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Chapter 1

Discovery




	In the middle of cleaning up after dinner, Charles heard a thumping from upstairs. He paused wiping the stove top and listened. Nothing more. He continued his work. The only other person in the house was the Countess, and she said she retired for the evening half an hour ago. Whatever she was doing upstairs was not his concern. Everything had to be spotless before he could call it a day.

	The dishwasher gently hummed in the corner of the voluminous kitchen. Entirely modernized twenty years ago, it could be filled with a dozen cooks and assistants to churn out food for a couple hundred guests if need be. Since his hire nine years ago, there had never been a demand so large. A few parties, like the fetes for the two daughters of the house, who now attended top universities. The Earl hardly ever visited the mansion the past few years, always away in Prague or Bucharest, neck-deep in commercial real estate, keeping funding flowing for his wife and the mansion and the staff. And himself. This was no longer 1555, when the land provided the family coin from the toils of the serfs.

	The Earl and Countess were not of the royal variety, but titled nonetheless by family name alone. The complexities of all this was foreign to Charles, since he hailed from the States. Where he was called Charlie.

	More thumping from upstairs, now more rapid. Perhaps he should investigate. He dried his hands and ascended the curving staircase from the vestibule. It was windowed with stained glass from centuries past, but dark in the moonless night. At the top lay the nexus of three halls.

	Thump-thump-thump-thump!

	From up here, it sounded more like a knocking. And down to the hall on the left. He continued, passing paintings of pastoral scenes and portraits of family ancestors. Which room? He hoped he’d recognize the intermittent patter as something innocuous so he could resume the cleaning and finish his work. He wanted only to retire to his quarters for some reading before sleep. Preparing the Countess her breakfast early in the morning was the next item on the agenda.

	Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap.

	It appeared to be coming from the Countess’ chamber, the bedroom she used when the Earl was away. A small oasis of modernity away from the mall of antiques that occupied the rest of the house. Except for the kitchen. A wood-fired stove would not do for any family of wealth beyond the 20th century. Charles rapped on the thick, imposing door. “Everything all right, My Lady?”

	Tap-tap-tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

	Charles knew that was the pattern of a distress signal. Morse code. “I’m coming in, My Lady!” Thankfully, the door was unlocked and it swung open. Across the room was the imposing bed of four posters and iron bars at the foot and head. There lay The Countess. He rushed to her. He stopped short, eyes and mind adjusting to what he was seeing but not quite comprehending. She lay face-up atop the paisley duvet, sinking in its luxury. The Countess was dressed in a silk sleeping gown, off-white, her nipples poking through the thin fabric. Her black hair spread around her head, her chestnut eyes wide and pleading. She was forty-eight, and beautiful, as vain as would be expected of a wealthy Countess. Her hands were above her and through the cast iron bars of the headboard, handcuffed. A pink ball filled her mouth, a leather strap around her head. Her ankles were bound together with hemp rope, her soles bare and facing the footboard.

	Charles spun around, suddenly fearing an attack. “My Lady! Is there someone else here? In the room?”

	The Countess murmured to the negative. That was plain through her gag.

	He turned to her. Her right index finger pointed toward her head. The gag, of course. Charles crawled on the bed and she turned her head away from him so he could see where the gag was buckled. Charles was still in a state of shock, but managed to unhook the strap and pull the ball from the Countess’ mouth, a string of saliva following.

	“Are you all right, My Lady? Should I call 999?”

	“No!” she growled. Charles had never heard her voice cut with such an edge since her daughters still lived in the house. “Do no such thing. I’m mortally embarrassed, but I will recover, as long as I have your sworn secrecy.”

	“Of course, My Lady. You have my word. As always. And my loyalty. Just tell me how I can help.”

	She sighed heavily. “I dropped the key to the handcuffs behind the headboard. It must be on the floor back there somewhere. Find it and release me.”

	“At once,” he replied and left the bed to peer beneath. He pushed aside a locked chest and there, by the wall behind the headboard, rested the key in question. He retrieved it and unlocked her right wrist, and she pulled both hands from the grille of the headboard. Sitting up, she held her left for Charles to unlock.

	Once free, she rubbed her wrists. “This time I didn’t tie my feet to the footboard. If I had, I would not have been able to scootch up enough to rap on the wall behind the bed. You would have found me here in the morning when I did not appear at breakfast.”

	“I’m glad, too, My Lady. Shall I untie your ankles?”

	She continued massaging her wrists, likely jittery from the excitement and the shame of being caught in a kinky situation of her own design. She grimaced and would not meet Charles’ eyes.

	He busied about the rope at her ankles. Expertly bound, cinched and finished with a proper square knot. Her pedicured toenails shined scarlet. Facing away from his boss, he said, gently, “Nothing at all to be embarrassed about. This is a common thing.”

	“You are not, ever, to breathe a word to this to the Earl.”

	The rope, now away from her ankles, he coiled as he replied, “You have my solemn vow of silence, My Lady.”

	Now she took his gaze and her eyes hardened, looking for a lie, for betrayal. She nodded, slightly. “I’m trusting you.”

	“The trust is well-placed. Have I ever given you cause to believe otherwise?”

	“I have never given you cause to keep a secret. This isn’t easy.” She drew her knees up to her chest and hugged herself. “I have never been this shamed in my entire adult life.”

	“There’s no judgement here, My Lady. We all have things we like. I, too, have a yen for bondage.”

	“Quit trying to make me feel better with comforting lies, Charles. It’s beneath you. And patronizing.”

	“I would never do any such thing. I respect you far too much.”

	“Your ruse can stop. I will survive this indignity without your pity.”

	Charles considered his next move. This situation would likely make this extremely awkward between them for weeks. Not only that, she might get to the point of relieving him of his job if she could no longer stand to look at him, since he had witnessed her bound and ballgagged. These upper-class people, even though the Countess wasn’t as much of a socialite as some, could hardly think a thought without running it through the minds of everyone else they knew. Even though this method was dreadfully inadequate. They could only guess what others were thinking. No matter how well you know someone, divining their thoughts was likely to be inaccurate prognostication.

	Charles made a decision. He pulled his phone from his back pocket and accessed his photos. “Do you remember what my ex wife looks like?” he asked as he thumbed through folders.

	“Yes. Dark curly hair. Wide smile.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why do you ask?”

	Charles found what he considered to be a suitable photograph for the moment. He turned the screen to the Countess.

	Her intake of breath was less than a gasp, but audible.

	Charles’ former wife was featured in the photo. She had been securely bound to a chair in his quarters here in the mansion in her crimson evening gown. Her arms, bare in the sleeveless dress, were bound behind the chair back. Rope crisscrossed her ample chest. Her ankles were tied together and to the right leg of the chair. Rope crossed her lap, securing her to the seat. Her mouth had been stuffed with a ball of white cloth, the edges poking out behind the length of blue bandanna that held it tightly in place.

	The Countess stared at the photo for some long seconds. Charles began to regret his decision. Surely she could see he wanted to ease her shame by proving that he was a comrade in kinkiness, someone that wholly understood? Or, he realized too late that his revealing of his ex-wife in such a sexy position, albeit fully clothed, could be seen as flirting? His heart sank with the thought. He may had gotten himself sacked with this stupid, stupid decision.

	Yet, he still held his phone before her eyes, which were still locked to the scene on the screen.

	He pulled it away, muttering, “My apologies, Countess, that was—”

	She grabbed his phone from his hand for another look. “No, no. My apologies to you for calling you a liar.”

	“You did no such thing, My Lady.”

	“I’m afraid I did, and I’m sorry for it. Looks like you two had a lot of fun.” She swiped for more pictures.

	Charles tensed. If she kept going, she would discover his ex with less clothing. From his vantage, he couldn’t see the next photo she swiped to. “Um, I must warn you—”

	“Oh my. Well, your ex-wife has very attractive breasts.”

	“My warning came too late, I’m afraid. I didn’t mean to offend.”

	She peered over her phone at him. “I’ve seen bare breasts before, Charles. I’m not some prudish, fragile flower.”

	“I didn’t mean to insinuate—”

	“But I’m still embarrassed at you catching me…here, like that. But you revealing your own kinky side has been refreshing. You made me feel much better. And I thank you.”

	“You’re most welcome, My Lady.”

	She handed Charles back his phone.

	“I’ll be more careful in the future. That was quite the wake-up call.” The Countess patted her chest. “I think I’ll have a spot of Irish whiskey for calm. And sleep.”

	Charles stood. “I’ll fetch it for you right away.”

	She put up a palm. “No need.” She pointed. “I have some in the cabinet. Good night, Charles.

	“Good night, My Lady.”

	


Chapter 2

The Olde Dungeon





“Another glass,” called the Countess from the dining room.

Charles noted this was her third. When dining alone, she usually had one, occasionally two. This third was unheard of. With the Petrus 2019 Pomerol in hand he entered the dining room where the Countess sat in a black and white evening dress, hair up, dark hosiery on her shapely legs, black high heels, a hardback open next to her dinner plate. She always dressed for dinner, even when alone. She once had told Charles, “The dinner hour is to be honored. A Countess never dines in her pajamas.” This, a family tradition.

Charles refilled her glass and retreated to the kitchen.

She never requested dessert when alone. So, it was time to clean up. The only possible interruption would be if the Countess requested to empty the bottle. Once he collected the cookery for the dishwasher and set it to run, he began wiping down the countertops. He looked up to see the Countess in the doorway, the glass in her hand with naught but two swallows swirling in the bottom. A small, black purse with a white strap hung from her bare shoulder. Her small grin spoke of mischievousness. “Did you know there’s a dungeon in the house?”

Charles stopped wiping. “Why, no, My Lady.”

“The principal entrance had been walled off by my grandfather. But he kept the secret entrance open. He said, ‘You can’t completely wall it off. If you do, the ghosts will haunt the rest of the house if they’re trapped.’”

“He said that to you?”

“Of course not. My mother told me after I had discovered it.” Her eyes flashed in the bright kitchen lights and she smiled with excitement. “Would you like to see it?”

Charles wiped his hands with a clean towel. “I would.”

“Follow me.”

He dropped the towel and trailed behind the Countess. She kept her glass with her as her heels clicked along on the tile, then the hardwood. Down a corridor past several shields and crossed swords and into a storage room crammed with crates modern and chests antique. She paused at a sturdy and worn shelf unit. “This one.” She took a lantern from the third shelf that looked to be Victorian. With a single go she finished off the glass of wine and sat it on a cluttered table. “Let’s pull this back.”

Charles nodded and started scootching the heavy shelves from the wall.

“That should be enough,” said the Countess.

Behind stood a door four feet tall and three wide, painted a dingy white like the plaster wall. The inlaid ring door latch had also been painted. A dark, old-fashioned keyhole sat in the top of the iron latch like the eye of a ghost sentry. He looked to the Countess, who pulled an old ring of antique keys from her purse. And a lighter. She chose a key and handed him the ring, the rest of the keys jangling below.	Without a word he took the key and jiggled it within the lock. After a few tries it clicked and the door eased back slightly. Charles turned to hand her back the keys, and the Countess stood with the lantern in hand, lit. “Keep the keys with you. Open the door and I’ll lead the way. There’s no electricity down there.”

His cook shirt pocket accommodated the iron ring of keys. The door opened with a screech of hinges, but little resistance. Nothing but stone steps deeply shadowed lay beyond. And an odor of must and damp.

She made her way past him toward the small door.

“If you would like, I can take the lantern.” Charles was afraid she might be a wee bit drunk and her high heels and centuries-old steps…that could be a disaster.

She shooed him away with her hand, her immaculately manicured scarlet nails glinting in the lantern light.

She bent over and entered into the dark. He admired the tight fit of her dress over her derriere. 

The stairs followed a wall to a landing and made a right turn. The chill prickled Charles’ skin. They reached the stone floor and the Countess shined the lantern about. Two heavy, dusty wooden tables stood in the center. Objects in shadow lay there, but the Countess didn’t allow her lantern light to linger. Oil lamps and iron sconces dotted the walls unevenly. Thick chains dangled near one wall. A couple of cages sat in a corner. Another set of stairs headed up into the darkness. Likely to the blocked entrance she’d spoken of. 

She sat the lantern on one of the tables. With a lighter she approached one of the wall oil lamps. After failing to light it, she laughed at herself. “I don’t know why I expected it to have fuel still.”

The eerie feel of the place gave Charles a dose of the creeps. And a dash of excitement.

“What do you think, Charles?”

“There might be oil in one of the cabinets.”

The Countess chuckled. “Yes, you might be right, but I was asking about your thoughts on the dungeon.”

“Oh. It’s…amazing.”

“Isn’t it? No wonder my grandfather thought there were ghosts here.”

“I swear I can feel them.”

She picked up the lantern and went to a row of cabinets. He followed to stay near the light, but told himself he wanted to protect the Countess.

Items clanked and clinked within as she searched.

“I can hold the lantern. Or search as you hold it,” offered Charles. “There may be rodents hiding in there.”

“So chivalrous,” replied the Countess. She handed him the lantern. “Thank you, I would like to use both hands.”

After a couple minutes she produced a can of oil. Corroded, but “Valspar” could still be discerned on the label. “Not from the dungeon days, right?”

“Looks to be only a hundred or so years old.”

She shook it lightly, producing a sloshing sound. “Perfect.” She filled two of the sconces and lit them. It only served to make the place even more creepy.

The tables were now lit enough to discern some of the objects. Shackles of various sizes, a thumb screw, a rounded cage he surmised was for someone’s head, several iron toothy or spiky-looking things that he couldn’t identify and didn’t want to know how they were actually used. Also littering the dusty table were tools of the more prosaic sort, like a hammer, a manual drill, a small saw…on second thought, maybe these weren’t so innocent.

The Countess appeared beside him, her smile in the dim flickering light appearing evil. She picked up a pair of shackles, holding them to the light. Each shackle was composed of a horseshoe-shaped piece and a straight part. She turned a thick key at one of the straight ends and the horseshoe part opened up. Inserting her wrist within, she snapped it closed, clicking three times until it tightly grasped. She removed the long key and threw it to the table, where it clanked on the solid wood. Looking into Charles’ eyes she offered her hands, one cuffed and the other free, and said, “Put me in these.” She nodded her head to a chain hanging from the ceiling. “And pull my hands above my head.”

Her suggestion stunned Charles, his heart hammering fit to break through his rib cage. But he didn’t allow his face to betray his feelings. Was this a request or an order? What was he getting himself into? Charles was more concerned with the repercussions of the Earl finding out than the prospect of losing his job.

Despite all this, the undercurrent of arousal was palpable and impossible to ignore. He wanted, badly, to place the Countess in bondage. Among other things. Her raven hair, full lips, a body both soft and hard in all the right places had always attracted him. Even after his divorce, he rigidly kept to his station: She was a Countess, he, under her employ as a cook. She was married to an Earl, not just any man but a gentleman of wealth and power.

“It’ll be fun,” she prodded with a smile, holding his gaze with her flirtatious chestnut eyes.	She had three glasses of wine, which meant, possibly, that her decision-making was degraded. He’d witnessed her drain an entire bottle and still maintain her impeccable speech and manners, so she wasn’t that far gone. This woman could hold her drink. But would it be used as an excuse to blame him for anything the next morning?

Usually, Charles had made good decisions. If he hadn’t, he’d still be a low-level cook in a mediocre restaurant.

He took the other shackle and clasped her other wrist. She smiled, looking between her chained hands and him. Charles took the Countess by her hands and led her to a chain that dangled from a pulley attached high on the ceiling, the other end wound about a wheel on the floor with a crank attached. A crude hook was affixed to final link before them. He threaded the hook at through the center link of the shackles. He went to the wheel crank and turned: metal clanking, the pulley squawking, her hands elevating.

The Countess squealed in delight.

Charles stopped once her hands were high above her head, arms straight up. Not unreasonably so, not painfully, and her heels still touched the floor. She had wanted to be chained as such, and he delivered. Nothing extra. He dared not test waters any further. But having her in bondage, in a small dungeon with an evil, unknown history, was exciting. That black and white dress certainly accentuated her curves. Her bare arms had sprouted gooseflesh. Charles felt the need to run his hands all over her helpless body, but he stood by the pully, staring. He ran a hand through his dark hair just to give his hand something to do.

The Countess looked up at the shackles and the chain. Her grin grew even wider. “This is exciting,” she whispered. “These shackles haven’t held anyone for a couple hundred years. Maybe more.”

Charles approached his captive Countess and stood a foot away, arms crossed. “Your ancestors must have had enemies.”

“What family of note and power didn’t in the Renaissance?” 

“True,” said Charles, nodding.

A silence followed. The Countess clinked her iron bonds, shifted her weight on her heels, one to the other.

Charles didn’t know what to do with himself, so he did nothing except enjoy the view.

The Countess turned around, facing away, her ass in the tight dress now toward Charles. He had a liking for both of her sides. Did she turn so she would not be looking at him? Or so she could ignore his stare? Or to entice him with her plump ass, since he still made no advance to touch her? Charles felt gazing was his only option. He’d already overstepped in not chiding the Countess for her request to be bound in the dungeon. As exciting as this was, he hoped this would not have serious repercussions. And the risk was minimized by his lack of proceeding further. It looked like she would like that. But maybe she might be afraid of pushing boundaries further, also. What a scandal this would be!

The Countess shifted and faced Charles again. Her teeth biting her lower lip.

Charles wanted to put a gag in her pretty mouth, but still he stood, unmoving.

“Maybe grandfather was right. There’s ghosts here.”

“I didn’t know you had an interest in the paranormal.”

“I don’t, not really. But I swear I’ve awoken some old spirits in here. How many people met their end within these stone walls?”

The question was rhetorical, and Charles didn’t know how to respond.

“Imagine, Charles, someone bound here just like this, just like you have me, and breathing their last after hours of torture. Their suffering might have infected the walls for all time.”

Now she was giving him the creeps. Hair raised on his forearms. “What a dreadful thought.”

“And we’re disturbing them, their quiet, dark peace in this dank, moldy place. They see me like some hooded torturer had them, they awaken and…what? What would they do?”

“Maybe they’ll take out their vengeance on some descendent of the family. Here she is, helpless against anything they would like to do to her to set their soul free from this place devoid of all light and warmth and human touch.”

The Countess’ mouth formed an O as she gasped quietly. Her eyes grew large. She rubbed her legs together against the new chill. She sighed and giggled. “You play this game too well. I got a little scared for a moment.”

Charles wasn’t finished. “The last one to die here was a servant of the family. Her declared guilt completely without merit. She’s awakening. She’s thirsting for a taste of blood, a taste of vengeance that will set her free.”

“All right, Charles.” She jangled her bonds. “My heart’s absolutely racing.”

“Perhaps I should hoist you off the floor and leave you here after extinguishing the light, abandoning your writhing body as a sacrifice to the wrongs of your lineage centuries past.”

“Oh my God, Charles! Please do no such thing! I couldn’t take it here in the dark alone. Not for a minute!”

He chuckled. “My Lady, you’ve been in bondage for a fair minute. Is it time for release?”

“After scaring me like that, yes. Thank you for indulging me.” Her big eyes locked to his. “And for your secrecy.”

“Anything you desire held in confidence, My Lady, shall be taken to my grave.”

“You’re a good man, Charles.”

He turned to wheel and cranked her wrists back down.








Chapter 3

Breakfast and Bondage





	The next morning in the kitchen amid the swirling scents of cooking sausage, eggs, and brewing coffee, Charles didn’t know how things would play out. He would be fine if everything that happened last night was ignored and forgotten. His life would revert back to the calm, stress-free life of a cook taking care of an empty nest Countess. Yet in bed last night, he couldn’t stop thinking about the Countess with her hands shackled above suspended with a chain. That image would stick in his mind the remainder of his days. The uncertainty of this morning was killing him.

	In the dining room, he heard the Countess take her seat, her coffee mug that he had left at the table outside of her bedroom door earlier clunking down on the polished wood. Charles’ nerves left him with a gut full of nausea. The sausage, the eggs, a dollop of beans were all arranged on her plate. He grabbed the already-prepared glass of grapefruit juice on his way out. Unlike dinner, the Countess preferred breakfast in her pajamas, or whatever she had slept in. This morning she was in a silk nightgown, a deep blue affair that dropped mid-thigh as she sat. The top and hem fringed in black lace. That top was a bit low. This was not out of the ordinary, but for the past few weeks she’d enjoyed her breakfast in nightgowns less revealing. Of course, this morning he took notice.

	He set the plate of breakfast and the juice before her. She looked up from her book and smiled. Charles always thought she was beautiful in the morning, too, without makeup. Just a different species of beauty. “Good morning, Charles.”

	Usually, he was first with morning greetings. This had to be a good sign. “Good morning, Countess.”

	“The breakfast looks lovely.” She gestured to the chair beside her to her left. The Countess always occupied the head of the table unless the Earl was home. “Have a seat, as long as nothing will burn in the kitchen.”

	Anxiety prickled his neck. “All pans are away from the stove,” he replied as he sat on the corner seat close to her.

	“Excellent.” She took a mouthful of egg as Charles patiently waited, hoping all was well. “I can tell by your stiff posture you’re a little out of sorts this morning. That will not do, Charles. Please relax.”

	Impossible. But he allowed his shoulders to slump slightly. He didn’t realize how much his body language had projected his nerves.

	After a bite of sausage, she set her fork down and dabbed her lips with the napkin. “Last night was fun. Thank you. You displayed remarkable restraint, and I thank you for that, but I’m saying that is not necessary. Not when the Earl is 700 miles away. He is about as adventurous as vanilla ice cream.”

	Charles chuckled. He knew the Earl’s favorite flavor of ice cream was indeed vanilla. 

	“His interests are dull in most respects. But the marriage is comfortable, our children beautiful. Being a Countess amounts to living for the expectations of others, and I would like an occasional vacation from that while I’m still attractive. But, if such an arrangement is not agreeable to you, if your loyalties to the Earl might be bent too far, this is the time to tell me. I won’t fire you or act cold toward you. I like and respect you, and I always will. Especially after the last two nights. And I find you the kind of ruggedly handsome character with an even temperament—a perfect and delightful partner in bondage play.” She picked up her fork and speared a sausage. “Lend me your candid thoughts, Charles. You have permission to speak everything in that head of yours.”

	Charles paused, collecting his thoughts. He would love this, but there would always be risk. If caught by another one of the staff, word would surely leak to the Earl. But on the other hand… “I’m immensely flattered that you would like me as a…playmate for the lack of a better word.” He paused again, fumbling with his response in his mind before he started stuttering or saying nonsense. Despite her reassuring words, butterflies wrestled inside his stomach. “It would be an honor to be your partner in kink, My Lady.”

	She smiled broadly. “Excellent news! Now that that’s settled, I can truly enjoy this breakfast.”

	Charles breathed a quiet sigh of relief. He now realized that she had been a little nervous, too. He wasn’t the only one taking risks. The Earl would file for divorce if he ever discovered their play. She wouldn’t lose her title but the income from his business dealings would vanish overnight.

	“Should we speak of boundaries, My Lady?”

	“Hmm.” She took a sip of the juice. “Not at the moment. After breakfast I would like to discuss the upcoming dinner party.”

	“Certainly.”

	“But before we begin that discussion, it would be nice if you tied me to this chair.”

	Charles’ eyebrows lifted.

	“There’s rope in the storage room. James uses it for some things.”

	James was the elderly groundskeeper. Charles said, “That rope is hemp. Rough and dirty.”

	She arched an eyebrow. “I know.”

	“Very well, then. Shall I collect the necessary material and allow you to finish breakfast?”

	“Lovely idea.”

	Charles stood and went back into the kitchen where he leaned on a countertop and sighed the biggest sigh of his life. Everything was fine, and now, the gate had been opened to play bondage games with the Countess! Were the risks making this even more exciting and arousing? He wasn’t sure. His ex had never wanted to take risks with their play, like car bondage or being tree-bound in a park. Here, the aforementioned groundskeeper could stroll through the dining room while he had the Countess tied to the chair. Or he might spy them through the window. Well, he planned to close the curtains.

He was determined to enjoy his time with the tied-up Countess. And what was that she had said, that his restraint was not necessary? She didn’t want to talk about boundaries, at least not now. She was excited to be bound after her breakfast.

Charles decided to test the boundaries, then. That was one way to find them. He walked down the corridor to fetch the dirty hemp rope.

◆◆◆

	After breakfast was cleared Charles stared at the rope he’d compiled on the island in the kitchen. Some he had cut to smaller lengths. He was ready, awaiting the return to the Countess. After a small while she reappeared in white capri pants and a coral camisole. Her hair had been done up high for a spring outing look, and makeup light.

	Charles had also freshened up after breakfast. He entered from the kitchen, two smaller lengths of rope in hand, more in his pockets. Upon hearing him, she placed her hands behind the back of the chair and crossed them. Well, no small talk before beginning. Charles knelt behind the chair and bound her hands with the rough hemp rope, cinching rather tightly. He stood and pulled her chair away from the table to access her ankles. She had slipped her feet from her white sandals and crossed her ankles for him. Charles took his time with the binding and he left room to attach her feet to the leg of the chair.

	Charles stepped back and admired the beauty and power he had bound to the ornate wooden Victorian-era chair. The Countess wore a smirk, obviously enjoying herself. “I left my tablet on the table with the dinner party plans to go over.”

	Charles glanced down. “Indeed, My Lady.” He pulled out a longer length of rope from a pocket and knelt once again by the Countess, looping around her thighs just above her knees.

	“Oh! This is unexpected.”

	Charles made no reply as he tightened her new bonds.

	“We will go over the party plans, yes?” she persisted.

	“Of course, My Lady,” he said, pulling another rope. The longest, one that had no need of cutting in his preparations. He stood behind her and wrapped rope above and below her breasts, which now stood in high relief against the fabric of her camisole. The rope also crossed between her breasts diagonally before being wrapped between her arms and her torso, and knotted behind. He nodded approval at her chest harness. And the tips of her nipples straining against her thin camisole. He sat in the same chair he had used during their breakfast discussion and picked up the tablet. “Eleven guests,” Charles began, looking over her notes. “Here’s a name I don’t recognize, Olivia Burton. New friend?”

	“She’s a friend of Evelyn’s and she begged me to invite her. At twenty-nine, she’ll be the youngest in attendance. Evelyn said she’s great fun. Not the best of breeding, but I’m not that much of a snob to care.”

	“Roast lamb leg for the main course.”

	“Not an issue, is it?”

	“Just going over the preparations in my mind. I’ll suggest the shaved asparagus and mint salad as a starter.”

	“Well, perhaps not.” The Countess shook her head. 	“How about avocado salad with burrata?”

Charles set the tablet down and stood behind the Countess, pulling a prepared gag from his back pocket unseen. 	“You disagree—mmmph!”

	The gag was fashioned from a kitchen rag, bleached clean, a large knot in the center. The knot was pushed past her teeth. He tied the corners of the rag behind her head as she mumbled feeble protests. Charles took his seat and the tablet again. The Countess looked back at him with eyes wide. The gag propped her lips open. This was a sight he had dreamed of for years under her employ. To realize one’s dreams was such an exquisite thrill. But he didn’t let on. He had tried to engage with her a discussion about boundaries, and she brushed him off. Now she was gagged with no safety signal. But he could easily tell if she were truly angry. At the moment, she was merely surprised. Eyes back on the tablet, he made notes as he spoke, “So, shaved asparagus and mint salad, and as a choice for the guests, we’ll provide a contrast, marinated white bean & radicchio salad.”

	“Mmmm.”

	“Excellent. We’re in agreement.”

	“Mmmmm.”

	“I’ll add garlic roasted potatoes.”

	The Countess rolled her eyes. She noticed Charles awaited a response. She nodded.

	“Excellent, My Lady. And for our new guest, does she have any special dietary requirements?”

	She nodded.

	Charles smiled. He did not want to ungag her for the answer. “Gluten?”

	She shook her head.

	“Dairy allergy?”

	Another shake of her head.

	“Vegetarian?”

	She nodded vigorously. “Mmmm-mmm.”

	“Vegetarian, but not vegan.”

	A nod for confirmation.

	“Well, we have several things to pick up from the market. It will be another fine, fine showing for the estate, I promise.”

The Countess eyes smiled over her gag.

	“A productive meeting, yes?”

	“Ehhmeerr.”

	Charles tried to decipher her gagspeak. “Ah! Dessert! How could I forget? And let’s make this interesting meeting even more interesting, shall we?” He rose from his seat and stood beside the Countess. The gag was obviously fine with her. But what about more? He decided to test boundaries. He slipped a finger beneath her camisole strap. She looked up at him, but made no remark, or attempted remark, since she was gagged. Her eyes remained relaxed, not resistant or alarmed. He slipped the strap below the rope holding her fast to the chair back. He did the same with the other. More of her breasts crowned as the fabric was maneuvered. With both hands he moved the top of her camisole below the bottoms of her ample breasts. Round, smallish cinnamon nipples. He’d always wondered. He smiled toothlessly at her beautiful breasts, perfectly shaped. Fit for royalty.

	Seated again and tablet in hand, he continued. “We haven’t served lemon souffle in a very long time.”

	She agreed by vigorously nodding, shaking her breasts.

	“How many more choices? One or two?”

	“Mmm. Mmm.”

	“Two it is, then.” He tapped his finger on the polished table top, using his peripheral vision to soak in the beauty of her bare breasts and gagged mouth. “White chocolate cheesecake?”

	The Countess nodded, tits moving only slightly, but still delighting Charles.

	“Chocolate fondue?”

	She thought for a moment, eyes of toward the far corner of the room. Then she shook her head.

	“Something English, then. Custard?”

	She nodded, eyes smiling.

	“There! Dinner and dessert planned.” He made notes in the tablet and set it down. He openly stared at the bound and gagged Countess, his eyes dancing on her breasts surrounded by hemp rope. He reached, elbow on the table, and caressed her left nipple with the back of his fingers. The Countess’ eyes first widened at the touch, then relaxed as his touch extended and hardened her nipple.

	Her relaxed chestnut eyes were fixed on Charles. This was a signal to proceed. He felt a twinge of regret at not doing this last night, yet not going so far then led to the goings-on this morning. Pushing the envelope last night, well, things may have turned out differently. After all, she did compliment his restraint.

	He stood and went behind her, reached down and cupped her breasts. The Countess leaned back against her captor and sighed through her gag as his thumbs circled her nipples. Considering how she liked the harsh bondage of the shackles, and specifically requested rough hemp to be bound with, she must have a taste for thing harsher than he liked to deliver. But he was willing to deliver for her, if she expressed her desires plainly. For now, he’d continue with his restraint, only going a small distance further from the previous engagement.

	He knelt beside her to place gentle kisses on one breast as he fondled the other. He kept this up for several moments before taking his former position behind her, this time pinching her nipples, but not too hard. Her nipples weren’t the only things hard in the room. But if she desired to go further, she would have to make the call. Vocally and clearly. He released her breasts and busied his fingers on the knot of her gag. After pulling the knot of cloth from her mouth he placed the soggy business in a pocket.

	The Countess stretched her jaws, working them for a bit before speaking. “You’re quite the rogue with the rope, Charles.”

	Charles took his seat again, leaving her bound for the moment. “Thank you for the compliment, My Lady.”

	“This was more than I had asked for this morning but I had a delightfully wonderful time. Did you notice James passing by the window?”

	Charles’ heart stopped for what felt like a full minute and his blood ran cold. He had meant to close the curtains, but he had allowed himself to get too distracted. Unforgiveable. “Did he see, My Lady?” he whispered.

	“No! Even if he glanced this way I doubt he would have made out anything this far into the room. The sun is actually shining today, making him squint beneath that hat of his. I doubt he ever removes it.”

	Charles relaxed. “You may be right. I’ve never witnessed the crown of his head.”

	The Countess laughed. “I don’t think his mother ever saw his head, either.”

	“I am sorry, My Lady. I should have drawn the curtains.”

	“Nonsense. I mean, yes, they should be drawn next time, but I should have thought of that, too. I should have told you to close the curtains. Some rogue tied me up and kept me rather flustered.”

	“How terrible. It must have been an awful experience. I shall untie you at once.”

	The Countess smiled. “That would be fine, Charles. And after lunch we have something else to discuss about the dinner party.”

	Charles rose to get to the ropes about her wrists. “Do we?”

	“We do. And would you be a dear and pull up my top in case James walks by again?”

◆◆◆

	Pink marks around her wrists still persisted after lunch. They might remain until after a night’s sleep. Charles hadn’t noticed her tugging against her bonds much, but that rope was pretty abrasive. It wouldn’t take much to get irritated skin from it.

	After he had cleared her lunch they headed to the study this time, upstairs. An old-world affair with dark wood paneling and oil paintings from the 19th Century and earlier. The Countess closed the door and sat beside him in the larger of the two oversized leather chairs by an antique writing table with claw feet. “The cleaning crew arrived at noon and I wanted to have a bit of privacy.”

	“Understood.” Charles wondered if she planned another session for right now. He was all for it. He had to relieve himself from the last one proceeding breakfast. If she wanted to tied up and gagged after every meal, he’d be there for her.

	“So,” she began, “the dinner party. I want to do a little something in the middle of it all. First, how many cooks and servers will be there?”

	He had already did the calculations and made the calls. “Three assistant cooks and two servers.”

	“They can handle everything if you’re away for thirty or forty minutes?”

	“Well, not until dinner is rolling. As in the main course has made it onto the plates. The crew could carry on from there for an hour. Maybe.” He wanted to be present in case anything went wrong. “Could you tell me what you have in mind, My Lady?”

	“I would like you to carry me off to the dungeon for a bit of fun.”

	Charles cleared his throat. “While the guests are eating?”

	“Yes, I’ll excuse myself for a very important phone call. Just come and whisper in my ear when the time is right. I’ll make an announcement, and then the hostess will disappear for a little bit.” Her eyes sparkled and she clasped her hands together. “It will be so exciting to be bound and dallied with while the house is full of guests. Practically right above our heads!”

	“That will be…exciting all right, and I endeavor to assist with your needs, but what will I tell the crew?”

	She dismissed his concern with a wave of her hand. “You’re the boss, Charles! Tell them you’re stepping out to smoke a joint or bang your new girlfriend in the pantry. It doesn’t matter!”

	Charles laughed. She had a point. Why should he worry what the help thought? “All right. So, what shall I do with my captive in the haunted dungeon?”

	“That, I’ll leave up to your discretion. Just one thing: no marks on me beyond what my dress will cover.”





Chapter 4




The Dinner and the Haunting




	The appetizer plates had been cleared. The grand crystal chandelier glowed only dimly, and a row of candles split the long table adding to the ambiance. The dinner party guests animatedly chatted and occasional laughter rung in the dining room. The Countess stood from her seat at the head of the dining table and clinked her empty wine glass with a fork until the chatter wound down to silence. All eyes shifted to her. “I would like to tell you all a story.”

	Approving murmurs rippled across the table. Salads and appetizers had been served and consumed. There was to be a bit of a wait before the main course of lamb. And The Countess wanted to entertain with a tale. She was a fine storyteller, her talent known since she was a child.

	“Your drinks will be refilled as I spin a tale that happened in this very house in the year 1691.”

	A few “Ahhs” issued from the guests.

	“Back then, this house was rather new, an extension of the castle, the remains of which occupy the east wall…and the dungeon beneath.”

	“Dungeon?” piped Anna, her blonde hair cascading down her back and her hand dramatically held to her chest.

	“Yes. Walled off long ago. But the ghosts remain.”

	Light laughter.

	“So, Henry Somerset, man of the castle back then, needed a wife for his son Nicolas. None of the proposals had enough merit to please dear Henry. He sent word to the Duke of Grafton, proposing their families merge through matrimony. Aside from the fortune and connections and clout of the Duke, Henry wanted the Duke’s daughter, Mary Thornbury, to be wed to his son Nicolas. Mary was quite beautiful, was fluent in four languages, played the harpsichord, the flute, and the violin. So, Mary was quite the catch. Henry sent word to the Duke with his proposal. Alas, although Henry’s family well-positioned and Nicholas a handsome gentleman, the proposal was politely turned down. The Duke wanted his lovely daughter for some royal family in France. The French were the power in Europe at the time.”

	“Boo!” hissed someone at the table.

	The Countess chuckled. “Indeed. Henry, undaunted, proposed again, this time including far more wealth, and even a 2,000 acre estate. Came the letter of another polite refusal and now Henry was enraged beyond reason. He hatched a plan. Henry’s spies reported Mary liked to walk the gardens of her father’s estate after dinner when the weather was clement. So, with a small posse of guards, a dozen, I’m told, they snuck over the garden wall unmolested. Mary was taking air with her cousin. Henry’s guards nabbed poor Mary, clubbed her cousin bloody and unconscious. Mary was most uncooperative, so the guards bound her hand and foot with rope and gagged her. She was carried to the wall, handed off to those waiting on the other side, where she was loaded into a carriage. The kidnappers were noticed at the wall, the alarm sounded and shots fired, but no one was hurt. Except the poor cousin, whose name has been lost to history.”

	The Countess paused for a sip of her wine before continuing. “So, due to the limitless anger of Henry, she was taken to the dungeon. This was a very, very rare thing to be done with a noblewoman who had not crossed the king or the church. There, she was shackled to a wall, stripped to the waist, a scold’s bridle locked over her head.”

	A gentleman with a salt and pepper beard and wire-rimmed glasses raised his hand and waved for attention. The Countess nodded and gestured to him. “Just what is a scold’s bridle?” Others around him nodded, thankful someone asked the question.

	“Ah, yes. A wicked thing,” answered The Countess. “Think of it like a cage for the head, but at the front of it there’s a metal piece that points inward, to be inserted into the mouth that presses on the tongue, making speech impossible.”

	Several “Oooos” came from the guests.

	“So, here was poor, poor Mary, shacked with her arms apart in the cold dungeon, and this ugly metal thing gripping her head and pushing down on her tongue. She remained like that for several hours as…” She clapped her hands three times. Two serving women emerged from the hall behind her carrying something draped in a white cloth, something triangular at the top, three legs poking from beneath the occluding sheet. It was placed on the floor beside the Countess, who nodded at them. They pulled away the cloth with a practiced flourish, revealing the painting. It displayed Mary Thornbury from the waist up, her generous breasts exposed. She was lit in the reddish hue of the dungeon’s lamps, her arms apart in irons and chains, and the scold’s bridal affixed as The Countess had described, her dark hair falling lank between the bars of the cage encircling her head.

	The guests gasped.

	“This was Mary, obviously. Allow me to note something significant.” The Countess stepped to the painting, which was rather small, two feet wide and a foot tall, she pointed with a scarlet fingernail to a mole beneath Mary’s left breast. “This mole served as conclusive evidence that Henry had the Duke’s daughter stripped. This mole was confirmed by Mary’s mother upon the delivery of the painting and the letter stating she would be whipped daily until Mary and Nicolas were wed.”

	Whispered chatter spread through the dining room and died quickly.

	“It was a trick, and an effective one. Mary was never whipped. She was released and the bridle removed after the painting was done. She had her own rooms in this mansion, awaiting word from her father. The nuptials were soon approved and Nicolas and Mary were wed.” The Countess gestured with a flourish to the painting, “And now you’ve met my great-great-(I don’t actually know how many greats) Nan Mary!”

	Laughter and applause. One by one, the guests stood to turn the applause into a standing ovation. The Countess took a bow, smiling. “Thank you everyone! The main course is served!”

	The servers entered with fragrant and steaming plates as the Countess took her seat and drained the remains of her glass of wine. What a dinner party! One of the best in recent memory. She never could have done this one with her husband or children in attendance. But they would hear about it. She could see clearly in her mind’s eye her husband grimacing and shaking his head. But that’s all. He was actually quite proud of his wife who could, at times, be absolutely outrageous. Mostly he tolerated it because all of their friends adored her.

	Everyone picked up their dinner forks and knives to work on the lamb and the sumptuous sides of potatoes grand mere and garlic and thyme spring vegetables. A server with the brassy-blonde hair stooped to whisper in her ear, “My Lady, I was ordered to whisper into your ear like I have very important news.”

	The Countess nodded and waved the server away. She rose to address the guests. “I’m afraid I have to answer an important phone call from the Earl. I’ll be back momentarily. Keep the conversations interesting!”

	She left the dining room and walked into the kitchen, where the assistant cooks busied about dessert preparation and the servers collected wine bottles for a round of refills. Charles wasn’t here. She thought this was where they would meet. She walked out the rear exit into the hallway. Looking both ways, there appeared no Charles. Was she supposed to meet him in the storage room? The dinner party had her mind in a twirl, not to mention the planned excitement that was supposed to commence this very moment. Where was he?

	She continued down the hall. Taken completely by surprise by hands roughly grabbing her, she yelped, but her voice was quickly silenced by a strong hand over her mouth. She was held fast, her arms behind her braced by a single hard, athletic arm.

	“Shhh, Countess,” was whispered in her ear. She already knew the feel of those arms and the voice by the whisper alone. She was in the clutches of her kidnapper. His scent she also knew well. She expected more sweat and grease from his labors in the kitchen, but there was a whisper of his body spray. So thoughtful of him to clean up a bit for their special moment.

	She moaned again beneath the palm, but now in delight, not distress.

	Charles removed his hand and she felt cold iron clasping her wrists behind her.

	“I’ll scream,” she warned, “so unhand me—mmmph!”

	Cloth was shoved past her lips. She was forced against a wall between the portraits of two 18th Century ancestors. The cloth was knotted tightly behind her head. Gripped by her arms above the elbows, she was marched toward the storage room. Once there, she could see the shelving unit already pushed aside, the door to the stairs standing open. Charles pushed her head down so she could safely duck beneath the short door. Once through, she was gripped in the same manner and forced to walk in her high heels down the stone steps along that ancient wall. A sconce had been lit at the center of the steps. The glow of several more illuminated the chamber. As she walked down, in total control of her captor, she imagined being her ancestor Mary, who was likely marched down here in a very similar manner. Mary’s fear in that moment must have had her mind in tatters.

She reached the floor and they passed the tables. The implements had been cleaned and they gleamed in the firelight. Someone had been busy in preparing for the dinner party. How did Mary react to such a sight? The poor girl, only nineteen years old, must have been in shock. But a young woman of that time was fashioned of sturdier stuff. The Countess thought that Mary didn’t flinch outwardly. She stood stoic, not giving her captors the entertainment and pleasure of tasting her fear.

	Charles faced her for the first time. He wore a tight, triumphant, and hungry grin. His hair was disheveled from the day, which increased his rugged appeal. He pushed her against the wall. “Don’t move,” he ordered. At the table he picked up the scold’s bridle! Her heart raced. Did he hear every word of her little story? Then again, he had cleaned it up, along with the other things and everything lay organized in neat rows. He unlocked it, opened it along the fasteners in the back, the hinges on either side of the mouthpiece bending with nary a squeak, and set it down. He returned to the Countess and unknotted her cloth gag. Once her mouth was free, she said, “That contraption might leave marks—uh!”

	He squeezed her by the cheeks, thumb to one side and fingers to the other. “The prisoner cannot make requests.”

	She nodded, head still in his hand. The gag was thrown to the floor and Charles came at her with the opened head cage. Without being prompted she parted her lips and kept her tongue down. The iron against her tongue was cold. The mouthpiece was larger than she realized, but fit neatly between her lower teeth. The pressure on her tongue varied as Charles adjusted the mask so it pressed against the back of her head and neck. A few metallic clicks and the pressure on her head and tongue became constant, and somewhat painful. She had read of some women having to wear this thing for days. How dreadful.

	This was so intense. More than she had wished for. She hoped she could both weather it and enjoy it.

	Charles used the thick, round key and removed the shackles from behind her. He unzipped her dress and turned her around. He tugged at the neck of her dress until her black bra was exposed. The cups were peeled back and her breasts exposed. With a sly grin he handled them roughly. Her hands were free, but she offered no resistance. Any jostling would clank the metal in her mouth against her teeth. She dreaded that. The Countess remained still, hands at her sides.

	He took her left hand, raised it outward to a single shackle dangling from a chain that was moored to the stone. He did the same with her right hand. Now she was stretched with her arms apart and gagged with the metal bridle: the same implements they had used on Mary Thornbury.

	Charles drew close, cupped a breast, looked into her eyes. He kissed her shoulder and left her, heading toward the stairs. 

	“Uhhh! Uhh! Aaaay!” she called after him.

	He didn’t break his stride. Up the stairs he went. The door at the top of the stairs closed with a squeak and a click.

	The Countess was alone. Alone and shackled in a dungeon haunted by tortured spirits.

◆◆◆

	Charles hoped his erection would evaporate by the time he reached the kitchen. It had decreased enough to be hidden by his cook shirt, at least. He had changed into a new, unstained one for his kidnapping and imprisonment of the Countess.

	The crew in the kitchen had the desserts ready to go. As ordered, they apologized to the guests for the slight delay in service and now awaited his next orders. He nodded to them as he passed them into the dining room. He stood behind the empty chair of the Countess.

	“Good evening, everyone. I’m head cook Charles and it has been a delight to create tonight’s delicacies for you this evening. I apologize: There was a small hitch in getting the desserts perfect, but now everything is ready. Crew!” he called behind him.

	The assistant cooks and the servers marched out in order with an array of desserts on their serving trays. The guests actually applauded. It was quite the display, and everything looked positively delectable.

	“The Countess tapped me in the kitchen to pass along the message that she will be a touch later than she had predicted. All is well, no worries! She plans to join you all very soon. Bon appetit!”

	He smiled broadly at the guests before ducking back into the kitchen. He planned to make sure the dessert service ran smoothly before checking on the prisoner in the dungeon.

	Charles also planned to take his time.

	It crossed his mind to dismiss the guests after dessert service. The Duchess was alone in the mansion, no one was expected to visit for a week and a half.

◆◆◆

	The Countess was afraid. It wasn’t like her to be afraid in her own house. Or anywhere, really. But here, locked away in the dungeon, a real dungeon with a past, her breath and heart accelerated. It was quiet, except for the slight whisper of the oil lamps. Did oil lamps make a sound? Was it the ghosts whispering in voices long silenced by the horrific things done to them within these very walls?

	She moaned into the iron bridle and jangled her chains. The shadows of the chains hanging from the arched ceiling moved in the flickering light. Should they move like that? They certainly moved as if a strong wind shifted them, not the light from steadfast sconces. She shivered. She was cold. Gooseflesh raised on her arms and legs.

	The iron bit made her mouth, tongue, and jaws ache. The taste was not dissimilar from blood. Her gag reflex was tickled. She closed her eyes to push the nausea away. How horrible if this thing caused her to vomit. She may well choke to death if such a thing happened. What was Charles thinking? She just wanted to be shackled and played with. Maybe fucked. What was he up to? She had been getting very turned on, but now…well that was still there but with a serious undercurrent of fear. She shivered. Where was he?

	The sconces blurred. The stone walls spun, the dizziness ushered her to darkness. Her skin tingled. Her knees felt weak. Vaguely she was thankful that her ankles weren’t bound. She shifted her feet for balance. Her bare breasts felt the chill more than anything. The Countess no longer wanted to be in her pretty high heels. She wanted to be released, her dress pulled back up. To be back with her friends at her wonderful dinner party.

	The opaque darkness lasted but only a moment, or so it felt like. She opened her eyes, expecting to see Charles since it was obvious she was not alone.

	She screamed into the iron that pressed her tongue. People were in the dungeon with her. Her eyes weren’t focusing at first, but there were definitely two, maybe three figures in here. Strangers. And her chained and gagged. She tugged at her irons and they clanked in response, but she was no closer to any semblance of freedom.

	Her eyes focused. The room brightened with the light of every sconce lit and several candles illuminated the implements on the table. Two people were before her. A woman in a tattered evening dress from long, long ago, her hands shackled behind and attached to one of the chains that ascended to the ceiling, bending her over. The top of her dress had been torn away, fabric dangling in shreds. Her breasts swayed beneath her with any small movement. Her face was dirty, the grime streaked with tears now dry. A leather contraption enveloped her mouth and overlapped her long black locks. The Countess figured that the interior of that thick strap contained something unpleasant and filling in the poor lass’s mouth. A hooded man in a leather vest stood behind her, his yellow grin evident in the mouth hole. He groped her rear through the remains of her skirts and chuckled.

	At the far end of the dungeon stood a figure in aristocratic dress, resplendent in blues and reds with tall black boots. His arms were crossed. His brown moustache sat like spread bird wings beneath his nose.

	The hooded man pulled up the skirts and draped them over her back, exposing her white silk breeches. The hooded man took a small knife from the table and cut the waist ribbon and the silk garment fell to the floor. Now the hooded man’s hands kneaded her bare flesh. He fumbled at the rope that held his stained, woolen breeches together. My God, what was she about to witness? She called out feebly thought her bridle, hoping to catch someone’s attention. Someone upstairs, not here. As sorry as she felt for the woman with her hands hoisted high behind her back, she didn’t want the hooded fellow to notice her. After another squeak of the Countess’ voice issued through the bit of the bridle, the woman turned to her. Confusion crossed her dirty and stricken face. Her eyes widened as they locked to the shocked eyes of the Countess. The bound woman in the paltry remains of a tattered and torn dress pleaded with her in indecipherable murmurs.

	The chained woman saw her. She heard her.

	The Countess shook her head, pulled at her chains, squealed unintelligible sounds to her fellow captive across the centuries.

	The sconces dimmed. The scene dwindled, darkened to nothing.

	“My Lady?” Charles’ voice. But she couldn’t see. Darkness surrounded her, impenetrable.

She grunted in response. She opened her eyes and blinked rapidly.

	“You didn’t respond and it scared me. You were just staring at,” he waved his hand behind him, “I don’t know. Nothing? Was it too much, me leaving you alone for ten minutes?”

	The Countess shook her head, carefully, so as not to bother her mouth too much. The movement was intended to clear her head, not to indicate that she was fine being left alone in here with the ghosts.

He looked intently into her eyes. “Perhaps this bridle was a bit much. Here.” He reached behind her head to unlock the mechanism. Carefully, he pulled the rear apart, then the bit pulled from her mouth. He lifted the contraption from her head and set it on the table. Just a moment before there were people, as real as Charles right now, between her and that table. And another beyond at the far wall.

	She licked her lips.

Charles stood before her but made no move to take liberties with her body. His brow was crinkled with concern.

	“I have erred, haven’t I? Leaving you alone down here.”

	“Maybe. I got scared.” She opened her mouth to stretch her jaw muscles. Such a relief to have that thing gone. She breathed deeply.

	“I told the guests that you’d be gone a little longer, but I believe I’ll unchain you now.”

	“Yes. That’s fine.”

	Charles retrieved the key to work on her release.

	Her hand fell from the opened shackle to her waist. She brought it up to her face, back of her hand on her forehead. Cold sweat dappled her brow. She needed a moment to freshen up after all of this before greeting her guests after the “important phone call.”

	“I’m sorry My Lady. This certainly did not go as planned. You look like you met ghosts down here.”

	Her other hand fell from the chain. She massaged her wrists. “I do believe I did.”

	Charles smirked, then he must have realized by the set of her jaw that she was serious, and that tease of a smile disappeared quickly.

	The Countess realized that her tits were still out. She shook her head once more for clearing and pulled up her bra. “Zip me, please,” she told Charles as she pointed to her back. He obeyed with his usual efficiency. “I have guests to see.”

◆◆◆

	By the time she returned to her guests almost an hour had expired. After her ordeal she needed to fuss with her hair and makeup. And calm her nerves with a quick drink all to herself. Irish whiskey, not wine. Besides the fright, she was embarrassed at her reaction to being alone in an old dungeon. She was nearly in tears when Charles arrived, and she had always prided herself on her fearlessness and strength.

	She managed to plaster on a smile in the dining room. Everyone had finished their dessert and were concerned the phone call that had taken her away from her own party might have been dreadful. She assured all that it was not so bad, but it needed attending to. No one questioned her after that.

	The party soon broke up afterward with hugs and goodbyes. When the main entry doors were closed against the chill dark of the night, the Countess went back into the dining room where the portrait of her ancestor Mary Thornbury still stood on the easel. She wrapped it in the sheet, nestled it beneath her arm and headed into the kitchen. Crew cleaned and rattled dishes and silverware. Charles wasn’t there.

She headed down the hall and into the storage room, where the shelves remained unmoved and the door still open. Ducking through the door, the stairway sconce was still lit. The Countess hesitated. After her experience, she was loathe to take the stairs down again. Footsteps echoed to her. Her breath caught. But she resisted the urge to flee. “Charles?” she called.

	“Yes, My Lady?”

	She blew out a relieved sigh. “I’m coming down.” She feared she would never sleep again unless she headed back to the dungeon just to see there were no ghosts. Her mind had run away with her. That’s all. Alone and shackled in such a place could play tricks on the mind of the most fortified of skeptics.

	Charles was at the table.

	“What are you doing?” she asked.

	“Putting things back in order. And then I planned to kill the lights and lockup.”

	“Oh.”

	He turned to her. “And you, My Lady? Feeling better?”

“Yes, yes.” The place wasn’t so scary with Charles here.

	Charles wiped the scold’s bridle with a rag. He finished, placing the cloth in a pocket. “I apologize for leaving you alone in here. That was a huge mistake, and I’m sorry.”

	“I’m not holding it against you. My mind ran away with me to dark, dark, places and ruined our fun. Perhaps it is I who should apologize.”

	“Nonsense. It was a terrible call on my part.” He pointed, “Is that the painting of Mary Thornbury?”

	“Yes, I mean to put it away. Seems the tale inspired you.”

	“It did indeed, but maybe not the way you think.”

	The Countess tilted her head. “How so?”

	Charles paused, then shook his head. “Nothing, I guess. It’s not my place.”

	She raised her eyebrows. “Well, that last bit tells me you have something important to say.”

	“The musings of a cook, my Lady. Nothing important.”

	She approached him and placed a hand on his chest. “Tell me. Please.”

	“I hope you take no offense…I just thought at the time, at dinner time when you brought out this painting and spun your tale of Mary’s ordeal a few hundred years ago…” he sighed, not meeting her eyes.

	“Go on. You have the floor, speak freely.”

	“I didn’t like how you used the suffering of your ancestor as dinner party entertainment. It stuck me as wrong. That’s why I left you alone down there, just like she was.”

	Anger rose in the back of her throat, along with a nasty retort. The Countess checked it and took a step back from Charles. What was this preposterous poppycock from a cook? Or did the man have a point? “Thank you for your candor. That must have been difficult to say.”

	Charles nodded, still not taking his eyes from the floor. “Maybe ghosts don’t haunt by being locked away. Maybe they get disturbed from…diminishment, from their trials being turned into a cheap gasp for guests.”

	The Countess turned it all over in her mind, still thinking she did nothing wrong. But the pause gave her a different angle on the issue. Seeing this window into the past so vividly whiled she had been chained had done most of the work. It had scared her witless. “You and my grandfather should have had the opportunity to talk. Do you believe in ghosts?”

	At last Charles looked up. “I’ve never seen them, but I don’t claim to know. You told me you saw them. Here.”

	“I was certain at the time, less so, now. I don’t know. But it’s a fair point you made. Maybe I should tread with care in dealing with my ancestors. There’s other ways to entertain the guests. Ghosts or no, a little more respect for the people of the past might be the right path.”

	Charles took the douter, a conic snuffer on the end of a long handle which hung from a hook in the wall, and extinguished one of the sconces. “Shall we head upstairs, My Lady?”

	“Yes. It’s been a long and interesting day.

	Charles snuffed the other two oil lamps. Only the one on the stairs remained lit, casting the darkest of shadows. With the shrouded painting of Mary Thornbury under one arm, she took Charles’ arm in her left and they walked up the stairs together. “I might need punishment for what I’ve done. Perhaps tomorrow?”

	“I’m here for you, My Lady.”




E N D


If you like the story so far and wish it to continue, please leave a review to that effect on the Amazon page! Could there be a part two? Yes!
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