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  Chapter One


  


  “I’m desperate, Robert,” she declared, weary resignation pouring from her words, her eyes and the exquisite persona of the sensuously endowed woman. The two sat at the window table of Café Aria, lunching on vichyssoise, cheese and tossed greens. Robert added oysters to his meal. Their waiter wore tails.


  “Sasha, you are always desperate,” Robert Dante remarked, as his manicured hand reached for a wine goblet and he took a drink.


  Sasha sipped hers. She batted her eyes at him with a flirtatious twinkle, reduced to charming him, since he was not responding to desperation. Picking up the white linen napkin, she dabbed an end at the corner of her mouth while two gold charm bracelets tinkled on her wrist. Despite the meal, her red lips looked freshly painted.


  Sasha Casella’s chestnut hair was severely coifed, pulled back from her face and tied with a smart black bow at the base of her neck. Long ago, she ceased hiding her facial expressions with curls of hair—once she realized how her strong features communicated more than just beauty. She moved through the world with authoritative ease, commandingly, never a victim to the lesser souls she met—except perhaps for Robert—the one man she could never own regardless of her desire to do so.


  “I am desperate now, my love, Gabrielle will be the death of me—and herself.” She sighed heavily as she languished against the table, leaning forward purposely to engage his sympathy.


  “You are blatantly over dramatic, Sasha,” Robert answered. He popped another oyster into his mouth. “Suppose you tell me why all this now?”


  “Oh! Why do you eat those awful things?” She looked on his feast of oysters with a judgmental eye.


  “Because I know how you hate them,” he quipped.


  “Please, Robert, take her for a few weeks. Settle her down as you so sportingly do—until she has a little more appreciation for authority, and this whole legal thing blows over.”


  “You’re still speaking in riddles, Sasha, be a little more blunt. That’s never been a problem for you.”


  He was as severe a man as Sasha was a severe woman—the two looked like a sparring king and queen on an elegant chessboard. Notably, his near-black hair was sleeked back into a small ponytail behind his head. His eyes bore into her intently, an odd shadowy color—sometimes brown, sometimes appearing green, and accentuated by well-defined brows. His face was substantial, full, yet with a classically sculptured nose, jaw line and mouth. There was some Latin and some Celtic in his heritage giving him an astounding resonance that could be quite passionate and quite cold—though always directed, purposeful and unshakable. Robert Dante exuded a startling, thoroughly watchable elegance that was occasionally inviting, though usually forbidding.


  “Okay, love, I’ll give you the cold hard facts, since you won’t consider my request without them. Though please don’t discount her completely by what I say.”


  “The fact that I agreed to this lunch suggests that I take you seriously, Sasha. But don’t dawdle, I have business.”


  “Yes, of course.” She was showing a few cracks in her poise, not unexpected considering her position. “Gabrielle is suffering. My sister doesn’t have a sensible bone in her body, and she’s hell-bent on destroying herself and her future. I’ve paid for two spendy colleges and she can’t manage a passing grade. Meanwhile, she takes on lovers like a whore—please excuse me, but I can’t say it any other way.”


  Robert smiled, briefly amused.


  “I have her with me now, but I swear, I’ll kill her by the time the week’s out. And, the last straw, I spoke with the Hampshire Township police four nights ago, unbeknownst to me she was arrested for assorted misdemeanors—her boyfriend of the hour managed to bail her out. She’s is facing some rather serious charges.”


  “Like what?”


  “Drugs and several minor things. However, speaking to Sheriff Cathcart, he was very much interested in avoiding a nasty scandal with our family, especially since that last one with my brother, Dicky. If I could simply get her out of the township, safely somewhere else—well, the charges can just sort of, disappear. You see my dilemma? I’m responsible for her and the family. There must be somewhere she can go that will cure her insanity.”


  “There are drug programs all over the country, and I’m certainly not one—why would you choose me?”


  Sasha smiled warmly, the softness in her eyes intended to lure him to her purpose. “My sister needs something more than those programs offer her. She is classically obstinate, but she’s not beyond a cure. I really don’t think she’s addicted to anything, but perhaps experimentation and sex. It’s just the element she mingles with that gets her into these illegal messes. What she wants is structure and discipline.”


  “Why do you think that? Sounds to me as if you’re just a sister trying to pass off your problem on me.”


  “Robert, please,” she droned. “Why, I could have her in any dryout program in the country, but I don’t think it’s going to do her any good.”


  “They usually provide a good deal of discipline.”


  “But not the kind you’d offer her.”


  “And you think she’s particularly suited for my methods?”


  “She’ll fight you, I’m sure. Of course, you’d expect that, but I think you’re just the rude awakening she requires. You’re so beautifully adept at instilling a sense of decorum and peace in young women.”


  “But not you,” he noted.


  “I needed something quite different, Robert. You and I were just too foolish to realize we were each other’s worst nightmare before we went crazy and got married. Yet, fifteen years down the road, do you regret it?”


  “I make a habit of avoiding regret.”


  She smiled, this time her affection real. Despite what horrors they endured at each other’s hands, she maintained a curious love for her first husband.


  “Do you have any firsthand knowledge of Gabrielle’s desire for corporal punishment?”


  “I do,” Sasha replied immediately. “The day after she was arrested, she snuck out of the apartment without permission—I thought she was in bed asleep, that’s how good she is at subterfuge. But when I heard some commotion in the living room about three in the morning, I found her half-dressed and drunk, leaning on her boyfriend’s arm as they stumbled toward her bedroom. Needless to say, I was pissed, my fury undisguised, and after retrieving a wooden spoon from the kitchen, I ripped her from that sorry scoundrel’s grasp, and flung her over the back of a chair. I spanked her ass as hard as I could. To start, her sweet little derriere was covered by her skirt, but my anger was so meanly inclined, it wouldn’t suffice unless I could see the results of the paddling. I must be honest, she wears all kinds of kinky clothes and this skirt barely covered her cheeks. Just as I expected, when I paused long enough to tear it off, she was naked underneath. While her bottom was already quite rosy, the look of her ass hardly compared to how it appeared when I was finished.


  “I scalded her, Robert. I poured every ounce of pent-up fury into that paddling. Actually, I feel a little guilty about the strength of it. It was a bit brutal. But I knew that I couldn’t really hurt her, it was just a simple wooden spoon connecting with her plump behind. Frankly, I was relieved, especially after I realized her response.”


  “What was that?” Robert asked.


  “Well, she started out completely beside herself, as you might figure. She was screaming and flailing around, trying to get her boyfriend to come to her rescue. That little coward was hovering nearby, of course, watching for all he was worth, but he didn’t lift a hand to help her. He was either too drunk or …”


  “I’m sure he was just chicken, Sasha,” Robert interjected. “What person, man or woman, would want to tangle with you on the warpath?”


  “Whatever,” she went on, “Gabrielle, instead of totally rebelling became strangely passive. Oh, yes, she was hurting—her ass must have been bitterly burning by that time—but she was oddly submissive. Her cries turned to moans, the anguish not so distressing. Her whole body seemed to change as though she was absorbing the pain. Reminded me of that little tramp you rescued a few years back.”


  “You mean Penny?”


  “Yes, Penny, where is she now?”


  “She still lives on the island.”


  “Really. Still take her to bed?”


  “Not recently. We’ve made other accommodations.”


  “Humm,” was Sasha’s response. Though intensely curious about the pair’s ”accommodations”, she returned to the more important topic. “You do understand what I mean, by being a natural for this sort of thing?


  “You think she was sexually aroused?”


  “At the time, I really didn’t care. But thinking back now, it’s quite possible. And just as important was the way she changed so markedly when it was over. She was amazingly poised, I’d say supremely satisfied. She insisted that her boyfriend leave, and rather than come off the chair like an angry bear—believe me, we’ve fought like hellcats in the middle of the night on many occasions—this time she went to bed without any fight at all. And in the morning, she was up with me at eight o’clock.”


  “Did you question her?” Robert asked.


  “No, I was a bit undone, though pleased by her mood. She said almost nothing to me, and was quite docile for a day. I know the reprimand and the spanking got inside her. Still, I’ve seen signs of her more typical behavior returning, though I wonder if she’s not baiting me now to see if the spanking was just a fluke.”


  “Then why don’t you simply keep her in check with a good firm wallop to her behind when she misbehaves? Seems to me you could handle her with strict ground rules and the threat of stiff punishment. You’re certainly woman enough to follow it through.”


  “Oh, Robert, I don’t have the will for it, or even the time. And I’m not expecting you to supply this forever either—if that’s what she requires. But I want her cured of her current mind set. If she wants this treatment later on, she can seek it out from a lover. Right now, she needs a good slap in the face. Going to the island where she can’t escape will be just the thing to wake her up.”


  “You assume I’m going to spend the next few months on the island?”


  “Won’t you?”


  He was obliged to snicker at the woman who was so deviously crafty getting her way.


  “Does it really matter? I mean you’re off and on all the time, I know that. And you have that other fellow, I forget his name. You can’t tell me he doesn’t have the same penchant for domination that you do.”


  “The only thing you haven’t figured in this is my motivation. Why would I want to take on the discipline of an unruly brat who’s hiding from the law?”


  Sasha leaned back with her wine glass in hand and took a satisfying swallow. Her purpose was nearly won. “Because you like the challenge of a good game. You’re addicted to women like my sister. You might even wonder if I raised her to be a project for you.”


  “You’re stretching there, Sasha. Let’s let that kind of speculation slide.” He paused. “I’ll consider your proposal, and get back to you in the morning.”


  She was sure of his answer, beyond any doubt. He would remember Gabrielle from the time of their marriage. Then, she was a gorgeous child of seven. With Robert Dante’s powers of imagination, he would know this stunning creature would grow into a stunning young woman. And so she was at twenty-two, a breathtaking picture of innocent recklessness, refreshingly exhilarating to the eye—when she was without the crazy clothes and her odd make-up and kinky hair. He would tame all that Gabrielle was into the picture of a ravishing woman, contained, but smolderingly passionate. Her sister simply needed the guidance of an expert disciplinarian to effect the transformation, and rescue her from disaster. If he only knew the complete truth about her appalling crimes, he might refuse the job, but she wasn’t about to tell him.


  “The experience will not disappoint you, I promise. I may not be able to personally fulfill you, but I do know what does.”


  “Do you now, Sasha,” he replied, raising his distinctive eyebrows and casting her a haughty glance.




  

  Chapter Two


  


  Gabrielle’s diary—September 15th


  Ramblings …


  I have been told I have no choice in this. I’m sure I’m going to hate it. I remember Robert Dante as a sullen, cold prick. I was happy when Sasha divorced him. He could look down his nose at the queen of England and have her shrivel into nothing. But I’m not going to be intimidated by him. I swear that on my honor. Besides, Geordy says he’ll bust me from the island as soon as he can raise the cash to get a decent boat. I wonder about that … Geordy’s a little lost these days. I know it’s too much pot. He gets confused. Though when he’s high, he fucks a blue streak, the best I’ve ever had. I wonder if Dante fucks? I think his dick would be too cold to get hard.


  Sash says I’ll be safe from prosecution on the island, though I say it’s persecution. She tells me I’ll have the authorities off my back. I can write to my heart’s content and won’t have to put up with another stupid college. She’s just trying to coddle me into agreeing to this ridiculous scheme of hers. I guess I have no choice, though, considering that stupid night Geordy and I got arrested …


  I am a little scared … all that official crap makes me nervous. Anyone who says a body cavity search is not demeaning has never had one from the police matron from hell. I swear she was getting off. Probably wanted to make me into her girlfriend.


  I’ve only been on the island once before and I don’t remember that. Mother brought me here to visit Sash, but I was too scared to stay. It’s funny how things look so big when you’re little. Maybe scary men like Dante are the same way—now that I’m grown I’ll think it’s silly that I was ever petrified of him.


  I sure hope he doesn’t force his New England “good breeding” on me. I despise pretentious asses, and I imagine I’ll despise Robert Dante too.


  This ferry’s getting kind of jumpy. The water must be rough outside, I have to stop or my writing is going to turn into scribbles.


  I should write to Geordy tonight, tell him the lay of the land and where he can find my bedroom window. g.


  


  ***


  


  As she came through the front entrance of Foxglove house, Robert spied her from the opposite end of the foyer. One glance her way and he resumed his journey from the kitchen to the library.


  Gabrielle stood for some moments alone waiting for Sasha to reappear. The cursory look from Dante was chilling—his eyes frosting her unexpectedly. His hair was somewhat longer that she remembered fifteen years before. Now, curtly tied behind him in a ponytail sanctioned by the fashion of the times, it was perfectly logical for a man so cold. She considered him ruthless, to her consternation as ruthless appearing as she remembered him. Time and her age did not change that fact, though she remained determined not to let the man have his way with her.


  As Sasha moved through the front door, Gabrielle jumped back startled. “You scared me,” she declared anxiously.


  “And you look as though you saw a ghost.” Sasha ran her hand through her sister’s tousled locks soothingly.


  “No, not at all. I just saw Dante, but he didn’t stop. Gracious as usual, I see.”


  “You remember him being gracious?” Sasha asked.


  “I hardly remember him at all, except how much I hated him,” she replied.


  “Don’t look so sullen. We’ve been over this too many times.” The older woman continued to pet her fawningly. “You’re here because you need to grow up.” Sasha appraised her sister’s avant-garde attire—if that’s what you call it. Retro, new age, there had to be a name for this non-style, everything wildly mismatched—the long thin sixties skirt, patchwork vest and velvet suit style jacket. She wore a crimson beret overflowing with untamed hair. There was a streak or two of purple and yellow dye clinging to her matted hair from when she last colored it to match her latest fancy. She wore little make-up, just lines above and below her eyes enhancing their naturally dark appeal, and crimson lipstick on her thin lips.


  “And this is going to make me grow up?” Gabrielle wondered aloud.


  “This place has a way of instilling needed discipline.”


  Gabrielle knew enough to shudder at Sasha’s choice of words, but not so her sister would see.


  “Sasha!”


  The two sisters turned to see a woman moving swiftly toward them, looking as though she was an angel floating just above the ground. Her dress was like a robe of forest green that drifted about her calves. Her feet tucked in black ballet slippers danced across the black and white checked marble tiles. About her head was a golden halo of shoulder-length blonde hair that gleamed like broad shiny ribbons as it moved. Her smile was dazzling.


  “Penny,” Sasha held out her hands in a amiable welcome and the two embraced. Though Gabrielle could detect a condescending glimmer in her sister’s eyes, the other woman wasn’t likely to notice the fact. Gabrielle was practiced at knowing her sister’s moods and attitudes. “This is Gabrielle,” Sasha introduced her to Penny.


  “Robert told me to look for you. I hope your trip was pleasant.”


  “The water was choppy, but we’re here in one piece,” Sasha answered. “Robert still has his boat to the mainland?”


  “He does, though it’s being repaired now. I’m afraid if you have to get off the island tonight, you’ll want to be ready when the ferry leaves. That should be in about a half hour,” she said, consulting her watch.


  “Oh, I wanted to stay for dinner, but maybe it’s just as well. Robert is here now?”


  “Of course, he’s here,” Gabrielle droned. “I told you he was on his way to wherever while you were hauling in my other bag.”


  Penny looked at Sasha’s sister a bit startled, though more importantly, with a look that was subtlety penetrating—like she was reading from her soul. Gabrielle felt a cold chill dart up her spine. There was no reason save that small one to fear this woman. Foxglove’s new tenant had never seen such loving eyes. Despite the fact that this was their first meeting, Penny looked at her with the gentle regard of a mother for a child. Though, she was hardly a matronly woman—she exuded the kind of softness that would certainly melt the most grouchy soul, and Gabrielle’s concern faded as the woman stared into her face and smiled affectionately.


  “Robert wants to see you, Sasha. You can go into the library while I take Gabrielle to her room.”


  “You mean he doesn’t want to see me too?” the youngest of the three flipped off a bit sarcastically.


  There it was again, that look from the seeming mistress of the house. Like she was perhaps startled, put-off and a bit surprised that anyone would be so insolent. Again, the look vanished.


  “Later this evening, perhaps, Miss Casella, until then you can get settled in your room.” She waved Sasha off and took Gabrielle by the hand leading her up the stairs to the second floor. Gabrielle peered down at her sister who blew her a kiss.


  “You can call, darling,” she heard her say as she waved.


  “Yeah, sure.”


  At the top of the staircase the two women took a turn and headed down a hallway—a great broad one perfectly suited to the large scope of the house, papered above the natural wainscoting in a dreary formal damask pattern of burgundy roses and vines. Gabrielle found the whole rude show too ostentatious to suit her. So what, if the man was oozing wealth, it hardly gave him the right to own a whole island and command people as if he was king. That was exactly what she remembered most about Robert Dante from her childhood. He thought he was above the rest of the world. As a seven year old, wise beyond her years, she was smart enough to see through that guise—just as she saw through it now. No doubt the man had this Penny bamboozled too. Gabrielle considered herself the last woman to fall for that kind of pomposity.


  “You’re very despondent, aren’t you?” Penny said, as she led the brooding brunette down the hallway.


  Gabrielle stopped. “Despondent, why would you say that?”


  “Why it’s in your face,” Penny said, turning toward her. “Your eyes are vague. I suppose you didn’t want to come here.”


  “You guessed right on that.”


  “But you will find this suitable here, I’m sure.”


  Suitable, Gabrielle questioned the word, but not aloud. The two continued to amble down the hall until they came to another staircase, revealed as Penny opened a narrow door.


  “My room’s in the attic!” Gabrielle exclaimed.


  “Oh! It’s a beautiful room,” Penny gushed as they mounted the stairs. “It was once mine and sometimes I wish it was mine again. I hear you like to write? This must be the most perfect spot for writing on the island—there’s a window seat looking out at the sea as it crashes on the rocks. You can see the spray … and the rainbows when it’s sunny … and daydream for hours. Oh, I wish I was a better poet, but I suffice with drawing occasionally …” She opened the door at the top of the stairs having reached this high perch of the house. “I’m afraid I’m not a very imaginative woman. I deal best with numbers—which is obviously why Robert keeps me around.”


  Gabrielle couldn’t care less about Penny’s meandering monologue, but she did find the room exactly as promised. Like the hallway and staircases, this too was notably paneled with dark woodwork and deep-colored papers, though there was a window broad enough for a wide seat facing the ocean, not the bay. Daylight streamed beyond the dour furnishings casting morning sunlight to knock out any shadows. Despite the fact that she felt shunned by the very juxtaposition of the room to the rest of the house, she was pleased. Maybe it was just as well to be away from everything, she’d be left in peace.


  There was a twin-sized bed with wrought iron head and footboards, a dresser, a table and chair for writing, and what looked like a very comfortable reading chair—though that too was upholstered in damask Gabrielle found woefully drab.


  “Wonder whose color scheme this is?” she commented flatly, as she walked about the room.


  “What was that?” Penny asked.


  “Nothing,” Gabrielle shook her off.


  “Robert had a bath installed here a few years back. It’s small but adequate. There’s just a shower, sink and toilet. But if you get the notion to spread out in luxury, there’s a really beautiful tub on the second floor—in the yellow room.”


  “Yellow, really. I’m surprised.”


  “You must think this dreary,” Penny commented.


  “Hey, I’m in a dreary mood. Should suit me fine.”


  “You’re angry too.”


  “What makes you think that?”


  “Just my impression. I’m sorry if that offends you. I could be wrong.”


  “Naw, you’re not wrong. Sasha says I should be glad Dante let me stay here, but I suppose it’s better than the alternative.”


  “What’s the alternative?”


  Gabrielle shrugged. “You don’t want to know.”


  “I see. Well, I’ll leave you here and come get you later.”


  “That’s it? I just stay here?”


  “Maybe you want to rest?”


  “I’m not tired, this isn’t like I’ve been traveling overland in a buckboard for days or something.”


  Penny laughed. “I suppose it’s not, but perhaps you could write some. I do know Robert would prefer you stay here for now. At least until you get more acquainted with how things are at Foxglove.”


  “Sure. Just please, don’t lock me in,” Gabrielle smirked.


  “Oh, I don’t think that’s necessary,” the other woman smiled. Though Gabrielle’s comment wasn’t quite the joke Gabrielle thought it was.


  “Hey, what’s that?” she asked, as she watched Penny retreat. Beside the dark wood doorframe she spotted a two-foot strip of leather hanging from a hook.


  “Oh, why that’s just a reminder,” Penny said, her graceful hand grazing the smooth surface of the piece for just a second. She seemed a little nervous touching it, but not undone. “I suppose Robert didn’t want you to have any doubts how he maintains discipline in this house.”


  “He’ll use that on me?”


  “On your bottom, yes. But only if it’s warranted, I assure you.” Penny paused looking at her questioningly. “You did know?”


  Gabrielle hesitated, a little dazed, then came-to as though she just awakened. “No. No, I didn’t, but then again, I suppose I’m not surprised.” She remembered the night with Sasha when she was drunk—a night she tried hard to forget. Now it all came back to her in vivid color, being thrust over the chair, a kitchen spoon shocking her sober, delivering so much wallop she was sore the next day. She pushed the memory away. No, she didn’t want to remember, and she didn’t want to think of it happening again.


  


  It was just quarter past eleven when Penny left her by herself in the room. Even though she had nothing to say to Sasha, she resented not being allowed to say good-bye to her sister. Perhaps, now she understood why. With this new twist on her confinement at the island estate becoming clear, she trembled, as scared as she’d been in years. So frozen with alarm, she huddled in the corner of the window seat and looked out on the pounding surf. A tear or two began to make its way down her cheek, her eyes burning with a salty sting.


  


  ***


  


  At lunch, Penny came to get her, chatting aimlessly about the house, most of her babble going in one of Gabrielle’s ears and out the other. They ate chicken sandwiches in a pleasant alcove off the kitchen, and then Penny sent her off to see Robert in the library.


  “He wants to explain a few things to you, Gabrielle,” the blonde woman told her. “Though if you have any questions at all, you can always ask me. I’m a wealth of information.”


  “Yeah, sure, I can tell,” Gabrielle droned, though she tried to be less sullen. Penny was perfect: kind and beautiful, with a sunny disposition that made one think of Pollyanna. She hardly seemed real, reeking of such unabashed cheerfulness; and yet moved by her, Gabrielle didn’t want to appear an irritable witch.


  “Does anyone ever call you Gabby, perhaps?” Penny asked.


  “Yes, sometimes.”


  “Would you mind if I did?”


  Gabrielle shrugged. “I guess not.”


  Leading her to the library, Penny knocked, then opened the door without hearing an answer and motioned for Gabrielle to enter. Once beyond the door, the woman closed it behind her, leaving her in yet another dreary-hued room. Her eyes sweeping the space before her for the author of this dark atmosphere, she was surprised to find that Robert was not at his desk, but sitting casually in a high-backed reading chair browsing through the newspaper. Dressed in jeans, a crisply ironed denim shirt and loafers, his feet were crossed before him resting on a polished mahogany coffee table. At her appearance, he sat up with his feet initially going to the floor; then he crossed one leg with the other, resting an ankle on his knee. Sitting back, his expression was as handsomely cool as Gabrielle remembered from her childhood, lighted only by the flame in his eyes, and that burned ominously.


  “Do you have some reason to be here?” he asked.


  “Penny said you wanted to see me,” she replied.


  “Did she now? Thinks she can read my mind, I’m sure. She assumes a lot, but as long you’re here, have a seat.” He motioned her to the leather settee in front of him.


  Gabrielle hesitated, though despite the less than gracious welcome, she followed his command.


  “You find your accommodations adequate?”


  “They’re fine,” she answered.


  “Good.” He nodded, looking more absent than present for this conversation. “Penny will see to what you need. Ask anything, and she’ll let you know if it’s allowed.”


  “I kind of gathered that.”


  “You can write to your heart’s content, though Penny’s sending for the correspondence materials Sasha’s requested. Your sister thinks it would be a good idea for you to make up the classes you failed the last two semesters. Penny’s a licensed teacher and I’m sure adequate to direct you.”


  “I see.”


  “As long as you behave yourself, I think we’ll get along okay.”


  “Listen, you don’t want me here anymore than I want to be here,” Gabrielle retorted bluntly.


  “I’m doing this as a favor to your sister. What happens to you is of only scant consequence to me. But since your latest scandals have Sasha tied up in knots, I told her I’d be the solution you need right now.”


  Gabrielle didn’t know what to say. For all her attempts to ignore it, Robert Dante’s cool set her off-kilter. Snappy retorts that were usually so easy for her seemed to lie limply on her tongue, unspoken. “I’ll try to stay out of your way,” she finally managed a curt reply and then rose to her feet anxious to leave the room.


  “I haven’t excused you,” Robert immediately retorted.


  “I thought I’d excuse myself,” she replied.


  “Not in my house,” he answered her. “Sit down. I expect you to respect the natural order here … I’m in charge and you’d be wise to remember that.”


  “Yeah, I bet you call the shots.” She took her seat, glad to hear a bit of the old bite back in her voice. “But if you think you’re gonna use that strap hanging in my room on my ass, you’d better think twice.”


  Robert was amazed at the girl’s effrontery though it was almost amusing.


  “It’s only there if you give me trouble,” he replied.


  “And I don’t plan on that,” she answered.


  “Then using a strap on your behind won’t be necessary, will it?”


  “No, it won’t,” she assured him.


  He nodded watching the young woman squirm uncomfortably before him. “You can be excused,” he finally said.


  “Thanks.” Rising again, she made her way to the door too disconcerted by the man to say another word.


  


  ***


  


  Gabrielle’s Diary—September 15th continued


  More ramblings on my first day in this prison …


  Dante’s as bad as I’d thought he’d be. The bastard thinks he’s got something on me. Maybe he’s trying to scare me … so I’m a little scared. I’ll bide my time, stay out of everyone’s way and let this legal hassle blow over. I’m sure Sasha is doing what she can to get those charges dropped. Once that happens, I’m out of here. Dante is impossible and Penny, for all her sweetness, is an idiot to live under the thumb of such an ass. I’ll be out of here in a month. I’ll call Sasha tonight, remind her to light a fire under my lawyer. Oh, but I’m too damned sleepy to keep my head up, and I guess that’s good. I don’t want to think about this place more than I have to. g.


  


  Gabrielle didn’t see Robert Dante again for two days. In that time, she wrote in her room and occasionally in the downstairs parlor that functioned as the main living room. The library was Robert’s private sitting room and she wasn’t allowed to enter there without his permission. With Penny often joining her in the parlor, she was forced to listen to her cheerful chatter. Though there were times when the woman looked at her oddly, like she was inspecting her with an air of criticism. To her probing questions, Gabrielle offered her little information, just enough to keep her placated.


  The afternoon of her third day on the island, she was alone in the parlor writing. Penny was nowhere to be found and had been gone for hours. Deep into a story about a madman haunting the streets of a tiny New England fishing village, she wrote nearly the entire afternoon, until she was abruptly halted by Penny’s sudden appearance.


  “Dinner’s going to be a little late, Gabby, but it should be ready in twenty minutes.”


  The woman looked flushed and hurried. Gabrielle gave her an “it’s okay with me” shrug and went back to her notebook, trying to get her last thoughts together before she was called to dinner.


  


  The first two nights, Penny and Gabrielle ate in the kitchen because Robert was off the island. His reappearance changed the whole mood of the house. He required his dinner in the formal dining room even though there were only three places set at the ten-foot table. Robert sat at one end with Penny and Gabrielle on either side. To the newcomer’s tastes this was all much ado about nothing—a silly waste of time, smacking of formality that went out of date with the horse and buggy. Remaining in her sullen and uncommunicative mood, she ate the meat pie and vegetables, glad the food was bearable, hoping that Robert would end the ordeal quickly so she could get back to her story. Her only question of Dante regarded hiking the island. It seemed damned silly to remain cooped up all day inside the insufferable house when there was decent weather and plenty of places to walk.


  Just as she was about to broach the subject, however, Robert looked toward Penny, who had just taken a bite of salad.


  “I have a few questions for you,” he said, his eyes judgmentally cold.


  “Sir?” she answered as soon as she cleared her mouth.


  “Stand up.”


  Surprised by the demand, she hesitated, but then rose with the same graceful poise that she did everything. Regardless, Gabrielle could see her shaking nervously. The movement was almost imperceptible but it did not go unnoticed by a woman who trained herself to notice small things like that. It made useful descriptions when she was writing her prose. Gabrielle imagined turning this angelic creature of light-heartedness into a diabolical fiend—a story that began churning inside her mind the moment she first laid eyes on this goddess of pleasantness.


  “You want to explain to me why dinner was late?” Robert addressed Penny sharply.


  “I was unable to speak with cook until late this afternoon,” she replied.


  “And why’s that?”


  Penny hesitated. “I took Hunter’s boat into town.”


  “Was that authorized?”


  “No, it wasn’t.”


  “Then why did you go?”


  “I had some shopping I needed to do.”


  “And what was that?”


  Penny hesitated more.


  “Can’t you tell it’s personal,” Gabrielle chimed in.


  Penny turned to her immediately, “Please, Gabby, it’s okay.”


  Robert’s gaze met Gabrielle’s with a swift look so charged she was instantly silenced. Turning back to Penny, he addressed her in the same dictatorial manner, “Am I going to see this disobedience become a habit?”


  “No, Robert, though I thought ….”


  “Perhaps you thought I wouldn’t know you left without permission.”


  She looked chagrined.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Seems to me you’d have all your recklessness out of your system, or does our newcomer inspire you to disregard our agreements?”


  “No, Robert, Gabrielle has nothing to do with this. It was all my doing, and I’m sorry.”


  “You weren’t planning to tell me?”


  “No.” She bit her lip with that confession.


  “That’s interesting.” He appraised her coolly for some seconds before making his decision. “Find Hunter and have him come here.”


  “Robert, no, please.” She looked unusually distressed.


  “Find him now, Miss Buckingham,” he snapped, and she immediately left the room.


  Robert and Gabrielle returned to their meal, eating in the icy silence that remained, both brooding in their own thoughts until they heard the door creak as it opened.


  Penny returned, followed by a formidable looking Hunter McDonough. He carried a four-inch wide leather lash in one hand—the item looped in a circle to hide its actual length. The stocky six foot tall, grim-faced man was not as classically handsome as Robert Dante, but nonetheless his austere bearing caused a reckless shiver to race up Gabrielle’s spine in a split-second. Having pieced together a few stray kitchen conversations, she knew the man was a personal friend of Dante’s, occasionally the island’s caretaker, and while often private and very rude—if she was reading the signals correctly, he was of special interest to Penny.


  “Miss Buckingham lied to me about her whereabouts this afternoon. Seems she’s forgetting her place in this household. I’d like her strapped.”


  Hunter nodded. “Bare-assed?” his only question.


  “Please. This seems so … so hasty,” Penny pleaded for mercy.


  Robert turned his gaze to the offending woman. “Hasty? No. You have a good deal to be ashamed of and this afternoon is only a beginning. Am I right?”


  She stared at her accuser with eyes widening.


  “You think I don’t know about the other trips? You think there’s anything that I’m not aware of on this island?” He looked at her accusingly. “That I don’t know everything about what transpires here? That you’ve met a man in the village, been attended by a doctor, been seen smoking in the town pub and lied to me twice about your whereabouts concerning these events?”


  Penny was stunned by the volley of unexpected shots.


  “Do you think I’m so utterly stupid that you could pull all this in front of me without my noticing?” His eyes narrowed contemptibly, shooting venom. “I feel like we’re moving backwards here. It seems nothing about your past crimes has made any impression on you. Your word means nothing to me the way you’ve violated my trust. Is it your intention to continue living with our arrangement?”


  “Oh, my yes!” she gasped anxiously as though he just asked if she still planned to live at all. “I do apologize, Robert. I …”


  “Apologies don’t hack it with behavior like this and you know it. I think by now you’d be smart enough not to bother with something so weak as a few plaintively spoken words. Do you have any explanation worthy of all this?”


  Penny looked as though she was fishing her mind for something to say, words on the tip of her tongue, but nothing came out, and then she seemed to swallow them out of fear and gave up.


  “No, I don’t.”


  Gabrielle was mesmerized by the bizarre battle, if you could call it that. Certainly it was a strain on her mind enough to call it a verbal sparring of wills—though there was no doubt who’d be the victor. Robert assumed the role as inquisitor and judge, and Penny was perfectly willing to let her crimes go undefended, even though Gabrielle suspected there might be some reasonable excuse for her behavior. Not that she felt there was anything wrong in what the woman had done. But obviously everyone else had a different conclusion, including the odd miscreant, Penny Buckingham.


  “Bare her ass and lay on forty,” Robert declared as Penny whimpered hearing the number. “The buffet should suffice, she’s been there before.” Though seeing her hesitate, he added, “there are other choices, Miss Buckingham.”


  “No, no, there are not!” she replied, marching toward the hefty mahogany sideboard.


  Robert turned in his chair to watch as the young woman bent forward over the broad wood surface. Leaning in, she found two rings above her on the wall, low enough to reach, high enough to assure that her body would be stretched tautly in an uncomfortable, but thoroughly appropriate pose for punishing her ass.


  Approaching her from behind, Hunter lifted the hem of her rose cambric dress and drawing it over her bottom, tucked the fabric under her waist conveniently out of the way. It would provide a decent cushion for her stomach against the lashing to follow.


  A bolt of electrified energy shot through Gabrielle’s entire system, curiously settling in her groin. Again, reminded of her night with Sasha and the wooden spoon there was an involuntary shriek within. In any other circumstances she might have fled the room. But she was immobile and as enmeshed in the theatre as everyone else. She couldn’t have budged from her seat if she’d tried.


  As Hunter backed away, Gabrielle noted Penny’s curious underwear: a smooth white satin corset, no doubt responsible for the woman’s flawlessly slender figure, a pair of white stockings with a dainty trim of lace at the top, and covering her bottom, a pair of thin silk panties. Penny trembled with fear as Hunter reached for the elastic waistband of the silk and carefully drew the panties over her hips and down her thighs until he stopped when they were almost at her knees. Gabrielle gasped aloud though so softly no one seemed to hear. The whiteness of Penny’s bare flesh appeared as pristine as the driven snow, and yet, there was a sumptuous allure, something robust and carnal about their lovely appearance. Gabrielle churned against the seat of her chair uncomfortably, glad that Dante’s eyes were clearly focused on the sight before him and not on her.


  While time seemed to move in slow motion, Hunter moved quickly from that moment on. Falling back, he took the lash in hand and unfurled the piece, while Gabrielle shrieked again thinking that he’d need to apply it from some considerable distance to have the six-foot length fully extended to the end. But instead, the man doubled the leather, holding both ends in his hand so there was just three feet of length from end to end. Then, adjusting his stance so he was the appropriate distance, he drew back his arm, and brought it forward, letting the broad end snap against Penny’s nervously clenched cheeks.


  She jerked, and jerked again with each of the blows that struck her ass. Without comment from either man, the lashing continued, while Gabrielle mentally counted the number, ten, eleven, twelve. Penny’s bottom was turning pink. Seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, the pink turned bright and the humbled woman whimpered softly as she clung to the rings and cringed in anticipation of each strike. Her bottom, no doubt burning hot, swayed lightly, but not too much. Something about the ritual of this punishment suggested that wouldn’t be allowed—nor would a spirited protest on her part. Twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight, the color deepened with each stroke of the lash, as did the nature of Penny’s response. Still, she was amazingly reserved for the amount of hot pain that must have been torture to bear. Thirty-three, thirty-four, thirty-five, these seemed even more harshly delivered, and with the last of them Hunter paused when Penny shrieked loudly. The lash hit squarely on her thighs, a fat red welt appearing there seconds later. The pause brief, he returned to the steamy center of her ass cheeks. Though the break was long enough for the woman to recoup some poise, it only seemed to amplify the odd eroticism of the lashing. There was little doubt that Penny’s ass swayed with a need beyond the punishment, though as the last of the forty were handily applied in a rapid fire of stinging smacks, the woman forgot any pleasure at all, reduced to plaintive cries that accompanied each one.


  Ended, Hunter moved tight against Penny Buckingham’s backside. “We’ll finish this in my bed tonight,” he whispered so only Penny heard.


  Watching the scene, Robert could easily guess what was said, and it was of no matter to him. Gabrielle, who eyed the intimate move with curiosity, could only wonder.


  Pulled from the buffet by Hunter’s surprisingly tender hands, Penny reached for her panties and drew them around her hips, letting the skirt drop when she finished. Then, without being prompted she returned to Robert’s side, looking down on his impassive face.


  “Hunter will repeat the forty tomorrow morning and again tomorrow evening,” he announced.


  Penny winced, but didn’t protest. Again, in a situation that seemed unduly harsh, Robert’s hand, like Hunter’s before him, went to Penny’s waist with something akin to affection. His eyes spoke in the same odd way.


  To Gabrielle, the gesture was purposefully patronizing, though it spoke of an intimacy between the two that was uniquely fascinating. Beyond her fascination, however, she was horrified that this ritual would be enacted with such precision, compliance and decorum, as though a woman getting her ass lashed were an accepted practice.


  “I’ll decide later if the punishment continues after tomorrow,” he went on. “I have a feeling I should keep this up for the entire week. Obviously, I haven’t been hard enough on you.” Still, Penny was silent. “Now, take off your panties and park your bare behind on the chair, unless you want to piss me off more.” The woman didn’t move. “Sit down and finish your meal,” he added curtly, dropping his hand from her waist. He took a forkful of the meat pie that must have been nearly cold on his plate. And, suddenly moved to act, Penny hurriedly pulled off her underwear and pocketed them out of sight inside her skirt. Sitting down to the remains of her meal, she polished off her last bite of salad while holding back her tears.


  There were dozens of pointed comments burning on Gabrielle’s lips, but she kept silent. The climate in Robert Dante’s house bred caution. After all, she decided to herself, this was a matter between Dante and Penny. Who cared that she thought they were all daft? Unfortunately, she couldn’t keep the sight of Penny Buckingham’s flaming ass from her mind. The fact that the woman was now sitting with her bared behind on the seat of her chair just enhanced the picture—one she would prefer to forget.


  


  ***


  


  Gabrielle spent the evening in her room—happily. For a time she remained in the window seat looking out on the surf as night approached. When it was nearly dark, about eight o’clock, she looked down on the stone path that ran about the perimeter of the house, seeing Penny lithely making her way toward another and rather ancient dwelling just a hundred yards to the north of the estate house. The lights inside were glowing, and peering carefully, Gabrielle thought she could see Penny through the evening haze, slipping inside the stone structure, welcomed warmly by Hunter McDonough.


  


  Gabrielle’s Diary–September 18th


  Strange goings on ….


  She’s having sex with him. Isn’t that something? After the bastard lashes her behind she has the presence of mind to screw him! I guess in some twisted way the whole thing was arousing, that is, if you’re into depravity and punishment. I wonder what the two are like with their clothes off? He’s not your typical handsome sort, but he does have a dangerous appeal. I think, if I ever got to know him, I’d like him better than Dante—he’s not so cold and prickly. I wonder if Dante arranged the scene at dinner just to scare me. And what would that say about Miss Penny? I’ve got to be careful, though. I can’t get paranoid. And Sasha, I can’t help thinking why … why the paragon of hard-assed self assurance ever spent one day in this house, one night in that man’s bed! I can’t believe he ever lashed her ass.


  I’m way too confused to think about this anymore, but I can’t keep my mind off “Little Miss Sweetheart” Wonder if she’s getting her ass blistered again? Maybe she’s just getting fucked. I wonder about the chances of getting out of the house to take a look …. g.


  


  ***


  


  Inside Hunter McDonough’s stone house there was a fire in the grate, though it was hardly cold enough to warrant it. The flame lightened the room, however. With just one small lamp glowing in the corner it would have been cheerless and dreary otherwise.


  Having welcomed the woman into his living room, Hunter sat in a chair by the hearth, and took a puff of the pipe he left burning in an ashtray.


  “Come here,” he motioned to the young woman. “Let me see your ass.”


  Her smile was warm, though her eyes were teary with emotion. Reaching his side, she turned around and lifted her skirt to display the milky white skin underneath. There was just a faint blush remaining where it had been so painfully red hours before. It was a testament to the severity of the lashing that her bottom retained some of the pink color. And in addition to that soft hue, there were several places on her bottom, and then on her thighs, where a few particularly provocative cuts landed, now revealing a rash of roughed skin. There was a tightness to her ass, and as Hunter touched the surface, she squirmed, feeling a wild sensation bloom from that gentleness.


  “I’ll give you your lashing here tomorrow morning,” he announced.


  “Robert will be here too?” she wondered.


  “I doubt it.”


  The man pulled her closer and with two hands began to push Penny’s dress to her waist, drawing the thing over her shoulders as she raised her arms to help. With it removed he viewed her face, and her corseted breasts, and the snatch of pubic hair below. She was a rapturous creature. Her breasts bounced gently at the top of the undergarment, pushed into a gracious cleavage, the lovely translucent skin shining in the fire’s warm glow. He admired her for some moments, looking painfully judgmental of her, though behind his look was unabashed awe.


  Sitting at the edge of his chair, he parted his legs and drew her between them. Then reaching around her with both hands, he began to maul the sore ass cheeks, his expression turning into a wicked sneer. The caress was painful. Yet, the more he massaged her aching orbs, the more she wanted. Her molten eyes glazed over, her lips parted with the pleasure, and her chest heaved erotically. Her whole body swayed lewdly, a whispering gasp of satisfaction on her breath.


  “How aroused you are,” he noted the alterations in her guise.


  “Very,” she murmured sighing deeply as she thrust her hips toward Hunter’s face. Her thighs flexed and her cunt grew wet with her blonde pubic curls glistening as she began to rub herself with a hand deep inside her crotch.


  Hunter pulled it away.


  “Not now,” he scolded.


  His own massage of her ass became more rude, and the sensation of pain increased. When he parted her cheeks wide and held them tightly, she shuddered, a prelude to the mounting orgasm.


  “Ah, we’re moving too quickly,” he said, seeing the look on her face.


  “No, darling, no,” she moaned forlornly, urging him with her ass wiggling lewdly into his hands.


  He snickered, and suddenly pushed her back. “You need to wait.” Drawing his knees together he guided her over his lap and began spanking her bottom with his hand.


  “Ah, noo, no, no yesssss!” she hissed, as her ass jiggled wickedly. She squirmed against his leg, her clit massaged by the fabric of his jeans.


  He spanked her harder. “You’re not coming yet, little one,” he vowed, making sure the sharp strikes of his hand were too painful to arouse her.


  “No, no, no please.”


  He lightened only to torture her, bringing another erotic wave sweeping through her until her orgasm rose again.


  “Ah! Yesss, my love, more” she pleaded with one breath, only to protest with the next as his hand struck hard. “Ah, yeesssssss,” she simpered.


  Her bottom was flushed hot, the skin on fire, her body demanding her lover’s reply. When she felt his hand drift between the cheeks, she parted her thighs and Hunter’s fingers burrowed toward her anus.


  “Oh, put them in me! Yes, yes yeeessss …”


  He toyed with the hole, lubricating it with juice from her cunt so he could force two fingers beyond the tight opening.


  She gasped happily, and rocked with him, as though it was a cock driving inside. “Ah, yessss,” the sexual frenzy taking charge. “Yeesssss, yes more, drive them, oh gawd make it hurt.”


  At her peak again, the orgasm was one swift prod away. But knowing this, Hunter pulled his fingers from her and began spanking her ass again. The palm of his hand came down with a staccato beat that made her shriek from the pain. But such pleasure followed. Again and again he returned to her anus, prodding it forcefully with as much of his hand as he could manage in that space. Then he drew it back and spanked her raw cheeks once again.


  Moving back and forth from peak to valley to peak again, she was delirious with need, crying, whimpering, utterly confounded by his control. Then as his fingers remained lodged in her ass, one dropping deeper still to feel her wet clit, Hunter felt the definitive shudder of pleasure cause her lovely body to tighten. A moment later, she writhed crazily catching every sensation of pain and joyous spasm that rocked her crotch and ass.


  Penny lay limply subdued, her body occasionally jerking with another spasm as she recovered. She was a wilted flower, her cunt an erotic cocoon of wet warmth. Pulling her to the couch, Hunter entered her while she lay with thighs spread wide, welcoming that first divine plunge. With just a few brisk thrusts of his erection, he too burst forth in a heady climax, her pussy spasming on the meaty prick.


  Afterwards, the two remained huddled close on the leather couch, Hunter stroking her hair, now a messy reflection of the once smooth golden locks. She was thoroughly relaxed and at peace with her head resting on his chest, but was unhappily startled when he suddenly pulled up.


  “Up to my room, sweet one,” he commanded sharply, as his palm hit her thigh with a resonant smack. “I’m sure you’ll want a good night’s rest since you’re going to be lashed twice tomorrow.”


  All the sweetness in his demeanor vanished. With Hunter expecting immediate compliance, she readily obeyed, tripping up the stairs, wearing just her white corset, the garment slightly skewed from so much sex.


  


  In the bushes outside the stone house, a curious Gabrielle eyed the lovemaking of Hunter McDonough and Penny Buckingham, finding their odd behavior as perverted and oddly alluring as most everything in Robert Dante’s world.


  When it looked as though the lovers were retiring for the night, the voyeuring young woman carefully made her way back to the estate house, and let herself in through a side door that was thankfully still unlocked.


  



  Chapter Three


  


  An enraged Gabrielle tore down two flights of stairs with nothing but a towel to cover her chest and ass, a turban holding her wet hair inside. Angrily spewing a rash tirade she made her way across the foyer bolting into the library without knocking. She found Robert working at his desk.


  “How dare you take my clothes away!” she charged him, her eyes spitting fire.


  Only as she reached his desk did she take a moment to notice two men sitting in conference with him, both shocked by the woman’s unexpected appearance. Robert remained supremely calm.


  “You have a problem with your clothes?” he asked.


  “Don’t play innocent, you had them taken. My closet is empty. What did you do with my stuff! I want it back now!”


  “That won’t be possible, Gabrielle,” he calmly replied. “I assume Penny left you something to wear?”


  “Yeah, some drab old matronly dress. I wouldn’t be caught dead in it.”


  “Well then, you do have a problem, don’t you? It’s either wear that, or you’ll have to make do with your towels.” He reminded her of her rash choice of attire.


  “You’re not serious?”


  “What makes you think I’m not?” he queried her.


  Seeing the immovable expression on his face and the almost blissful calm about him, she had her answer.


  “I’d suggest before you humiliate yourself any more than you already have, you return to your room and get acquainted with your new clothes. I imagine that there’s just one dress there today, but there will be more coming later. Certainly, they’ll be more appropriate for this house than the ones you brought with you.”


  Gabrielle was not appeased in the slightest. “You are a cold ass, m’fucking bastard!” she seethed. Turning on her heels, she gave the two men a final snarl to relish and stormed from the room.


  


  High atop Robert’s Foxglove house, Gabrielle Casella sat for nearly an hour—until she was chilled to the bone inside her wet towels—staring at the burgundy dress lying on her bed. She’d kill Penny Buckingham. Wring her cute little submissive throat. How dare she, or anyone, steal her clothes and, for even a minute, think she’d consider wearing this miserable dress. A cream-colored corset and stockings lay beside it, Gabrielle shuddering as she recalled how Penny looked in similar underwear.


  What was this, some kind of weird whorehouse? she wondered. And what was Dante but a deviant sociopath with a twisted imagination? This must be some warped way of getting off. And Sasha didn’t know this? Maybe not, maybe the man was getting more demented with age.


  Gabrielle fumed on with so many mixed emotions, she didn’t know which one to land on. Her rage came first, but the heat of it abated as she tried reasoning with herself. How could she be indignant? She always considered herself the oddball in her universe, the reckless one that liked to shock those around her. How could she now judge Dante’s eccentric behavior? Her indignation turned back to anger, and then bewilderment, and finally, feeling a smidge of calm replace her agitation, she looked at the dress and underwear with a serious eye. These weren’t some titillating whore’s clothes. The dress was woefully demure and the corset, stockings and panties were quite … she combed her mind for the right words … pushing away those that actually fit until she finally had to admit the truth … feminine.


  Penny was feminine. Demure yes, but so feminine that she was sexily alluring. For a while Gabrielle imagined herself in the woman’s place the night before. Standing before Hunter, being combed by his eyes, even adored if she was seeing correctly.


  “Ah, no!” she exclaimed aloud shaking her head. She rose from the chair, her body now frigid in the drafty room with nothing to wear. Reaching for the corset, she picked it up, examining an exquisitely made garment of fine satin silk. The feel of it was like butter melting into her skin. By its nature, it required a gentle fondling. But such a jolt to her self-image to wear such a thing. Putting it about her waist she drew the tiny zipper from bottom to top. Looking into the mirror attached to her bathroom door, she jerked and tugged at the thing to twist it 180 degrees so the zipper was in the proper place and the bra cups could contain her full breasts. How nicely they fit inside, lifted, pressed just slightly together, the very tops undulating in a seductive and yes, very feminine way. This corset molded her into something of Robert Dante’s own design. Could he bridle her spirit simply by changing her clothes? she wondered.


  Turning back to the bed, she picked up the nylons, running her hands inside the thin fabric—the sensation enough to make nerve endings titter excitedly. She’d never worn stockings like this in her life. Her usual dress, once she turned retro, did away with underwear altogether, especially confining pantyhose and bras. These were totally bizarre, obviously from a planet far from hers, from a mind-set of old-fashioned values where women knew their place and were content as sexual objects. It was hard to know if she objected to this on those grounds or, as a highly sexed woman, should appreciate the sexual implications of satin, lace and silk.


  Unwittingly, she glanced toward the door, and seeing the leather strap she remembered her vow to placate her captor. He was a vile man, knowing exactly how to gain her compliance. Not wanting to incite his relish for punishing a female ass, she gave in while sputtering discontentedly. For the moment she ignored the lure of these clothes, savoring her indignation.


  Yet, when she drew the stockings over each leg and thigh, she felt dainty, almost like a giggly schoolgirl. She smiled at herself in the mirror then drew the silk panties over her pubis and ass. French cut with high thighs, they were more than she’d worn as underwear in some time. Though not really skimpy or matronly, they hit a provocative mid ground between slutty and mundane.


  She wondered if Dante wasn’t trying for some wet dream fantasy having her dress this way.


  Too confused to drag the horror out any longer, Gabrielle grabbed for the dress and quickly flung it over her head and shoulders, wriggling into the long arms. Pulling the garment over her bodice, it fit snugly, the skirt falling softly down her hips until the hem of it hit mid-calf—much like the dresses she’d seen Penny wear.


  For one long moment she stared in the mirror stunned. The fabric was supremely soft, the dress obviously an expensive tightly woven cashmere wool, right for the cooling season, and fitting so well, it looked as though she had been measured for it. Over top the smooth corset, the lines of her body were accentuated with an almost seductive charm. Her breasts jut plainly from her chest, the bodice low-cut enough to show just the very top of her cleavage. Her waist and curvaceous hips were easily revealed without really showing anything at all.


  She was a different woman in this dress, but not one Gabrielle could even recognize. Taking her brush from the bureau, she combed through her damp tangled hair until the kinky tight curls were eased into softer ones, buoyantly framing her face. The face that stared back at her looked as though it might speak with a voice completely different from her own, for the attitude of this woman did not match the defiant one burning inside her.


  “Enough of this shit!” she finally declared shaking herself from the trance. Sweeping about the room, she grabbed for her notebook and pencils, glad to be away from the mirror and the woman inside it.


  


  ***


  


  “Oh! Charming!” was Penny’s first bright exclamation seeing Gabrielle dressed in the burgundy wool. “And it does fit perfectly. I must have guessed right.”


  Gabrielle was about to lambaste her, but she spoke with such enthusiasm, she couldn’t see dampening the woman’s spirits with some cryptic retort. Instead, she moved through the kitchen to the coffee pot. Pouring herself a cup of amaretto cream, she answered Penny kindly, “Thanks, it does fit. Not my style, mind you, but I guess I don’t have a choice, just like I don’t have a choice in anything else by coming here.”


  “I told Robert you wouldn’t be happy with his ideas about your dress. I couldn’t see you liking this, but he’s rather unyielding about some things. When I first came here, I had a different style too, but that’s changed over time.”


  “So what are we supposed to be, clones?”


  “Oh, I don’t think so. I don’t think Robert is implying that at all. You shouldn’t be so suspicious, Gabby. We don’t even look alike. I do know that this style is what suits him and is what he considers to best enhance a woman’s beauty.”


  “I see.” A woman’s beauty, she hadn’t considered that the man’s motivation. Sipping her coffee, she pinched a few crumbs off her bagel. She remained unsettled. It seemed everywhere she looked there was a mirror or window reflecting back the image of herself with such clarity she found herself staring, wondering who this familiar woman was.


  Seeing Penny Buckingham quite obviously sitting with her bare ass on the wooden kitchen chair, she was reminded of the outrageous incident in the dining room, and the more amazing one in Hunter’s stone house. “Tell me, why do you put up with getting punished the way you were last night?” she suddenly blurted out.


  “I imagine that was surprising for you,” Penny replied. There wasn’t a trace of embarrassment on her face.


  “Yeah. It’s a little unnerving coming into someone’s home having that thrust in front of your eyes before you hardly know anyone.”


  “Robert has a fascination for theatrics,” she explained. “But only when they make their point. The truth was, I deserved everything I got and then some …”


  “You got lashed this morning too?”


  “Yes, I did,” she said.


  “Then I suppose your ass smarts.”


  She smiled. “Indeed. I used to find this appalling as I’m sure you do now, but it’s a treatment that works quite well for me and I can’t imagine living without it.”


  “So, you just give yourself over to the man and let him run your life.”


  “It runs better that way,” she replied affectionately covering Gabrielle’s hand with hers.


  “You know that for sure?”


  “I do. I have what I need and I’m truly satisfied. Yes, Robert and I have our wars, and we’re not as close as we used to be, but I still defer to him and he willingly obliges me. I expect that will remain so for a while.”


  “Until Hunter takes over?” Gabrielle asked.


  Penny snickered bashfully.


  “You two look like you have something on the side.” Penny would think she was referring to what she saw in the dining room when in fact, Gabrielle was more reflecting on what she saw through the curtains of Hunter’s window.


  “Yes, we do, only that is going slowly. I’m not in the mood to rush and neither is he.”


  Gabrielle shook her head amazed, feeling the mop of soft curls about her head seem to float around her as she moved. There was wonder in Penny’s remarkable statements about herself, and wonder too in her own self-image that continued to shift with each hour that ticked by.


  Her breakfast finished, Penny rose from her chair, a bit gingerly if Gabrielle correctly read the wince in her expression. “Robert wants you in the library,” the woman told her, “and I’ll be showing you the correspondence materials that arrived for your studies. When you finish with Robert, you can find me in my office just off the kitchen,” she pointed to a corridor at the far end of the room, “I have your desk ready.”


  “Thanks.” She watched as Penny removed her dishes to the sink, her movements slightly strained.


  “You’re hurting, aren’t you?” she asked.


  “Yes, I am. But the pain is very comforting.”


  “Really?” That thought amazed her. “Can I see your ass?” The request was a little brash, but why not? “I mean if that’s not too forward.” Penny looked at her blankly. “Hey, if I’m out of line.”


  “No … and why not see it? You may well have the same to endure yourself before you leave here.”


  “No, not me!” Gabrielle replied, though before she could drill her point home, Penny turned around and, lifting her skirt, she bent over so Gabrielle could satisfy her curiosity gazing at the two womanly mounds of plump flesh.


  Whatever the woman endured that morning from Hunter was even more harsh than what she had the night before. Her entire bottom was now roughed up and blotchy, in several places small bruises appeared. On her thighs, the rash was particularly intense. Gabrielle shook noticeably eyeing the amazing sight. The close up look sent a dizzying cloud of uneasiness through her calm.


  “He whipped your thighs a lot this morning, didn’t he?”


  “He did,” she answered as she stood up straight and let the skirt drop over her bottom.


  “And that’s worse than on your ass?”


  “Ten times worse.”


  “And another one tonight?”


  “And maybe another in the morning.”


  “It’s fucking brutal,” Gabrielle declared.


  “Perhaps, but it satisfies me,” the blonde retorted indignantly, though her face soon broke into a smile. “I’ll see you shortly, Gabrielle. Be sure to bring a sample of your writing, so we can go over the grammar.”


  It was Gabrielle’s turn to bristle at the thought of having her precious stories scrutinized, but she didn’t have time to protest with Penny Buckingham swishing her punished behind underneath the navy dress as she moved down the corridor to her office.


  


  Done with her bagel—at least all that she could eat of it, Gabrielle made her way to the library, this time politely knocking on the door. She was met, not by a call to come inside, instead, the door opened wide, Robert Dante personally inviting her to enter.


  


  ***


  


  The two sat as they had before, Robert in his chair by the window, Gabrielle on the settee. They sipped coffee, a welcome addition to a meeting that seemed more planned than the one Penny manipulated a few days before.


  “You still have complaints about your clothes?” he asked her.


  “I do. But you can win this one.”


  “This isn’t about winning and losing, Gabrielle.” He took a long drink, then set his cup on the table beside him and folded his hands in his lap.


  “Maybe you don’t think so, but it works that way for me. So you have me where you want me, you should be glad.”


  “Well then, since you’re so willing, suppose you tell me why you’re here,” Robert returned with a kind smile on his face.


  “Why?” Gabrielle looked puzzled by the question. “Because I was forced here, of course.”


  “That’s not the reason I’m looking for. And let me correct that statement. You were forced into nothing. If it appears that way, it’s only because you began this odyssey yourself, choosing to engage in your lawless behavior.”


  “Well, you have me there,” she quipped. She stared at her lap, at the burgundy skirt and her hands so sweetly poised there, finding it difficult to be as saucy as she was used to. Damn! This had to end. She would have torn off the dress if she could, but taking a deep breath she tried to relax, remembering above all, that she needed to placate this scenario as much as she could or risk never getting out.


  “Tell me, Gabrielle, why are you here? On what charges did Sasha’s Constable Cathcart arrest you?”


  “Woah!” she pulled back defensively. “I don’t have to tell you that.”


  “And why not?”


  “Because I’m not going to,” she snapped, feeling her old tongue happily return. “I don’t have to and I won’t. You have no right ask, and I’m not offering you anything.” She smiled, putting that exclamation point at the finish of her vow.


  Unfortunately, Robert wasn’t the least bit ruffled by her retort. “You didn’t tell your sister anything either,” he remarked calmly.


  “No, I didn’t.”


  “Because you’re embarrassed?”


  “I am not!”


  “Then it won’t be any problem for you to make a confession and get this over with.”


  “No way, you’re not a priest, Dante, and I make no confessions to you or anyone else. So you can just forget it.”


  He admired the spunky defiance that refused his command, but he was not undone and he was hardly stopping with his pursuit of the facts.


  “Fine,” he said, and he pushed up from the chair, his eyes glimmering coldly, his half-smile quite satisfied. “You can meet with Miss Buckingham in her office as you planned.” Turning abruptly he left the room.


  Gabrielle looked at him bewildered as he made his exit, but followed his instructions.




  Chapter Four


  


  Gabrielle was shown to a small desk in one corner of Penny Buckingham’s office. It was already stacked with college texts and notebooks. A mug of new pens and pencils sat to one side of the leather edged desk pad. The one saving grace in the formidable picture was a view through the window, outside to the stone path that led to Hunter’s house and then the ocean beyond. Summer’s last flowers were blooming merrily as though defying the cool night temperatures to ruin their blush.


  After taking some instruction, Gabrielle browsed a few interesting books, while Penny went back to her own work. She was Robert Dante’s personal accountant, and stocks advisor. From her brief explanation, she was apparently quite astute with money, and had some decent experience with the stock exchange. Penny spoke humbly about herself, though Gabrielle construed from the simple account of her employment that she was more than just an average accountant—especially since she had a position of vast responsibility in Robert Dante’s affairs. The fact raised her in Gabrielle esteem immediately, though it made her curiously submissive behavior in personal matters all the more odd.


  


  At ten that morning, Hunter entered the office, both women raising their heads from their work and turned to greet him. Holding a leather paddle in his hand both cringed at the implication.


  “Let me see your ass,” he ordered Penny, and though she initially balked, she rose from her chair and gave the man the same view of her punished ass that she showed off to Gabrielle earlier.


  “You’ll take more tonight,” he declared, as he pulled the skirt down himself. Then turning about, he addressed Gabrielle, who was still looking their way. “Your turn, Miss Casella. Over your desk will do.”


  “What?”


  “Over the desk,” he repeated, his manner crisp.


  “Oh, no,” she shook her head, even as she seemed to back further into the seat of her desk chair.


  “Oh, yes, Miss Casella. Mr. Dante’s orders, unless, of course, you’d like to speak to him personally.”


  The feel of Dante’s cool parting earlier that morning returned to her memory. “Do you know why he’s punishing me?”


  “No, I don’t, but I suspect you do. You’d be wise to get this over with.”


  He wants that blasted confession, the fucking ass! she fumed, her internal dialogue rich with scorn. “Yes, maybe we should get it over with,” she sneered. “Whatever Mr. Dante wants.”


  “Sass, doesn’t become you, miss,” the man returned. “You’ll cause yourself a good deal more pain if Robert hears you.”


  “Let him listen,” Gabrielle declared proudly. She twisted her words letting them cut keenly in the air. Their caustic bite might ring its bitter tone all morning.


  Defiantly rising from her chair she leaned over her desk, barely managing a shudder of fear as Hunter threw her skirt up off her thighs, exposing her silk-covered ass. Baring her cheeks with one swift tug of her panties, he let the tiny slip of material make its way down her thighs until it rested at her knees.


  The soft complexion of Gabrielle’s bottom had a lustrous gleam in the morning light. For just a moment a draft of cool air made her skin break out in goosebumps, and there was an imperceptible shiver that ran from her neck to her thighs. Her brash bravado reminded Hunter of Penny years before, when he first thrashed her behind. She was one that was easily tamed. This one, he assumed would be a greater challenge for him and Robert too.


  The leather paddle poised, he drew back the piece and brought it forward connecting with both of Gabrielle’s cheeks.


  She didn’t make a sound in reply.


  He laid on another smack, followed by yet another, and a dozen more before he paused.


  The bitch remained as quiet as a church mouse, gritting her teeth, holding back tears, letting her body flinch, but not her mind. She refused to be moved.


  Laying in again, Hunter settled into brisk pace, the leather landing in the same spot each time it hit the two firm mounds of flesh. Her ass was red as a sunrise on a cloudy morning, the skin a tender rash that would probably remain a day or two. Still, she remained unmoved. Thirty strikes and not a whimper.


  Ending as ordered, Hunter made her rise.


  “Your panties please,” he said.


  She smiled, as saucily as ever, and let them slip to the floor, where she reached to gather them in her hand and toss them his way. “All yours,” she quipped. Then, without being asked, she flung the skirt of her dress up as she took her seat in her chair, taunting him with a deliberate wiggle of her ass, as though she was burrowing her two sore cheeks into the wood—just for spite.


  “Miss Casella.” She looked up as he addressed her.


  “The treatment repeats tomorrow and every day thereafter until Robert has the information he requested.”


  “Is that so?” She would remain haughty to the end.


  He gave her a nod, then casting an affectionate parting glance at Penny Buckingham he exited the office.


  


  Gabrielle saw Robert at dinner the next evening. Making a critical mistake, she sat with her bottom covered by the skirt of her dress. It was the first thing Robert noticed.


  “Did Hunter tell you to keep your bare ass to the seat of your chair?”


  “He did,” she replied.


  “Then do so,” he snapped sharply. He refused to sit until she rearranged herself with her naked behind pressed into the scratchy wool fabric of the dining room chair. Seeing her comply, he sat himself and they ate dinner coolly appraising each other, engaging in polite, if not inane, conversation just because to say nothing would feel ghastly. Penny, arriving a few minutes late, a fact that didn’t seem to bother Robert, managed to warm the chill by the very nature of her sunny disposition. Despite the fact that her ass had to be hurting much worse than Gabrielle’s, she flipped her skirt up without thinking and parked her behind on the uncomfortable fabric. Launching into a story about Hunter, having watched the man comically capture a sheep that escaped the island pasture, she had Robert pleasantly droll, and seemed to lessen Gabrielle’s current state of defiant agitation. The meal ended with no mention of Gabrielle’s morning’s trials, though she was certain she’d not heard the last from the man regarding her illegal deeds.


  


  Gabrielle’s Diary—September 20th


  Vows and Solemn Oaths ….


  He thinks he’ll break me. Never! I’m not so cheaply won. What’s a little pain on my ass? I’ll take a hundred days of this as tell him what he wants to hear. It’s not that I’m guilty about any of it. I did what I wanted to do, and so what? All these ADULTS are so damned concerned about my morals, and yet I wonder about theirs. Sasha, Dante, Hunter, even Penny … I see her looks, this compassionate wimpy-eyed, “if she only understood” look of pity. Like she feels sorry for me. I feel sorry for her, for this whole house, caught in their games as though they’re driven by some diabolical passion. It’s not my passion. I’m not the withering vine, the submissive tart, the owned chattel. I belong to myself, and they won’t take that from me. Let him flail my ass, let him. Far as I can tell it’s just a sexual rush anyway. A good one too. I came tonight, just rubbing my fingers into my cunt, letting that soreness speak. So, it makes me a horny nympho, it’s better than taking it as some punishment I’ve earned.


  Let Hunter paddle me tomorrow, and let him to go Dante with my answer. I am better than he is, and I will win. Virtue’s twisted in this household, but I can’t let any of them disturb me. I’ve lived in weird circumstances before, I suppose I will again—even happily. g.


  


  ***


  


  Gabrielle was ordered to rise from her chair the next two mornings at ten o’clock sharp when Hunter entered the office with the leather paddle. Making her bend over her desk, he laid another thirty strikes across her ass. Yes, it was getting bloody sore, the skin perpetually raw by the end of the third morning, but she held on fast, her words biting sarcastically, haughtiness entrenched, her eyes, though swimming with tears, mocking his efforts to move her.


  


  “Four in a row, huh?” Gabrielle said, as she watched Hunter enter the office for the fourth morning in a row. This time she cringed, not happy at the thought of another thirty smacks on her aching behind. “This must really be a sadist’s dream come true,” she snarled as she rose from her chair to go over the desk. She pulled her dress up to her waist without waiting, exposing her bare cheeks. She hadn’t worn panties since that first day—apparently part of her prescribed treatment. Though sitting on her sore ass was not particularly comfortable, she rather liked the freedom to have her pussy pressing into wood or leather, or prickly fabric, whatever she happened to be sitting on. She used the bite of it to fuel her nighttime masturbations and those were becoming stronger every day. “Maybe you should do it harder and longer—or maybe I’m too tough for you,” she taunted the man with the leather.


  “Baiting me is not wise, Miss Casella,” Hunter warned.


  “No? You think you’re as tough as me? You think you or Dante or anyone here can break my spirit?”


  “It’s not about breaking spirits, Gabrielle,” he returned almost kindly, “it’s about being responsible.”


  “Responsible, my ass! It’s about being an insufferable whimpering fool like your “copper penny” over there,” she snapped, her eyes flashing the accountant a condescending glare.


  The office door suddenly swung open. “You find Penny an insufferable whimpering fool?” she heard Robert speak, his words cutting her to the bone. Before he even strode into the room his presence made her quake with nervous expectation. Other than the evening meal when they ate together in the dining room, she didn’t see the man. She had nothing to tell him and he obviously had no use for her. It was her plan to remain unaffected by his punishments, to give in to them no matter how they hurt until Dante himself gave in.


  Now, however, she was flustered by his abrupt appearance.


  She stood up, letting her dress fall back over her bottom as Robert moved into the room and stared her way. “You find my dear friend a whimpering fool?”


  “I do,” Gabrielle managed to reply. Her tone was as caustic as it had been for the last three days, though she could feel her conviction wavering seeing the way he looked at her.


  “And I find you crude and thoughtless, Gabrielle Casella, the way you bark at people, and stare down your nose at everyone in this house. Maybe it’s time to level the playing field here.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “Time to make your confession.”


  “I told you, I’d tell you nothing.”


  “Is that so?”


  “It is,” she bucked up once more, letting her eyes flash sharply as she made her vow.


  “Then, you won’t be admitting why you were recently arrested?”


  “I have no intention of telling you,” she said.


  “How you were caught stealing pretzels and a coke from a Quik Mart in Dolby.”


  Gabrielle looked at him, surprised to hear about the incident from his lips.


  “Or how a week later, you were removed from a street corner, after you were seen taking a ride from a man that stopped his car beside you and purchased your cunt for thirty minutes, paying you milk money, then depositing you back on the street so you could snag another john.”


  Gabrielle’s eyes grew wide in horror.


  “You’re the wealthy daughter of a shipping and import mogul. That’s the only reason why you were asked to move off the street corner and weren’t arrested on the spot. But then you didn’t have the smarts to stop, did you? Didn’t faze you at all. Seems your boyfriend wanted more. The money that good?”


  Gabrielle stared into his chilling face, the severity of his look never so apparent—the coal black of his gleaming hair and the caustic eyes. She didn’t dare look at either Penny or Hunter, whose gazed at her in awe of the tale Robert told.


  “You were finally taken into custody, on the sly of course, when the Sheriff was tipped off to a woman having a regular gangbang in the back of a village bar. Her cries were so loud, sprinkled with obscenities, there were neighbors complaining three doors down. Seems she was hyped up on illegal substances, though all that’s been stricken from the police report—a small municipality can overlook prostitution but not drugs. Have I left anything out of your confession, Gabrielle?”


  She had nothing to say.


  “Have I left anything out!” he blared.


  “No,” she whispered so hardly anyone could hear.


  “Is there anything that I said that wasn’t true?”


  “No.” Again she whispered.


  “Speak up, I don’t want Hunter and Penny to miss your confession.”


  “No. It’s all true,” she replied.


  “You come here and judge us, call us sadists and insufferable whimpering fools, I wonder what the truth is here? You’re a slut, a cheap tramp, Gabrielle. Even worth millions, that’s what you’ve become. And bitter too. There’s been no bitterness in this house until you arrived. But maybe that’s just another form of guilt. Maybe you’re transferring the rancor you feel for yourself into bitterness with the world. I’m not a psychologist, but I can imagine you have some kind of pathology in that form. However, regardless of your personal pain, I, for one, am tired of seeing this chip on your shoulder and hearing you snap at the people I care for. I assure you that attitude will disappear, or you will not stay here another night.


  “Now,” he moved toward the door, turning back for his parting shot, “as soon as you make your apologies to Hunter and Penny, you can meet with me in the library. I’ll handle your punishment myself this morning.”


  Robert left the room with the same swiftness that he entered it, taking his commanding presence with him, leaving an echo that reverberated in the corners, off the desks, the words of his scathing rebuke lingering, so fully charged, it felt as though they could be plucked from the air as tangible pieces of condemnation.


  The three remaining in the room were immobile for some seconds. Penny to Gabrielle’s left side, and Hunter just behind her. She felt their eyes boring into her, even though she didn’t realize that they were as uncomfortable in the silence as she was.


  She turned, and stared from one to the other. “I didn’t realize,” she said. “And I am sorry.”


  Penny smiled, but not at all warmly, and Hunter simply nodded before he left the room through the back door so he wouldn’t have to pass beside her.


  


  Moments later Gabrielle was thankful to be out of the office, as though she were escaping Dante’s indignation and herself reproach. Yet, the only difference between the office and the rooms outside was her utter aloneness. She didn’t feel the eyes of anyone scrutinizing her, except those that stared at her from within. She wished she had permission to write; there were a thousand things swarming through her mind she wanted to put on paper, but strangely, she was under an edict she could not waver from.


  Entering the library, she found Robert walking casually about the room holding an open book in his hand. She remained by the door some moments, guardedly waiting for him to speak. The sternness of his manner minutes before seemed to have vanished. But still, she was wary.


  “Do you ever read Shakespeare?” he finally addressed her, as he waltzed about the room, book in hand, and then stopped just two feet away.


  “Shakespeare? Yes, all the time,” she spoke nervously.


  “The sonnets?”


  “Some.”


  He nodded, looking down at the leather bound book.


  


  “When I consider everything that grows


  Holds in perfection but a little moment,


  That this huge stage presenteth naught but shows


  Whereon the stars in secret influence comment …”


  


  He looked her directly in her eye.


  “Do you wonder about time? What a cruel thing it is? How we’re cradled here so briefly? Do you wonder that it’s all a show? That perhaps we’re not even in control? We talk about control so much, but I wonder … are we moved by the stars, our actions dictated by some grand design, or do we have a hand in writing our fate?” He looked at her rather dreamily as though he wasn’t actually seeing her.


  “What are you trying to say?”


  “Just something to think about,” he quipped. Moving away, he laid the book on his desk. “I actually wondered if I could speak to you in a language you understand? If we could make some sense of why you’re here?”


  “I thought you did that rather well a few minutes ago.”


  “Did I?”


  “You got my attention,” she admitted.


  “That’s good. Sometimes the approach that shocks is the best one. Perhaps I was able to cut through those many layers of guilt and sadness.”


  “Is that your job here?” she asked.


  “No, it’s not. My mission was solely disciplinary, so Sasha suggested.”


  “Then you haven’t done much of a job.”


  “We’re only getting started. Miracles don’t happen in a day.”


  “You think you can change me?”


  “I think I can startle you more than you’ve already been startled today.”


  She felt empty. Like sail a with no wind behind it or in front. A ship, rudderless. There was little drive left in her, but after having been so adroitly defeated by a masterful hand, she had enough curiosity to wonder in what ways he could move her, or unmove her. It was surprising how the earlier humiliation only made her estimation of him rise, even as her hatred of him increased.


  She watched him move away and sit in his chair by the window, just where he’d been for their first meeting. He was no less haughty, though her own attitude was changed.


  “Come here,” he ordered.


  She walked toward him, unsure of his plans. Though that quickly changed when her eyes glanced at the table to his side, seeing a sizable wooden paddle lying here.


  “You’re going to spank me?”


  “That I am,” he said, as cool as a late spring breeze, his visage so beautifully handsome, his features seeming to shine from beyond the surface of his face, from somewhere deeply within him.


  Saying no more, he quickly grabbed for her wrist and upended her over his lap. He moved forward in the chair as he did, positioning them both so he had her ass exactly where he wanted it. In his next move, he flicked up her skirt to bare her behind, surely noting the state of her derriere, with the smudgy red rash that remained from her sessions with Hunter’s leather. It did not impress him.


  Beginning with his hand, he began spanking her with several sharp smacks to her bottom, purposefully moving his target about, going to from cheek to cheek, seeming to place each swat in a new location. By the time he stopped, he’d managed to cover her entire bottom, though this hand spanking was a pale comparison to the scorching smacks of the leather. Though it stung, it was a pain she could easily get used to. And in an odd way there seemed to be some affection in the intimacy of his bare hand. She even wondered if he was seducing her, the way they seemed to move in a curious erotic unison.


  Continuing with the spanking, however, Robert’s next round on her ass was more painful, the sting a biting flame, the tempo quickened, the sound of it as bad as the feel. She began to squirm, though she was locked tight in his grasp with his left hand coming around to hold her struggling body. She felt an unexpected exhilaration along with the pain. She felt heat from him moving inside her, making her wonder if this act aroused him sexually. She thought of the nights masturbating to the feel of her sore behind, and what that said about her. Her peculiar thoughts stunned her, this odd thrill making her more confused.


  The pain increased. Tears began to form in her eyes, and there was an impassioned gasp on her lips. She fended off such emotion during her three turns over the desk with Hunter, but not this time with Dante. He was so far inside her, she felt as though he were moving through her soul, raising that unwanted response she’d been running from for days.


  When he suddenly stopped and took up the wooden paddle, she hardly noticed—at least until the first mean smack. It was hellish, lighting a flame to her skin that she could not absorb, or make erotic, or feeling anything for but pure hatred.


  “Gawd, stop!” she blared angrily.


  Hearing her cry, Robert seemed enthused. He picked up speed until the dark-haired beauty was whimpering, gasping for air, crying, fuming, and writhing viciously against his overpowering strength.


  “You’re going nowhere, young lady,” he warned her, though he slowed for just a moment, renewing his hold on her flailing form. Starting in again, some strikes were laid on firmly, others delivered with a brisk staccato beat and still others were especially hard like punctuation marks on a written page. She struggled with it all, thinking the agony would never end but praying it would.


  She began to beg. “Please, please, I can’t take this! Please!” her cries rang angrily through the air.


  He went on for more, almost as though he relished her agony. The inflexible wood so fit his disposition. Such excruciating heat and no give at all.


  Why no mercy? Why, please? Her mind grappled for an explanation.


  “Please, please, I understand … I do, please.”


  With that particular exhortation, she felt something in the man change, though it didn’t change the force of the swats on her ass. They came on as rude as ever, for at least another ten. And then, changing altogether, the paddle fell to the floor and Robert took up the spanking with his hand. In contrast to the paddle, the warmth of his naturally cushioned palm felt akin to affectionate, even with her bottom so hotly blistered.


  The intensity waned and the pain began to dwindle. He eased off. For a time his palm lingered on her hot cheeks and gently massaged the sore skin. Then, he struck again and she whimpered unhappily. Stopping to massage her cheeks one more time, the emotion in her began to release in a flood of tears she’d been holding back for some time.


  When he finally stopped, she remained tucked into him. Having lost the fight, she went limp, letting the feel of his hand soothe the pain away, as her tears quietly streamed from her eyes.


  “You’re a hard woman to manage, Gabrielle,” he said, as his fingers toyed with her flushed skin.


  He owned her for that moment, every thought, every feeling, every atom of her body. For an instant, she pictured him taking her into his arms in an affectionate embrace, but instead, he gently pushed her off his lap and she fell humbly to the floor, too weak to rise to her feet. She sat with her head looking down at the wine colored roses woven into the fabric of the rug. Her naked ass was pressed into the rough texture. When she swayed against it, her bottom burned.


  “Look at me,” he ordered.


  She obeyed, noting how shamed she felt.


  “I suppose you’re happy that you’ve beaten me,” she said.


  “I haven’t beaten you at all. What’s good and admirable and worthy within you is still there.”


  “You called me a whore, which was perfectly honest.”


  “That was your past, Gabrielle. You’re not one now.”


  “Yes, I’m nothing now,” she declared.


  “On the contrary, you’re charming, witty, exceedingly beautiful and a damned good writer, so Penny tells me. And perhaps that’s exactly what you should do, spend some time writing.”


  “So my punishment is over?”


  “You’ve had enough. You could compound things by being obstinate and churlish again. But I’m betting that you won’t. I’m also betting that you won’t get sullen and rude because we’ve had this confrontation. I think you can get beyond what has happened here and see that maybe some good could come from the situation. I am not your adversary, Gabrielle.”


  “Maybe not,” she conceded.


  “Go to your room and write. I’ll have Penny get you for dinner.”


  “I have to stay in my room?”


  “It’s pleasant enough, isn’t it?”


  “I suppose so.”


  “Then I’d like you there,” he said. “For a time, your cheerful obedience would be appreciated. Otherwise, I’d have to cane you. And I don’t think your body would relish that prospect.”


  Though he sounded almost kind, his words were laced with tenacity she could not ignore.


  


  Gabrielle’s Diary—September 23rd


  A bizarre world …


  This is strange, feeling the way I do. I hate Dante even more than ever, but his mild manner climbs into me, eerily making me have these erotic pictures of us together. I lay my head on the pillow to nap, and the first dream in my head is one of him, commanding me. I’m naked before him. He’s stroking my face while I cry. As his hand moves from my face down my body, he finds every sensuous place turning on, an exhilaration that makes my cunt drip with readiness for him. His eyes contain me, make me stare at him with horror and wonder and need. I move on his hand, my hips controlled by the nature of his fingers prodding within me …


  I can’t write this anymore, anymore than I can dream it, or think it, or wonder if this is where our relationship is headed. I woke from that nap quickly, unable to tolerate the picture.


  My ass is horrendously sore. Sitting on it makes me think of him, so I’m lying on the bed with it in the air.


  Penny came up right after I got here with a bottle of witch hazel to soothe the sting, and a creamy concoction she said would make the roughed places heal more quickly. She told me nothing but time would take away the soreness—that’s as it should be. I asked her if she’d been punished hard like this often. She told me that every time is hard, every time feels like the worst, but without a doubt the worst punishment is being caned. She urged me to watch myself, as kind as Robert can be, he can be ruthless. Once, after she was heartily thrashed—these her words—she ran from the house in a panic. He brought her back, only to strip her naked, bind her hands and feet and cane her behind with twenty cuts. That, she concluded, was the worst.


  I let her rub the witch hazel and the lotion into my skin. Her hands were warm, and I’m sure I encouraged her. Seems the sensations were right at my cunt. I thinks she might have massaged it, but I suspect she was on orders from Dante. I could use a body, man or woman’s to snuggle with now. I miss Geordy. I’m sure I’d fuck his brains out right now, but he’s not here. I’m not even getting letters from him. He said he’d write, but he’s probably just gone downhill since this imprisonment of mine began.


  Dante said to dwell on stuff other than bitterness. He’s right, I’ve been pretty sour. That comes from having my liberty taken from me. Truth is, I could be in jail by now and that would be much worse than here … at least I think so.


  I suppose he and Sasha want me to take a hard look at my life. I really wish I could. But I’m too confused right now. Dante confuses me, and Hunter and Penny too, and Sasha, and this island, and how I’m dressing, and what I look like when I stare in the mirror. I look pretty when I’m not frowning. But it’s not a face I’m used to anymore. People used to rave about my hair and clear complexion. Sasha would tell me that I messed everything up because I couldn’t handle my beauty. I guess I was just tired of everyone staring at me. Of course, then they stared at me because I made myself look freaky.


  Dante’s stripped all that away. Now, I’m nothing but a plain dress, and a womanly body and a long cascade of black hair that looks like some shampoo commercial. Even my face might be called pretty again, if I smiled. If I smiled …


  I know why I shiver in his presence. I understand it now, but I’m too ashamed of myself to put it on paper. It makes me angry that I can even think of the ass that way, that I’ve let him this far inside me in such a short time. That I let him. What more will he do …


  


  Gabrielle stopped writing hearing strange noises in the house. Creeping from her room, she made her way down the hall, hearing voices arguing in the foyer.


  “That’s the most foolish thing we could do now,” Robert charged, hearing the purpose of Sasha’s unexpected appearance on the island.


  “How can we do anything but tell her?” she implored the man as they moved into the library and closed the door, muffling their heated conversation.


  “We might have made some progress today, Sasha, but you’ll certainly undo it all if you take her off the island for even a day.”


  “That’s the risk we take. But not to tell her, not to let her feel this, I’d be betraying her. She’d never trust me again.”


  “Maybe she would, maybe she’ll see things as clearly as we do.”


  “I doubt that. Not Gabrielle. She has a long memory for what pains her. She made me promise I’d keep my eye on Geordy and I told her I would. As it is, I feel I let her down.”


  “You let her down!” he was aghast. “That’s ridiculous. You have nothing to do with that scoundrel’s misfortune. She’s better off without him.”


  “Of course she is. But not to know … you’re worried about undoing your influence with her, and you’re trying to instill honesty and responsibility in her. Well, let me tell you, if you’re not totally honest with her you’ll do both of you a good deal of harm. I know that Robert. I swear if you keep this quiet, you’re making a huge mistake.”


  “And perhaps you will too, taking her away now.”


  Sasha wasn’t convinced. “I am sorry, but that is what I have to do.”


  His tense expression turned relinquished. “So be it,” he said. “Tell her.”




  Chapter Five


  


  George Thomas Wickterman, also known as rock musician and poet Geordy Tinker, died of a drug overdose in the Wickterman family home on Long Island, Friday, September 22nd. Wickterman, recently reunited with his family, was said to be planning for a new recording session to build on his popular album, The Blue Moon Bash. His family has refused comment …


  


  “The assholes!” Gabrielle blared reading the obituary as she sat in one of her sister’s silk upholstered chairs in the penthouse living room. She angrily threw the paper across the room. “He didn’t reunite with anybody. Didn’t you see him like I asked?” she stared at Sasha blankly.


  “I tried once, but he seemed okay having returned to his parents. They didn’t want me there.”


  “They killed him,” she declared, “and you might as well have been injecting the heroin for all you did to help.”


  Sasha looked at her sadly, an expression Gabrielle couldn’t stomach.


  “The funeral is tomorrow, do you want to go?”


  “Of course, I’m going. Just find me something black to wear.” She swept from the room leaving Sasha feeling totally helpless.


  


  ***


  


  Robert was in the library, going over a stock analysis that Penny prepared for him. The phone jangled and he reached for it absently. “Hello.”


  “Robert, this is Sash,” he heard the woman’s familiar voice.


  “Are you bringing her back?” he asked.


  “I, uh …” Sasha stopped.


  “What is it?” he spit out impatiently.


  “I can’t find her,” she finally admitted.


  “What!” He put down the report focusing totally on his ex-wife’s voice. “How long has she been missing?”


  “Three days.”


  “What the hell happened?”


  “She left the funeral with a friend and was gone before I noticed.”


  “You left her alone?”


  “I had no idea.”


  “She was reasonably calm when she left the island,” he said. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have allowed her to go.”


  “I know that, and I thought she’d be okay, but then everything upset her. I think what pushed her over the edge was the Wicktermans.”


  “Who.”


  “His parents. They weren’t very welcoming. I suppose as two prominent families with kids on the lam for two years, we each blamed the other. Gabrielle’s very sensitive about things like that.”


  “I was right, Sasha.”


  “That you were, but please don’t rub it in now. Either she’s on her way back to you, or she’s gone underground again. Do I detect a true caring here?”


  “Of course I care about her. And I’ll be sure to keep my eyes peeled should she just miraculously walk through my door,” he answered her sharply, and slammed down the phone.




  

  Chapter Six


  


  Gabrielle’s Diary—October 2nd


  Denny’s place is pretty cool. At least it’s away from everything. I like old buildings. He says he’s going to fix it up like one of those posh city lofts. I can see the possibilities—plenty of crumbling brick walls, gargoyles in the corner he lifted from some excavation site, and wood floors. They feel like dancing floors, but I’m not sure why. I’ve never danced.


  He’s in my mind all the time, not Geordy—I can’t even remember his face — but Dante. I don’t think it’s even Dante’s face that’s in my mind but his body, his hips, the muscles in his arms holding me to him while I’m over his lap—like it matters. Why do I think of him? Why do I remember how he lambasted me in front of Penny and Hunter, and cringe like it arouses me? Why, when I’m masturbating, do images of leather belts and wooden paddles and slim, dangerous canes find their way into my fantasies? I hate what he’s made me. But I’m not so much afraid of the hatred I feel as the other emotion that makes me want to see him again.


  I could stay here with Denny, write to my heart’s content. Maybe even sell something, but I don’t have any money to get me through. Denny’s willing, the place is huge, but he has so little money, there’s not enough to go around. He did say that he has a friend … if I put out maybe once a week … It’s not like he’s pushing me into it. I could see if the diner around the corner could use a waitress. Hell, I’d scrub pots and pans, but then, maybe Denny’s friend is cute enough that it wouldn’t matter. g.


  


  ***


  


  Robert was in bed when the phone rang in the middle of the night. It was nearly three am.


  “Dante.” Her voice was unmistakable even in the fog of a dream and the dead of night, after nearly a month since he last heard her speak. Then too, no one else called him Dante.


  “Gabrielle.”


  “I’m in a fix, a bad one, and if you could have someone …” she stopped, like she was either starting to cry or in the middle of it.


  “Where are you?”


  “Will you tell Sasha?”


  “Of course, I’ll tell her. Where are you?”


  “Please not yet, not until I’ve talked to you.”


  “You’ll have to face her sometime, and she’s worried sick. Now tell me where you are.”


  “Dante, I’m so tired,” she sounded as though she were drifting away.


  “Tell me where you are,” his voice was gentle enough to be soothing but demanding enough to obtain his answer.


  “New York,” she said.


  “Where in New York, do you know?”


  “Yeah, yeah, I do.” She rattled off directions as best she could remember, though the streets around Denny’s were a confusing jumble.


  “Are you okay?”


  “Sure, I’m okay; just a little tired and I have a bad cold.”


  “Just stay where you are; Gabrielle, someone will be there to get you.”


  The phone clicked, with Robert now fully awake, sitting on the side of his bed scratching his head. Rising, he doused his face with water, and running his hands through his hair, pulled it back into a ponytail as neat as if he just showered and combed it carefully. Putting on a pair of black sweats, he moved downstairs into the kitchen to make a pot of coffee and call Hunter on the house phone.


  


  ***


  


  The gray building was streaked with city grime, an ancient warehouse that was abandoned several years before. A faded real estate sign clung to an exterior wall, though it would no longer catch a buyer’s eye since there were many buildings in the city more promising for renovation. This one was populated with a few tenants that took shelter from the wind on a bad night.


  Beyond the sliding warehouse door was a staircase rising four floors high. She said the apartment was on the second floor. The stairs were rickety, the stairwell drafty from places where the mortar in the walls was crumbling away, and the handrail had fallen off the side. To add to the feeling of despair, an odor of damp leaves and decay made the air unpleasant to breathe.


  And at the top of the stairs was a sign lettered in felt-tip pen taped to the hefty metal door: “Knock first.”


  


  ***


  


  Gabrielle lay shivering inside the makeshift bed she put together weeks before when she first arrived at Denny’s. She’d only used the rag-stuffed mattress for a week, when the furnace died, and the promise of warmth made her crawl in with her host. He didn’t care, not when he could turn over in the middle of the night and find a succulent pussy to satisfy his horny cock. She would never have heard the rat scratching in the wall beside the bed if she hadn’t been sick and exhausted, but too miserable to sleep. Suddenly recognizing the unsettling sound, she bolted for the lumpy comfort of her bed on the other side of the loft. If only she could sleep, forget and wake-up in the morning feeling half like herself, if only … she drifted …


  Haylett gave her something. Said it would make her feel real good, but she never had a trip like this. When she started to rave out of control and tear up the jerk’s apartment, he kicked her out. If it hadn’t been for Cassy, his other whore, she would have been left on the street. Having taken her home, all she remembered was Cassy’s face looking down on her kindly as she covered her with blankets and told her she’d come back with some soup. She never returned. It had been two days and for two days she hadn’t eaten anything but stale soda crackers. And now, it had been over twelve hours since she called Dante. Would someone come for her? Her mind drifted in and out of consciousness as she thought she heard something outside the door, but she was too weak to acknowledge it.


  Suddenly there was a knock, the sound barely rattling the metal. Then it boomed like someone was frantic to get inside, but she couldn’t get up. She tried calling out, “It’s open,” but she wasn’t sure her voice was loud enough to be heard. Though when she listened to the familiar sound of the door sliding on the rail, she breathed a sigh of relief and closed her eyes again. If it were Sasha, she’d be so glad. She’d wrap her arms around her sister and apologize to her, and promise never to do anything foolish like this again—ever. She could see Sash’s face. Her sister could be so pretty when she smiled, even with her hair drawn off her face like an old crone’s. She had great breasts to melt inside, and arms that would be warm enough to soothe her. Please let it be Sasha, she prayed.


  


  Gabrielle felt someone stroking her face, but it wasn’t Sasha’s hand—she recognized the feel of a man, a dozen small clues coming together for that one conclusion before she opened her eyes. Maybe Hunter? she wondered to herself. Maybe just Denny.


  How kind. His hand felt firm, the presence a decisive one.


  “Gabrielle,” she heard the voice, and opened her eyes to see not Sasha, not Hunter or Denny, but Dante staring at her at her worriedly.


  “You have a fever. I’m taking you to the hospital.”


  “NO!” She tried to sit up.


  “Don’t argue. You don’t follow my orders, I’ll take you over my knee right here, and I know you can’t take that.”


  He said enough to make her lie back down, and though she might have felt a flutter of anger, she was too desperate not to experience his compassionate eyes as those of a rescuing angel.


  “Why didn’t you send Sasha?” she asked.


  “Because you didn’t want to see her first. But damn it, Gabrielle, if I knew you were so bad, she could have been here hours ago.”


  “You trusted me and came all this way?”


  “Let’s just say I’m acting on instinct.”


  Nearly unconscious from fever, she didn’t have the strength to ask what he meant.


  


  After spending three days in a New York hospital, she was released to return with Robert to the island. Though the plane trip north, the drive to the port and the boat trip were a bit rocky, she was glad to be back in her warm bed at the top of Dante’s Foxglove house—even knowing she was back in the disciplinary nightmare she faced when she left. It was nearly a week before she was ready for that first frank conversation with her rescuing angel, but when the day came she knew it wasn’t wise to wait any longer. Whatever her feelings about Dante, it was time to face them.


  


  ***


  


  Robert observed his houseguest as he stared up at her from the kitchen table. Sipping his morning coffee, he scrutinized her closely, Gabrielle wearing a simple dress, a blue cashmere, much like the others he bought for her during her stay. This one was new, the neckline lower cut and more revealing. The fit around the waist was as tight as the others, but the skirt was shorter, reaching just above the knees.


  “You’re looking much better,” he concluded.


  “Thank you,” she answered.


  “So, sit down,” he said, making it sound like an order.


  Filling her mug with coffee she tried to maintain some poise, though every move she made was with nervous hands and an anxious heart. She asked to return to the island, though she didn’t understand way. She did feel safe from prosecution, and Sasha’s harangues about her running away, and Haylett’s parties and Denny’s rat-infested loft. Yet, she was hardly safe from the man who had her so bewitched.


  “I haven’t had a chance to thank you for rescuing me,” she offered when the silence between them seemed too much to handle.


  Robert saw the softer look in her eyes, and her nervousness, both states to his liking.


  “Contrary to what you might think, I don’t give up on people; even you,” he replied.


  “I appreciate that. Especially that you came yourself.”


  “It made sense to have a firsthand look at the hellish circumstances you got yourself into.” She felt the brunt of his criticism sting. Hearing him speak in his typically dictatorial manner, all the recollections of his kindness and the tender look of worry on his face at Denny’s and thereafter faded into memory. He’d stayed at her side in the hospital for most of one delirious day. When she finally revived enough to speak with him, his appearances were brief, sweetly affectionate but hardly moments to broach the ticklish subject of her reckless flight to Denny’s.


  “Perhaps, this time, without a messy prelude, you can tell me what happened,” he said.


  “Don’t you already know?” she asked.


  “No. In fact I don’t. Not all of it anyway. But presume with me that confession is good for your soul, and that I have means of extracting the truth that are infinitely creative, so there’s really very little going for you holding back. Consider as well, that to lighten any punishment that you’ve already earned for your reckless excursion, you’d be wise to get it all out in the open without a protest. I can’t force you, but my powers of persuasion are very real.”


  “I guess I owe it to you.”


  He nodded. “That’s another good reason. One I was actually afraid to use.”


  “You afraid?”


  “Trust me, I don’t try to rile you if I can help it. Makes my work a lot harder.”


  “I’m not riled this time, just embarrassed.”


  “Oh? Tell me why.”


  “I freaked out over Geordy’s death, but I suppose that’s obvious. His parents had him all wrong. They never understood him—or me. But I don’t suppose that matters to you.”


  “It matters to me if you’re still grieving.”


  “I miss him, sure I miss him. But he really wasn’t much to love; just a lot of stuff boiling inside him all the time, and I never understood him, but I thought—a dangerous rock singer—he was pretty cool. Now, I feel sort of the sad and empty when I think of him. Maybe he would have been better off with his parents, like maybe I’m better off here. But then he really didn’t think that way, did he? Shooting himself so high he never came down.”


  He watched the tears flood her eyes, while she watched him through a soft wet glaze, feeling an infinite sense of kindness sweeping through her.


  “Why did you leave the funeral?” he asked.


  “I wanted to scream,” she said remembering back. “Denny was there, said he had some good stuff he was willing to share, and that’s how I landed at the warehouse. We did have heat for a while, but the furnace blew a few days before I got sick.”


  “So what else? I’ll know if you leave anything out.”


  “And how’s that?” Gabrielle asked, not trying to be combative but it seemed that Robert took it that way. His eyebrows narrowed into a meaningful glare.


  “I had no money and though I could have gotten a job, Denny knew this guy that sort of wanted me.”


  “Wanted?”


  She started to blush, tempted to run from the room, but she couldn’t move. His expression held her fixed, his eyes with both tenderness and immovable intent kept her glued to her chair. Her body quaked from a sensuous heat she associated with sex. It would be too crude to ask him to screw her, but that very picture came to mind not wanting to leave.


  “He’d pay me to have sex,” she said, pausing to see how he reacted, but there seemed no response from him at all, just his willingness to listen more. “One night a week I went to his place, a neat old flat in the village that was always filled with people. He’d send a taxi to pick me up and give the driver some clothes for me to wear. The guy would wait outside while I dressed. The stuff was pretty raunchy, micro-minis, cutout halters, spike heels. Real whore stuff. He bought me a ton of make-up and he liked it thick. I did the stint like I was acting, like it wasn’t me. Leave the loft looking like a cheap call girl, and return feeling used, but with a pocket of cash I spent until he wanted me the next time. I did him four times. The first two were okay, from six until about two in the morning, maybe. I spent the night in my own bed. It was just me and Haylett. But …” She stopped.


  “But what?”


  “I can’t.” She wanted to cry.


  “Deciding to stay you agreed to this confession,” he answered her. “Don’t make me pry it from you, Gabrielle.”


  The demeanor of a stern father accompanied his words, but the undeniable sexual flutter in the pit of her stomach only increased hearing him speak with such authority. He moved her in ways she never believed any man could. Command her, woo her, extract the most embarrassing confessions from her … he was without equal. Yes, she was anxious, but once each confession was made a little piece of regret died away. As difficult as it was, this was what she needed and Dante knew that. Taking a deep breath, she tried again.


  “The third time he kept me two days, tying me to a bedpost, coming and going, fucking me whenever he wanted to fuck. He thought I was cute and showed me off to a friend. I did him, too,” her voice cracked, “but I didn’t feel a thing.”


  “Go on,” Robert prompted her.


  “I feel like such a slut.”


  He nodded. “Just keep talking.”


  “All of a sudden he let me go and I thought I’d find some other way to make money.


  “But a few days later, I was outside the loft when his car pulls up beside me, and Haylett motioned me inside. I took care of him right there without even thinking,” she spat out every word refusing to look at Robert’s face. “But he had much more planned. There was a party in his apartment, and by the time we got to the village, he’d shot me up with some crazy crystal stuff. I couldn’t think and I could hardly breathe. The guys that took me made me insane with their hands pawing me like I was so much meat. I went crazy and started tearing up his apartment screaming out of control. I landed naked in the hallway outside, and if it hadn’t been for Cassy, his other girlfriend, I don’t know what I would have done.” Gabrielle stopped, her voice drifting off, her eyes staring into space. She felt Dante’s hand on her chin draw her face around.


  “How do you feel about what you did?” he asked.


  She smiled at him so scared she practically spilled her coffee bringing the rim of the mug to her mouth. “Cheap.” She took a long drink and tried to look away so he wouldn’t see her tears. “Used.”


  “Guilty?” he asked.


  “Yes, guilty,” she said. “Guilty and unclean. I look around this house and I hate it, but it’s so peaceful, so perfect I don’t want to leave.”


  “I don’t think it’s the house you hate Gabrielle, I think it’s yourself. Do you want to stay here?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I want an answer. I’m not going to try to teach you anything if you fight me and are not willing to learn. This is not a place you can come to crash when you get in trouble, then turn from the minute you decide you’ve had enough. You’re either swearing off your old life, or not. I’m not playing games here.”


  The force of his words shot terror through her, and only increased the erotic arousal.


  “If you stay, you’re going to be severely punished. You’ll be disciplined as thoroughly as I know how. I don’t know any woman more deserving and more needy than you. And even more so, I don’t know of a woman who is a more natural candidate for the instruction I will give you. You’re not going to like it, and you might howl like crazy, but I promise you, the results you’ll feel will be unlike anything you’ve ever experienced. This will mean nothing to you now, but trust me, your satisfaction and your estimation of yourself will increase tenfold. But that’s only going to happen if you accept it.” Gabrielle shuddered deeply. “I won’t allow you to complain, or take your bruised feelings out on the people here that care about you. You will accept this because you know you need it and you’ll give in without question. Otherwise, you leave here this afternoon and put as much space as you can manage between the island and yourself because you’ll not be returning. Is that clear?”


  “You make things so irrevocable,” she said, feeling desperately moved and desperately horny.


  “Because this is irrevocable,” he said. “Are you clear?”


  “I am clear. I’m clear that I can’t leave, but I don’t understand what you want from me.”


  “I want you to submit, nothing more. That’s all you have to do. Don’t fight what you feel and accept what pain I give you.”


  “Accept pain?”


  “I realize it doesn’t make sense. But it will in time.” He paused giving them both time to think. “So are you going to stay?”


  “I don’t have a choice.”


  “Oh, yes you do.”


  “No, not really,” she’d made up her mind. “I am staying.”


  He nodded, and for a moment took her fidgeting hand in his and calmed her.


  “By the time the day is over we’ll see if you really mean what you say.”


  “And that means?”


  “We’ll see if you’re as willing to submit as your own heart desires. Go to the library and wait for me there,” he ordered.


  Though she stumbled rising, she made her way swiftly from the kitchen to the library where she waited almost in a panic suspecting her punishment would be the worst she ever had, though she had no clue what physical horror that might mean.


  Robert finished his coffee calmly at the kitchen table, stopping Penny as she was on the way to her office


  “I’ll be needing the downstairs bath prepared,” he said.


  “For Gabrielle?”


  “Yes.”


  “Anything in particular?” she asked.


  “I expect her initiation will be painfully thorough.”


  She nodded. Realizing what he meant there was a painfully knowing wince in her expression.


  


  In the library, Gabrielle sat with her bottom on the leather settee. Though she still wore her silk panties, she almost felt naked underneath her dress. The skirt so tight and short, when Robert entered he could see immediately what she’d done in an effort to please him. He noted the move, but proceeded quickly with his plans.


  “Come here,” he said, sitting in his chair.


  Gabrielle quickly obeyed. The feel of the man’s hands, no matter how odious his initial touch might be, seemed appropriate. She thought of submitting, that too an odious idea, but one she forced herself to embrace. So much craziness had transpired since he last spanked her that this oddly seemed like the one sane thing she could do. After judging Dante’s world so harshly when she first became privy to its secrets, she’d come a long distance in her thinking to make this decision. In just two months’ time, this had become as much her home as any she’d had in many years.


  Yielding to him, she went over his lap with a new attitude. If she could give herself so willingly to Haylett, why would it be so difficult to give herself to this man? Admitting that she was grossly aroused made a difference too. Was there ever any time in his presence that she wasn’t aroused? She couldn’t remember a one.


  Robert’s grasp of her was firm. He pulled her skirt over her hips with ease, and took her panties down to her thighs until they were out of the way, dangling uselessly at her knees. This time however, rather than begin spanking her right away, he pressed his hand between her clenched legs and forced them apart wanting her ass stretched wide. Then, smacking her ass with the palm of his hand, he gave her a stinging punishment, stopping often to make certain her ass cheeks remained relaxed. He resumed the spanking only when she stopped clenching. Though patient with the process, he was demandingly forceful. Several times his hand moved deep into her crotch, touching her where she was embarrassingly hot. The intimacy of his touch turned Gabrielle’s insides excitedly raw. And when he pulled his hand away and spanked her again, there was little pain in the strikes. It felt more orgasmic that punishing. Though they stung, that sensation just bred more of its own. When he moved his fingers deeply into her anal cleft, she shrieked as they found the puckering opening of her anus. Yet once there, her body moved on the fingers that took juice from her wet cunt below and lubricated the tighter opening.


  “Ah, no,” her protest was a mild encouragement, the confusion in her beginning to die away, as she realized that he was not so much punishing her as having sex.


  “Be still and submit,” he warned her.


  He spanked her again, pulling his hand away from the erotic play and laying into her ass with such a rash of strikes she began to think all the eroticism vanished. But that too was short-lived. He was at her asshole again, penetrating it more deeply, while one finger went for the aroused opening of her vagina.


  “Ah, Dante, yesssssss.”


  The back and forth from pain to pleasure brought increasing joy, until her ass was red hot, her skin scorched with pain and her whole crotch was rocking wildly in a climax that shook more than her body. He owned her now, Gabrielle becoming a whimpering “Penny”, utterly submissive to his will. She rose to her feet, oddly satisfied though she blushed with embarrassment.


  “Was that so bad?” he asked, once the satiated young woman stood before him.


  “I’m so dizzy I can hardly stand.”


  He be held her with commanding affection, though she was tight within his grasp from just the tender sternness of his gaze.


  “So, that’s my punishment?”


  “Hardly. There’s a bathroom through that door,” he pointed to one end of the library. “Penny’s waiting for you there.”


  “Waiting?”


  “I haven’t even begun to punish you, but then, punishment is just a perception, and discipline takes many forms. Penny’s waiting for you.”


  


  The blonde woman with the compassionate face was smiling kindly as Gabrielle entered a white tiled bathroom she never knew as part of the house. There was a massage table central to the large room, a long sink, a private toilet behind a Japanese screen and an enormous shower and tub. The pristine surfaces glittered before her eyes, a stark contrast to the typically dark decor of most of the house. She had a dozen questions on the tip of her tongue, but Penny sensing her curiosity, quieted her with a finger to her lips, as if she were shushing a child. You’ll find this much easier if you remain composed. I find it simpler if I maintain an internal attitude.”


  Moving behind her, she unzipped the blue wool dress and pulled it gently from her body, leaving her in just the corset and stockings. In a move that sent an odd tingle through her system, the blonde woman unhooked the garters attached to the corset, proceeding to remove them and her nylons so that her legs were naked.


  In just the silky peach corset she felt humble in the other woman’s eyes. Penny motioned to the table. “On your hands and knees,” she said motioning to the two small velvet covered steps that would assist her climb. As Gabrielle nervously mounted the table, she looked to her side at the paraphernalia gathered on a small rolling table. She recognized several anal implements, probes, dildos, clamps and a spanking paddle. Her whole body tittered as though remnants of her recent orgasm were just expelled.


  As she settled in with her knees pressed to the cushion of leather, Penny pushed a firm bolster under her belly so she could rest her stomach against it. Her belly was on one side, her breasts on the other, her hands rising uselessly to either side of her face. Her left cheek relaxed against the warmed leather.


  “You might want to hang on to the side,” Penny suggested. “Robert will tie your hands out of the way if they become a problem.”


  “What’s he going to do?” Gabrielle whispered.


  “Shush. You shouldn’t ask,” she whispered in return. “I won’t spoil the secret. But trust me,” Penny’s lips were almost at her ear, “it will be the most exquisite experience of your life, if you yield to him. If not, it might be the most excruciating.”


  Certainly Penny’s remarks did not allay her fears. The idea of submission was still a nasty word in her language, one she was unaccustomed to, and one that particularly made her cringe when the picture of Dante came to mind. Yet, she had only to recall her last half hour in his hands to remember how he proved his point about her submissive nature. Could she assume now this would only be a more poignant demonstration of that truth? Would the rightness of her place in his domain become more embarrassingly apparent?


  Penny left her alone in the bath, Gabrielle crouching on her knees, as her heart beat fast and her stomach churned and her ass felt a cold chill make it quake and clench.


  When the door opened again, she recognized Dante by the aroma of his cologne.


  “How impressively arrayed,” he said, as he came to her side and gently stroked her back. With his other hand he felt her in the same spot his fingers had so recently prodded.


  He smacked her firmly on one cheek, repeated the act on the other, though he stopped right there.


  “I imagine you’ll want to close your eyes. The shock of the treatment is more stunning that way.”


  Gabrielle wasn’t about to argue. So far, everything she’d seen in his room made her quake with fright. Penny suggested she go inside herself. Perhaps it was best not to argue with the advice of experience. Keeping hers lids tightly closed, she waited, hearing the sound of running water and the clatter of metal. Feeling Dante’s hands on her flesh, his touch was infinitely kind and when he spoke, his voice was soothing. But mostly he remained quiet as he worked.


  He paused for a time, using his hand to warm her bottom with a hot spanking, though there was nothing in his strikes that she couldn’t easily bear. She hardly moaned in protest. Perhaps she was becoming used to this. Perhaps she was simply aroused again. With her ass righteously burning, he suddenly stopped and she felt something cold at her anus, the strike of something deeply penetrating her behind.


  As she felt a steam of liquid gush into her interior, she gasped, “Gawd nooooo, please Dante, no.”


  “Ah, you can manage,” he purred to her kindly.


  Not only did her physical discomfort mount, this was the most humiliating discipline she’s ever suffered. There were grinding spasms that became painful to bear and she cried for him to stop, but the waters continued deeper into her behind. The spasms eased for a time as Dante stroked her back. Yet the water flowed until she was wracked with more internal turbulence—bright, sharp diligent jabs that made her shriek holding on to the sides of the table afraid she’d be knocked to the floor. The touch of his hand eased her and he soothed her with words to blanket her fear. She contained the fluid, maintaining a tentative control of her quaking body, realizing a profound submission beyond anything she’d ever known.


  Then, as if all the humiliating scenes of the last several months flashed before her eyes, she saw a dozen disgusting episodes that left her feeling unclean and used—with Geordy and Haylett and Denny, and men whose names she wouldn’t remember because she never asked, men whose faces floated before her eyes with lewd expressions of lust. Tears trickled down her cheeks and her body suddenly cramped hard in agony.


  “Relax,” she listened to Dante’s soft voice calm her as his hand moved along her skin like he was loving her. Though he was finished with his metal probe, he made her wait for a long time as an exhilarating and uncomfortable pain caused her to writhe anxiously. Then, as he lightly stroked her cheek, he whispered quietly, “take care of what you need, Gabrielle, and return to the table.”


  “There’s more?” she asked.


  “Much,” he replied, and that was all he said before he was out the door.


  


  Robert was gone for nearly twenty minutes—plenty of time for Gabrielle to relieve the pressure of the enema. When Dante returned to the white-tiled room, she was as ordered, again with her ass cheeks spread, her stomach over the bolster, her face pressed to the leather with her hands on either side. She cringed the instant she heard the door click and the sound of his shoes against the ceramic floor. Despite her anxiety, she was soothed by his hand one more time, and a regard that she never expected from a man that could be so chillingly cruel.


  A repeat of the last half hour, she felt herself again probed and filled, though this time the pains were not as sharp and there were no cramps. She had other pains to endure, so he said, and he didn’t lie. Afraid he’d never stop the flow of liquid, she thought she’d simply burst. And when he withdrew the nozzle, he pressed a hefty plug inside her anus, to prevent the fluid from spilling free. Feeling him withdraw from her she was terrified.


  “You’re not going to leave me like this, are you?”


  “Yes, Gabrielle, I’m going to leave you to soothe yourself. You’ll be fine.”


  “But, I can’t.” She felt like an abandoned child, tears streaming down her cheeks.


  “You will hold on,” he assured her, “because you care enough about yourself to endure it.” His kindly spoken words were painfully harsh.


  Robert closed the door and left her in the semi-darkness of a room that seemed to glow with the ghosts of her past appearing as dangerous specters in her ripe imagination … they wouldn’t let her forget. Denny, Geordy, Haylett loomed before her, this time their expressions more derisive, more accusing, and more lurid. She walked inside herself afraid of what she saw, and yet the more she journeyed through her mind, the trek became less horrifying and the images less ghastly. These men were nothing more than spineless, vacant souls that meant nothing to her anymore. Her fear of them wasted.


  By the time Dante entered the room again, her belly was churning. Her anxiousness almost gone, the remarkable sensation of fullness changed from something terrifying to something so arousing another climax brewed deep within her crotch. His hand moved lightly across the flesh of her ass, then his finger ran its way up and down the crack, and one wild shiver of pleasure after another made her beg.


  “Touch me more,” she whimpered softly. Her ass moved back against his hand urging his fingers deeper. Feeling them glide along the sensitive swells and valleys of her pubis, she was lulled by thoughts of more submissive pleasure. “No, no, don’t stop,” she wailed in fright when he drew them away. “Please, oh love.”


  Robert brought his hand to her shoulders and caressed her hair. “You can control even this, even your pleasure can be contained if you will it to be. Now, let the waters go and when you’re done, spend the rest of the day in your room.”


  “No! Dante!” she snapped sharply. “You can’t leave me like this!”


  “This time, yes,” he replied.


  There was a sharp pain in her groin, the discomfort rising again.


  “You’re a hateful man,” she sputtered angrily.


  “Am I?” he said, amusedly. “Take care of yourself, then go to your room and stay there until I come to cane you.”


  She did as she was told, with her hate and love for Robert Dante both fresh and real. The two feelings resided side by side within her, warring like madmen.


  


  Gabrielle’s Diary—November 23rd


  Detestable asses I’ve known ….


  I can’t think of any one so vile as Dante. The others are dainty, pleasant birds next to him. At least I understood the colors of their feathers, understood what their coos and chirps meant. I even understood how they could drag their talons lustfully through me. But him, Dante, he’s the worst of ravens, plucking me from my well-known treacherous life and ruthlessly tossing me out on these foreign seas … I have this tempest of submissive desire he brews in me.


  I’m wondering when he’ll have me upturned and exploding again like he did this afternoon, or when he’ll hold me over his lap and blister my ass, or with his savage tongue, lash me with his hot-breathed humiliations. He makes my mind spin, makes my lust roar, but I will forever despise his control and protest this need to submit. Submit I will. I know he has me, like there’s a tether around my throat. His claws are in me, his squawking voice at my ear, his animal eyes penetrating …


  


  Gabrielle was interrupted by Robert, the object of her confused thoughts entering, just as he said he would—cane in hand.


  “Haven’t I had enough for one day?” she barked at him nastily.


  He leveled her anger with a pointed stare. “It’s yours to submit, Gabrielle. I will not lie to you about what I require.”


  “But I have had enough!” she assured him.


  “I’m sure you think so. But regardless, it is my call. Over the bedrail.”


  “Dante please.” Sliding off the bed, she dropped to her knees like a supplicant asking for mercy.


  “You don’t give yourself enough credit,” he said, as he reached for her arm and forced her to her feet.


  “But, I can’t …”


  “Ah, yes you can,” he answered.


  Momentarily dropping the cane to the bed, he reached for her nightgown, pulling it over her head so that she was standing stark naked. Though he’d seen every private feature of her body, had taken liberties with most, and known her more intimately than any other man, this nakedness before him was disturbingly humbling. He stared from her breasts, to her flat stomach, to her quivering thighs and the neat snatch of dark curls between them. She endured his appraisal, afraid somehow she displeased him, and a hot blush rose on her face until her ears were burning.


  “Over the bedrail and spread your legs and don’t move them,” he ordered dispassionately.


  She obeyed without another protest, glad to hide from the penetrating stare. Poised for her first caning, half of her was ready to yield, the other half was arguing to flee. And yet the fight was over when Robert drew back the cane and the first strike landed. She was out of her thoughts, consumed with pain, just that quickly.


  Thankfully he was swift. There were twelve brutal cuts of fire laid with flawless precision on her white skin. Her body jerked, her muscles panicked, everything in her seized up tightly. As the cane made the brusque assault, the thin instrument bit deeply into her, leaving distinct red lines. Some would remain days, others fade into almost nothing in a few hours. The shrieks that accompanied the punishment went from low guttural cries to a passionate wail of misery at the very last.


  The brutality came with such terrifying speed, it was over and done in hardly a minute’s time, leaving her gasping and her body frigid until she felt Dante’s hand running its way along the welts that remained. Then, he was so affectionate, she couldn’t resist the overwhelming desire. “I want to make love to you,” she whispered trying to move into his arms.


  “Perhaps,” he said. “But not now.”


  “Yes, now, I’m certain,” she said, but he had her roving hands captured in his.


  “But I’m not,” he replied firmly. “If I can wait, so can you.”


  “Why?” she said, as she pulled away from him and grabbed her nightgown from the floor.


  “You need some time alone, and so do I.”


  “I don’t need time alone; I’ve had too much!” she protested.


  “Trust me,” he said


  “But I don’t!”


  “Oh, yes you do,” he returned. “I’ll see you at dinner tomorrow.”


  


  Gabrielle’s Diary—November 8th


  Detestable asses I’ve known—continued …


  I won’t live with Dante without sex. I refuse to let any man know me this well and not give himself back to me as freely as I am giving in to him. He will not push me away again. He can’t. There are too many references to him in my writing. He keeps appearing in my stories, the character and his nature cropping up everywhere. I plan to make him as full of me as I am of him. He may think he has me conquered. Just wait. g.


  



  Chapter Seven


  


  Gabrielle didn’t see Robert at dinner the next night, or for the next five nights. He flew to New York on business, not bothering to tell her. She heard the news from Penny and stewed for nearly an hour before she let the matter slide. There was nothing she could do about his abrupt departure except wait for his return.


  While he was away, she was alone in the house a good deal of the day. When Penny wasn’t working, she often slipped out to Hunter’s. Though it wasn’t a problem for Gabrielle that Penny wanted to spend her time with the man she loved, the woman was inclined to make her exits in secret, as though she had to hide her comings and goings from the absent master of the house.


  While the winsome blonde was screwing her lover, Gabrielle wrote and read and walked the beach. One afternoon, she passed by Hunter’s house, hearing the ragged edges of an argument coming from inside the cottage, the row so heated their voices carried beyond the stone walls and the thick oak door.


  “As long as your allegiance is with Robert Dante, it is not with me,” she heard Hunter growl at the woman like an angry dog.


  “My allegiance is with you, my love. Haven’t I proved that to you?”


  Gabrielle, not wanting to be lured again into voyeuring another intimacy between the two, moved along the path quickly until the beat of the pounding surf drowned out the sound of fighting lovers’ heated battle.


  


  Inside the stone house, Hunter’s fury was rising. “You prove only where your lust lies,” Hunter blared at Penny Buckingham.


  “I gave him up for you.”


  “Really? Is that so?”


  “I have,” she swore.


  “No, you have not! You’re hardly more than the crude strumpet that came here six years ago, wearing your passions on the sleeves of your cheap clothes. Robert still has his use of you any time he chooses.”


  “But he doesn’t choose me anymore,” she said.


  “Doesn’t he?”


  “He sees to it I’m punished as I rightfully should be, but always by you. I know he defers to you because he respects my feelings.”


  “He does what pleases him, Penny, haven’t you figured that by now? You’re as owned by him as you ever were.”


  “You hurt me saying these things.”


  “I speak the truth.”


  “You twist the truth.”


  “You want to contest me more?” Hunter’s face was flushed, his mean eyes boring into the defensive woman as he moved closer to her looking as though he was about to attack. “You want to deny you’ve had a secret lover in the village for some years.”


  She looked at him stunned. “That is a lie!”


  “Then to whose house have I followed you a dozen times?”


  “You’ve followed me?”


  “Of course I have. How do you think Robert’s gained his knowledge of your covert trips off the island?”


  “He’s done that?”


  “Oh, yes,” he replied.


  “You’re both detestable bastards!” She turned away from the man in shock.


  “You have no secrets to hide?”


  “No,” she said flatly.


  “Then who’s the lover?” He turned her around with his broad hands and made her look at him.


  “There is no lover,” she insisted.


  “Then who is it you visit?”


  As though he were clutching her throat and she were backed to the wall, Penny stood frozen, shuddering from within, a look of mortal fear on her face.


  “He is not my lover.”


  “Who is he?”


  “I owe him my life.”


  “You owe your life to Robert Dante,” he reminded her, “and to this man too, I suppose?”


  “Please don’t pursue this, please.”


  Hunter paused, scrutinizing her carefully. “Fine,” he said finally backing off, the terse expression on his face lifted. “I won’t speak of it again.” He left her standing near the door and walked off.


  “Hunter, wait.”


  “Out of my house, bitch. With all your things.”


  “I’ll tell you,” she pleaded.


  “Tell me?”


  “About my visits to the village.”


  He waited, looking impatient.


  “He was once my lover, that is true. But since he’s had his flat in the village, when he visits it’s only to extort my favors, blackmailing me, keeping his knowledge of my past from Robert. I was afraid Robert would make me leave if he knew everything that man could tell him.”


  “It was my understanding that you confessed everything when you first came here. Made a clean breast of it all.”


  “No,” she shook her head, embarrassed to make the admission. “Not everything. At least not until Robert confronted me about Maxim—the man in the village.”


  “And does Robert know everything now?”


  “Yes. That was that night … the night we had that awful fight …”


  “I see. What was it that was so horrible?”


  “It was the lies more than anything, the fact that I didn’t confess everything. My life was as sordid as poor Gabrielle’s. Perhaps worse. I don’t think my relationship with Robert would have changed over that. But allowing myself to be blackmailed, my failure to trust him, that he couldn’t forgive. The infidelity was beyond his ability to accept. Perhaps he’s forgiven me, but our life could not remain as it was.”


  “And you still visit this Maxim?”


  “I did for a time.”


  “And why was that?”


  “I was so despondent over my failures it didn’t seem to matter anymore what I did.”


  “What did this bastard give you that was so special?”


  “Oh, I can’t …”


  “You want to fail me as you failed Robert?”


  “No! But, but please don’t ask me to …”


  “Fine,” he started to turn away again.


  “Oh, please, I’ll tell you,” she pleaded, “don’t give up on me. It just feels so ….” she stopped.


  “Cheap perhaps?”


  “Yes. I did what he asked of me sexually, and it was very degrading. He even brought his friends to me.”


  “So you’re saying you never really mended your ways?”


  “No, I didn’t.”


  “Why do you bow to him now?”


  “I don’t. The last couple of times I saw Maxim, I refused him. And—in the last six months, since you,” she looked up at him hopefully, “I turned down his last two requests. I swear that I won’t give in to him. I won’t be foolish like I was with Robert.” She searched Hunter’s face for some small hint of compassion. “I know you have little reason to trust me, but I beg you to.”


  He considered her pleas, shaking his head sadly. “You don’t have to beg me; just be honest. That’s all Robert wanted and all I need.” He paused, his face thoughtful. “Show me. Show me how you offered yourself to this blackmailer.”


  She looked at him confused.


  “Show me,” he repeated. “Demonstrate to me the degrading things that he put you through. I want to see for myself.”


  She hesitated. “I could tell you,” she offered.


  “Yes, you could, but I want to see it with my eyes.” She wasn’t budging. Her whole body felt like lead, her limbs too heavy to lift. “If you want no secrets between us you’ll do this for me,” he added.


  Her fear was so great, she didn’t move for several minutes, though Hunter was extremely patient. He watched her every second as he moved from the back of the room toward his chair and sat down, as he lit his pipe, and then as he silently bided his time until she was ready.


  Penny, finding some small shred of courage within her, finally moved toward a cabinet and pulled several articles from inside: a leather paddle, a wooden spoon, a fat anal dildo, and a pair of clamps. Then, standing in front of Hunter as she once stood in front of her lover, Maxim, she began removing her clothes. Her dress came off over her head, her panties were pushed toward the floor, her stockings were rolled down her legs and she reached behind her back, unzipping the corset. Tossing the clothes in the pile, she was nude before the man whose bed she often shared, Hunter seeing nothing he hadn’t already enjoyed many times over. Yet, despite the familiarity he had with her nudity, he could detect the apprehension in each move she made, as though suddenly she would do something that would cause him to denounce her as a useless slut.


  Dropping to her knees, Penny paid homage to him, kissing the floor at his feet. Then she crawled to the table where the toys sat waiting for her. Taking the paddle she moved back to the spot before him on the rug, trembling self-consciously the entire time. On all fours, she turned with her ass to his eyes and reached around with her right hand, spanking her bottom briskly with the wooden implement. The hits were hard enough to burn, hard enough to raise a blush of brilliant red. Going on for several minutes, Hunter knew the spanking stung, though she endured for as long as she often endured a spanking from his own hand. Fifty, sixty, at least seventy strikes were laid on before she took a breather at all. When she was tempted to slow or curb the intensity of the self-punishment, she would suddenly start in again harder as though a voice in her head demanded it. When she finally stopped, her ass remained positioned for his view, undulating softly before his eyes.


  Reaching for the dildo on the table, she moistened it with her mouth, making the prick wet enough to easily pierce her ass. Pressing the rounded end against the back door entrance, she pushed it hard beyond the opening and worked it inside with thrusts and stabs until the widest part of the fat thing slipped beyond her tight sphincter, and the whole thing was deeply lodged inside her ass. Her cheeks clenched to hold it in. And then picking up the wooden spoon, she began to flail it against her still pink bottom, striking as hard as she could allow herself.


  She groaned, agonized. Tears ran down her cheeks. She pleaded to Hunter with her eyes, as though he would make her stop. But that was not his plan.


  She went on for at least another thirty strokes, and once her bottom was burning too much to lay another smack against the stinging flesh, she stopped, again pausing for a time to catch her breath and let the pain subside.


  Finally retrieving the clamps from the table, she turned around, rose from all fours to her knees and faced her lover. Grabbing one side of her labia between her fingers, she pushed her flesh between the metal pieces and screwed them together until they squeezed the plump piece so firmly the clamp would not fall off. Repeating the act with the second clamp on her other labia, the heavy pieces of stainless steel dangled from her cunt, swaying laboriously with every movement she made. Picking up the leather, she remained on her knees in front of Hunter, and began paddling her pubis with strikes as hard and mean as she could manage. The look in her eyes became fluid as though she saw nothing of the room anymore and was utterly lost in a dreamland only she could imagine. The pace of the spanking increased, her pubis turning as red as her ass. For a while she alternated between the two places, laying more on her ass, then returning to her puss again. Each time the leather struck, the clamps at her labia bounced, stretching the skin more tautly. The pain centered in her cunt, radiating outward through every vein and nerve to the very tips of her fingers, and along her legs, and to her shoulders that shuddered with orgasm.


  She climaxed on the pain, suddenly falling forward letting the sensation burst free. And then, cowering submissively before Hunter, she went inside herself as her body’s pleasure receded.


  Naked before the man she loved, Penny stirred, moving between his thighs to offer her mouth for his pleasure. Hunter’s erection found an eager orifice to serve him, lips working vigorously toward his climax, and a tongue that wound like a sinewy snake about the purple head. It took just moments for his cum to splash over her smiling face. And then, taking some of the sticky remains on her hands, Penny rubbed his cream into her burnished ass and the still sore skin of her flailed pubis.


  “This is the extent of your command performance?” Hunter asked, as she sat back on her heels before him, humbly awaiting his evaluation of the exhibition. The dildo remained in her ass and the clamps still tugged ponderously on her labia.


  “There were slight variations depending on what toys he had me use—sometimes I was free to choose, other times he had them laid out for me. While I usually performed for him alone, more than once he had friends watch with him. I was always called on to satisfy all the men before I finished.”


  “You found this demeaning?”


  “I did.”


  “Though it arouses you,” he pointed out.


  “Yes, it does.”


  “And he made this up, this fantasy you performed for him?” he asked.


  “No.” She hesitated. Staring at the floor she was unable to look him in the eye. “Long before I came to the island, he secretively watched me do this to myself in front of a mirror. The humiliation of it pleased him, and my performing the ritual became his favorite means of getting off.”


  “Ah, so you did this to yourself?”


  “I created the ritual when I was much younger.”


  “Because it pleased you?”


  “It’s never pleased me, Hunter. It was born out of guilt. But it gave me permission to experience the pleasure of an orgasm, while punishing myself at the same time. When I first saw myself spanking my ass before a mirror, I knew how depraved I’d become. You might say my masturbation and my punishment are self-perpetuating needs, neither one of which I can live without.”


  Hunter’s mood was calm, his anger forgotten. As though throwing herself at his feet, begging for kindness and mercy he could respond with nothing less than genuine affection. “Come here.” He reached out for her, Penny moving closer between his knees.


  Gently lifting the clamps into his broad hand, “these must be hurting,” he said. Just the minor tugging made her wince and she nearly screamed as Hunter deftly manipulated the screws, unfastening each clamp. Blood gushing wildly back into the pinched pieces of flesh, overwhelmed her body with sensation. Refusing to let her ignore any of it, Hunter pressed his palm against her pubis and held it tightly until the sharp pains diminished.


  “I’ll remove this later,” he said, as he tapped the dildo still lodged inside her ass. To that, she cringed in fear. But then, with this hand tenderly brushing her hair from her face, he brought his lips toward hers and kissed her mouth. “You were beautiful, my darling. You’ve stunned me once more. I don’t know how to communicate to you the exquisite nature of your sexuality. Maybe I should just punish you for doubting it, but hear me clearly, love, there was not one second of your private lovemaking that appeared degrading to me.”


  “You’re just being kind,” she objected.


  “No. Don’t doubt my word,” he bluntly replied. Patting her bottom, he threatened to spank her if she objected again.


  “I never did this for Robert; do you do know that?”


  “Perhaps as it should be. You are not Robert’s woman; you’re mine. Someday I hope you’ll understand how true that is.”


  As Hunter sat back in his chair, Penny leaned into him and rested her head against his chest, letting his hands caress her softly as she listened to the sound of his beating heart.


  


  ***


  


  Gabrielle was on the cliffs when Robert finally found her.


  “What are you doing out so far?” he demanded to know as he approached her from behind. Gabrielle turned about surprised to see him.


  “I thought you weren’t coming home for another day,” she said, brushing her windswept hair from her face only to have the cold November wind grab hold of it again and toss it in the air. Robert looked meticulously groomed as usual, his hair in a ponytail, his face distinctly clear, his expression as firm as the granite rocks beneath their feet. Her heart jumped into her throat and her body clenched in erotic expectation as though she were greeting her lover. But she remembered, he was not yet her lover, and letting his intensity work within her was a dangerous sign of vulnerability. She tried holding back her excitement over his sudden appearance, but it was hard to temper the sexual jolt.


  “I decided to return early, since my meetings ended yesterday,” he said, moving close. Just a few feet away she could feel the assault of his physical presence as if he was moving right inside her body clutching her cunt from the inside out.


  “You saw Sasha?” she wondered, hoping she didn’t look as nervous as she felt.


  “Yes, she’s coming for Christmas.”


  “Is she still mad at me?”


  “Not now. Not after I explained what you did and how you were punished.”


  “You told her everything?” Gabrielle winced.


  “I certainly did.”


  “I was hoping we could keep the humiliation between you and me.”


  “That would be convenient for you. Your job now, however, my fine writer, is to pen a long intimate letter to your sister and apologize for scaring her out of her wits.”


  “I see. And you’re going to read this expression of regret?”


  “Oh, yes,” he said, reaching out to keep her hair from clouding her face. The wind then blew the soft curls back behind her head. At the touch of his hand, she quivered. Feeling dizzy she was almost afraid she’d lose her balance on the rocks.


  “You’re a hard taskmaster,” she observed.


  “That’s exactly as it should be. You’d never learn anything if I weren’t.” He stared at her and her close proximity to the rocks. “Now, if you don’t mind, you’ll move off the cliff so I don’t turn into jelly watching you on this bluff. These rocks are dangerous, especially when there’s a storm blowing in as there is now. Next time you want to be out here, you’d better let someone know, or you’ll be paying with a blistered behind.”


  “I’m sorry if I worried you,” she said stepping forward on to more solid ground.


  “You’ve worried Hunter, and Penny, and half the household,” he stated.


  Unused to that much fawning attention, she was embarrassed.


  “So, other than this ill-advised hike, have you behaved yourself since I’ve been gone?”


  “Scout’s honor, I’ve been perfect,” she assured him.


  “You’d better be telling the truth,” he said. “The feel of my hand on your ass would be especially pleasing right now.”


  “And why’s that?”


  “You’re not the only one that derives pleasure from a spanked behind.” His smirk was telling.


  For all his time away, Gabrielle’s feeling for the man had not changed. He remained as enigmatic and alluring to her as ever. Though just beneath the surface of their civil conversation and the roaring sexual hunger, there remained her fear of him, and a piece of her that despised his condescending control.


  “Now, get back to the house, before I upend you here.”


  


  Gabrielle’s Diary—November 5th


  Unwholesome thoughts …


  I think I’d better get this out of me before it becomes my undoing. I’m ready to leap on the man. I want to shake my fist in his face, or spit in his eye, or take my hands and clutch his throat—make him declare what he wants from me. I don’t want to be a child in his eyes any longer. But it would infuriate me if he knew that’s just what’s going on inside my head. He probably thinks he’s responsible for any progress I make in becoming more responsible. And the truth is, he is! I find myself wanting to behave myself for him, putting all the naughty ideas, rude comebacks that so easily spring to mind, into my brain’s graveyard where I can’t resurrect them. These clothes transform me. His house makes me feel like a grown woman. The way I sexually rage at him inspires thoughts of seduction hourly. The problem is, I don’t know whether I want him because I love him, or because I want to conquer him. And if he were to have me, would the fire I feel between my legs suddenly die out because I’ve won him? I’d hate it if this feeling vanished; it floods me everywhere with rawness and mystery and ideas for the lewdest sex imaginable. I love these thoughts, the way they makes my body feel alive. But I’m not going to last long with all this desire. I can just see myself doing something completely stupid, humiliating myself before him, only finding out that he thinks of me only as my sister’s rehab project and nothing more. g.


  


  ***


  


  Several nights after Robert’s return, he was busily eating dinner with Gabrielle and Penny, their forks clinking against the china, the only noise in the otherwise silent dining room, when Penny suddenly put down her fork, pausing to take a deep breath, the other two stared up at her.


  “I’d like to move in with Hunter,” she announced.


  Robert responded to the request without batting an eye as though it was no surprise to him at all. “The two of you are serious?” he asked.


  “More than ever.”


  He nodded. “And you plan on changing the arrangement you have with me?” he asked.


  “I don’t think I can, not yet,” she replied hesitantly. She was as nervous as Gabrielle had ever seen her.


  “Well then, as long as Hunter has no problem, then neither do I,” Robert answered.


  Penny sighed, relieved.


  After the meal, she left as soon as she was excused, leaving Robert and Gabrielle in an uncomfortable silence.


  “So, now it’s just you and me for dinner?” Gabrielle finally asked.


  “Looks that way, doesn’t it?” he answered tersely. He was finishing his coffee, but apparently in no hurry to leave. Gabrielle sipped her own, for some time debating over the question burning in her mind.


  “May I ask what the arrangement is between you and Penny?” she blurted out at last.


  He stared at her blankly, then took his last swallow of coffee. “No, you may not,” he stated flatly. Finished with his meal, he left the table.


  


  ***


  


  It was late, the hour when she should be in bed asleep, but she was restless, deciding a walk in the brooding silence of the house might soothe her. When she left her room, however, Gabrielle heard the sound of music coming from below. She tiptoed quietly down her stairs, through the hallway to the main staircase, then standing for a moment at the top of the stairs, she listened as a haunting piano melody drifted toward her ears.


  Skipping noiselessly toward the music, Gabrielle found Robert in the Rose room, so named for his mother. Reflecting his mother’s loves, it was furnished with a baby grand piano, a lounging settee and a Tiffany floor lamp. It was the most distinctly feminine alcove of the house, but because it was home to the only piano, Robert tolerated it when he wanted to play.


  When Gabrielle approached him from behind, he was sitting before the keyboard, playing Brahms from memory in the blackness of the moonless night. She’d stared for some minutes watching his shadowy shoulders move as his hands glided over the keys. Clothed solely in black he looked like an extension of the black instrument he played with some expertise. Moving toward him—at last at his back, she pressed her hands gently to his shoulders. He stopped immediately upon feeling the passionate caress. Her cunt was pressed to him moving with the same undulating rhythm of the halted music. With it still singing in her ears, she had all the melody she needed inside her hot thighs.


  Her hands ran along his shoulders, then moving forward along his chest, her head came to his neck, nuzzling close into the fragrance of his spicy cologne. “Dante, love me now,” she cooed to him sweetly. She moved in sinuous snakelike contortions until she was straddling his lap with her unclothed crotch. Her floral wrapper was opened wide, her breasts jiggling atop the corset she sometimes wore now even while she slept.


  His hands, once dropped to his sides uninterested in seduction, began to move as her lips met his, and her tongue pushed passionately inside his mouth to urge a kiss in return. Reaching inside her robe he grabbed at her ass cheeks and squeezed them roughly, pulling the two sides apart, so she squealed delightedly. Her arms around his neck, toyed with the ponytail like as if it were a child’s plaything. Finally drawing the hair from the elastic, she tousled the loose locks. They had the feel of silk.


  Her crotch moved on his lap, making a wet place on his pants. Unbuttoning his shirt, she tunneled inside for the feel of skin against her palms.


  “You’re hard,” she whispered as her hand moved toward his erection and found it throbbing, the smooth skin fused with vibration.


  “And you’re drowning me with juice,” he whispered back as though he were annoyed. He slapped her ass, then grabbed it tightly again and moved to his feet, carrying her to the divan. Lying back against the rosy cushions, Robert drew her on top of him, and throwing off her robe, he mauled her ass, making her squeal as he spanked the skin. All in the darkness, in the quiet of the empty house, there was just the sound of their pleasured groans and his palm hitting her bottom—not to make it burn, but to arouse her so she was crazily tearing his clothes to find bare flesh.


  She moved down his naked chest, yanking at his belt to remove it from the loops. “Lay it on me,” she purred, even while she continued undoing the button and zipper. Finally having his cock free, the hard thing now at her mouth, she drew it inside her lips and sucked it hard, while she felt the force of Dante’s doubled belt begin to flail at her behind, his long arm reaching with the leather to connect with flesh. The heat inspiring her, she turned around. Keeping his cock in her mouth, she straddled his chest so her ass was almost in his face. He lapped at her cunt and tortured her clit, sucking it as hard as her mouth sucked his prick. Shortening his grasp on the belt he continued to snap the leather on her behind.


  “Ah, ah yes,” she groaned gleefully. When he spanked the wet pouch between her legs, she Oooed and aaaahed, burrowing herself in his erection, driving her mouth and throat over the top as though she could swallow him whole. He slapped her anus hard, Gabrielle coming off the prick squealing, her ass and tits and head jerked like a puppet dancing on its strings.


  “On my cock again, you whore,” he commanded.


  She went down as ordered, taking the thick stalk in her hand and pumping while her lips massaged the head.


  Robert came first, spewing himself into her mouth and then on her breasts with his sticky cum. And then, with her ass pressed tightly to his mouth, he sucked the cum from her while his belt continued to rap against her stinging flesh.


  She roared loudly, the orgasm swiftly taking charge of her ass and her spasming cunt. She swayed with her pussy feeling his fingers draw out every wondrous pleasure. And then as the sensation died away, she turned around and eased up on his chest and kissed him, unveiling her feeling of triumph with a gentle sneer meant only to be a sign of her love. Robert didn’t approve.


  “You try to control me again, little bitch,” he said sternly, “I’ll thrash you as meanly as I can.”


  There were worried furrows across her forehead. “You weren’t pleased?” she asked.


  “That’s not the point.”


  “But you do love me?”


  “Of course, I love you. I wouldn’t put up with you otherwise.”


  She smiled, though she knew not to gloat over this tiny declaration of his affection.


  “You may seduce me all you want, but you keep your hands to yourself, unless I demand it from you.”


  She pouted, sullenly.


  “What’s wrong?” He looked irritated.


  “You give me no freedom to express my feelings for you. It’s bad enough just to have them.”


  He chuckled to himself. “You’ll have freedom enough.”


  “And how’s that?”


  “You’ll know,” he stated flatly.


  “You know you’re still a fucking bastard.”


  “I’m sure you’ll think of me that way forever, Gabrielle. Now go to your room.”


  “Now? I thought …”


  “You thought we’d spend the night in bed?”


  “Exactly,” she replied hopefully.


  “Not when it’s your idea,” he said smirking.


  “You are a …”


  “Watch your tongue,” he cautioned, clutching one wrist when he saw she was about to bolt.


  “I will not,” she wrenched from his hold. Pulling off the divan, she left him to gloat on his own. “You are the most treacherous lout I’ve ever loved!”


  “I’m sure I am,” he answered. “And if you don’t get that naughty ass up to your room, I’ll be there to thrash it properly. Then, I’ll leave you locked there for the next three days.”


  “You wouldn’t?”


  “Wouldn’t I?” He pulled up so he was sitting on the divan, his feet planted on the floor, his unbending gaze aimed her way. Though he was playfully amused he was serious with his threat.


  “I still hate you!” she charged, as she quickly grabbed her robe and exited without another word.


  


  Gabrielle’s Diary—November 15th


  I’m certainly not going to figure this out tonight …


  Is it possible to love and hate someone with the same passion? I wonder if it isn’t just love and more love, and the fear of my love not being returned. g.




  Chapter Eight


  


  Sasha arrived several days before Christmas, along with Robert’s brother and sister-in-law, Anthony and Cleo—yes their names were the family joke.


  With Foxglove turning festive with the season, Gabrielle felt like little more than a servant. Her relationship with Robert went unexplained to his guests. And this master of his domain ordered her to fetch this and that at his command—sometimes kindly, but often tersely without an ounce of affection. Gabrielle bit her tongue, remembering that with any complaint, and on any whim, Dante might be inclined to spank her, and he wouldn’t care if there were an audience watching. What began in his mother’s music room was either on hold or so unimportant that it didn’t warrant his further consideration.


  Since that night, Robert had been gone for several days at a time. Gabrielle focused on her college courses, trying as diligently as she could to pass the course work before the holidays. When Robert was home he treated her kindly as though he too enjoyed the remembrance of their night in the music room. There was definitely love shared between them, but it remained guarded and wary. All this made Robert’s attitude with his Christmas guests both confounding and annoying to Gabrielle.


  Sasha was perfectly charmed at the invitation to join the holiday celebration with her ex-husband and sister. She was pleasantly reunited with Cleo—the two having known each other from Sasha’s married days with Robert. Her first conversation with Gabrielle on arriving turned into a thorough scolding for Gabrielle’s recent disappearance, which left Gabrielle recalling why she didn’t want to live with her sister anymore. After that, Sasha ignored her. As usual, she had little time for her younger sister. As long as Sasha’s world conformed to her vision of it, she was happy and didn’t care if there were unpleasant rumblings underneath.


  As Gabrielle began to snap her replies to Robert’s requests, and wear less than a sincere smile on her face, the man began to notice. He glared at her each time he heard her tone turn icy, or petulantly hot, but said nothing until at lunch on Christmas Eve, when his brother noted her attitude with a pointed remark.


  “Do you spank this one’s ass? She is a snappish brat,” Tony asked, just as Gabrielle was leaving the table to bring more coffee from the kitchen.


  She stopped short of the dining room door.


  “Should I do that now, Gabrielle?” Robert asked. As he turned to her, everyone at the table glanced her way looking forward to her reply.


  “I’d rather not,” she answered tersely.


  “Then I’d suggest you have an immediate change of mood, or as the old saying goes, I’ll give you something to be snappish about.”


  Grossly humiliated, Gabrielle retreated quickly from the room and returned with the coffee carafe, trying to make a graceful recovery. Unfortunately, brother Tony wouldn’t let her reappearance go unnoticed.


  “So, you’re taking well to Robby’s nasty manners?” he asked her.


  She smiled with just half her mouth, and took a deep breath trying not to explode with some hostile retort. She didn’t know what to say.


  “Are you going to answer his question?” Robert asked.


  “I guess I have adjusted,” she finally admitted, as she went about filling half-empty coffee cups.


  “Ah, I used to love the spectacle,” Tony mused. “Remember Penny in particular getting her poor bottom blistered on a hot fourth of July afternoon. You remember that?” he looked about the table.


  “I wasn’t there, Tony,” Sasha reminded him.


  “Oh, that’s right. She was the one that supplanted you.”


  “I hardly think so,” she haughtily retorted.


  “Anyhow, if you think this one needs a good bruising on her behind, I’d be delighted to watch.”


  Gabrielle squirmed as she was just returning to her seat—enraged, though containing it with every ounce of firmness she could muster.


  “Perhaps, I’ll give you the opportunity,” Robert said, looking down the table, his cold gaze having the effect of making Gabrielle’s inner fire burn hot. “How would that be?”


  His eyes burned two holes in her composure. And his question required her response. She remained silent lest she burst forth with something that would put her over his lap in a second.


  “How do you answer that?” Tony pressed. “Would you like your bottom going over his knees right here? Isn’t that what you submissives like most, a little healthy humiliation to keep you in line? I understand you are quite the whore.”


  Her eye shot daggers at Tony and his brother. But she continued her silence.


  “Tell me,” Tony goaded. “I really find your breed of womanhood fascinating. If I didn’t have Cleo here with her leash about my neck, I’d be tempted to have a sultry little tart like you to play with and demean. It’s such fine sport.”


  “Do I have to answer him?” Gabrielle finally shot out, pleadingly.


  “You do,” Robert replied without pause, curious for her to speak.


  Gabrielle turned to Tony Dante, plastering a smile on her lips as she spoke, “Robert may not consider this so, but I find his discipline of me a personal matter that I’d rather not discuss with people I don’t know. As far as his spanking me in front of you, I’d find it horrifying. I’m not sure you’d have the result that any of you would hope.”


  “Oh, my. I can see you have some work to do here!” Tony laughed.


  “I think you’ve said all you really need to say,” Cleo chimed in. “She’s been humiliated enough.”


  With her plainspoken voice of objectivity, the peeved wife dampened her husband’s enthusiasm for more embarrassing jibes.


  “Dante, I think I should leave,” Gabrielle said.


  “Yes, I think you should,” he agreed. “I’ll meet with you in the library.”


  


  The idea of facing Dante in a head-on collision didn’t suit her, but not to wait for him as he directed could be seen as flat out disobedience. As calm as she tried to remain, however, she blared at him the instant he closed the library door behind him and they were alone. “How could you allow that man to shame me like that!”


  “You deserved it,” was his dispassionate retort.


  “I did not!”


  “You’ve been petty and irritable since Sasha, Cleo and Tony arrived.”


  “And you’ve ignored me.”


  He suddenly looked at her surprised. “You’re feeling ignored?”


  “Yes, I am.”


  “I’m sorry, Gabrielle,” he said sincerely. “Christmas is a busy time, but it’s still no excuse for your blatantly discourteous behavior.”


  She was not persuaded. “I bet you put him up to this,” she charged.


  “No, my brother speaks freely.”


  “Well, he’s an ass! And if it wouldn’t have given him the satisfaction of seeing my ass burning for him, I would have told him so to his face.”


  “I’m afraid you’ve already earned that punishment.”


  “You wouldn’t, please Dante, no!”


  “You’re going to have to watch your emotions, darling.”


  “Why are you making me suffer?”


  “Sometimes it helps to contain your darker impulses.”


  “I’ve been containing my “darker” impulses for weeks, while you dangle them in front of me. How much more am I supposed to tolerate?”


  At that moment Tony Dante walked into the room without knocking. “Do I assume correctly? Your brat’s going to get her bottom spanked?”


  Robert almost glared at his brother, but the look was short-lived.


  “She’s going to be spanked, Tony. In fact, she’s getting the hairbrush in the cabinet right now.”


  Gabrielle stared for some seconds, her neck and cheeks flushed hot from anger and her heart thumping out of control inside her chest. She gritted her teeth against another sassy rejoinder, and clenched her fists, trying to make herself calm.


  “If you don’t want the hairbrush, Gabrielle, then I’ll use the cane. There will be one in the closet as well.”


  “Ah, I’d love to see a caning,” Tony gibed.


  “Dante no!”


  “You’re writing the script, my dear,” he said.


  Flatly defeated, Gabrielle suddenly took off for the cabinet and whipped out the cane with an angry flourish. Throwing it toward an amused Robert, she angrily bent forward over a chair. Grasping its arms, she waited for Robert to proceed.


  “My, she is a charming vamp,” Tony purred as he moved about the room to his best vantage point.


  Picking up the cane, Robert clenched the end of it firmly, and strode to the brat’s side. He was no longer amused. Brusquely pushing Gabrielle’s dress over her ass, he yanked her panties to her knees with one swift motion. Then standing back the appropriate distance, he let the cane sizzle as it cut a pathway through the air, finally landing on its target with a biting snap.


  Gabrielle shrieked instantly, and one shriek after another echoed throughout the room as Robert lay the cane on her ass with remarkable speed and precision. Each strike made her bottom jiggle, some practically lifting her off her feet. She was standing on tiptoe, cringing from the surge of rebellious energy that urged her to flee. Yet she remained in place by the sheer determination not to fall completely apart in front of the two most detestable brothers she’d ever met. She refused to give either the satisfaction of thinking she was beaten in this war. Though by the time Robert was finished she was forced to think otherwise.


  In the end, there were twelve cuts lacing her once pristine derriere creating distinct lines of red that stood out as boldly as her plaintive cries of woe. As she returned to her feet she stood proudly, though her weariness showed.


  “I think we’ve all had enough of this snit of yours, Gabrielle. Take some time to collect yourself in your room. I’ll be lighting the tree in the greatroom at six.”


  “If you don’t mind I’d rather be excused from the festivities,” she replied.


  “I do mind, and you will be there,” Robert returned. Though he meant his reply as an order, he delivered it with a kindness that seemed to persuade her.


  “I will need some time,” she said.


  “Then we’ll see you at six,” he said.


  Gabrielle swept out of the room, trying to maintain some poise when she really wanted to run full speed to the top of the house and lock the door behind her. Her bottom was still screaming, though the caning produced a warm and most unwelcome mix of sensations. Across the foyer and then halfway up the main staircase, she heard the library door open.


  “Gabrielle!” Tony Dante was calling for her.


  She ignored him and continued on,


  “Gabrielle!” she heard Robert roar for her to halt.


  Stopping from the sheer force of his command, she stared down at the two brothers. Tony stood at bottom of the stairs, Robert was at the library door.


  “I want to apologize, Gabrielle,” Tony announced without an ounce of mockery.


  “Oh? Why would you do that?” she replied, bewildered.


  “Because I mean it.”


  “I’m not sure I believe you,” she replied. “Or are you trying to say that it was Dante telling you to bait me?”


  “Actually it was my brother that suggested I apologize,” Tony said. “Seems he found my behavior this afternoon more beastly than your own. On reflection, I see he is likely right.”


  Gabrielle stared from Tony to Robert, to Tony again.


  “Please let’s make amends. This is Christmas, and I wouldn’t want to have our relationship so testy—especially when it seems my brother holds you in such high regard.”


  Her glance at Robert will filled with a renewed erotic charge. It was only the humiliating last hour bridling her desire for him. The ache in her ass was sweet and painful, its powerful jolts at any turn of her body made every mixed feeling for the man more acute.


  “Your apology is accepted,” she said, looking back at Tony. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need a few minutes to rest.”


  “By all means. I’ll look forward to seeing you at the tree.”


  She smiled, just to be kind, and without giving either man another glance continued on her way to her room.


  


  Gabrielle was about to burst into tears and fling herself to the bed for a good cry as soon as she banged her bedroom door behind her. Instead, she stopped abruptly on the way to her pillow seeing a dress laid out on the velvet comforter. There was an ivory envelope lying on top of it. On opening the note she read the message.


  I didn’t think you had anything to wear for our Christmas celebration. I hope you’ll like this. R.


  


  Gabrielle’s Diary—December 24th


  Confusion ….


  I’m writing because I can’t cry, and I know I’m so bottled up I’m going to do something completely stupid tonight. This afternoon has left its mark. In fact, twelve of them. Several places Dante’s cane cut so hard there are going to be welts for days—but isn’t it strange that every time I feel their tenderness, or see the startling picture of them in the mirror, I see Dante thrashing that cane on me again—alone. The humiliation was the worst of it—having that ass of a brother of his poke daggers into my side, like he was trying to see how much I could take before I’d break.


  I know Dante would say I deserved the caning, and I probably did because I was so pissy these last few days. What bothers me most is that now he knows how much I care about him, and I’m so afraid I’m way over my head in lust, thinking it’s some real version of love.


  He told me he loves me, but do I trust that? He’s a hell of a man with his affection. And now this dress and the shoes. What is he trying to tell me? I’m feeling like a scared rabbit, dazedly running around my life having no idea what direction it’s taking. I’m way too consumed by this confusion, but I admit, I’m hopelessly lost.


  I wish there was someone I could talk to, but Sasha just thinks that Dante’s molding me into a responsible woman, and Penny is off in her own world with Hunter. Though she might understand what I’m going through I don’t really like the idea of talking to her about Dante—not with the weird past they seem to share. I actually think Dante himself might be the only person that understands, but I’m sure as hell not going to make more personal revelations to him. I’d be a blushing idiot by the time I spit out my first thought. g.


  


  ***


  


  The black silk crepe was the most distinctly elegant dress Gabrielle had ever worn, and so like Robert Dante’s vision of femininity. It was simple with long slim sleeves, a neckline cutting low across her breasts, a draping back and a close fitting skirt that came to her ankles, with a deep slit that stopped just below her bottom. There had been an undergarment lying on the bed underneath the dress. It fit her body like skin and cupped her breasts into a full cleavage—one voluptuous enough for to her to do a double take seeing a more well-endowed woman than she remembered herself to be. The heels he chose were much higher than anything she’d worn since she returned to Robert’s house after the fiasco in New York.


  Gabrielle wore the small gold earrings she wore everyday—simple ones, but all she had after Robert confiscated her crazy collection of oddball jewelry. Yet, pinning her hair up off her shoulders into a loose bun, she knew she displayed a sensual loveliness that would bring the awed stares of an entire room. She shrunk back as she glanced in the mirror, wanting to disturb the picture of herself in some way, but then stopped the impulsive move. Seeing the stray curls that framed her face and the mellow beauty of her youthful eyes, she was tempted to cry.


  Instead, she practiced smiling—then made a twisted funny face at herself and bolted from the room. In her haste, she stumbled going down the stairs. The high heels made for dangerous walking—another of Dante’s tricks, she was sure. She would have to walk like a lady, not a sullen teenager, and so she did.


  Robert was in the foyer when she descended the stairs. He’d been greeting other guests—the house staff, Penny, Hunter and two older women that just arrived from the mainland, Robert’s aunts. As Gabrielle reached the bottom stair, he was there to take her hand like a gracious host. A half-dozen pairs of eyes watched them both, and she smiled self-consciously, thinking the smile must look plastered on her face.


  As Robert led his guests into the greatroom, she was on his arm, his mouth at her ear whispering, “Don’t look so nervous. The cane’s been put away for the night.”


  Trembling regardless, she walked beside him, his hand at her ass with a meaningful caress.


  “I feel like there’s a rod stuck up my butt,” she whispered through her smile.


  Robert smiled and brushed her cheek lightly with his lips as he led her to a straight-backed chair. “You look like heaven,” he said, and she was left sitting between one old aunt and the cook’s husband, a raspy gentleman in a brown corduroy coat and bright red Christmas vest covering his ample belly.


  Robert’s Christmas tree was covered with lights in the shape of tiny white and gold stars, with a hundreds of ornaments in bright crimson, green and gold. A garland of holly trimmed it from the base to the very top, as it reached high toward the domed center of the most formal room of Foxglove house. Candles glowed around the room softening the brilliance, and Gabrielle’s dark eyes danced in that amber light as she stared into the vast beauty, wholly in awe. She watched as Robert played Santa Clause, bestowing gifts to each person in the room. She opened a book of poetry from Sasha with a note inside about the increased value of her trust fund. Then, tearing away at the paper on a gift from Penny, she found a bottle of perfume—Penny’s favorite. The blonde woman looked especially lovely, her face blooming like a new pink rose. Hunter was beside her exuding a visage of authority, his hand noticeably fixed to her the entire evening. If not about her waist, when she sat that hand was on her shoulder making the two look like a master and his humble mistress, a gentleman with his maid.


  There were just a few gifts remaining under the tree when Robert approached Gabrielle with a small box in his hand. Afraid to take it as he offered it to her, she stared at him for some time.


  “It’s yours,” he said quietly.


  Nervously taking the gold-papered gift from his hand, her fingers grazed his warm palm and she shuddered. She had to look away from his eyes, they were dangerously intent even while he smiled. Tugging at the tiny ribbons, the satin gave way and the box opened with a hinge. Inside there were a pair of ruby earrings, each stone mounted in gold and flanked by small emeralds.


  “Robert!” She was breathless.


  He took them from her because she was trembling too much to do it herself. Briskly removing the simple gold hoops from her ears, he helped fix the rubies in place, all to the admiring wonder of the faces staring their way. Her wonder was as rich as theirs. And the look in Robert’s face was so absorbing, she had to turn aside after she whispered, “Thank you.”


  “They set off the dress, don’t you think?” he remarked as he backed away.


  “She’s as much a gem as they are,” Tony Dante exclaimed.


  Sasha turned the attention of the room to herself with an announcement that a late supper was nearly ready. Curiously, Robert’s former wife had become the unofficial hostess for the evening, something to make Gabrielle intensely jealous, while at the same time thankful Dante hadn’t expected it of her. The meal was more casual than some at Foxglove, probably because the company was so diverse and robust. The wine poured freely and the conversation merrily filled the air. Gabrielle ate and drank little because her stomach was so on edge, and wedged between Robert’s other aged aunt and Hunter, she had little to say and no one who would listen anyway.


  


  The evening seemed to die slowly away, guests retiring to their rooms and the staff disappearing to their homes. With nearly half the guests dispersed, Gabrielle was about to slip up the stairs to her room. She was exhausted from acting proper and looking beautiful—and still dying for one decent glimpse of Robert’s gift hanging heavily on her ears.


  While Dante showered her with a passionate reservoir of feeling in the fleeting minute his gift was unveiled, she hadn’t spoken to him the remainder of the night. Going from disregarded hireling to a glimmering trinket, the effect remained the same. She felt utterly alone—something for Robert Dante to do with as he pleased. Her desire for him, and perhaps his for her, was lost somewhere in the middle of a grand but orchestrated show. He’d become a generous and exhilarating host. But was he really that man? Or just the heartless prick prancing about in a suit of attitudes to charm the spirit and trick the eye?


  As Gabrielle reached the second floor balcony on her way to her room, Sasha accosted her.


  “I didn’t get to tell you how lovely you look,” she said, the comment sounding like little more than an afterthought.


  “No, you didn’t,” Gabrielle replied.


  Her sister looked alarmed.


  “Are you getting churlish again,” Sasha asked.


  “Oh, good god, Sasha, I don’t get churlish, I get bratty.”


  “I thought Robert cured you of that this afternoon.”


  “Oh, he told you about that?”


  “It was mentioned.”


  “I see. You seem rather chummy with him.”


  “It fills in the gaps, trust me, that is all. But …” she looked very stern, “be careful of him. I’m not sure he’s really the type of man you need. He’s a thorough and grand disciplinarian—which is his expressed function in your life—but I’m not so sure you could take his vigorous style for any long period of time.”


  “Is that because you failed?”


  “I failed at nothing.” She looked annoyed. “I just don’t want to see you strain yourself for a man who has little but his discipline to offer you. For your creative inclinations there are places more suited to your temperament. There’s a school in New York I thought might be perfect when you’re finished here in June.”


  “Finished here? I didn’t know there was an ending date?”


  “It’s as Robert and I discussed before you came. You wouldn’t want to impose on him longer.”


  “What if he doesn’t think it’s an imposition?”


  “Sweetie, you sound as though you’ve fallen for the man.” Sasha looked at her with a cloying expression of pity. Stroking her face, her touch was gentle, though her words were inclined to bite. “You don’t want to turn into a sniveling Penny, do you?”


  Gabrielle didn’t have an answer, and her mind was too in a whir to function well. Sasha continued to look worried.


  “I’d guard against too much feeling, Gabby. And I probably shouldn’t say this since I’d rather not undermine his efforts with you, but Robert has never been a very faithful man. He doesn’t see fidelity as much of a virtue as most women do.”


  “Maybe you don’t know him as well as you think. At least not now,” Gabrielle offered.


  Sasha shrugged. “Perhaps. But I should get going. Robert asked me to join him for brandy in his dressing room. I’m going to change into something more comfortable.”


  Dropping her skepticism like a self-guiding missile, the distrust lodged where it was aimed, sending Gabrielle to her room more afraid than ever to let her desire for Dante loose.


  


  Well after midnight, Gabrielle lay in bed, her mind miserably scrambled, unable to ease into sleep. When the door creaked, she turned toward the sound, viewing the apparition emerging from inside the dark hallway. Dante. He strolled into the room not trying to be quiet.


  “Please don’t,” she whispered, as she gazed at him undoing his bathrobe as he hovered over her.


  “No?” he looked down at her, seeing her expression in the moonlight.


  “Not after you’ve just made love to my sister.”


  “Is that what you think?” he eyed her amusedly. “I suppose that witch of a sister is telling tales again.”


  Now she felt stupid, though she still wasn’t sure he was being sincere. To her dismay, however, her body beneath the covers heaved within, too much for him not to notice.


  “You’ve been ignored and reviled, humiliated—scorned and played like a gullible child, Gabrielle. But you’re not a child. And though it was a bit of an act—and a very good one you played tonight—you proved yourself to be an enchanting woman of grace. You can believe I love you just as I told you before, or you can believe everything else your creative mind is manufacturing.”


  He sat on the bed beside her, his robe falling open so she could see his naturally tanned chest, the definition of muscles that contained so much authority and power within them. Gabrielle’s legs were beginning to spread wishing for his entrance within her. Her hands grasped the covers tightly but began to ease as he placed his palm against her face and brought his lips to hers. A hundred seconds ticked by, any one good enough to lodge another protest and he would have left. But the sexual tension was too great, the fire too hot, the eyes too fixed, and their hearts beating too rapidly.


  Pushing away the covers with her hand, she drew her legs up as he placed his hand on her bare crotch and began to swim inside the sensations flooding end to end in her body. Where his response had been tentative at the piano, he led this time with a full roar of need and desire, falling into her with his stiffness at the center of her crotch, riding her hard and tenderly, while shudder after shudder rocked every excited nerve enflamed within her. He grasped for her caned ass, sensations storming through her wildly with his touch to the tender cane-bitten flesh.


  She moaned viciously, bit at his neck, loved him with hands flying lovingly in desperation over his skin. What crime was it to give him everything she had? If she were nothing but his created sexual bauble, it wouldn’t be the most devastating offense of her life. This one she knew she did for love. And if he was false, then he had a masterfully deceiving heart.


  Dante’s kisses covered her face and lips, his tongue pressed into her, his hand worked like magic raising one, then two, then three orgasmic peaks. Her mouth slipped over his erection, her cunt bore it happily, hard as it pounded, and her ass accepted the breach, knowing this new heaven to be more delicious than the others. When she finally cleaned his cum away from the spent cock, she then lay with him happily exhausted and they fell asleep tucked inside the thick comforters of her small bed. Their sleep was sound.


  


  In the morning, Robert kissed her ear to awaken her. “I have to go see to a few things,” he said.


  “You do?” she looked fearful.


  “You still don’t trust me, do you?” he said.


  “I really don’t know,” she answered.


  He let out a playful humph, and smiled kindly. “This might not help. It might make you even more suspicious, but it is honestly given,” he said. Reaching inside the pocket of his fallen robe, he withdrew a box like the one that contained the ruby earrings. Pulling out the ring inside, he put it on her finger, “It belongs with the earrings and it belongs to you.”


  “Dante!” she bolted up upright, looking at the delicately glittering stones on her ring finger. “What is this supposed to mean?”


  “That I love you and I’m giving you this because I care about you.”


  “I haven’t given you a thing!” she said.


  “Ah, you gave me enough last night. You gave me your trust, your body, your loyalty and your obedience; that’s all I want.”


  “Not my love?”


  “I think I already have that, in spite of yourself.”


  He let her drape her arms around his neck. Held inside his embrace, she wondered if all the mixed emotion had become just one emotion, and all the crazy scattered thought had become just one thought, one declaration of love, that love returned.




  

  Chapter Nine


  


  Gabrielle wore his ring. And because she loved him with little reservation, her obedience to him became a less testy affair. That didn’t stop Robert from spanking her just for the fun of it, sometimes after dinner, often as a prelude to their lovemaking, and even once when he called her into his office at midday, pretending to fume over her poor performance on a math exam Penny had given her two days before.


  Up to that time, her education was solely on Penny’s shoulders and Robert let the two work out her classes and deal with her performance. Because she always managed to study herself back to a passing grade, Penny rarely mentioned her difficulties with math and science—even if they were painful frustrations for a woman who was so proficient at both subjects. “Just as long as she passes,” was all Robert cared about, and Gabrielle counted on him being too busy to realize how badly she’d failed her last exam. She’d make this one up as well.


  Yet, when Robert summoned her just after lunch one February afternoon, Gabrielle was immediately wary seeing an expression on Robert’s face she hadn’t seeing in weeks. He clutched a paper in his hand that was boldly marked by Penny’s red ink pen.


  “She said you’re flunking Calculus.”


  “Not really; that was just one test.”


  “And a pretty lousy one, I’d say.”


  “I’ll retake it,” she quipped lightly. Feeling amorous, she moved slyly to his side trying to inch her way into his lap.


  He pushed her back, changing her mood with his sour expression.


  “I promise, I’ll study hard.”


  “You’ll study all evening long and retake the test first thing in the morning.”


  “Dante, please. You’re making a mountain out of a tiny mole-hill,” she pouted like a kid, her eyes leading him on with a flirtatious twinkle.


  “You don’t think I’m serious, do you?”


  “Of course you are. And I’ll pass the test. Why is it so important to you now? I haven’t really failed anything yet.”


  “But you failed this test and it gives me every reason to spank you.”


  “As if you needed a reason to spank me?”


  “This time I wanted one,” he replied. Suddenly, she was over his lap, her skirt raised, her panties down and Robert’s hand was connecting with her jiggling bottom hard and fast.


  “Ouch, goddammit! That hurts!” she roared.


  “Good,” he said. “I like you suffering.”


  “You ass!” she shouted and that only inspired him more. He pelted her behind until it was blushing like a red summer rose, then suddenly stopping, he laid his hand on the hot flesh.


  “You’re going to study from now until morning,” he told her. “Now go to your room and get started.”


  “Why are you doing this? I had a hundred other things planned for today.”


  “Because I’m an ass,” he retorted.


  “You’re not an ass; you’re just acting like one.”


  “Same difference,” he said. Gabrielle couldn’t be sure if he was just kidding, the game for sport, or if he was serious—but he didn’t let her up until she understood she’d spend the remainder of her day in her room with her eyes glued to her math textbook.


  “You know, I don’t understand you!” she fumed as she left the library.


  “Keeps you on your toes, doesn’t it?” he quipped. His smile was insufferable.


  


  Gabrielle remained in her room from one in the afternoon until five, studying furiously. By five, bored to tears, she finally took the two flights of stairs to the library in search of her jailer, only to be told that Robert was in his room getting ready for a trip he’d be leaving on that night.


  “Leaving tonight?” She looked at the cook shocked.


  “That’s what he told me, Gabby. Maybe I’m wrong but…”


  She didn’t hear the last of the woman’s remarks. Out the door, she flew to the second floor and barged in on the man in his bedroom—a chancy breach of Foxglove etiquette. Gabrielle had never been in Robert’s private quarters.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “Finding out why you’re being such a bastard. You’re leaving tonight, and not telling me?”


  “Am I?”


  “Louise said as much.”


  “Since when does my schedule have to be approved by you?”


  Sensing his annoyance and a cool she’d not experienced in some time, she began to wonder why the unexpected change in attitude.


  “I suppose it doesn’t,” she conceded, “but you’ve totally changed in one day’s time and I want an explanation.”


  There was a sly twinkle in his eye. “Have I confused you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good. I don’t want you to get lax. I’m going away for about a week, and I don’t want the world around here falling apart while I’m gone.”


  “So being a jerk makes sense?”


  “Ah, I’m a jerk now,” he mocked. “You poor dear. How will you survive me, I’m not sure.” Moving toward her, he put his arms around her, holding her to him for some minutes, his hand stroking her hair. “You study for your test?”


  “Until I’m blue in the face.”


  “And you’re going to pass?”


  “Yes!”


  “Good. Go back to your room and I’ll be up after I’m packed.”


  “Really, what for?” She pushed away from him enough so she could look in his face.


  He had his hand on her ass, a cheek firmly gripped inside his fondling caress.


  “Ooo, that’s perfect,” she purred.


  “And if you want more you’d better scoot,” he advised.


  “Why not here?” she asked, looking around at the masculine surroundings of Robert’s rooms, the mahogany paneling, the fragrance of polish and leather, the massive bed surrounded by four tall posts, curtained in an amber velvet that looked like gold. Her eyes rested on a sleek cane that hung to one side of the bed, its ebony surface gleaming as the light reflected off it like a bolt of fire.


  “I have my reasons which I’m not going to explain now, and you’re not going to pry and you are going to get upstairs. That’s if you want this taken care of.” His hand fondled her more earnestly, reminding her of the spanking she had hours before.


  “Hey, I’m off,” she told him, disappearing from his arms and the room. She knew not to question him more, even if she were dying of curiosity about the sacred nature of his bedroom and why they never made love in the grand bed with the gold velvet curtain. Sasha had been there and even Penny, she suspected. Against what standard did she fail to measure up? What more could she do to make herself worthy in his eyes?


  With the same breath she desired to be Robert Dante’s perfect lover, her old self cringed in maddening irritation. She had reduced herself in a few months time to being a groveling, servile, acquiescent submissive. What was she doing to herself, she wondered, even as the roar of sexual anticipation sent her obediently to the top of the house dreaming of Dante with his handsome prick and the firm palm of his hand smacking her aching, quivering behind.


  


  He came for her just an hour later, silently. He crept inside as though he planned to surprise her. But she was sitting in her window seat looking out on the ocean, hearing each footfall and sensing his body as it moved closer with each step. With his hands on her shoulders, a shiver ran down her spine. Lifting her to her feet, he pulled her gently toward her reading chair, and pushed her over the end.


  Another spanking? she wondered.


  Watching from the corner of her eye, she saw him return to the doorpost and pull the strap from the wall. With him at her side again, she raised her dress carefully over her bottom. Her panties having been discarded after her first spanking that day, her bottom was naked, the skin as pale and soft as it had been when he took her over his knee after lunch.


  Launching the strap vigorously, he laid it on her ass a hard dozen times, enough to raise an immediate burn and a healthy pink glow on her flesh. She was not yet moaning, but the distress was becoming greater with each new smack. A dozen more smacks and he was finished, his hands descending on her backside, parting her cheeks, prodding her anus, priming the ungiving opening with a little pussy juice and three fingers until it relaxed enough to enter.


  His erection poised at the doorway, she pushed herself toward him and let him have her, taking all of his meaty penis as deeply as he desired to go. Her whimpers cheered him and his fast thrusts sent wicked shivers everywhere throughout her body. And when he climaxed, she was just moments away from her own orgasm—something he brought about as they pulled away from the chair and collapsed to her bed. She swayed against his fingers, yes, yes, yessssss,” her hissing voice melting into the sounds of their breath. Ah, more …” The delirious submission of body and soul was never quite so obvious to them both.


  “I’ll be returning in a week. Don’t go failing any tests, or doing anything stupid, or you’re likely to reap a burning ass that won’t be soothed for days. Nothing like this I assure you.”


  She wanted to argue with his warning, but she was too spent to say a word. Instead, she kissed him tenderly, and lingered in his arms until he had to leave for the mainland.


  



  Chapter Ten


  


  Robert clicked off the computer screen, slammed his hand against the desk and rising to his feet, stormed from the library toward Penny’s office off the kitchen corridor.


  “Where the hell is she!” he roared as he entered, seeing her desk empty other than several folders neatly placed on the top. She hadn’t been there all day and it was nearly noon.


  “I have no idea,” Gabrielle answered from her corner of the room. She assumed a meek and helpful pose, almost scared to tears seeing Robert’s fuming face.


  “What do you mean you don’t know? Was she here this morning?”


  “I didn’t see her.”


  “When did you come down?”


  “I guess it was nine.” She was supposed to begin her work by eight and this news annoyed him more.


  “She said nothing to you?”


  Gabrielle thought back.


  “She must be with Hunter. I sort of remember them talking about taking a day in the village, but I’m not sure which day they meant.”


  His scowl became more fused with anger, his look hardly focusing on her. Yet, for just a second, his vision seemed to clear and he eyed Gabrielle, her desk and the papers on it.


  “I’m too pissed right now to discuss it, but don’t think your ass isn’t going to have a date with my paddle for those last test scores.”


  “Dante, we have that handled,” she objected immediately.


  “I don’t think so,” he snapped. “Looks as though I’m going to have to take charge of your education too, with Penny neglecting everything. Tell me when she gets back.”


  Robert charged out of the office, slamming the door behind him.


  


  ***


  


  The tension in the library was especially prickly, the atmosphere filled with confusion, rage and fear.


  Penny’s eyes were lit half angrily, half penitently, as though she couldn’t decide which emotion to go with. Hunter stood some distance away, dispassionately appraising the scene as though it were more a curiosity than something that concerned him. Gabrielle looked on only because Robert deliberately ordered her into the library in the middle of the confrontation—for reasons that she did not understand. And Robert himself, accosted the blonde accountant with a day’s worth of unspent fury.


  “You have any idea how you compromised my business today? There was a stock market crisis and where is my broker, but playing with her lover like she’s on vacation.”


  “I had no idea,” Penny trembled with her eyes soft and pleading—something so easy for the often whimpering woman.


  “Of course you had no idea, because you weren’t here to know that the entire financial world has taken a miserable nose-dive—from which it may not recover for months. You took an unscheduled leave of absence which sent my fortunes, our fortunes, plunging hundreds of thousands in a matter of hours.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Of course you’re sorry. Of course you’d say that.” His face was troubled, his emotions uncharacteristically discontented. “I’d say this stunt provides me with a wealth of information about our future arrangements.”


  “Oh, but this isn’t the time to discuss that,” she chimed in, worriedly glancing at both Hunter and Gabrielle before her gaze returned to her furious employer.


  “Over it now,” he ordered, kicking his leather footstool into the center of the room.


  “Here? Now?”


  “Don’t argue, bitch!” His anger burned hot, a heat too high to measure. Gabrielle shrunk back against the library wall, trying to look as small as a mouse, unnoticed and forgotten. If Dante remembered his promise to punish her for her most recent exams, it would be a harrowing one with this much fueling his wrath. She would have preferred the cold side of the man as this hot-breathing dragon.


  “But what about Hunter?” Penny’s voice was almost a whisper.


  “What about Hunter?”


  “You haven’t punished me in months,” she reminded him.


  “And perhaps I should have been, seems Mr. McDonough’s discipline is far too filled with tenderness and sex.”


  Penny looked pleadingly toward her lover. “You’re not going to let him do this, are you?”


  “Do I have any choice?” he answered plainly.


  “Of course you do.”


  He shook his head. “I don’t think so. You compromised yourself today. Had I known you didn’t tell Robert about our trip, I would have blistered your ass myself. In fact, you might as well assume this is just a first of many today.”


  “No, please …” she cried despondently.


  “Knees on the stool,” Robert ordered impatiently. “What happens with Hunter is of no concern of mine.”


  Defeated, Penny followed his order, her body quaking miserably as her knees sank into the soft leather cushion. Striding across the room, Robert pulled a wooden paddle and thin rod from a nearby cabinet and returned to the woman’s side. Flinging her skirt from her ass, he tugged at her panties until the silk was ripped into shreds, the discarded remnants on the floor beside him. Then, leveling the paddle at the docile woman’s derriere he began smacking her ass. One would have thought the spanking would be a furious burst of anger, quickly applied and quickly over. But surprising Gabrielle and even Penny herself, Robert was precise and methodical. The paddle struck with a mighty sting, but one not so cruel that she couldn’t take plenty of it as successive strikes bounced off her plump behind. He paused frequently, just so the pain would subside for a few seconds and he could begin again with several more determined smacks. Her clenched cheeks turned pink, then red, then a savage scarlet.


  As the pain rose, Penny quaked all the more. Trying to ease the impact she wiggled about, though there was nothing that could soothe this treacherous ache. Finally as the paddle slowed, her agony began to subside and Penny was swaying with an erotic lewdness Gabrielle often felt at such a moment. The finish, however, was not erotic at all. Throwing the paddle to a chair, Robert retrieved the cane and proceeded to lay it on Penny’s hot cheeks twenty times—a devastating number.


  “Oooh, my gawd noooooo!” she blared loudly.


  Her cries were hot and anguished, her shrill voice difficult to listen to. Even Hunter winced seeing Robert pass right by the common dozen cuts, to lift his lover into a new realm of pain. Her bottom was raw and blistered, the welts angrily traced from the top of her ass to her thighs—five stripes etched into that most tender skin. Her howls were plaintive, though they hardly moved the man with the cane. He finished her off with a flourish, the last strike returning to the center of her ass with a cut so biting, she practically toppled off the stool.


  “Stay right there!” he ordered, then turning to Hunter, “Penny and I have things to discuss in private,” he said, “though you can be advised that she’ll be staying in the house for a while.”


  The man looked hardly moved. Nodding, he left the room while Robert moved toward Gabrielle as she stood shivering, nervously eyeing Penny’s wounded rear.


  “And you,” he said, eyes clutching hers as though he dared her gaze to waver, “go to your room. I’ll attend you shortly. I won’t have the women in this house behaving like reckless fools, neither of you.”


  She stood frozen with fear, her fixed eyes wide with horror and confusion.


  “Go, go now!” he boomed, inspiring her flight.


  Taking off quickly, she was out of the library in seconds.


  


  Huddled in the corner of her window seat Gabrielle looked for comfort as she watched the relentlessly pounding ocean below.


  When she stared back at the bed, she shuddered with fright, thinking of Dante. Any trace of the passionate lover that often slept in her bed, and playfully teased her otherwise, had vanished, leaving Gabrielle to wonder if his affections had all just been a joke. This monster was like some creature arising out of the darkness, spreading wrath to every corner of his hallowed territory, winding its way about all its inhabitants.


  


  Gabrielle’s diary—March 6th


  This is like hell …


  He changes easily. I’m seduced and loved one minute, terrified the next. I can’t even think—not knowing what this afternoon means, what that wicked scene with Penny Buckingham is supposed to tell me about them. She seems to have a hold on him as fixedly solid as the one he has over her. I don’t like the feel of it, like I’m being lied to. I feel as much on the outside as I did after Sasha burned my ears with her insinuations on Christmas Eve. If I’m going to have him, I want him all to myself, but I’m afraid that’s not going to happen. Makes me think again of Sash’s warning about his fidelity. Maybe I’m naïve to assume he’ll love just me.


  I wish I could leave here for just an hour. Even an hour’s walk on the beach, but fat chance he’ll allow me that much freedom as furious as he is. This view is some comfort. The sun is gone from the sky, and there’s hardly a bit of light except for the rising stars. They twinkle between the clouds swirling overhead. There’s supposed to be a storm coming this way. Sounds a lot like my life, clouds and storms and the occasional hint of sun. I knew the peace I had for the last month wouldn’t last, but I had no idea that it would be someone other than me shaking the world and turning Dante on edge. I think I could learn to hate the priss Miss Buckingham. Why does he want her back in his house, when it seems perfectly reasonable for her to remain with Hunter? Why is it so important that he punish her, which Hunter could do as well?


  Damn! This is just going over and over in my head so I don’t think it will ever stop. g.


  


  ***


  


  Later that evening, Robert brought Gabrielle a tray of food. So, he did notice I didn’t come down for dinner, she thought to herself when she saw his face above the steaming meal. It was a pleasant surprise, especially seeing the calmer look in his eyes. Even so, she expected he’d have her burning hotly before he left her for the night.


  While she ate, Robert looked at her kindly. Is he trying to make amends? she wondered.


  “As long as you retake those tests and pass them with A’s you’ll have a reprieve this time,” he finally announced. “I’m too worn out to punish you properly.” The surprising turnaround startled her. He did look weary, his face showing signs of distress that went far beyond her knowledge.


  Putting her tray aside, she reached out to stroke his face. “Oh, Dante, thank you,” purred contentedly. “I’ll pass, I promise.”


  “That’s what I like to hear,” he almost smiled. “A little order restored to my realm.”


  “Maybe if you weren’t such an exacting man these things wouldn’t become so important.”


  “Being exacting is who I am, why Penny thrives here and why you do too.”


  “But you place a burden on us all.”


  “And if I didn’t, you’d learn nothing. It may be a game we agree to play, but it’s important to everyone here.”


  No, the man will never waver, Gabrielle mused to herself. She kissed his cheek and then his lips. “Maybe you want to spend the night here?” she suggested.


  “You’d like that, I’m sure, and so would I. But I have a mountain of work to go over if I’m going to settle the mess my broker left me with.”


  “Maybe later?”


  “Maybe tomorrow. Now bury your face in those books, and pass those tests with A’s, or I’ll give you twice the whipping I originally planned.”


  He left with a smile on his face, as a pleasant one appeared on hers.


  What a miraculous end to a horrifying day, she thought as he disappeared out the door. She was still disturbed over the incident with Penny, but her heart settled into a more comforting beat and her eyes were spilling tears of relief.


  


  ***


  


  Penny, once again a boarder in Foxglove house, often sat at her desk with an oddly whimsical look on her face. Gabrielle assumed the woman was thinking of Hunter. But this strange affair was so disturbing, she was unable to contain her mounting curiosity.


  “He won’t even let you sleep with him?” she finally blurted out after several days waiting for an explanation of these mysterious circumstances.


  “What was that?” She’d shaken the woman from her daydream.


  “Dante won’t let you sleep with Hunter?” Gabrielle repeated.


  “Oh, I’m not really sure. But it will blow over,” she tried smiling as she answered.


  “I don’t understand why you put up with him,” she shot back.


  “You do,” she answered as saucily.


  “But why? What makes you snap at the sound of his voice and leave the man you love just because this one barks at you?”


  Penny’s bemused expression suggested she was disturbed by the question.


  “I don’t have much choice,” she finally answered.


  “Why not? Why don’t you have a choice? What is this deep dark secret between you and Dante? Am I the only one that doesn’t know? Sometimes I feel like a mouse with a piece of cheese dangling over my head, but it never gets any closer.”


  “I don’t think you want to know the details,” Penny tried cutting her off.


  “Yes, I do want to know. And you’re going to tell me.”


  Penny stared at her wearily for some minutes. The softness in her face had almost disappeared over the past few days. Their stare-down was heated, some vehemence surfacing in both women. This was the kind of confrontation she expected with Sasha, but certainly not Penny.


  “I’m married, Gabrielle,” she finally spit out, “to Robert.”


  “You’re what!”


  “Oh, the marriage isn’t want it used to be, but we are still man and wife. In that regard, he has every right to demand I sleep in this house.”


  “You’re married!” The shock was still not registering, but Gabrielle’s stomach turned instantly sour and her whole head felt as if someone were beating it with a hammer.


  “Yes, we’re married, and have been for five years,” she went on, as Gabrielle listened in a dreamy detached state of disbelief and hostility. Everything had turned upside-down.


  “It’s not like it was when we were first together,” she went on to explain “I did some things that Robert hasn’t forgiven me for—he likely never will, but yes, we’re still married.”


  “And you live with him, or live with Hunter, and what? Sleep with them both?” Her breath was short and she fought valiantly to defeat the tears burning her eyes.


  “We’ve made accommodations.”


  “Accommodations,” she spit out bitterly. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “We need each other. I work for him as his stockbroker—which you can guess makes for a very entangled financial agreement. In turn, Robert disciplines me.”


  “Not Hunter?”


  “Hunter executes his orders. But ultimately I’m still part of Robert’s domain.”


  “And this “break-up” you had with him—does that mean that you don’t have sex anymore? Is that why you went to Hunter?”


  “Not really.”


  “Not really what?”


  “As Robert’s wife, he has a right to have me anytime he wants.”


  “So he still fucks you too!”


  “No, no, you have that wrong.”


  “No, I think I have everything right,” she said rising to her feet. Gabrielle wasn’t listening anymore—not even with her inner ears. With the reality cutting like a knife driven into her gut, she couldn’t stomach another shocking thing from this silly woman’s mouth.


  “Here I thought I was such a sleazy creature. I feel like a hymn-singing angel, having just been pulled into the devil’s nightmare.” She bolted for the door, with Penny looking dazed. After the door slammed in the blonde’s face, she finally flew after the retreating woman.


  “Gabby stop!” she shouted for her, but the wounded young woman wasn’t turning around.


  


  Racing to the top of the back stairs, and down the hall, by the time Gabrielle reached the third floor staircase she realized Penny had given up the pursuit. Wasn’t that just perfect? There was no defense; there was nothing more to say. That was all right with her anyway; she wasn’t about to listen to more of the woman’s repulsive disclosures. Closing the door behind her, she locked it from the inside as though that could close out the deviant world below her.


  What had she signed on to by coming to this house? She was happily sleeping with a married man, while the wife was screwing his best friend. They’d become his submissive sluts all under the guise of love and righteous discipline. They were crazy as loons and so was she!


  


  Gabrielle’s Diary—March 13th


  What else can I say …


  I’ve been kidding myself about this. I don’t trust him and I don’t trust myself. I have to get out of here, off this island, out Dante’s world, away from Dante’s fire. Maybe then, I’ll think more clearly. g.


  


  ***


  


  The office door opened, banging rudely on its hinges. It bounced back, ricocheting off Robert’s hand.


  “Where’s Gabrielle?” he demanded to know.


  “I’m not sure,” Penny replied absently, hardly taking her eyes from the computer screen. “Maybe she stepped out for a walk.”


  “On a night like this?” His annoyance increased.


  She shrugged. “Have you tried her room?”


  “Yes, I’ve tried her room. What is this, you two have a fight?”


  She looked up. “Fight? We don’t fight. Why would we?”


  “You’re keeping something from me, Penny,” he leveled her with glaring eyes. You need my belt on your ass to get you talking?”


  She shuddered, knowing how her ass was still recuperating from the caning nearly one week old. “Gabby was upset this morning,” she finally answered him.


  “Why’s that?”


  “She asked about our arrangement.”


  “Our arrangement? And what did you tell her?”


  “That we’re married.”


  He looked more amazed than angry. “What purpose did that serve when our divorce is final in days?”


  “It explained why you have the right to order me around, why I’m obliged to obey you. That was troubling her.”


  “A lot of other things explain that too. So you upset her?”


  Try as she might to sound noble, her own heart was anxious knowing that Gabrielle was not in the house. She honestly had no idea where the girl had gone, though she was sure it had to do with the revelations that morning.


  “She walked out on me before I could explain it all—about the divorce and how we haven’t slept together since before she arrived.”


  “So, she thinks I still screw you?” His words leapt forward like thunder rumbling before a storm.


  “Or maybe even make love.”


  “You left her thinking that?” He was dazed.


  “I was hurt, by you and by Gabrielle’s affection for you … and because you love her—not me. I should have been more careful with what I said …”


  “You damn well should have been,” he shot back. He paced the office for a few minutes while Penny stared wonderingly at him. “I’d like you out of the house tonight,” he finally decided. “Go to Hunter, if he’ll have you. As for our business arrangement, that’s over too.”


  When he left her, the tears began, and so too the relief. Maybe this was as it should be. They were at an end at last.




  Chapter Eleven


  


  Robert searched out Hunter, finding him at the dock, tying the boat down against the strong gale blowing their way.


  “Do you know where she is?” he shouted to him over the roar of the wind.


  “Gabrielle?”


  “Yes, Gabrielle.”


  “Maybe she took the dinghy up the island.” He pointed north.


  “You saw her go?” A fierce blast dislodged his hair from the ponytail, flinging it about his face. He squinted because it was so difficult to see.


  “No, I didn’t see her go, but the boat’s gone. What else?”


  “You didn’t go after her?”


  “I didn’t know she was missing. It’s a bloomin’ idiotic thing for her to do. You don’t give her twenty with the cane for this—if she survives—I will.”


  “Don’t worry, it’s all adding up.” He hopped in the boat next to Hunter and revved the engine. Turning the craft about in the icy waters, it made its way along the shoreline.


  This is getting treacherous out here,” Hunter pointed out the obvious.


  “Yes it is,” Robert grimly replied. His eyes were fixed on the shore and the shallow waters. He didn’t think to look toward the mainland, certainly she wasn’t foolish enough to cross the channel in the small skiff.


  A mile north, Robert sighed relieved, seeing the small boat bobbing against the post of an old wooden dock. On land he spotted a faint flickering light from the shack at the top of the rise. It was only logical she was there, but then, was Gabrielle logical at all?


  “You want me to wait?” Hunter asked, as Robert jumped out.


  “No,” he replied shaking his head. “You’re going to need to take care of Penny, because I’m not anymore.” Leaving Hunter, he took the beach to the base of the cliffs. There was a steep incline to the top of the ten-foot bluff, the stairs having washed away years before. He climbed agilely toward the top despite the unstable footing.


  Robert considered the island his impassable fortress against the world, not a place for leisurely hiking—except perhaps on calm summer days. It was still winter, and the bitter cold bit right through the Navy pea coat he threw over his shoulders when he left the house. Keeping his sights on the candle burning against the steamy window, he pressed his shoulder against the wind and moved closer toward the battered cottage. She was there, unless some vagrant supplanted her. Though last he knew, the island was free of trespassers.


  Pushing at the cottage door, he was anxious to find her safe on the other side, but when the door didn’t give, he pounded it hard with his fist. Hearing scuffling from inside, his impatience rose, until the door opened and Gabrielle’s face appeared bathed in shadows.


  “Dammit, I’m glad you’re safe,” he exclaimed pushing his way inside and grabbing for her with his outstretched arms.


  She seemed frozen against him, shivering nervously, like a frightened rabbit cornered in the woods. Despite what seemed like relief flooding through the scared young woman, she pulled herself from his embrace and stared up at him angrily.


  “Don’t even try to woo me back to you,” she spit out.


  “I don’t have to,” he charged right back.


  “No, you’ve got it wrong this time.”


  “Just like you have it wrong, like you refused to listen to all the facts.”


  “The fact is you’re married, screwing your wife, while keeping a naïve and ignorant slut with whorish inclinations practically locked in a tower, bound by your bizarre ability to dominate women.”


  Robert cocked his head, a beguiling smirk on his lips. “The facts are Gabrielle, my marriage was over two years ago, the divorce will be final in ten days, and I stopped screwing my wife eight months ago, before you arrived at Foxglove.”


  Gabrielle stood motionless trying not to let his explanation get inside her.


  “You tell me this now. Why not months ago?”


  “If I’ve harmed you by these omissions, I’m truly sorry. But I haven’t considered my marriage anything but a business arrangement for so long, it hardly seemed necessary to mention with our divorce almost final. I’m sorry I let Penny get under my skin the day she deserted my business—and that you saw the results. I know that confused you. I should have taken her abandonment as a sign that she wanted out for good—Penny’s never been good at letting go of anything, including me. Even when she’s rebelling, she keeps that one foot in the door. I should have seen her behavior for the sign that it was, but instead I was hell-bent on revenge. That revenge hurt you and us.”


  Gabrielle tried absorbing each word he earnestly spoke, but his monologue was so far from what she expected—so like a fantasy she might have manufactured in her dreams—she could hardly take in the full meaning of what he was saying.


  “Yes, it did hurt us.”


  “Penny did a reprehensible thing telling you half the truth and letting you assume the worst. I’m sure she loves Hunter deeply, but I think even this morning when you spoke with her, she was feeling burned by what she saw in you, that she couldn’t have for herself. I’m sorry you had to find out this way.”


  “You’re really sorry?”


  “I am.”


  “I suppose this makes you very human,” she said.


  “Did I ever say I wasn’t?”


  She shook her head ‘no’ and backed away, plopping down on the sagging couch. Sitting huddled in one corner, she found the fabric still warm from her body heat, though she was exceedingly cold. What could she say? What did she have a right to feel?


  “Trust me, Gabrielle,” he continued, moving close, dropping to the couch beside her. “Trust me to love you, to be faithful, to contain you and discipline you and adore you. I want nothing but that.”


  “Sometimes I believe you, but sometimes this island and the way you live your life make it very hard. I mean, if all you say is true, I wonder why, if you love me so much, I’ve never been with you in your room and slept in your bed. What more do I have to do to earn the right?”


  “I’m old-fashioned about some things, Gabrielle. I don’t want you there until you’re my wife. I don’t want to give you cuts of that cane until you’ve given everything of yourself to me… and I’ve made my vows to you in return. I’m sure Sasha has told you lots of stories about my infidelity—and most are likely true. But she only knows the man I was fifteen years ago. A lot has changed since then.”


  She kept her silence, studying his face carefully for some flaw, something more to accuse him, but all her excuses for holding back were disappearing one by one.


  He started to rise to his feet. “You can continue with this emotional mutiny, or you can come home. Take it or leave it. That may sound callous, but trust me, I’ll be heartbroken if you refuse my offer. I don’t know when I’ve loved any woman as I love you.”


  There was not one thing more she could ask of him that he hadn’t given her. So like him to anticipate all her questions and all her fears, to fashion a reply that would destroy any argument that might remain. How could any man be so perfect, and yet display such vulnerability?


  “You clobber me, you know that?”


  “Clobber?”


  “Like you have this perfect intuition and can read my heart. And I hate it!” She drew her knees into her chest and hugged them with her arms.


  Robert shrugged effortlessly, and moving toward the cupboard below the cottage sink, he rummaged around inside finally pulling out a bottle of brandy.


  “I always keep this here, just in case,” he said. Two shot glasses followed and sitting at the kitchen chair just opposite his hostile lover, he poured the spirits, handing her one glass and downing his own in one gulp. “Drink. It will warm you up.”


  Gabrielle smoldered in silence, though it was more an internal feeling than one written in her facial expression or body language. She still hugged her knees with her arms, but that was simply out of fear that she would give in too easily. She did obey him, letting the brandy burn her throat quickly.


  She pressed her glass to the table. “You know we could just get drunk and pretend none of this ever happened.”


  “We could,” he agreed. He poured them both another, which quickly disappeared. The third shot went down as easily, but he stopped there, setting the bottle out of the way. Letting his gaze rest on her, he waited for her to speak.


  “I suppose running off tonight has you pissed?” she wondered aloud.


  “It was thoughtless, rash and a dangerous risk. But it was also a cry of hurt and an appeal for help. If you really wanted to end your stay with me, if you are really as repulsed as you say, then you would have stayed at Foxglove, calmly dismissing me, having your bags packed for the morning ferry ride. Your pleas were riding on the coattails of this passionate flight.”


  “So, all that means, if I decide to stay, you’re going to whip my ass?” she concluded.


  “I don’t really think you need me to answer that question. But as long as you ask, yes. You won’t be sitting comfortably for some time.”


  “Some time?”


  “Days, Gabrielle. Maybe a week or two.”


  “Even if it was half your fault for being less than honest with me?


  “Why would that stop me? I certainly didn’t go running off putting my life in danger, and worrying everyone that cares about me. It’s a habit you’re going to break.”


  She bit her lip. “May I have another brandy?”


  Robert pulled out the bottle and pushed it toward her. “Pour us both another.”


  She could feel herself relent. His eyes, the way they focused on her, it was only a matter of time. Yet while she had him in this standoff, the erotic thrill of it was extraordinarily pleasant. No man had ever been this blunt with her, this honest, or this loving. She’d pay for the privilege of having him, but at least for a few more minutes she’d bask in the memory of his memorable confession and tell herself it was true.


  


  ***


  


  There was an eerie stillness about Hunter McDonough’s stone cottage.


  Penny knocked on the door, reminiscent of the many times she knocked for him in the months that preceded their brief living arrangement. The house rang silent, as though it were empty of everything, though she could see his familiar furniture through the window. It had only been a week since she was ordered back to the estate house, but it seemed like a year in her memory. Feeling a chill not finding Hunter at home, Penny worried that she wouldn’t have a place to spend the night. No, Robert wouldn’t be cruel enough to make her sleep in the cold, but with no man to go to, she was utterly lost.


  About to turn back, Penny suddenly jumped frightened as two palms grabbed her shoulders and she jerked. She turned around relieved to see Hunter, not some hobgoblin.


  “Oh, I’m so glad you’re here. Robert ordered me out of the house. I can stay here, can’t I?”


  Hunter moved beyond her to the front door of his cottage and opened it. It wasn’t locked. “Come on,” he said, motioning her inside. “Seems you finally figured out where you belong.”


  “Oh! I have. I did weeks ago, but then all this nonsense.” She was relieved to be close to him again. Though his arms did not embrace her and their lips didn’t meet, she could sense that she was home.


  While Hunter moved inside the house, Penny remained near the entrance watching him.


  “So, you’re done with Robert Dante for good?”


  “I am. I swear.”


  “And we can be permanent?”


  “Yes. Very permanent.”


  “Good. Then we’ll be moving off the island as soon as I can make other arrangements. Living so close to Robert will do nothing but drain you.” He waited for her reaction, seeing her wince.


  “You’re sure that’s necessary?”


  “I don’t think it would be a good idea to make a fool of yourself again, little one,” he said kindly. “Robert can make his millions with another stockbroker, and make love to another wife. If you stay with me, you give him up completely.”


  “Oh, it’s over,” she vowed. “That I promise.”


  “You’ve promised things before.”


  “But he’s thrown me out and I have nowhere to go.”


  “Then this is a promise of convenience?” he suggested.


  “No, it’s a promise based on love.”


  She was enamored by the immovable man, but how to prove to him she was serious? There were few things she could do that would convince him, and the only one that seemed fitting was one that would cause a great deal of pain. Quickly deciding it was foolish to waste more time, she strode purposefully beyond the man, seeking out a proper implement for her punishment. He hadn’t laid a hand on her since before the caning she took from Robert, and she missed him, more than she ever missed Robert. What freedom that was—freedom from the captivity of her heart.


  She found Hunter’s wooden paddle in the closet where he kept a few punishment tools. Then reaching behind the cabinet, she felt for the cane he kept there. Having both implements in her hand, she returned to his side. “How about we get on with this?” she suggested.


  His expression lightened. “I guess we’d better.”


  To Penny’s surprise, Hunter led her by the arm, up the stairs of the stone cottage to the room at the top—his bedroom. The angular, sloping ceiling made the room look much smaller than it was, though it was adequate to hold his large bed, a dresser, chair and small writing table. Penny almost smiled seeing the familiar surroundings she associated with love, not the disciplinary part of her affair with Hunter. She wondered if being spanked and caned in this room might somehow change their moments in bed, but that was a moot point. Hunter would have his way and she’d submit. There’d be no way she’d balk this time.


  Suddenly spying a curious device sitting in the corner of the room, Penny jumped back frightened. She’d never seen one of these before, but she knew immediately how the apparatus would be used. It was a spanking bench with a padded bar at the base for her to kneel on, and a hard wood bench over which to drape her torso. There were adjustable pegs to lower the forward end so that her ass would be elevated, her head nearly touching the floor. Unable to edit the picture flashing through her mind, she saw her naked ass wiggle, her pubis exposed, her legs so widely stretched that even her puckering anus was displayed before him.


  “This is for me, isn’t it?”


  “Didn’t take much to figure that out,” he said.


  For the first time since she stepped into his house, she was trembling fearfully. Why this should seem so awesome to her, she wasn’t certain. Perhaps it was the leather straps at the four corners of the apparatus that suggested she’d be bound as well. It wasn’t often that bondage accompanied a punishment; Robert rarely demanded it, but every time it only added a new dimension of fear that bordered on terrifying. Her lover knew this.


  “Hunter, must you?” she whimpered softly.


  “Scares you, doesn’t it?”


  “It does.”


  He seemed almost compassionate, but he wasn’t changing his plans.


  “Then I’d suggest we get beyond it, Penny, because for a woman of your temperament, I think it’s perfectly suitable.” His voice turned stern and his eyes became more fixed. “Take off your clothes.


  “Naked too?” she asked.


  “Naked,” he said nodding.


  The sight of the implements in his hand was torturous, but looking at the spanking bench was even worse. Finally obeying his instructions, she nervously began to disrobe. Drawing her dress over her head, she was clothed only in the corset, stockings and panties.


  “Those too. They’re Robert’s choice, not mine.” The shudder ran deep—her heart pounding so furiously she thought it might jump from her chest. She felt more like a naughty child than a woman with her lover, and that was a very important part of her punishment ritual. Hunter seemed to understand her anxiety and her need, though he remained immovable, staring at her patiently with his eyes focused keenly on her trembling form, waiting, knowing she would obey. Staring back at him, her hands finally went to the lace edge of her bikini panties and lifted the filmy underwear with her fingers, pushing them over her hips. Letting them drop to the floor, she then unfastened the garters and eased each stocking down a leg until there was nothing but the corset about her waist. Struggling to undo the hooks and eyes, she had that free as well, lying limply at her side. Looking at her lover, every bone in her body quaked with anticipation. Her hands were cold and clammy and she blushed as though there were a dozen pairs of eyes, not just one familiar pair viewing her nude form.


  Standing for some moments unable to move, she finally forced herself to the bench and knelt at its base as though she was about to pray. Pray she did. This submission was startling. He’d made this spanking bench for her with his own hands—she recognized the fine handiwork of the piece. It was such a fixed thing, fashioned as a chilling reminder that she required the kind of harsh discipline the device implied.


  Forced to open her thighs wide in order to straddle the bench, she found the pending vulnerability daunting. Her sex was aroused—the juice at her pubis attesting to that fact. Yet equally arousing was her feeling of utter shame this submissive pose required. Bending forward, she let her tummy rest on the cool wooden surface and grabbed for a forward bar to hold on to for strength. As she clutched it tightly, her teeth clenched and her face screwed up in a wince.


  “I’d suggest you relax, my dear; you have a long time before this one’s over.”


  His words stung, though she tried to comply with the suggestion, knowing that to tense up would only make the bite of any punishment more burning. Feeling Hunter’s hands behind her, she felt him tighten the leather straps about her thighs, yanking her legs firmly into place so they were undeniably splayed and securely fixed. Coming to her front, he pulled out the forward pegs of the bench and gently lowered her torso and head so her ass was predominantly raised, stretched tautly from the strained posture. Cuffing her hands to the base of the structure, he then looped a wide belt about her waist. There was no way she’d come roaring off the bench from the agony of any blow. Though she was scared and helpless, she awaited her punishment, feeling all too comfortable in this confinement, as though Hunter knew the depth of her submissive need and was supplying the feeling of surrender so very dear to her.


  “You’re a shameful woman, Penny Buckingham,” he told her. “But you won’t be coming to my bed with half a heart. Not again. I won’t see you moon over the lord of the manor, or embarrass yourself since he’s cast you adrift. You have a rudder here to steer you where you need to go, and you will be sailing with me, not Robert Dante anymore.” Hunter spoke with passion—a suggestion that her double-dealing heart hurt him more than he’d ever let on. But as a man of few words, the scolding was quickly over. Ready to punish her, he retrieved the paddle from the bed and without another word began spanking her behind hard and fast, the noise of the smacking bouncing off the walls. It was a staccato beat as though he had a strident rhythm playing through his powerful arm.


  Penny whimpered with the voice of a sad child, and then an angry one when the smacks bit so keenly, she couldn’t hold back a full-fledged cry.


  “Oh, Hunter stop!” she blared. The hurt spread everywhere about her ass and through her legs. Hunter didn’t heed her plea. The paddle ripped one jolting blow after another, making her ass a flaming fire of heat. She struggled against the confining straps, as though she could tear them away, but there was so little place for her to move, she was helpless against them.


  When the spanking began to subside, she sensed Hunter’s resolve diminishing. And with the last of the smacks, she collapsed into the wooden bench for comfort; though that was short-lived. She almost shrieked again as she looked to see the cane dangling ominously from Hunter’s hand.


  “How many do you deserve?” he asked as she looked up into his eyes and he looked down on hers.


  “Oh, please, don’t do that. Don’t make me choose.”


  “No?”


  “I can’t.”


  “Oh, but I think you will this time. Take a moment, if you like, to consider what’s appropriate. I’ll be back shortly to have your answer.”


  “Nooooooo!” she cried stunned by the swiftness of his departure. Before her protest was sounded, he left the room and she had nothing to do but let his last words play in her mind like a broken record on an old Victrola.


  


  Penny remained submissively bound with her ass as red as a rosy new apple. At first the savage heat was painful, then it became that lush aphrodisiac she often welcomed. If only this were the last of her punishment, she might even find the bondage something to enjoy, but she had the caning and Hunter’s command to look forward to. What would she say when he returned?


  For a while she drifted, almost falling asleep despite the awkwardness of the pose. Yet, her thighs started to burn, weakened in the stretched position, making it too uncomfortable to relax. Most of the fiery heat had receded and there was just the pleasant soreness as she moved within her bonds.


  Hearing the door rattle, her eyes fluttered open as she watched Hunter enter. What would she say?


  “You have an answer?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” she replied.


  “Perhaps you’ll want to have one,” he suggested, not sounding at all kind. “I don’t think you want to remain here all night.”


  “Oh, no,” she readily agreed. “But do I have to make this choice?”


  The man almost left her at that statement, but she called him back. “Please, please make it twenty-one. If it means anything at all, Robert never gave me more than twenty cuts.”


  The number apparently pleased him. He said no more and picked up the cane. She flinched, clutching the bar in breathless anticipation. She heard the defining swish and then felt the first cut sear her skin. She bore down trying to absorb the pain as the next cuts landed. But it became too much to bear silently.


  Hunter cracked the thing agilely, with an effortless grace, his arm coming down again and again, drawing lines along her flesh—ones that supplanted the remains of those that were laid there the week before by another man’s rod. Just so she would be clear about who she owed her allegiance, these cuts were more fearsome. If her body didn’t attest to that fact, certainly her mind knew it was true.


  The force of the implement left an imprint on her brain. The sizzle was mystifying, awesomely thrilling. It landed with purpose and intent, with a master’s sureness so steady she could hardly cry in protest. But cry she did.


  He laid on twenty-one just as she asked for, and when he laid down the cane, finished, she wept.


  He loved her sweetly through the night, soothed the wounds with cream and drew from her the sexual release required to complete their loving ritual as it should be done. When she happened to gaze at the spanking bench in the middle of the night—the device bathed in the odd glow of eerie midnight hues, she felt a new yearning in her ignite. She’d take many punishments within its confinement and known the satisfaction of such complete surrender.




  

  Chapter Twelve


  


  Robert’s kindness exceeded his passion for retribution and ruthless punishment. He and Gabrielle spent the night in the cottage, huddled with the bottle of brandy, both getting loose from the burning brew. But they were warm. They managed a few more confessions, both of them pried open by the devious crowbar the brandy provided. A few walls coming down, Gabrielle was rattling on about escapades in New York that he’d not heard before, while she listened to him confess to the deeply seated desires he had to subdue, use and completely own the women in his life—something he’d been doing for years, as often as he could find a willing woman. He even told her stories about Sasha in bondage—the picture of her sister submissively wiggling her ass for the man made her laugh for ten minutes straight.


  They shared their dark secrets even after the effect of the brandy diminished. Then, he actually promised her he wouldn’t be as omnipresent as his desires suggested.


  “You don’t think I can take it?” she asked.


  “I don’t think you’d like it, and neither would I. I believe there’s the need for a little balance in all things.” Hardly able to fathom the intimacy they touched in each other, most of their confessions would likely be forgotten by morning. But maybe not this one. They slept in each other’s arms, keeping warm with body heat, and there was plenty of that to last the chilly night.


  In the morning the sun was shining on the island, and they walked arm in arm the mile back to Foxglove. Gabrielle wasn’t sure why they didn’t take the skiff—the trek was rather arduous going over the rocks. But it was fine enough that their rift seemed healed and her life would remain contained and controlled by Robert Dante.


  


  ***


  


  When Gabrielle entered the library that next afternoon, she did so happily. Penny was sufficiently out of her life, and now she was practically engaged to Dante. The affection he heaped on her since he rescued her from the ramshackle fishing cottage soothed her worries of his faithfulness and sincerity.


  Now, seeing him sitting sideways at his desk, absently toying with his paperclips, she was about to pounce on him, but her intuition suggested otherwise.


  “You wanted to see me?” she asked.


  “Yes, I did,” he replied, still fingering the magnetized jar of metal clasps. She watched his hand as attentively as he was watching it, suddenly feeling a foreboding sensation in the pit of her stomach. A second wave of anxiety made her bottom feel warm as though it was already burning from Dante’s heat. He made a cruel picture of restrained ruthlessness. The fine features of his face were alarmingly patrician. And though the ponytail was a modern accompaniment that jarred the image, it only made him more alluring. His style was so uncomplicated and not at all pretentious as she once thought. He understood himself, and his mood suggested that he understood her as well.


  “You’re going to have to be punished for taking off,” he said.


  “Yes, I know. We did talk about that.”


  He still hadn’t actually looked at her, hadn’t seen the bright freshness of her first appearance, or the pleading look in her eyes as her expression changed with his mood.


  “You understand, Gabrielle, that I have the capacity to be kind and dangerously furious at the same time, to suppress one feeling in order to let the other one take charge.” Suddenly turning her way, she winced seeing how his dark eyes bolted for hers, holding her speechless and quivering before him.


  She nodded


  “Truth is, I’m pissed as hell.”


  “You are?” He hardly seemed so.


  “Yes. Every time I think of you in that skiff, riding that irksome current along the island’s shore, all I can see is my hand coming for your ass and giving you the paddling of your life.”


  “Maybe you should do it then,” she offered. He looked as though in the heat of anger, steam was starting to rise from his body.


  He smirked.


  “The problem is, exactly how I’m going to vent this rage on you? There are times that you simply turn me into a blithering idiot.”


  “Oh, I don’t think so,” she retorted. “You don’t look blithering at all right now.”


  “No? You think I’m pissed enough?” He pushed his chair away from the desk. “You think I have it in me to scald your ass like it should be?”


  “I’m sure.”


  He pulled to his feet. “You think I’ll have the temerity to see this through without wavering?” Walking around his desk to the front, he leaned back against it, his hands resting on either side of him as his gaze didn’t waver for a second.


  This time she couldn’t speak and that was answer enough.


  “You think I can handle my love for you, that I can make you my wife and pour out my affection on you and still keep you as disciplined and chastised as you should be? Do you think I can hold you, thanking God you’re not dead, then turn around a day later and blister your behind for scaring me shitless? You think I can be cruel enough to hear your casual confessions one night when we get drunk to stay warm, laugh at them because they sound so pitiful, and yet use what I know against you the next time the whim strikes? You think I can be that cruel and still love you?” he paused. “What do you think, Gabrielle?”


  “I’m sure you can be,” she answered though she was trembling so frightened she could hardly get the words out.


  “I think I can be too,” he agreed.


  He moved forward swiftly. Taking her wrist in his grasp, he drew her toward the nearest suitable chair. Sitting, he pulled her down over his thighs and swept her skirt away from her ass. Gabrielle’s panties were pulled down as quickly and in seconds his hand connected with her jiggling behind, laying on a scorching blast of smacks that burned hot instantly. His hand came down on her buttocks as she cried, her body resisting the effort. The moment came as such a shock after Dante’s astonishing prelude.


  “Please, you’re hurting me!” she wailed.


  “Ah, so I have haven’t lost my touch!” he declared gleefully. He let her feel the strike of his hand twice more.


  “Ouch, this is horrible!” she wailed.


  “Good, and it’s burning too!”


  “You can’t!”


  “But you assured me I can.”


  “Dante please!”


  He let his smacks come hard, though he playfully mixed them up and drifted from the rounded red cushion of flesh to her pricklish thighs.


  “Ouch! No! Not there!” She spit out her protest angrily, and wiggled hard against the immovable grasp of his hand.


  He brought his hand down more firmly still, and she cried even louder. Something about the moment was so different from every other spanking he’d given her. This was not affectionate, it was hard and mean and cunningly ruthless, like the man she knew how to hate—but it went on with such avid determination, stinging both of them, that it was an omen for things to come. This came from a man who was now wholly hers—for better or worse she had what she wanted. And there was nothing she could do but accept the truth.


  It might be true that Robert Dante would love her passionately, so much he’d fear being too kind because of that love. But with this spanking, he proved he could punish her with the same savage darkness he confessed to the night they drank, and the drink made them both honest.


  


  The spanking didn’t stop until he picked up a wooden ruler and laid it on strong—just so her ass was burning hotter than his hand. But afterwards, when it was finally over, he pulled her into his lap and held her close to him, running his hand through the shiny mane of her brunette hair. He kissed the tears from her face while they made wedding plans, and promised her he’d keep up her discipline because it was really what she wanted in spite of herself. It might be a long time before she’d actually admit that, but it didn’t matter, he already knew.


  


  ***


  


  Gabrielle’s Diary—April 8th


  Almost Contentedly ….


  I don’t believe I’m wearing this ring. Oh, yes the ruby is still on my ring finger but there is a gold vine one that wraps around it—just like it was meant to be there. He said he bought the wedding band with the other, the two a set. I howled like crazy hearing that arrogant assumption—but how can I be mad at him for knowing at Christmas we were going to be married by spring? I did raise hell anyway and my ass is paying. But for the first time I’m nursing it on the “princess bed” in his room—he may call it the king’s bed but I know differently—although I probably won’t say that to Dante until I’m really drunk again.


  I’m going to have to be careful getting drunk. He’s great when he’s potted, because he can be so silly, but he has the memory of an elephant. For the next ten years, my ass will be smarting for the debacle in the shack. I need to remember how loose-lipped I get when my head starts to spin. Ah, hell, I’m going to be spending the rest of my life wondering how I got in this position—the wife of the most arrogant, oddly lovable, bastard on earth. Of course, when I’m not wondering that, he’ll be doing deliciously vile things to me sexually and punishing my ass, and I’ll be almost contentedly happy. I can’t stand too much happiness—after all, I’m still a work in progress like the novel I’m endlessly writing. Maybe neither one will be finished. I know Dante won’t care. That way he can think he’s still molding me and I can still resist being molded to any man’s whims.


  Ah, I sigh despondently, plaintively moaning over my sore behind!


  Think I’ll turn over and give my ass a rest. Maybe I’ll even take a nap with my hot red butt cooling in the air.


  


  

  


  
More Lizbeth Spanking Fiction …


  


  Alexandra’s Dilemma


  A reluctant Alexandra knows that the only way back to her lover’s heart is to submit to a well-deserved punishment at the hands of her first dominant, Reggie. Once “well trained” by him, she surrenders to him again. Her rousing and creative chastisement not only pays her debt to her lover, but reminds her of the sexual thrill of submission. Includes intense spanking, fierce punishment and graphic anal discipline.


  


  Surrender – The Spanking Tale


  Trapped in a dead-end career, Liza is captivated by two dominant men: her boss and perpetual lover, the ruthless Evan; and the mysterious Nathan, a commanding man with a deliciously compelling presence. Though she’s intrigued, she’s also frightened by this champion of all her desires, as Nathan demands she surrender to her sexual self, as well as to him. With a wide range of Spanking scenes from harsh punishment and discipline to fiery eroticism, this story dives into the realms of psychological and physical dominance/submission including anal sex play and bondage.


  


  Prodigal Wives


  Three bratty, cheating wives make for three hot and sassy spanking tales. Follow the voluptuous seductress Janice, the devious beauty Lena and the sweet, innocent Heidi as these reckless flirts look for fun, thrills and love outside their marriages. Janice loves her spanking “tricks” on the side, Lena is hopelessly promiscuous and even the sweet Heidi can’t help breaking her marriage vows when the right man appears. But when their cunning schemes fail, and they’re caught in the act, these three naughty women can’t escape the inevitable. Getting paddled, spanked and strapped by stern and indignant husbands and lovers they quickly learn lessons about fidelity and love. With lots of SPANKING and sizzling and sometimes anal sex.


  


  These Spanking titles plus dozens more!


  


  

  


  For a complete catalogue of Erotic Fiction…


  write, email or call:


  Pink Flamingo Publications


  P.O. Box 632, Richland, MI 49083, 1-877-629-0051


  E-mail: catalog@pinkflamingo.com


  On-line:


  For Consensual BDSM, Spanking Fiction and General Erotica:


  http://www.pinkflamingo.com


  For our complete BDSM catalog:


  http://www.eroticbooknetwork.com
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