the rest of the way.”

“Will they send out a rescue boat to find us?”

The sailors looked at each other. “The company? No, not bloody likely. Cost of doing business as they see it.”

“What about the Navy?”

“Whose navy?” the man demanded with a derisive laugh. “The British Navy stays close to home. Don’t rightly know where we are so I can’t say there are no African navies about but I’ve not seen one in years.”

“They keep to themselves, those Africans,” another sailor said before he looked at the others. “Should we chance a flare in the eye?”

“No, it’s too narrow. If we’re not lucky enough to be noticed, we’ll be lost unless…” He looked at Devlin.

“What?” the gentleman asked.

“There’s also a chance we’ll be picked up by the Gaians, assuming the storm blew us far enough out to sea, which given how long it took for the eye to get here is a good possibility.”

“The Gaians?” Devlin repeated. “Aren’t they more myth than reality?”

The sailors exchanged looks again. “It’s impossible to know as no one ever comes back once they vanish,” the flare shooter added.

“How would . . . how do these Gaians . . . survive the storms?” Devlin persisted.

“Belief is they have ships that dwarf ours,” he said. “Never seen one but…”

“Why don’t they invade if they’re so well-armed?” Devlin almost shouted. He wasn’t sure why he was angry at the notion of his helplessness, or at the idea that Great Britain was so inferior to some imaginary enemy.

“That’s not their way, I’ve heard. Can’t say for sure but it’s the only thing what makes any sense, Guv’nor,” the third and so far silent sailor said in a Cockney that struck at Devlin, and the nobleman was suddenly engulfed with thoughts of the girl locked in the cage with her two companions, not to mention the memory of Evelyn, not as lost to him as . . . what was her name? Petula? . . . but nearly so.

“Look, at the wall of the storm,” the flare sailor said, pointing over Devlin’s head. “Are those running lights?”

Devlin turned to look but saw nothing. His eyes were suddenly pelted by a sheet of water as the storm reasserted itself with stinging intensity.

“We’ll only know if we row like the dickens,” the third sailor said as he grabbed the oar. The flare shooter worked his way forward in the dinghy toward the hidden compartment and Devlin was content to let him manage on his own. The sea rose and fell rapidly again and he tasted bile for the first time in hours. He threw himself to the floor of the dinghy and focused on calming his urge to vomit once more.

The sound of the flare arcing into the night sky forced Devlin to look up. He peered over the side and saw the lights and immediately dismissed them as fantasy, a trick of the moon and stars, someone else’s flare, his own fevered imaginings. If these were the lights of a ship, it must be the biggest in the world, impossibly huge, impregnable to a storm that had crushed the mighty Marigold.

Devlin, like the men around him, locked their eyes on the lights with both fascination and horror. No, this was a ship, vaster and faster than anything known in Devlin’s world, and it was closing on them with breathtaking speed. So yes, they would be rescued, but by whom? What kind of people could build a boat that size and not conquer the entire world with it? Even at the distance he calculated to be at least a mile, the vessel was immense, dwarfing the Marigold in length but most extraordinarily, in height. The ship’s stacks would easily top that of the tallest building in London, St. Paul’s Cathedral at over 350 feet.

To signal its intent and the recognition of the flare shot from the dinghy, someone or something on the ship launched a massive flare of its own that illuminated the entirety of the eye of the storm for several seconds. Devlin looked around in wonderment at the walls of storm clouds surrounding them. Meanwhile, the sailors pulled on the oars with all their strength to move the dinghy back into the eye and toward the massive vessel, but it was a hopeless task, and the other wall reached them, pushing them about with a sudden ferocity that convinced Devlin all was lost. So close to being rescued, but they would not survive, he told himself bitterly. A fool’s folly he’d been on from the start, and this was a fitting end to it and to him.

A blast of a horn shook him to his core, replacing his despair with terror, and he whirled around to see the vast steel hull of the rescue ship bearing down on them at frightening speed.

The craft, slowing with a deep, terrifying rumble, struck the dinghy with a jarring thud, and Devlin thought at first the collision was meant to destroy their rescue craft as well, and leave them to drown. A moment later, the dingy went sideways, tossing Devlin and pitching the sailors forward, and all the men were sent sprawling onto the floor and then over the edge of the inflated tubing, only to be caught in midair by a net. The dinghy continued to rise above the water, and Devlin cast his eyes about frantically before he realized they were being hoisted by netting, suspended by cables dropped from the side of the vessel. Shielding his eyes from the pelting rain, he followed the cables up to the end of a huge crane, arcing out over sea and drawing them up above the swells.

“What’s going on?” he called out to the nearest sailor, the man’s body pinned against the netting by the upended dinghy. “What’s happening?”

The man, facing away from Devlin, said nothing.

Devlin inched his way along the edge of the tubing, clawing at the man’s shoulder, turned him and wished he hadn’t. The man had been impaled by a shattered oar, blood seeping from his wound and his gaping mouth, dousing Devlin in a reddish mix of blood, rain, and seawater. As they ascended through the gale, the net swung against the ship’s unyielding hull, prompting cries of fear from Devlin and his surviving comrades, pushing the oar deeper into the dead sailor’s chest. Devlin turned away, again retching violently despite his stomach’s emptiness.

The upward movement of the net and the dinghy slowed, and Devlin saw they were a hundred or more feet above the roiling sea when the crane swung its cargo toward the ship and over the deck. The winch reversed itself and the net dropped its contents onto the steel flooring with an abrupt thump, then the netting relaxed its grip on the dinghy and it lay flat. The thick wet netting covered Devlin and prevented him from standing, but as he rose to his hands and knees, he breathed a sigh of relief at what seemed to have been an intentional rescue. The other sailors, trapped at the far end of the dinghy, worked beneath the net to examine the impaled sailor, but quickly realized there was nothing to be done for him.

“This is their fault,” the Cockney accent growled. “Their goddamn fault.”

“Whose fault?” Devlin asked. He looked around for the culprits – it was abundantly clear Cockney was referring to the operators of the net and hence, the ship, but he saw no one. Just a driving rain pelting the steel deck around them.

“The bastards what did this,” he cried out, grabbing at the netting but unable to move it enough to free them from its confines. “Pirates, or worse.”

“What could be worse than pirates?” Devlin asked, more to himself than the sailors.

“Here they come,” warned another sailor, the one who’d shot the flares, pointing behind Devlin. “Be ready to fight.”

“With what?” Devlin asked as he turned to see a small squad of men in gray uniforms approach and begin grappling with the nets, raising and separating them. They worked efficiently and silently, clearly practiced in the task at hand. Next, they directed unintelligible words at Devlin and his two compatriots, but their gestures made clear they were to make their way free of the dinghy and the nets. Which they did, reluctantly.

“Any idea who they are?” Devlin asked Cockney but he was blindsided by a blow to the back of his head and knocked sprawling forward. He grabbed the throbbing knot on his crown and turned to see another type of uniform, black and intimidating, worn by a man of immense size and proportions. The man, if he be such a being, shouted words in an unknown language at him as if the increase in volume would compensate for Devlin’s lack of understanding. Devlin shook his head and raised his palms in what he hoped would be taken as a universal sign of confusion but the man in black just lunged for him, grabbing his shirt and yanking him upward.

Devlin tried to free himself from the man in black’s grip, but he was no match for his size and strength. Half dragged and half walked to a door that another black uniformed being opened as they approached, Devlin was thrown through the opening into a dark hallway, small lights glowing in the ceiling, and from there he lost track of his journey through the ship, sudden turns here and there ending in a room he could barely see, lightless and windowless. A door was clanged shut, and he was alone. He held up his hand in front of his face but could not see it.

He rolled onto his back and breathed heavily.

He fell asleep a few minutes later.


Chapter 5: Devastating News

“Evelyn,” spoke the voice over the speaker in Evelyn’s workroom.

“Yes, Master?” Evelyn said, looking up from the pile of esoteric technologies that represented her morning labors.

“I’ve heard something favorable this morning from the Ministry of Enterprise,” Cavendish said. “They’re going to take another pass at two of my patents, and if they’re true to their words, the third will follow, by necessity.”

“That’s wonderful, Sir.”

“I can only credit your time with Barkington for it,” Cavendish said. “And he called me, by the way. Said he might like another go at you.”

“I’d be pleased to,” Evelyn said.

“Of course you would,” Cavendish said, his smile apparent in his voice. “How did you find him?”

“Very pleasant, got it done in due time, did me just once.”

“You mentioned the patents, I’m sure.”

“Yes, before the performance.”

“Very good,” Cavendish said, and then he paused. “I hope you’re not still pining over that Devlin fellow.”

“Pining, Sir?” Evelyn echoed, struggling to keep her voice even.

“Exactly,” Cavendish said. “I’m sure you know what the word means. And, well . . . to be blunt, I’m rather afraid there’s been some bad news.”

“I beg your pardon?” Evelyn nearly shouted, her vision narrowing down to a single yellow tube lodged sideways in the assembly before her.

“He was on the Marigold, if you recall,” Cavendish said. “News out today says they got caught in an African gale. Their last radio message said they’d foundered and were going down.”

In an instant, what had been a pleasant memory of an unplanned tryst crystalized itself into a shrine burned into Evelyn’s brain. Every word she and Devlin had spoken, the three times and the three ways they’d coupled, the way she’d slapped him and then let him take her, their banter and their kisses and the way Sean looked naked–all of it solidified in her mind in one frozen piece, never to be altered, and never to be added to, like a cathedral that no one was allowed ever again to enter.

Evelyn could not help herself. Who could? She wailed, falling to her workbench, shoulder against it as she shook and wept, senseless of anything, even her master’s voice, growing ever louder and more alarmed.

“Evelyn? Evelyn, what’s overtaken you? Evelyn, speak to me! Speak to me!”

Even when Cavendish arrived in the flesh to her work room, trekking down from his third-storey attic, Evelyn remained lost in her own world, convulsing on her bench as she wept.

“Evelyn, my girl, speak to me!” Cavendish cried, sitting by her head on the bench, stroking her hair and her bare shoulder, squeezing her arm. “Please tell me this isn’t about that Devlin boy!”

Evelyn’s weeping slowly abated, not because of her master’s touch, but because there was an inner fortitude that, even now, she could draw from.

“I’m sorry, Sir,” she said, raising herself on one arm and choking out a laugh at her own expense. “I just . . . he was so young. And he was a good . . . he was good.”

“There’s still a chance he’ll return,” Cavendish offered. “Now and then they do.”

“Of course,” Evelyn nodded, putting her elbows on her work table and covering her face, laughing at her wrists. “But I’m sure he’s already forgotten me, even if he does show up.”

“I know what it’s like to love and lose,” Cavendish said softly, as though hoping to find the right words for a girl whose passions were not entirely understandable. “But when the loss arrives in youth, it’s worse. So . . . cry as you will.”

“Alright, I’m done,” Evelyn said with another self-deprecating laugh, and she straightened, pressed her ribs against the edge of her work table, sniffed and grabbed a rag from the bench to wipe her nose and mouth. “I know you think me a fool.”

“Hearts beat the same, regardless of station,” Cavendish observed. “And it isn’t easy for any of us.”

“It’s just . . . we spoke the same tongue,” she said, sniffing. “Beyond the King’s English. We understood each other.”

“Then it’s not just about the way he plumbed you,” Cavendish said.

“No, Sir.”

“All of us meet our match, sooner or later,” he said. “The chances they’ll fit into your life in any other way is vanishingly small. Some of us remember the one with a twinkle, and some pine away.”

Cavendish paused, breathed in, his pep talk done. “But I can’t let you pine away, girl . . . I can’t afford it. So buck up, dear, and tell me what you’ve found out this morning.”

“Yes, of course,” Evelyn said, looking down at her work with one last sniff and a dab at her eyes. “They didn’t set the housing wide enough for the count assembly. And the transistor array is at a non-optimal angle.”

“Put it all down in a vendor note to Krupps,” Cavendish said. “Let’s see if they can fix the next batch.”

“Yes, Sir,” Evelyn said, grabbing the legal pad and a pen, setting out on one of the best things to distract her from the pains of her life, including an aching heart. “I’ll have it done for you by this evening.”

But a fortnight later–after five more assignations, two visits to her master’s bed, her own daily self-indulgence, and no more whippings–Evelyn’s heart was still aching. Not with burning pain, not unbearably, but with something worse, perhaps–a dull, throbbing torment that felt like it would never go away.

Nothing more had been heard from the Marigold. Because the ship held not one but two members of British nobility–even if neither were first in line–the loss of the craft was covered regularly in the papers, and broadcast as well, and Evelyn tormented herself by hovering near radios at the top of the hour, when listeners were treated with five minutes’ worth of the day’s top stories.

“Gaia seems to have claimed its latest victims,” the newsreader announced on the radio in the junior salon of her master’s club. “Naval officials called off the search last night for the Marigold, which set sail almost a month ago, headed to Africa with a ship full of textiles and coal, a crew of nine, and four paying passengers, including Sir Sean Devlin of the Barony of Doral, and Basil Brown, a member of the Shropshire clan. According to their last radio message, they’d been blown far off course and were sinking in a gale in the deep ocean. If they were able to board the lifeboats, officials suspect their doom was only delayed, as the wind and currents would have pushed them into the arms of Gaia soon enough.”

Evelyn clenched her jaw but revealed no other sign of her anguish. And so it might have gone for the rest of her life, except for the mail two weeks later.

The day’s letters and packages arrived as they usually did, at the front door in mid-afternoon, and Cavendish sorted through them, frowned at the one piece in light brown paper, seemed to ponder it for a long time before he headed downstairs with it, where Evelyn was studying the technical details of a new transistor, working naked at her bench, her left foot at the end of its chain.

“Something from him,” Cavendish said, dropping the letter on Evelyn’s table, turning and exiting. There was no reason for him to read it, of course, because the sender was dead. Nor did he want to see his girl pass through another, hopefully final, crisis of agony over her erstwhile lover.

Evelyn’s hands were shaking as she tore open the envelope and pulled out the little slip of paper, covered on both sides by the neat cursive script of a gentleman:

Dearest Evelyn,

I hope this missive finds you well. I wrote it aboard my ship, bound for Africa, and sent it via a supply dingy we encountered off the coast of Spain. I’ll consider myself lucky if it arrives in your hands, although I won’t know one way or another if it does for many weeks, perhaps months or years, if ever. Such is the way of postal communications in the new age. I suppose I’ll get used to telephone someday but today is not that day.

But I digress.

My sole purpose in writing to you is to make clear that my stated intentions the day of our meeting and farewell were heartfelt, and that I intend to follow through with their execution. I have much to accomplish in this world and now I have an added incentive to move on them post haste: you. I know we had but a short time together but it was a profound time for me and I daresay for you as well, if your reactions were any indication. I’ve been with women who had no choice in their couplings and such circumstances always manifested themselves in a profound sense of ennui, if not outright boredom with the proceedings. Suffice to say, I experienced no such apathy during our time together. If anything, you seemed as enthused as I. Which I adored.

More than anything, Evelyn, I adore you. In those few minutes (hours, perhaps - I am powerless to judge) I sensed a zeal on your part for our coupling that matched, if not exceeded, my own fervor. This was not the response I expected, although perhaps you are just excitable and well-suited to your station in life. If that is true, that your alacrity was unconnected to my presence and being, I care not at all. I would prefer, of course, that your enjoyment was predicated on my participation, but at the end of the day, it really doesn’t matter. If I can have you, I will have you. Of that you can be certain. I give you my word as a gentleman and an Englishman. I have no greater bond to offer.

Yours faithfully,

Sean Devlin

Evelyn read the letter three times over, front and back, eyes flickering over the lines without blinking. But there were no tears this time, no hysterics, no emotional collapse requiring an intervention–imperfect as it would be–from Bertram Cavendish.

Because in the intervening days, beginning within moments after Evelyn had learned that Sean Devlin had been lost at sea, the girl had been formulating a plan.

A reckless plan. An illegal plan. A plan that would earn her hours of hanging in the St. Martin’s Keep.

And thus a plan which, when it first hatched in her mind the way the mythical gryphon breaks from its shell, hideous and fully-formed, she dismissed it.

I will do no such thing, she told herself, and she covered up the awful idea in her mind and concentrated on other things, on innovations in radio, on the pleasures and intrigues of her occupation, and when the gryphon chirped and stirred beneath its bushel, she pretended not to perceive it. And then arrived Sir Devlin’s epistle, and the plan arose and threw off its cover and passed from monstrosity to . . . child.

I will do this, Evelyn said, clutching Sean’s letter so tight the ink pressed into the meat of her thumb. I will do this.

Or I will die trying.


Chapter 6: Captivity

Devlin stirred and rolled onto his side. As he did, he became aware of changes to his person. His clothes had been stripped away and shackles added to his ankles. He reached to feel them before he realized they were chained together and attached to a bolt or an eyelet. It was still too dark to see much of anything. Had he heard a thud? A door opened, the light flooding in, and as he blinked, a figure appeared on the other side of a wall of bars, standing backlit in the doorway. He couldn’t make out who was there other than she was female, and naked as well.

“Sprechen Sie Deutsch?” she asked, her voice soft. “Se habla Espanol?”

“Pardon?” he responded.

“You’re English?” she asked, almost shouting, and she reached for a switch and a blinding light bathed the space from overhead.

“I am. And you are?” he responded, shutting his eyes, not recognizing her accent with only two words to go by.

“You first,” she said, entering, folding her arms beneath her ample breasts and leaning against the wall, eyeing him expectantly. She was pale, red-haired, blue-eyed, her pubic hair a darker red, her nipples firm, the effect overall too outlandish to be anything but a dream.

“Sean Devlin,” he said as his eyes adjusted to the brightness, and he was immediately taken by her beauty, her nonchalance at being naked before him, and her relative freedom on the other side of the bars that separated them. “Of Doral,” he added impetuously.

“House of Doral?” she said with surprise, her accent Welsh.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said softly. Was she in charge of him, he wondered.

“Then how in hell did you end up floating in the sea?” she demanded, adding after a pause, “Baron Devlin?”

He bowed his head. “No, that would be my father.” He held back at explaining he was not in line for succession.

“The question remains,” she said, moving to the bars to look him over. “Regardless your current title.”

“I was booked on the Marigold and bound for the Cape in Southern Africa when a storm took us by surprise.” He looked her over as unobtrusively as he could. “I have no idea how I came to be in that dinghy, to be perfectly honest.”

“You crossed half the sea in that salad bowl?”

“The Marigold was almost a hundred feet stem to stern,” he said pridefully before realizing that compared to the ship where he now found himself, his boast was ludicrous.

“How was it powered?” she asked.

“Steam, of course. How is this ship powered?”

“They do something to oil is the best I understand it,” she said.

“Whale oil?”

For a brief moment, she raised one eyebrow, as though waiting for him to start laughing. When he didn’t, she did, hands over her mouth, bending with mirth, and she was still smiling through her next question.

“Why is England putting her lords on those rickety little fish barrels now?”

Devlin bristled. “The Marigold was one of the largest cargo vessels in the fleet.” He paused before forging ahead against all good judgment. “We were merely the victims of bad fortune.”

“I do hope they didn’t send out the rest of the . . . fleet,” she said, speaking the last word dubiously. “Scooping you lubbers out of the water is turning into a full-time job for the Mohican Navy.”

“Mohican?”

“You’ve been rescued by Mohica,” she said. “And are now Mohican property. Rather like me.”

“And you are…?” he asked, unable to process the other information.

“Brianna,” she said.

“We’re…property?”

“You’re unfamiliar with the condition?”

“Uh, no. I am familiar, just…” He looked around. “Surprised, is all. Are there no…” The room tilted precipitously and without warning as the engine noise that had faded to the background during their conversation reasserted itself in earnest. The girl looked unperturbed but Devlin placed his hands flat on the floor. “Are we going under, too?”

“No, Baron Devlin,” she said. “We don’t venture where we don’t belong.”

Devlin realized his manhood had noticed the girl’s gifts as they conversed and he was powerless to hide it. She noticed as well and when her eyes lifted from his crotch to meet his, she smiled slightly.

“We’ll most likely be breeding you,” she said. “But that’s not my decision.”

“Breeding?” he asked, his head reeling once again. “I’m a free man!”

She waved her hand dismissively.

“Your freedom expired when whatever you call a ship failed you,” she said. “You’ll need to get used to that, same as I did. And we need your progeny.”

“My what?” Devlin was catching on but still behind the curve.

“You savages bring some nasty illnesses,” she said. “But your offspring don’t succumb to them like we . . . like they do.”

“Who the bloody blazes are they?” Devlin bellowed, his patience expired.

“Mohica,” she said. “Azteck. Innuitta. The rest of them. The nations. Here.”

“Where is here?”

“It’s called Pachamah,” she said. “Roughly translated, Mother Earth.”

Devlin sagged to the floor, unable to continue. Too much information, too strange, too…something. He looked up at the girl.

“You’re a slave?”

“Yes,” she said. “I was 12 when my parents went too far out on a little pleasure cruise.”

“So, these people are nothing but pirates? Taking plunder from wherever they find it on the open seas?”

Brianna pushed away from the bars, leaned against the wall, and sighed.

“These people have been defending their shores from you and your kind for more than 500 years,” she said. “And please don’t flatter yourselves. There’s nothing worth plundering in the splinters you idiots venture out on.”

Devlin lifted his eyes wearily. “Do you live on this ship, then?”

“I’m part of the crew,” she replied. “Property of the captain. When it sails, so do I.”

“But you wear no chains?” He rattled his own. “Like these?”

“Oh, I do all the time, in port,” she said. “No need for them on the boat. Usually. Now stand up for me, come to the bars.”

Devlin hoisted himself up with a grunt, the knot at the back of his head suddenly throbbing, and shuffled to the girl, his chain just long enough to reach her, and she put her hands through the bars to grasp his erection and pull him closer, then she went into a crouch.

“What are you doing?” he asked in a slight panic.

“The captain wants a full report,” she said, eyeing the end of his penis before she squeezed it. When a drop of clear pre-ejaculate appeared, she wicked it off with her tongue, closing her eyes and concentrating, not unlike the wine connoisseurs at the better London clubs.

“Would you like a full sample?” he asked, eyes narrowing.

“Yes,” she said. “But not yet. And not in my mouth.”

“Can we…?” Devlin looked at the door. “Will they…?”

Brianna raised her eyebrows at him, waiting for him to finish his thought.

“Object?” he finished.

“Object to what?”

He sighed. “You said I’m to be a breeder.”

“You’re a candidate,” she said. “But that’s not up to me. You need to get through some things first.”

“Through what?”

“Sound as your own breeding might be, you'll need to prove your abilities,” she said.

“Prove them how?”

“You’ll start with me,” she said. “None of it should be a surprise.”

“Now?”

“No, I’ll need my mistress’s permission,” Brianna said. “Most likely she’ll give it, after I tell them what we’ve caught. But don’t hmmangia in the meantime.”

“Don’t what?”

She pointed to Sean’s erection, then moved her hand obscenely back and forth against her mound.

“You mean . . . don’t masturbate?”

“Masturbate?” she asked, looking puzzled. “Is that what it’s called?”

“That’s our word for it. You’re unfamiliar?”

“I’ve just . . .” Brianna laughed, put her hands together. “It’s not . . . there’s a whole body of English I was never in a place to learn.”

“Okay.” Devlin nodded.

“So whatever its name is,” she said, “don’t do it.”

“Or else what?”

“You’ll do poorly,” she said. “I’ll be judging you on quantity, and speed. And if they don’t make you a breeder, you’ll end up as something worse.”

Devlin didn’t ask the obvious question. He felt no need. If a breeder was his fate, he would embrace it. For now.

“Let me check with the captain,” she said, sidling back to the door with another glance at Sean’s hardened member. “No need to keep you waiting.”

Devlin waited for what felt like a long time for Brianna to return. Long enough for his erection to fade completely, even as he couldn’t get the red-haired slave girl out of his thoughts. His stomach settled somewhat, but he still felt both nauseous and hungry as he pondered his last meal, dinner, just before the storm hit. How long ago was that, he wondered as he paced his cell, chains ringing with every step on the metal floor, and he started when the door opened.

Brianna entered first, just as naked as the first time, followed by a dark-haired, bronze-skinned woman in this strange world’s idea of a commander’s naval uniform: Dark blue tunic with gold piping, a white skirt hemmed at mid-thigh, and a white cap with a short gold brim, a brass anchor affixed at the front, embroidery and more brass insignia of uncertain origins affixed over her right breast, at her shoulders, at her hip.

“Sir Devlin, our captain,” Brianna said. “She commands the ship. She wanted to meet you.”

The woman stepped forward, taking in all of Sean with a cool, appraising eye.

Devlin almost moved his hands to cover his genitals but stopped himself. His erection had sprung to life at the sight of Brianna but was wilting in the face of the woman who held his fate in her hands.

She was taller than he expected, almost a foot taller than Brianna and perhaps taller than he, although she wore boots and he was barefoot. Her uniform was oddly impressive in an unfamiliar and austere way, but it projected her authority quite effectively. He kept his eyes on hers as she raked his body before she looked at his face impassively. Then she spoke unintelligible words toward Brianna without diverting her gaze at him.

“Mnnjla ouewrh owerehre skachspir?” she said with quiet authority, speaking a language completely foreign to Sean, not comparable to anything in Europe, distinct from the tongues of Africa, Asia, Australia.

“She wants to know if you’re familiar with Shakespeare,” Brianna said.

Devlin blinked. “Of course,” he said quickly. “What self-respecting Englishman…” The captain cut him off with more of her language.

“Classically educated?” Brianna asked.

“Yes,” Devlin answered succinctly, learning the expectations of his captors.

“You might do more than breeding,” Brianna explained. Devlin wanted to ask what ‘more than breeding’ might entail but he held his tongue on that point.

Brianna continued. “There’s a growing respect for Khrittkhruck culture here. You might do a little tutoring here and there.”

“What does Kriticuck mean?” Devlin asked Brianna.

Brianna smiled a little uncertainly. “Khrittkhruck,” she corrected. “That’s the best I can do with it, anyway. The middle consonant is a bit difficult. Best I understand, it’s someone’s name and then the Mohican for “savage.”

“I’m no bloody savage!” he almost shouted indignantly, forgetting himself momentarily.

“Now’s not the time to argue tangents,” Brianna said with a quick glance at Sean’s penis, and she opened her mouth to say something else but was cut short when the captain muttered a few more words. Brianna nodded to her and said a quiet “Ishka,” which Sean recognized by tone and body language as the assent of a slave to her master’s command. How many times had the same thing been said to Sean by the lowest class of England?

Yes, Milord. Of course, Sir. Aye, Guv’nor.

“Alright, she’s ready to see how you do,” Brianna said. “She needs to get back to the chair.”

“Do what?” Devlin asked just before it dawned on him what she meant. “Oh…”

The captain stepped up, unlocked the cage door, Brianna entered and dropped to hands and knees.

“Do as you will,” she said simply.

Devlin looked at the girl, then at his wilting member. He’d never been watched while performing the act, and the prospect did not entice him. He knelt in front of Brianne and held his limp penis for her to take into her mouth, which she did without comment. His erection roared to life with a few deft strokes deep into her mouth and throat.

Brianna, innocent as she might have been when she and her parents were captured, ignorant as she might have remained of the English words for things beyond her age, had obviously learned the physical universals, and she immediately delivered a very competent degree of pleasure to the shaft.

He withdrew, rose to circle behind her and positioned himself for penetration. He gripped her hips and eased forward, thankful she was wet for him. He buried himself in her and began to fuck her in earnest, mindful of his audience but unperturbed by her. Thankfully.

“Oh, ooh, oh,” Brianna said quietly under her breath. Obviously, her captain didn’t need a performance from the female half of the couple.

“We want a lot of volume,” Brianna said huskily, her pelvis rocking in time with his thrusts. “Try to last a bit before you arhhm.”

“Before I what?”

“I don’t know the English for it. It’s when your soul bunches up and all it comes out of you.”

“Orgasm,” Sean said.

“Yes, that then. I’ll let you know when it’s time.”

As he fucked her in earnest, he was surprised when her tunnel tightened precipitously around his cock, and a moment later she wrenched a formidable orgasm from him. He gasped and fell onto her back as he emptied his balls into her pulsing, grasping chamber. Never had he been milked so quickly and effectively. To his disappointment; he was enjoying her. He breathed hard as he rested his head on the girl’s back before he raised up, withdrew from her and slid back to stand. Once again, his chains rattled as he moved, reminding him of his new status. He peeked at the captain, who cast a quick glance at him before she looked expectantly at Brianna.

Brianna stood a little shakily, stepped to her mistress, turned and bent, showing the ship’s commander the fruit of Sean’s labors. The captain crouched to peer at the slavegirl’s vulva, nodded with obvious satisfaction, spoke a few words in her own tongue, and exited, locking  Brianna in with Sean.

“Is this sort of thing…common?” Devlin asked.

“What sort of thing?” Brianna asked, sitting down on the steel floor, crossing her legs, making no effort to hide her wet opening.

“Sex on command?” He waved at the bars. “In a cage?”

“Same as in Great Britain, as far as I know,” Brianna said dismissively.

“We don’t breed our slaves,” he sniffed. “Haven’t for decades.”

“You giaghi them though, I imagine?”

“We what?”

Brianna pointed to her vagina, moving her finger back and forth just outside her opening. “What we just did, you know.”

“In private, and for relief, not to produce offspring.” He snorted. “It’s barbaric.”

Brianna studied the man for a long moment, her eyes expressing something unreadable, complex. Perhaps she was born in Wales, but she had since the age of 12 been made the product of this strange land.

“Sir Devlin,” she said at last. “I’m not here to give you an education. But let me try to enlighten you a bit. Five hundred years ago . . .” Brianna looked up, doing some quick math in her head, “five hundred and thirty, give or take . . . your people . . . our people, came on three ships to steal, rape, and destroy. We fought back, and we’ve been fighting back ever since. To protect ourselves from . . . from monsters.”

“You’re speaking of Cristoforo Colon?”  Devlin asked.

“Yes.”

“He wasn’t a monster,” Devlin said. “He was an explorer. One of the first and last.”

“Not the last, unfortunately.”

“What do you mean?” He looked at the ceiling. “No, never mind. We’ll just have to agree to disagree on that. But why do you breed slaves? We gave that up a century or more ago.”

Brianna straightened her back, breathed in, offered a half smile.

“You might be monsters,” she said, “but we’ve been mixing up the blood a bit, from the start. We were told to, and it worked. The offspring do well enough. Better than well enough. When it’s done right . . .” Brianna chuckled. “That’s why they like to supervise.”

“To improve the stock? Like cattle? Why?”

“Old commandments.”

“It’s religious?” he asked.

Brianna shrugged. “Ancient mysteries is all I’ve been told.”

“What do you mean by ‘ancient mysteries’?”

Brianna rolled her eyes slightly. “They believe it as hard as anyone follows Jesus back there,” she said. “Somehow, we got wind of the invasion. I’m not much for prophesy, but apparently this one was true. Word of the gods or what have you. And we met the invaders on the open ocean and prevailed, and we’ve been following the instructions more or less ever since. Learn from you, we were told. Copy how you do things. And breed with you.”

“We tend to look down on mixing of the races,” Devlin said. “You admire half-breeds?”

“Call it what you will,” Brianna said. “The children are among our best. The premier of Mohica is of that line.” Brianna looked down at Sean’s member, stirring to life of its own volition.  “Now . . .”

Devlin looked at his erection and then at Brianna. “Really? Again?”

“You can’t?” she asked, looking at him suspiciously.

“Oh, I very much can,” he said as he moved to take her in his arms. His chains rattled again, but he was kissing her for the first time and the distractions and discomforts all melted away.

Brianna returned his affections, her mouth open to him, her tongue exploring his. She certainly hadn’t learned to do that in England. Was this another universal of coupling? A preamble to the act practiced the world over?

When she tugged him onto her body and spread her legs for him, Devlin reached down to guide his fresh erection into her slot, still wet with his previous essence, beyond inviting. He slid all the way home with ease and moaned at the way she felt in his favorite position. He stroked in and out of her with gusto.

“Oh, meddhulle,” she groaned, adding with a gasp, “the captain will be getting a . . . a positive report.”


Chapter 7: Arrival

Sean Devlin woke up in the dark, as usual. He’d been keeping track of the days by counting his meals in the cell where he’d remained since being rescued and imprisonment. He estimated at least four days since he was shipwrecked, perhaps more, as his meals were both inadequate and infrequent.

And strange! Food he’d never tasted before, nothing familiar, and with no one to explain it to him, but with not enough of it, he wolfed it down as soon as it was delivered, barely noting the odd tastes and textures. He used the bucket provided to relieve himself, and drove himself to distraction thinking about Brianna, who never visited him, and Evelyn, whom he dispaired of ever seeing again.

The door opened, and Sean looked up, expecting another meal, but saw a naked female form silhouetted in the light of the doorway, saw her reach for the switch, and his space was immediately bathed in the bright overhead illumination of his first day.

“How are we doing, Mr. Devlin?” Brianna inquired, entering, her steps shortened by the chain that fastened her ankles together.

“Well enough,” he blurted. He sounded angrier than he wanted to be. He was really ecstatic to see the girl again. “But that’s no matter, is it?” He smiled. “My bucket is nearly full, by the way.” He winced again. So needy, he chided himself.

“We’re about to get to port,” she said. “So your time at sea is over.”

“Which port?”

“Manhattan.”

“Where is that?”

“Well . . . in Mohica,” Brianna said with a laugh. “I don’t believe you’ve been there before. The biggest port, in the biggest city in the nation.”

“Mohica? In the West?”

“Mohica,” she repeated. “The nation of Mohica. You were rescued by the Mohican Navy.”

“Okay,” he said, not quite comprehending it all. “Where are we going?”

Brianna raised an eyebrow, peered through the bars at him.

“We’re going to a port in a city in the other half of the world,” she said. “I guarantee you’ve never heard of it.”

A male crew member entered, with the same bronzed skin and black hair sported by the captain, and he squeezed past Brianna and raised a hose, turning the nozzle without ceremony and directing a blast of cold water at the poor Englishman.

Devlin shielded his face from the spray and sputtered, turned his back once he realized he was being cleaned, and allowed the man hosing him to clean the parts that needed it most. When the water was shut off, he turned, wiping his face with his hands. He had no expectation of being given anything to dry himself and that expectation was fulfilled. The man dropped the hose, unlocked his cage, entered, and attached shackles to Devlin’s ankles, only then removing the cuffs that had bound him to the floor for the duration of his captivity.

“The captain wants to see you,” Brianna said by way of explanation.

Devlin remained quiet and followed along behind the naked slave girl, who obviously knew her way in the labyrinth halls of the massive vessel. He had no scale by which to calculate the size of it, just knew it dwarfed anything he’d experienced or even knew of back home. This vessel rivaled entire buildings in size and scope in London, the country’s largest and most modern city, and one of the greatest in Europe or the rest of the known world.

As Devlin trailed behind the girl, his manhood perked to life. His thoughts about their coupling in front of the captain had dominated his lonely hours in his cell, and inspired more than one session of furtive self-pleasuring (although most of those honors went to Evelyn), and now that she was feet in front of him, and in shackles to boot, he was hard-pressed not to be hard.

As they progressed, the halls widened, the floors went from raw steel to a thin carpet, and the space’s appointments improved as well, pictures hung intermittently of great ships at anchor, on the high seas, at war, cannon blazing.

Ahead, a female crewmember stood by a door, and as they approached, she pulled it open for them, and the couple arrived in what Devlin quickly recognized as the bridge, the head of the ship, a great wheel and a throttle in the center of the space, a dozen officers seated around it, the captain herself here as well, standing off to the side, consulting with a male officer that Devlin guessed was just below her. But the captain wasn’t guiding the ship. That honor seemed to have gone to another, a female in a light gray uniform, clearly not a member of the ship’s crew.

A harbormaster, Devlin concluded. Someone specialized in navigating this particular port, given charge of the boat to bring it to its berth.

Windows lay ahead of the ship’s wheel, and Devlin’s eyes went there next, taking in . . . an incomprehensible sight: In the distances, still at least a mile away, a city more vast than anything Devlin had ever seen or heard of, its buildings taller, its streets wider and more full of people and machines than three Londons, easily. And to his left, its shadow almost reaching the ship, presided a vast statue, of staggering height and incomprehensible design, at least a dozen faces, one atop the other, shaped from copper long ago gone green, each face bearing its own expression of malice, anger, rage, pride, and all facing east, toward Europe.

“What is that?” he asked as he pointed at the structure.

“They call it the totem of the Annihilation of the Enemies,” Brianna said. “The original Mohican is not quite such a mouthful.”

“And that?” Devlin asked, pointing at a large, incomprehensible structure that might have been a bridge, except for its size.

“Wolf’s Shoulder,” Brianna said.

“It’s a bridge, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Brianna said. “Between Manhattan and Ghemere xi Clalif, which is Mohican for wolf’s shoulder. So that’s what I call it. Everyone else calls it the Maway Ghemere xi Clalif. Wolf’s Shoulder Bridge.”

“What is that?” Devlin asked, pointing at something in the sky over the ship’s bow.

“Fan turnip,” Brianna said with a laugh. “My name for it.”

“It’s a dirigible?

“No,” Brianna said. “Look at it. It’s smaller than a turnip, but much faster.”

“But how does it…” Devlin looked helplessly at Brianna, “stay up?”

“See the wings?” Brianna said, bending and pointing at the craft as it flew over the ship and passed behind it.

“Yes.”

“Those keep it aloft, best as I understand. They don’t beat like a bird’s, though.”

Devlin leaned against the ledge, feeling lightheaded, looking at his feet until the captain said something incomprehensible to Brianna.

Brianna turned immediately, dropping her casual banter as she addressed her mistress.

The captain, looking at Sean’s penis, stepped up and spoke a few more words.

“She’s asking how you’ve been,” Brianna said.

“Oh, peachy,” Devlin said without thinking. His erection wilted under his remorse.

Brianna spoke a few words to the captain, and she looked directly into Sean’s eyes when she spoke again.

“She’s going to have you as soon as we’re docked,” Brianna said.

“Have me what?” Devlin asked.

“She’s interested in you,” Brianna said vaguely. The captain stared at Devlin’s naked form with a newly appraising eye before she turned to tap on the harbor master’s shoulder, and she pointed out the window and exchanged a few words with her while Brianna studied her fellow slave.

“Sexually?” Devlin whispered, forgetting that the captain couldn’t understand him.

“In her stateroom,” Brianna said, nodding.

“Why?” Devlin asked, struggling to process the sudden implications being thrown at him.

“I’m assuming that you appeal to her,” Brianna said. “But it might have to do with her sister too. Or both.”

Devlin blinked. “She’s got a sister? Why does that matter?”

“She runs a M’harrugi,” Brianna said.

Devlin stared at Brianna blankly.

“It’s where breeding is done.”

“I still don’t understand,” Devlin whispered furiously. “I'm breeding? With whom?”

“With whomever you’re put with,” Brianna said with a guarded smile. “I believe it’s been settled. You did very well the other day. But the captain recommends only the best to her sister.”

“So, she’ll just hand me over if I perform?”

“You’re going to be handed over regardless,” Brianna said. “But do well with the captain and you’ll probably go directly to her sister.”

“And that will be a good thing for me?” Devlin asked, suddenly thinking about the possible ramifications in a new light.

“Do you like being with women?” Brianna quipped.

“Well, obviously, but it has always been my choice before. I’ve never been…” He looked at her.

Brianna waited for him to finish his thought.

“Forced.”

“What would you call what we did the day we plucked you out of the sea?”

“You saved my life.”

“I’m talking about afterwards,” Brianna said, laughing hard enough that her breasts shook. “I really hope you haven’t forgotten all that.”

“Oh, right. Yes, that was…” He hesitated again. “Not coerced.”

“I’m glad you think so,” she said. “I imagine it would be done the same way wherever you end up.”

“So be it,” he said evenly, and he looked at the captain again. “Does she…do this sort of thing often? For her sister?”

“She’s sent a few her way, to my knowledge,” Brianna said. “They like nobility. And handsome doesn’t hurt.”

Devlin looked at Brianna again. “Is that really…important?”

“Which?” she asked. “Handsome? Or blue blood?”

“Both, I guess.”

Brianna cast a quick glance at the captain before she leaned in and spoke quietly to Devlin. “They really do think all of you are a bunch of savages, but they were told to breed with you, and that’s gone swimmingly. They have a penchant for the upper class, though. The prettier ones. You know.”

As they spoke quietly, the ship moved slowly through the bustling harbor, two burly tugboats appearing to bump it into its berth, an immense cargo ship easing out to sea, smaller craft plying the waters, none of them powered by coal apparently, none spewing the black smoke and steam that poured from English ships.

The dock below them teemed with workers, stevedores and derrick operators and, beyond the shipyard, at least a hundred vehicles navigating the city’s busy streets, lorries and cabs and bicycles that moved under their own power, no coal evident in any of it.

Devlin tore his eyes from the scene to look at Brianna. “When I am taken away by this sister, will that be the end of…us?”

Brianna looked at him with a mix of surprise and sympathy, one eyebrow raised.

“Please don’t tell me you’ve grown fond,” she said.

He looked away. “No, of course not. But, I’ll never see you again, correct?” He looked at the captain to find her staring at him. He saw no overt lust in her eyes, just interest. Perhaps amusement but no desire. Or so he imagined.

“For all I know, we’ll be breeding next week,” she said with a laugh. “My mistress speaks of it now and then. So I’m sure we’ll cross paths again.”

“I hope so,” Devlin said as he looked at Brianna. “I do hope so.” He wanted to touch her face, to kiss her lips, to embrace her. But he was naked and chained at his ankles and his ‘owner’ was eyeing him still. He resisted temptation.

Brianna seemed to sense his thoughts.

“Were we not both caught, we’d never have known each other at all,” she said. “So there’s that.”

With the navy ship safely tied up, the captain held her hand up, palm forward, in a show of respect for the harbor master, and after she was answered by the same gesture, she stepped over to Brianna, speaking a few words in her native tongue.

“Go with her,” Brianna said, blushing with her next words. “She said she wants you to . . . I’m not sure how to put it in English.”

“Put what?”

“It’s a Mohican phrase that doesn’t really have a translation to English,” Brianna explained. “It’s the word for when they used to burn down each other’s villages. Uhmmarggi.”

The captain continued staring at Devlin with a new expression, beyond mere interest, as Brianna translated.

“What does it mean?” Devlin asked.

“She wants you to do that to her.”

The captain motioned Devlin to follow her, and with one last glance at Brianna, and the enthusiastic return of his arousal, he shuffled after the officer, his ankles still bound, his penis bobbing.


Chapter 8: A Meeting at the Club

Sean Devlin, still naked except for his shackles, and now handcuffs as well, had been put in the seat nearest the window at the captain’s club, high on the 40th floor in the middle of Manhattan.

Brianna, similarly attired and restrained, sat to his left, while the captain and her sister faced them, speaking to each other in their own tongue.

“Are they talking about me?” Devlin whispered to Brianna as he watched the two imposingly beautiful, bronze-skinned women. He couldn’t take his eyes from them.

“Yes,” Brianna whispered back. The captain arched her eyebrows at Brianna, and Brianna returned the expression, some coded message passing between the two females. When the captain nodded, Brianna continued quietly.

“She’s telling her sister how you did,” Brianna said. “She wants me to tell you that.”

One might guess from the captain’s appearance that Sean’s audition had gone well. She was out of uniform now, wearing a disconcertingly casual pair of faded pants, made of a heavy blue fabric, her blouse loose and white, a thin black belt around her narrow waist, black leather flats that exposed most of her feet. But it was her hair that told the most truth, her once-straight black hair mussed sideways here and there, draped across her shoulders in ragged clumps, as though it had been caught up in a whirlwind. The woman hadn’t bothered to brush after they were done, and judging from the looks of the other females in this strange land, it was a common approach.

“How did I do?” Devlin asked. He had thoroughly enjoyed himself, had done his best to ruin the officer, wrested three orgasms from her shaking body, but the captain was hard to read at the time, harder to fathom in this setting, high about an impossibly beautiful city, him naked and restrained, his erection impossible to hide or ignore.

Devlin’s amazement continued with his first glimpse out the huge windows as he was led to the table, but the view had lost its allure when he saw the captain's sister. The woman was astonishingly beautiful, bronzed like the captain, but her black hair streaked here and there with golden highlights, her cheekbones high, nothing but a black brassiere to cover her ample breasts, with a short black suede skirt revealing a pair of solid, if not athletic, thighs. But her piercing eyes were dark blue, not unlike Evelyn’s, and his mind wandered back to an aching memory of the girl, a minor afternoon fling that took place in a world that seemed to be gone forever and, for that reason, had become impossibly precious in his mind.

This new world had its charms, however, including the club he’d been brought to, which would have stood up nicely against London’s best. The space had been established on three levels, short steps leading up or down to each, with paneled walls and fresh greenery and a waitstaff in black trousers and coats that bustled here and there, tending to clientele who bore a strong resemblance to the captain and her sister, black hair and bronzed skin and beautiful eyes, but none in formal clothing, the color and the cut more appropriate to a tennis match than high-end socializing.

Along with his carnal urges, Devlin was wrestling with a deep hunger aggravated by the smells of this space. Although the odors were strange, he was beginning to recognize them as food–even good food, once one acquired the taste. It was sometime after noon, and steaming platters were making the rounds, none landing before the starving nobleman so far.

“She says you did really well,” Brianna said. “She loved the way you . . . what’s the English?”

“Orgasm.”

“Yes, that.”

Devlin’s erection bobbed as he processed the praise, but he blushed hard as the sister looked at his manhood without bothering to disguise her interest. This reversal of roles, and power, disturbed and excited him. Sex slaves back home were invariably female. He’d never even heard of a male sex slave. Male slaves existed but were mostly used for industrial and agricultural tasks, the menial work free people disdained. But that was obviously not true in this world.

“Okay, she’s saying you gave your hardest thrusts while you were releasing,” Brianna confided. “And she says if she can stay relaxed, it feels really good.”

“I’m surprised by the…review,” Devlin muttered. He wasn’t used to being judged. He was more comfortable with doing the judging.

The two women laughed, slapping each other’s thighs and staring at Devlin as though he were the punchline of the funniest joke they’d heard in a week. When the captain held up her hair, pulling it across her face, her sister laughed anew, and then both women looked expectantly at Brianna.

“Okay, they want me to translate this,” she said. “Remember the word, uhmmarggi?”

“Yes, burning down the village, I believe.”

“She’s saying you did that.”

“Is she now?” He looked at the captain and found her staring at him with lust in her eyes. Unmistakable, and unabashed. He blushed and looked away, but his belly clenched hard.

“She said you left not a row of maize standing,” Brianna continued.

“Maize?”

“It’s what we eat,” Brianna said. “But it’s an expression, too, for when you really pillage something in earnest.”

At last, a single platter piled with food was set before them, and Sean stared at it longingly as he waited for the rest of the service–china, silverware, napkins. But none arrived.

“Can I…” he asked Brianna, ravenously hungry, falling into a surprised silence when Brianna and the two sisters reached for the pile, barehanded, and pulled what they wanted from it.

As aromatic earthen cups and small towels were set before each of them, Sean ventured into the fray himself, using both hands by necessity, given the chain between them. There was what seemed to be a yellow bread, and a variety of meats, the large leg of a bird, several cuts of some other animal, and vegetables arrayed in the middle, squash and roots and other things he could only guess at.

“I’ve never seen food like this before,” he confided to Brianna.

Brianna turned to him, smiled as she chewed, open-mouthed.

“I’ve very much taken to it,” she said. “I can’t even remember what they used to give us back there.”

Devlin picked up the glass set before him with both hands and sipped cautiously. The liquid was unlike anything he’d ever tasted, smooth and obviously alcoholic but without the signature bitterness of English beer. He took another sip.

“It will sneak up on you,” Brianna warned. “And you will need your wits about you.”

Devlin looked at her, nodded, put down the cup and picked up a bird’s leg of remarkable size, far bigger than the limb of any chicken. As he did, he saw the sister looking at him, a vague expression on her golden face. As beautiful as the captain struck him, her sister was another level of pulchritude.

“And that’s worrisome because…?” he whispered.

“Harper needs to see you for herself.”

Devlin’s erection twitched and his belly clenched hard, but biting into the leg reassured him.

“Who will they…match me with?” he asked.

“Me,” she said, staring into his eyes before she looked away, possibly with embarrassment, and quickly changed the subject. “That’s úulum, if you’re wondering.”

“Sorry?”

“What you’re holding,” she said. “It’s a big bird, dog size in its prime.”

Devlin getting comfortable with the meal’s lack of decorum, took another bite of the meat, realizing how overwhelmed he’d been with hunger. “I’ve missed this,” he said, his hand covering his mouth.

“You like it then.”

“Tastes like chicken.”

Devlin’s penis never relented as he and the three females finished their meal. He kept glancing at the sister and she kept seeing him look at her. Why he felt compelled to turn away he couldn’t explain, not that anyone was asking. He felt as if he was back in grade school.

Or, naked and chained in an exclusive club, the possession of two women the likes of whom he’d never seen before, it might have been an odd dream.

Devlin had at last had his fill, and the drink had him slightly dizzy, when Harper looked around the table and raised her eyebrows. “F’arg?”

Brianna and the captain nodded and raised their eyes to the ceiling, and Harper spoke a dozen words in Mohican, smiled at her companions and stood, Brianna and the captain rising after her.

Devlin, standing last, looked at Brianna, eyebrows raised. “What’s going on?”

“We’ve finished lunch,” she said, “and we’re going down a few storeys.”

Devlin’s erection, which had flagged slightly, revived noticeably. His color rose as well, and he wobbled a bit.

“I hope we haven’t gotten you off your game,” Brianna said. “I warned you about the drink.”

“I’m fine,” he said with a slight slur. “Never better.”

As they crossed the dining room, the other members glanced curiously at them and a few raised their hands, palms out, toward Harper and the captain, and a man with long white hair tied behind his neck said something in rapid Mohican as they passed his table, and Harper said something back just as quickly, and the man laughed uproariously, and the sisters joined him, and even Brianna was laughing by the time they reached the elevator.

Devlin looked on with a strong feeling he was the source of their laughter. He cocked an eyebrow at Brianna without smiling.

“A little joke,” she said.

Devlin shook his head slightly. “At my expense?”

“If you consider the size and girth of your manhood a point of shame,” Brianna whispered, “yes.”

Devlin looked away, blushing furiously. “Barbary,” he muttered to himself.

“What?” Brianna demanded, almost hissing as they waited for the elevator.

He glared at her. “Nothing, never mind.”

Brianna took Devlin’s arm as they followed the sisters into the elevator.

“Sean,” she whispered. “Don’t even think it. It’s a point of pride with them. Deep pride. You are the savages. You and I. Question that and you’ll pay.”

He nodded, reluctantly, muttering, “Yes . . . of course.”

“And when it comes to . . . relations,” she added. “They’re very open.”

“Open? What do you mean?”

“Do you want to know what that man said?” Brianna asked. The sisters were talking to each other and the girl didn’t bother whispering.

Devlin nodded.

“He warned Harper that if she let you mount her, she’d need a cane for a week, and she said back that if that were true she should already be using one,”

“And you all found that amusing?” Devlin whispered furiously.

“No, I didn’t at all,” Brianna said with a blank expression. “I was just pretending to laugh, to hide how offended I was.”

The car stopped and the door opened into a narrow hallway, gas lights flickering from sconces set into the walls on both sides. The sisters led the way past a series of doors, Harper slid a key into the fifth on the right, standing back so Brianna could enter first, Devlin shuffling in after her, eyeing a small apartment with a desk and chair, a small stand and chest of drawers, images of the city on the wall, and a large bed, its coverlet stitched with blue and gold triangles.

Devlin was underwhelmed at the sight of the living quarters–it was barely larger than the day rooms at his club in London. “What is this place?” he asked Brianna.

“It’s Harper’s club room,” she replied. “It’s where she wants to watch you work.”

“So, I’m to perform now,” he demanded, “like a trained bear?” He couldn’t hold back even though his erection told a different story.

“If that’s how you want to see it,” she said. “And I’ll be your girl bear.”

Brianna sat on the bed and raised her feet, and the captain bent to remove her shackles.

”K'oja'an tortuga,” Harper said without further ceremony.

Brianna dropped down to the bed and raised her left leg toward the ceiling, holding her right leg straight against the coverlet.

“Alright, Sir, all yours,” she said, eyeing Devlin expectantly.

Devlin looked at the girl, his eyes drifting down to her cleft, wet and glistening. He glanced at the two women watching them, who showed no discernible interest. He wondered briefly about his chains and whether he should request release, or just forge ahead.

“These cuffs will be…a constraint,” he said to Brianna. “Can you ask them to remove them?”

“No,” Brianna said without apology. “This first one is called patient tortoise. You’ll need to learn the names, in Mohican.”

Devlin shuffled to the edge of the bed in his shackles, holding his hands to the side of his erection while working out the logistics of positioning himself to take Brianna while restricted. He looked at her for direction.

“Just sit on my thigh,” she said, pointing awkwardly with her own bound hands. ”And slide forward to get inside me.”

Devlin complied awkwardly and worked to position himself so that some semblance of intercourse might be possible. Brianna shifted her body and raised her left leg higher to accommodate his efforts, and before too long, he found his leaking penis at the gates of her womanhood. She reached down to guide him as he leaned into her and when they initiated penetration, all other concerns, including their audience, melted away.

“Uhhhh,” Brianna moaned softly. “There you go . . . ohhhh.”

Devlin marveled once again at the girl’s exquisite vagina, soft and supple, wet beyond expectations. He slid home but had to shift the angle of his torso to grip her raised leg. With his body hovering over hers, he silently cursed the unnecessary restrictions.

“What do they expect me to do?” he asked at last.

“Rock a bit,” she gasped. “You’re not to . . . what was the word? Ohhhh . . .”

“Orgasm?”

“Yes, yes. Hold off on that.”

“It won’t be a problem,” he muttered. “I can’t…get…”

“You’ll . . . oh, ow . . . you’ll get your turn.”

“Águila ichil u k'u',” Harper said.

“Out now,” Brianna sighed. “Eagle in the nest.”

Devlin sighed and withdrew from Brianna’s hole. “What is eagle in the nest?”

Brianna dropped her leg, rolled to her back and opened her thighs.

“This,” she said, looking up at him, bound hands beneath her breasts, the muscles in her belly tensing.

He dropped his hands to her shoulders, the handcuff chain crossing her neck, and he aimed his member at her wet hole and leaned in.

“Ohhhh,” Brianna cooed. “Ahhhh.”

“I won’t last much longer,” he whispered urgently.

“You need . . . oh . . . to hold off,” she grunted, dropping her head to the pillow. “If you can.”

He slowed his tempo before he stopped entirely, his penis twitching deep inside the girl, anxious to finish.

“Uhhh,” Brianna groaned in frustration, and she raised her legs and wrapped them around the small of Devlin’s back, gripped his shoulders so that her own chain was against his neck, and stared urgently into his face while her pelvis shook around his member.

“Uhhhahhhhohhh . . . Meddhulle!”

Brianna’s orgasm lasted a good 30 seconds, the girl gasping and spasming while Devlin somehow held off on his own orgasm, gritting his teeth and teetering on the edge of divine pleasure. If this was what they wanted, he thought to himself, he’d do his best to deliver, on point of pride alone.

Harper muttered something, the inflection at the end suggesting it was a question, and after she was done panting, Brianna pressed against Devlin’s shoulders so she could look at the place where they were joined.

“Ba,” she said, shaking her head.

“Eessie tommohacke,” Harper ordered.

“Okay,” Brianna said, dropping her legs to the bed, catching her breath, wrapping her fingers around the chain that joined her wrists together. “Your turn.”

“Like this?”

“No,” she said, propping herself up on her elbows. “Flying tomahawk.”

“What’s that?” he asked through clenched teeth.

“Back up and I’ll show you,” Brianna said, and after he withdrew, she looked at her partner’s wet, swollen rod and the clear juice gathering at his tip.

Devlin sat back on his haunches and watched as the girl spun around to her hands and knees, raising her female doorway to him.

“And I’m cleared to finish now?”

“As you’re inclined, Sir,” Brianna said with mock formality.

He put his hands on her back, wished he was free to grab her hips but tried to ignore his cuffs as he entered her. He pushed in until he bottomed out within her, his thrill growing when she pushed back against him. They worked together under less than perfect circumstances until his dick swelled in her and his seed exploded deep within, and he grunted and looked at the ceiling, twitched and spasmed, the other women in the room gone from his consciousness. Finished at last, he collapsed on her back, panting for breath.

Harper and the captain spoke briefly to each other before Harper issued a command to Brianna.

“She wants you out,” Brianna said, head dropping, the arch of her back falling as well.

“Why?” Devlin whispered, watching as the girl’s ribs expanded with a long, slow breath.

“She wants to check my slot. She wants to see how much you made.”

Devlin’s mood turned dark suddenly. “For breeding purposes?” He sat back again but avoided looking at the two women, whom he could sense studying him.

Harper bent to examine the girl’s chamber, spreading her lips and observing as a thick white river of cream oozed out of her hole, ran across her clitoris and dropped to the cover.

The captain leaned forward as well to admire Devlin’s work, and the two sisters spoke together in rapid Mohican, each laughing in turn at something the other had said.

“What are they saying?” Devlin whispered.

“Nothing,” Brianna replied.

“Horse puckey!” he hissed. “Tell me.”

“There’s not really an English translation for it,” she said quietly, still on her hands and knees, back rising and falling as she breathed. “But I can give you the literal words if you like.”

“Go on,” he said in a more subdued tone.

“You are as the great Khu’ush, destroyer of nations.”

Devlin rolled his eyes. “Yeah, in handcuffs.” He glanced at the sisters but looked away when he found them staring at him.

“Khu’ush brings flooding rains,” Brianna added. “The deluge.”

“I’m glad they’ve found something better than farm animals to compare me to,” Devlin said, annoyed. “What now?”

“You’re Harper’s.”


Chapter 9: Sir Devlin and the Three Girls

Devlin was given little time to recover from his exertions with Brianna, simply bundled, still naked and chained, into one of those odd, silent vehicles that filled the teeming streets of Manhattan.

The long ride gave him another opportunity to take in this strange land, far more intimately now, separated from the people here and their conveyances only by a few feet and the glass of his vehicle’s window. He’d been put in the back corner by himself, Harper up front with a male driver she chatted incomprehensibly with, and the two laughed over jokes that he, bereft of Brianna, could only guess at.

Toward the end of the trip, he found himself peering upwards, staring at the craft that plied the air without the need for a great sack of helium or hydrogen, mere gondolas with great wings stretched out on either side, propelled by one or two or four blades that spun in front, traveling with remarkable speed to wherever they would go.

In time, they reached a large facility, warehouse-like from the outside, and he shambled in his chains into the building, Harper guiding him past workers who nodded to her deferentially or spoke a few words and got a few words back, and in this way they passed through a series of secure doors, then left and right down nondescript hallways until they reached what looked to him like one of London’s better-kept gaols, except that the inmates behind the bars of each cell were naked, and men and women were confined together, and while some rested on cots or chatted quietly with each other, labor was being performed by some, and it seemed to consist solely of the conjugal, men plumbing the bodies of women in a variety of contortions (is that . . . what did Brianna call it, quiet tortoise?) while the females grunted and cried out without reservation, all the proceedings supervised by staff in the firm’s light blue uniforms.

Harper stopped at one of the cells which, because it was occupied only by three nude females, was as yet devoid of sexual activity. But the proprietress, with the quick turn of a key in the door, motioned Devlin to enter and remedy the situation.

The three women stood nervously on the far side of the pen, two of the golden complexion common to this strange land, the third pale and quite possibly continental–Devlin guessed Russian. They didn’t move or make a sound, just stared at him while Harper locked the cell door back and, with a grunt of instruction, bade Devlin to offer his hands so his cuffs could be removed.

His ankles were still bound by chain, as if he could imagine escape from this place, but his manhood had begun swelling prodigiously again, thanks for the sights and sounds around him, and he looked at the three women he’d been closed in with before taking in the pens on either side of him, a woman sleeping on a bare cot, a few men and women staring at him curiously, two couples writhing together in the ancient art of impregnation.

A breeding facility, he thought bitterly. Just as Brianna had described.

He turned to the women in his pen and nodded. “Anyone speak English?”

“Aingleesh, ja?” the European woman inquired.

“You?” he asked. “You speak English?”

She shrugged, pointed at her hairless mound, held up one finger. “First, trakhat'sya?”

“You won’t talk to me unless I fuck you?” he asked, astonished.

She shrugged apologetically, clearly unable to understand him, and she smiled and turned, bending over and reaching back to spread her buttocks.

Devlin hesitated, but the girl’s hole was wet and inviting, so he stepped forward and rubbed his erection up and down her slit. She moaned with satisfaction and he entered her, his hands on her hips, and she pushed back without reservation until he was buried to the hilt, and he moaned with his own satisfaction.

“Hrrmmmm,” the girl groaned approvingly, rocking her pelvis. No, not Russian, Devlin thought. Maybe Prussian.

As Devlin focused on the task at hand, the other two slaves stepped to the cot, sat, and offered themselves, falling to hands and knees and aiming their slots at him while looking over their shoulders as he fucked their cellmate.

“Wa'atal!” Harper barked.

Devlin had forgotten the golden-hued sister standing on the other side of the bars, but he looked at her now with alarm.

The Prussian girl gripped Devlin’s penis with her muscular walls, groaned with orgasmic release while her torso shook, and then immediately straightened, Devlin’s member slipping out of her body and bobbing in the void between her legs.

“Bloody hell,” Devlin muttered as he looked at Harper. “What?”

Harper pointed to the two Mohican girls and raised her eyebrows, her meaning clear.

He nodded and moved toward the cot and the other girls. His mission was clear if moderately annoying, but his erection was bouncing as he moved until he grabbed his wet member.

Both females seemed eager for his attention, but the one on the right shook her hips as he approached, the small gesture tipping the scales in her favor, and he clambered onto the cot behind her, aimed his tip at the proffered slot and entered it seamlessly, moaning in spite of himself. These women had incredible holes, he marveled, as she squeezed him unmercifully with her walls. He gripped her hips and upped his tempo, intent on completion this time while the girl moaned her approval.

“Wa'atal!” Harper said again, the word quickly becoming Devlin’s least favorite member of the Mohican tongue.

To his additional dismay, this delicious representative of Mohican culture somehow managed a brief half-orgasm, her vaginal opening stirring and leaking her own fluids even as she slid forward, his engorged penis once again swinging in the emptiness.

More unintelligible words were shouted by the woman, who was clearly calling the shots, and the slave rolled away from him. He glanced at Harper and saw her pointing at the third girl, now wiggling her bottom at him, and he shuffled in his chains to her, climbed onto the cot behind her and entered her, but as soon as he was within her, he gripped her and forced her to her belly. He was determined to ride her to his own climax.

Although she no longer enjoyed the benefit of full mobility in that position, the girl did her best to reciprocate his attentions, her pelvis rocking, her walls tightening and relaxing around his shaft in a maddening, staccato rhythm.

“Wa'atal!” Harper barked.

The girl immediately buried her face in her pillow, her whole body shaking with what seemed to be wracking sobs. No, the Mohican female was cumming, the joy in her voice impossible to mask, her hips shaking, her hands in tight fists and–to Devlin’s astonished disappointment–her considerable agility enabling her to remove her female treasure from his reach, pelvis angled forward while Devlin’s bereft penis fell to the sheet.

“Bloody hell!” Devlin yelled, his frustration overwhelming him. He turned to look at Harper, his rage undisguised.

Harper, staring through the bars at Devlin without sympathy, but with some deeper and more primitive sentiment in her eyes, raised her hand to the Englishman, urgently motioning him to step to the cage door, and she unlocked it and grabbed his hand, pulling him with her to parts unknown, the man struggling not to trip as his shackles rang against the floor and his penis shimmered.


Chapter 10: A Girl in Need of a Book

Before she picked up the phone in her workroom, Evelyn glanced at the speaker and its accompanying microphone as though daring her master to address her. But he had promised he’d be doing some banking outside the home this morning, and the man appeared to be as good as his word.

Evelyn uncradled the device, dialed one of the numbers she knew by heart, to a dealer of advanced electronics and infrastructure in Belgium, and when the clerk answered in French, she spoke broken French back, asking for Abilene.

“Oui?” Abilene answered after a 30-second wait.

“Abilene, good day, it’s Evelyn Cavendish,” Evelyn said, her voice urgent, even fearful, despite her best efforts to keep it calm.

“Evelyn, ‘ow can I ‘elp you today?” Abilene inquired.

“I need to place a very large order for Mr. Cavendish,” Evelyn said.

“I take it down,” Abilene said. “Speak it to me.”

The order, unlike anything Evelyn had ever placed before, took nearly 10 minutes to describe and explain.

“Why Mr. Cavendish need all this?” Abilene asked.

“He has been asked by the queen to provide a proof of concept,” Evelyn said. “And all this is absolutely confidential. I . . . he wanted that made very clear.”

“But of course,” Abilene promised. “When you need it? And where we sent it?”

“Wapping Dock,” Evelyn said, her voice now almost a whisper. “Direct it to E. Cavendish, attention of the dock steward. And it must arrive in three weeks. Twenty one days.”

“That is so short,” Abilene protested.

“Of course,” Evelyn said. “And please don’t call about it. I’ll ring you now and then for an accounting. And send the bill to my attention.”

“Of course, Miss Evelyn.”

That afternoon, after she’d finished a tryst at Battersea with one of her master’s Cambridge friends, Evelyn returned home by way of a detour.

Dressed well, in her best black suit, patent leather pumps, and the ever present leg irons that both prevented running and marked her as a slave, Evelyn was granted all the deference she was due at the Wapping Dock.

“Awright, Miss,” said the dock steward as she stepped through the shop door.

“‘ello, I’m looking for a boat to buy,” Evelyn said.

“Inquirin’ for yerself?” the man asked doubtfully, eyeing Evelyn’s feet.

“Nay, me master,” Evelyn said. “Me master and ‘is friends, who by necessity must remain nameless at present, beggin’ your pardon.”

“Fair enough,” the steward agreed. “What’s they seeking?”

“At least 300 ‘undred horses, must do 25 knots in smooth seas, they’re indifferent regardin’ age.”

“Come along,” he said, rising from his squeaky chair, making his way to the shop’s back door, eyeing the Thames and its steady, waterborne traffic before he guided her to the slips on the left, past a dozen bobbing crafts to an old tub of a steamer, silver where the rust wasn’t blooming, the masts on either side suggesting it had once been used for fishing.

“She’s got but 250, but she’s light and reaches 30 knots on a good day.”

“How you come by ‘er?”

“This one they bid me sell when I’m able,” he said. “The owners keep to Edinburgh this time a year.”

“Does she see much use?”

“I light her up once a week, and run her up the river and back on business every month or two.”

“How much?” Evelyn asked.

“Seventy-five thousand, sterling,” the steward replied.

“I’m sure you’ve got a manual on her running?”

“Your master n’ friends don’t have a captain?”

“They’ll learn it themselves when they buy it,” Evelyn said.

“There be a book, true enough,” the steward said.

“It gives the full measure of her use?”

“Aye,” he replied. “I’ll admit I’ve turned to it a few times myself.”

“I’ll need it,” Evelyn said.

“You’re buying her now?” the man said, eyes going wide.

“Nay, I’ve been told to bring back the book on anything I find that appears seaworthy.”

“Her book and herself are mates,” the steward protested. “Never to part company.”

“Me master says bring the book,” Evelyn said, “he and his gents must see it afore they’ll know they want ‘er.”

“What they want the book for, though?”

“They didn’t say, but I wager it’s to make sure it ain’t writed up in Polish or some such.”

“It’s King’s English,” the steward assured.

“All the same, Sir,” Evelyn said, “they need to ascertain that with their own peepers.”

“I can’t give up her runnin’ guide,” the man said.

“As you will,” Evelyn agreed, “but in that case, you’ll not sell your boat to them, and I’ll get a skelpin’ besides.”

“They’ll beat ya if you don’t go back home with it?”

“Of course, Sir,” Evelyn said. “They told me to do it, and now you’re tellin’ me I shan’t. It’s me problem, not your’n, but I jus’ wanted you to understand the fever in me pitch.”

The steward looked down at his boots, frowned, looked up.

“And you’ll bring it back if they change their mind?”

“A course. They just need a glance at it, all of them, take no more’n a week.”

“Who be ye, then?” he asked. “What’s your address? How do I call ye?”

“That I can’t tell you, as mum’s all the word here,” Evelyn said apologetically. “But I’m out plain enough most days, go wherever I’m told, so you’ll see me soon enough, and if you ain’t got your book back yet you can skelp me yerself.”

The steward sighed, made his way across the dock, lumbered on to the little boat, and when he returned a minute later, he bore a thick, dog-eared manual, the title on the cover reading:

Skipper’s Manual and Guide to

Operations of the Magner-by-Steam.

Clase 32-Aught: Seaworthy Non-Pareil

Including her:

Boiler, Coaling, Rudder and Wheelage

“Thankin’ you, Sir,” Evelyn said with a tight bow, and her next words were not intended to be a lie. “I trust you’ll be ‘appy you did it.”

“See you bring it back is all,” the steward said. “Or it’ll be the law for you, and I’ll leave it to their discretion on how you get beat.”

“Of course, Sir.”
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