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Chapter One - Africa, 1908:
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A hot, dry savannah wind blew along a dirt road lined with single- and twin-level buildings, huts and merchant stalls. A few natives in coloured linen robes loudly hawked overripe fruits and vegetables from produce carts, while in the distance a bell rang from a sheer white tower, a Christian occupation of a former Muslim mosque. The smell was thick with sweat and manure, and it seemed inconceivable that anyone would live here unless they had absolutely no other options. As for visiting...

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

'Is this Makali?' she asked aloud.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

What the devil was she doing here?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

'Why?'

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

'Volcano?'

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

'But my brother didn't return.'

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

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

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

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

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

'I would prefer them now, please.'

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

'Why?'

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

'What?'

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

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

'Well?' he insisted.

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

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

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

'Are all Englishwomen like that?'

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

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

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

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

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

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

'W-what do you mean?'

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

'Disrobe. Take off your clothes.'

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

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

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

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

She stopped, trembling.

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

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

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

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

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

'I'm afraid...'

'Yes. But also excited.'

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The air swished as the cane fell.

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

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

'B-but...'

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It came.

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

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

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

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

Oh God, what had she done?

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

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

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

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

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

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

'So she says. I believe her.'

'And she was definitely aroused by the beating?'

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

All fools, she concluded, shutting the journal.

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

'Susannah?'

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

––––––––
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WILLIAM ORDERED WHISKEY and two glasses; Susannah ignored hers. 'What business did you have with Niles, Mister Lyall?'

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

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

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

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

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

'Thank you,' she replied perfunctorily.

'You're alone in the world now.'

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

'Abyssar is no fancy,' he assured her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Well, the answer to that was obvious.

That obscene man! He should be horse-whipped!

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

No... It was all gone!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

They did. In their own time.

––––––––
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THE CELL WAS BARE, like everything else in this town, with a thin blanket and a bucket for unmentionables, and nothing else. It stunk of filth and despair, and as the sun had set outside it had grown cool and dark.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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