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The year is 1542, and when the Spanish ship, La Clava, bound for Minorca flounders in a storm, Rodrigo Cantrell is flung overboard and is eventually washed up on the island of Cabrera. To his surprise and delight he discovers the island is populated exclusively by 21 women from a religious order.

Seizing his opportunity, Rodrigo lies and tells Sister Margaret he is a priest ... she has no way of knowing that the reason he was on board La Clava was because he had been exiled for lewd behaviour. Thus the self-ordained Father Cantrell truly enters paradise as he becomes the spiritual leader of his female flock. No sin goes unpunished. No act of contrition goes unrewarded. Rodrigo enthusiastically grants absolution by discipline, followed by the deflowering of virgins. It seems that several of the sisters feel so much better with regular sex and a throbbing, well-spanked bottom.

Having taken a particular interest in Sister Margaret, Rodrigo is hopeful that in time, she too might come to him...
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Chapter One

When Rodrigo Cantrell opened his bloodshot eyes, the first thing he saw was the clear blue sky yawning above him like an immense and empty canyon, like Heaven was opening its pearl-studded gates just for him. Then, when a gush of cold sea water washed over his face, stinging his cracked skin, he knew he was still alive, that he wasn't gazing upward at Heaven. Slowly and painfully, he raised himself up into a sitting position and shifted his gaze to the horizon, now wondering what had awakened him and, more importantly, where exactly he was. The makeshift raft upon which he had been drifting was now banging against some rocks on a jagged, deserted coastline. He had been saved from the sea.

However, his jubilation over being alive was tempered as he realized he had no idea where he was or how long he had been drifting. He remembered that he had been a passenger aboard the Spanish barque, La Clava, out of Barcelona bound for Minorca in the Balearic Islands. He remembered that the small sailing vessel floundered in a sudden storm. He was washed overboard just as the ship was breaking apart and managed to climb onto a piece of the deck. He remembered very little after that.

Rodrigo gathered what little strength he had left and slid away from the planking that had served as his lifeboat. He staggered for a moment as his legs, already very weak, tried to remember what solid ground felt like. In the distance, perhaps fifty feet away was a stream bubbling over rocks - fresh water. His thirst was overwhelming and, like a desperate horse nearing a pool in the desert, he stumbled toward the stream, now oblivious to anything else around him. When he reached it, he kneeled down and stuck his whole face in the cool, running water. He drank steadily for nearly a minute.

Once his thirst was momentarily satisfied, his still disjointed thoughts turned again to where he was. They had been too far from the Spanish coast for him to have drifted back. Therefore, he reasoned, he must be on one of the many islands in the Balearic chain. But which one? It didn't look big enough to be Ibiza. To the north were only trees and small hills; to the south was the brilliant Mediterranean. A few birds flew overhead. He didn't recognize the species. Only one way to find out where I am, he told himself as he turned toward the north.

He walked slowly and wearily along the stream, heading progressively more inland; however, after less than fifty yards, fatigue and hunger began to overtake him. He stumbled over several rocks along the bank and fell on his side into a small grassy meadow. There he lost consciousness.

Rodrigo awoke to low voices around him and a soft hand upon his face. He opened his eyes and was immediately confronted by the sight of four young women clothed in ragged ankle length dresses standing over him, concerned looks etched on their unmarked faces.

"Look, he's waking up," the one nearest to him exclaimed in English.

He shook his head to make sure he wasn't dreaming. To find four unblemished young women who spoke English on what appeared to be a deserted island exceeded his wildest imagination. He raised his head and looked around him. "Where am I?" he managed to ask.

All four women jumped back at once, as if frightened suddenly by the sound of his voice. A moment later, the one who had spoken inched a little closer and dared a small smile. "You're... English?" she inquired cautiously.

Rodrigo tried to think. He had been born in England. His father was a marquis; however, his mother was descended from Spanish nobility - hence the name Rodrigo, given to him to honor her father. As the fourth son, he was destined to enter the priesthood and had been dutifully sent to Spain in 1535 to study. Then, King Henry the Eighth declared the First Act of the Supremacy in 1536, and he knew he could never return to his native land, at least not as a servant of the Catholic Church.

However, he wasn't exactly suited for the priesthood and had gotten into more and more trouble the longer he stayed in Spain. In fact, the reason he had been on the La Clava in the first place was because he had been exiled for lewd behavior - one step ahead of the Inquisition, such as it was in Spain in 1542. He gazed into the concerned and innocent face of the young woman now kneeling next to him. "I... was from England," he said.

The one kneeling blushed very slightly and stood up. "We better get him back to the monastery," she said to her companions. "Sister Margaret will know what to do." Then she turned back to Rodrigo, being careful to avoid his piercing dark eyes. "Come along with us, please. Can you walk?"

He pushed himself up into an awkward standing position. His legs held his weight, but he wasn't sure how long that would last. On the other hand, looking at these remarkable young women, he had a sudden thought that he just might be able to follow them anywhere. Women had always been his passion and his undoing. "How far?"

The young woman pointed to a thick stand of fruit trees dissected by a narrow path. "Not far," she said. "Just beyond those trees." Then she rotated her lithe body and moved toward the path, just behind her companions.

Dutifully, Rodrigo followed, his brain still not fully convinced that he wasn't dreaming or hallucinating - the mind-altering effects of dehydration or starvation, perhaps. Still, somehow he found the energy to keep pace with the mysterious young women, especially as he noted how their firm bottoms seemed to swagger and sway ever so slightly under their thin, nearly threadbare dresses. And as soon as they cleared the trees, he could see a gigantic stone fortress standing like a monolith on a cliff overlooking the sea. But except for a few other weather beaten wood and stone outbuildings, there was nothing else around the fortress that even remotely resembled civilization.

The women stopped in front of an open gate that led into the fortress. The first young woman turned to Rodrigo. "You will wait here, please. We will fetch Sister Margaret. Someone will bring you some fruit and water." Then she disappeared inside.               He felt tired and achy, and his face stung when the sun hit it. However, he wanted to follow the women inside, see if there were more of them, see if there were any men. In spite of his obvious discomfort and general infirmity, he could actually feel the old lust - the insatiable lust that had gotten him into so much trouble back in Spain - rise up within him. He understood completely that he could no more become a priest than a lion could become a gazelle. Wearily, he sat down on a large flat stone to wait.

About five minutes later, two figures emerged from within the fortress. The first was one of the young women who had found him. She was carrying a bowl of some kind of fruit - grapes perhaps - and a jug. The second woman appeared to be in early middle age. She was shapely and clothed in a formless dress that was a little less ragged than the ones he had seen so far. She gave Rodrigo a tight little smile as she approached. "I am Sister Margaret," she announced stiffly. "How have you come to be on Cabrera?"

Rodrigo regarded her for a few seconds, thinking that she was a bit seasoned perhaps, but not altogether bad looking, especially for a nun. "Shipwrecked," he replied.

Sister Margaret studied him carefully while her younger companion set the fruit and jug down on a stone next to him and took several steps back. "Where did you come from and where were you headed?"

Rodrigo put the opening of the jug to his lips and took a long swallow of water. "I was on La Clava out of Barcelona en route to Minorca."

"Why were you going to Minorca?" Sister Margaret asked in a tone that was less than polite. In fact, he thought that she was beginning to sound much like an inquisitor.

But he didn't answer right away. He had enough of his senses intact to realize that he couldn't just blurt out that he was being exiled because he had defiled one señorita too many and had been deemed a potential threat and a corrupting influence. He tried to reason out the situation. So far he had only seen women, and they appeared to be living in an old fortress on a small island. Where were the men? He realized that perhaps he had stumbled onto a cloistered nunnery. He had heard of such places - sanctuaries for troubled women who wished to live their lives in solitary prayer. However, these women were English living on an island in the Mediterranean.

Then it hit him - perhaps they too were exiles, victims of the dissolution of the Catholic Church in England two years before. He thought fast. "I am a priest," he lied. "I fled from England to Spain four years ago. I was on my way to a monastery on Minorca when the ship floundered in a storm. I'm not sure how long I drifted before I landed here."

Sister Margaret studied him again, obviously incredulous, although his ragged appearance had to be at least a little convincing. "You are a priest?"

"Yes... I am Father Cantrell," he answered, thinking that this was not so totally far from the truth - certainly if he had suppressed his urges and stayed true to the church he would have been a priest by now. "And who are you, if I might ask?"

"I am a sister of the Carmelite Order from a house near York," she said, keeping her eyes fixed on him. "And the others here were studying to be tertiary sisters. We came here to Cabrera nearly two years ago from Ibiza. We left England four years ago when the king began to strip us of our land and property. We were placed here by the Spanish with a few of the monks to establish a monastery. This island was once a sanctuary for pirates operating in the area. They built this fortress to use as a staging area, so we were told."

Rodrigo tried to remember his church history. "I thought the Carmelites were cloistered."

Sister Margaret gave him a half smile. "Not all of us. Besides, we came here out of necessity. It simply was not possible to follow the entire Rule of Albert, especially in England."

"So what happened to the monks? Are they still here?"

Sister Margaret shook her head. "The four that came with us were not young and have since died."

"How do you live?"

"We have a good life here," she said quickly. "There is plenty to eat, as we can fish and harvest fruit. We even have a large garden and a few sheep and goats that we brought with us. And the climate is favorable, not at all like England."

He looked at her once again and let his brain go into overdrive. He had stumbled into what could possibly be a paradise - an island filled with young women and he was the only male. Plus, most of the women (if not all), it appeared, had not taken the dreaded vows of chastity. No wonder they were blushing, he thought. He had already forgotten about the narrow escape from death that he had just endured. There was great opportunity here. Still, he would have to get past Sister Margaret, and he realized immediately that would not be easy.

Then he remembered the rule of absolution by discipline that was fairly common among the younger Carmelites, at least in the eastern part of Spain in the sixteenth century. He remembered accompanying his one time mentor, Father Benedito, as the old priest made regular rounds on the four enclosures within his jurisdiction. At each location, he would identify miscreants, assign penance, and occasionally administer corporal punishment, when indicated. Because corporal punishment always seemed to be indicated for at least one young woman, Rodrigo had suspected that the old priest secretly enjoyed what he was doing - perhaps way too much by Church standards.

Still, watching Father Benedito at work had only reinforced Rodrigo's lust for women and gave him many untoward ideas about relations between male and female religious orders. He looked at Sister Margaret again, this time wondering if the time was right for him to offer his services as grantor of absolution to these 'unfortunate' women all alone with no spiritual leader. What would Father Benedito have done, he asked himself (although he already knew the answer).

"Sister, if all the men are gone, who grants absolution? Who keeps the order in line?" he asked at last, trying to look as serious as he could.

Sister Margaret glared at him. "We are not really in need here," she said solemnly. "However, when the occasion demands it, I fulfill that role."

His eyes widened to look as indignant as possible. "But you are not truly qualified for that purpose. To do so might very well be heresy, an affront to God. Sister, you might even be putting these young women's very souls in danger, not to mention your own." He thought that he sounded very convincing.

For a long moment, the mature sister held her gaze on Rodrigo. Finally, her face softened a little. "Perhaps we should discuss this further when you are better rested," she said. "Brother Arthur died only a few months ago. His cell is still intact. You may occupy that for now." She turned toward the young woman. "Ann... please escort Father Cantrell to Brother Arthur's cell."

Ann nodded, a small smile creeping across her pretty face.

Sister Margaret took a step toward the entrance to the old fortress, then looked at Rodrigo again. "We dine at sunset near the courtyard. You may join us there," she said.

Rodrigo nodded and followed her with his eyes as she disappeared into the shadows inside. He glanced up at the sun. It was only beginning its afternoon descent. He stood up and took a step toward Ann, hoping she would say something to him, anything. He needed rest very badly, that he understood. And he was very hungry and wreaked of the sea. However, at that moment, he would have gladly climbed back aboard the makeshift lifeboat if only Ann would have accompanied him. He settled for following her into the fortress and up a ragged set of stone steps to a small room in a rock strewn turret that overlooked a sheltered cove. She showed him the bed, which was only twisted leather strands stretched between four posts covered by an old blanket. However, in spite of its rough appearance, he knew it was certainly much better than the wooden planks he had so recently occupied. As soon as Ann was gone, he lay down and was asleep in less than a minute.


Chapter Two

Rodrigo Cantrell awoke to the sound of singing and chanting. He had slept through the evening meal. He had slept through the evening prayers. He had slept through the entire night. Now it was morning and the women were engaged in morning worship. He was ravenous and his thirst was almost as bad as it had been the day before. He tumbled out of the uncomfortable bed, stretched, replaced the rags he had been wearing with a monk's robe he found, and left the room in search of sustenance.

What he saw in the courtyard stopped him before he could completely descend the steps. At least twenty young women were assembled and being led in prayer by Sister Margaret. The sky overhead was clear blue; the air was warm and dry. I have truly landed in paradise, he thought.

When the prayers were over, Sister Margaret spotted him. "Did you sleep well, Father?" she asked, scanning him carefully.

"Yes," he said. "I feel much better."

She nodded. "No doubt you are quite hungry and thirsty. There is food and water in the room next to the kitchen. You refresh yourself while the young sisters tend to their morning duties. Then perhaps we can speak further."

In spite of his physical discomfort, Rodrigo had to consciously keep his mouth from drooping open as he watched the bevy of young women disperse. In all his life, he had never seen so many attractive young women gathered together in one place at one time. He struggled to maintain his composure. When the courtyard was clear, he turned toward the kitchen and food.

After he had eaten bread and fruit and drunk a jug of fresh water, he crossed the courtyard and found the chapel, which adjoined the complex of smaller rooms that had served as cells for the monks. It was a fairly large room with stone sides and an altar roughly constructed of old wood. Lines of crude wooden benches stretched from the altar to the back entrance. A small crucifix made of what appeared to be gold was suspended from the wall behind the altar.

As he was studying the room and thinking what a contrast it presented to the great cathedrals on the continent, he was joined by Sister Margaret. "It isn't much, perhaps," she said. "But here we find God."

"Do you ever receive visitors on the island?" he inquired.

She shook her head. "We seem to have been forgotten by our Spanish protectors. The last ship docked here more than a year ago. We are truly cloistered." She paused for a moment. "But that is the life we sought when we came here."

"How do you get your provisions?"

"The island has an abundant supply of resources. We were left with tools and seeds for cultivation, as well as a few sheep and goats. We have since bred the animals and planted the seeds so that now we have a form of wheat for bread, as well as a few vegetables. There is also a small vineyard and some orange trees. We don't have much, but we have enough, although we do hope for more cloth when the next ship arrives."

"And all these young women, these tertiary sisters as you called them yesterday...they never grow restless, impatient to leave the island?"

"A few sometimes. But what can they do? We are stranded here, seemingly forgotten by the outside world."

Rodrigo tried to think carefully. If he was to exploit this paradise, he would have to proceed with extreme caution. "Yesterday, we spoke of absolution," he ventured. "Perhaps your young sisters would fare better if they were certain their souls were not in jeopardy."

Sister Margaret seemed to mull this thought for a moment. "Perhaps," she said. "I am not the best disciplinarian or spiritual leader, I'm afraid. That task was left mostly to the brothers."

Now feeling refreshed, he decided the time was right to roll the dice. "I... could assist with that," he said softly. "Certainly there must be at least a few among your flock that require occasional strict guidance and reassurance."

"There are a few," she agreed, "who become restless with the life here. Not every sister chose to come of her own free will."

"And do these young women not prove to be a disruptive influence without proper discipline?"

"I fear so."

He was almost where he wanted to be, he realized. Just one more slight push to convince Sister Margaret that he was sincere. "Sister, I am quite skilled in such matters," he said. "And it appears that I am now as abandoned as you seem to be. Perhaps it is simply God's will that I was put here."

Sister Margaret regarded him for a moment and allowed a small smile. In spite of his ragged and unkempt appearance, he was a handsome and well put together man, an image that had always served him well when it came to women. "Perhaps it is providence," she said.

He effected a superior scowl, one he had learned from watching Father Benedito at work. "There is little to consider, Sister. I am a priest apparently sent on a mission to redeem those in danger of straying too far from the flock. You appear to be in need of such a redeemer. Let us work together for the benefit of all."

Her smile widened. "You understand, Father, that none of these young sisters has taken the vows."

"Of course. And I must confess that I was not always a priest. I do have some experience with women. And although I would find it quite distasteful, I can accept that, apart from being a priest, I am the only man on the island... and that some of your young sisters may, at some time, desire the service that only a man can provide, especially if we are to remain here indefinitely." He hoped that that sounded contrite and sincere enough.

"Thank you, Father, for your concern," Sister Margaret said. "I will address it with the young sisters. If you wish, you may begin your... your ministry after evening prayers."

Rodrigo had to bite his tongue to keep from smiling. This was supposed to be a sacrifice of the first order, a violation of his supposed promise to remain celibate. "May God be with us all," he returned. Then he turned toward the entrance to the chapel. "And now, perhaps I should see some of our island."

Two days later, Rodrigo had settled comfortably into his role as Father Cantrell, spiritual leader to twenty-one young tertiary sisters and Sister Margaret. He had seen all of the small island and was impressed with the resources they had developed. He determined that they were, indeed, mostly self-contained. He had also advised his new congregation that he would be available for discussion and confession and would apply discipline for absolution and other services as necessary or requested. He had bathed and shaved. Then he set up a corner of the chapel for the purpose of granting absolution and awaited his first private visitor.

It turned out to be the young woman who had first spoken to him in the meadow three days before. He remembered that her name was Jane. As she stood in the chapel doorway, she was blushing and kept her eyes lowered. "May I speak with you, Father?" she asked softly.

He arose from one of the benches and faced her. "Of course, my child," he said, smiling sweetly.

She entered. "I... don't know how to begin."

"Please sit down," he said, keeping his eyes on her and silently admiring her innocent beauty. She is far too lovely to die a virgin, he thought, the lustful side of him screaming to emerge.

She sat down opposite him and opened her mouth, but no words came out. A single tear trickled down her cheek.

He reached over and touched her hand. "How old are you, Jane?" he asked.

"Twenty," she said.

"What troubles you?"

She took a deep breath. "I confess that I don't want to be here."

"What brought you here in the first place?"

"My parents sent me. They believed that I was... wicked."

"Why did they think that?" He was now nearly beside himself with desire as he continued to gaze at her and listen to her nearly angelic voice.

"They... found me with a man. We were... kissing, touching... It felt so good."

"It didn't go any further than that?"

"No," Jane replied quickly. "My father found us and put a stop to it. But... I confess I didn't want him to stop it. And I didn't want to come here. I am certain I was not meant to live like this."

No, I can certainly see that and concur, he thought. "And what is that you seek from me?"

"Guidance. Perhaps to be... punished, cleansed of all my wicked thoughts."

Rodrigo pretended to consider this for a moment. "Jane, it is purely natural for young women to desire to be with a man. It is, in fact, God's plan to put a man and a woman together to create children. However, I can see that you are troubled over this. So, if you wish it, I can apply the absolution you seek. Then, since you have not taken a vow of chastity, as the only man on the island, I can attempt to accommodate your natural desire for womanly experience. Will this make you less unhappy?"

She smiled for the first time. It was a bright smile that seemed to light up the chapel. He could see the need and the lust in her eyes, and it stoked his own mounting internal fire. "Oh, yes," she said with an eagerness that surprised him. Perhaps it was God's will, after all.

"And are you prepared at this moment?" he asked solemnly, hoping against hope that she would say yes. He didn't think he could wait five minutes longer.

"Yes, Father," she said. Obviously, she could feel no need to wait either.

He stood up. "Very well then. When you are ready, please kneel in front of this back pew, lay your chest across the wood, lift your garment above your waist, and here, before God, I will absolve you. Then, if you still wish it, I will accommodate your need to be a woman who has experienced a man."

She gazed at him wonderingly. "Are you certain, Father?"

"I have prayed over this and I am certain that God understands, Jane," he said. "He put me here with you for a purpose." And at that moment, he didn't care whether God understood or not. In fact, he reasoned angrily, what kind of god would put a healthy young man and a beautiful and eager young woman together on an island and then forbid them from acting on their natural inclinations?

She stood up. "Thank you, Father," she said. She moved to the back of the pew, sank to her knees on the stone floor, rested her small chest across the rough wood, and lifted her threadbare dress above her waist, exposing an exquisite and pristine bottom.

Rodrigo tried to maintain a fatherly distance, clutching tightly a two foot strip of old wood he had found the day before. His insides were churning like the sea in a hurricane. He had, of course, done this before to other young women. It had, in fact, been somewhat fashionable in his part of Spain. However, he had never impersonated a holy man before and tried to convince the young woman that what he was about to do was a sacred act of absolution. He took a step closer to her. "Jane... I will now perform the ritual of absolution," he said, his mouth suddenly dry. "It will be a painful ordeal but God will be with you throughout. And upon its conclusion, you will feel so much better."

"I am ready, Father," she said in a near whisper, without lifting her head.

Moment of truth, he thought. He retracted the wood strip and released it full force across the center of her two fleshy cheeks. She gasped and bucked slightly, then settled back down quickly. A second later, he repeated to the motion, producing a long red streak just below the first one. The young woman moaned and took in a deep breath.

Sometime after he delivered the fifth blow, she quivered and her muscular thighs parted, exposing the object of his greatest desire - pink and moist, completely surrounded by an abundance of dark pubic hair. He began to breathe more heavily himself while his penis rose beneath his robe and pressed against the coarse cloth.

He was tempted to stop right now. Perhaps she had been punished enough; perhaps she had already been absolved; perhaps God was now satisfied. However, he remembered that Father Benedito had never stopped at five strokes - that had only been warm up. Reduce them to tears - that had been the older man's credo. They will not feel truly forgiven if they are not crying real tears.

Keeping this firmly in mind, Rodrigo increased both the pace and the intensity of the paddling, reddening every luscious centimeter of soft female flesh, from the upper thighs to the coccyx. Blow after sharp blow found its mark, the sound bouncing off the old stone walls like echoes of benign misery. For a while, Jane held her position bravely, enduring in near silence.

However, as the pain escalated, she broke. Her lower body swayed wildly and tears streamed down her pretty face like rain drops. Once he saw this, he knew it was time to stop, that the young woman had been 'absolved.' He set the wooden strip down beside her on the pew, bent down behind her, and gently stroked her sweating neck. "Jane... my child," he whispered in her ear. She raised her head slightly at the sound of his voice. "It's all right now. God forgives you," he said.

He continued the slow, gentle massage of her neck and shoulders, occasionally allowing his hands to stray lower. After a few minutes, she seemed to relax a little and her tears slowed to a trickle. He moved in closer and lifted her up and into his body. She didn't resist. He wanted to kiss her, but he knew he didn't dare. This part of his promise to her was supposed to be a supreme sacrifice, not something from which he would derive any pleasure. He eased his hands around to her breasts and cupped them. Then his hands moved lower until they were stroking her pubic area. "Do not be alarmed," he whispered. "I must prepare your body for what is to follow."

She gasped and leaned back further, pressing her slightly bruised and naked bottom directly against his erection. It was definitely time for the final act.

He pushed her upper body back down gently onto the bench, lifted his robe above his waist, and spread her legs as far as he could with his own. Then he reached down with his right hand and slowly groped her vagina, testing it with his little finger, gently stroking her clitoris. She moaned and groaned. He marveled at how tight she was - most definitely a virgin. This would be a great privilege.

Without speaking a word, he got as close to her as he possibly could and pressed the head of his erection against the tiny opening. She squealed and tried to help him by thrusting backward. She was so well lubricated that he was able to push himself inside without too much difficulty. And once his entire length was sheathed, he began to slowly thrust, wanting to savor the feel for as long as he possibly could. One of the secrets of his success with women was that he greatly enjoyed making them feel as good as they made him feel - there was nothing to be gained by being in a hurry. Make them feel wonderful and fulfilled, and they will beg you to do it again - and again. He understood completely that he was on an island with a limited number of women - and that they would inevitably talk to each other. He could either win them over to him or turn them against him. This was the critical moment.

With that in mind, he continued to thrust slowly until she just let go, issuing guttural sounds of pure pleasure. When he felt her vaginal muscles tighten around his shaft, he too let go, ejecting great jets of sticky semen deep inside her. Then they went limp together.

It took several minutes before either of them recovered. His penis softened and slipped out of her. She looked over her shoulder and smiled sweetly. "Father... that was..." But she couldn't seem to finish what she was about to say. She didn't need to.

He released her body and stood up, allowing the hem of his old robe to cover his drooping manhood. She too struggled to her feet. She rotated and touched his hand with hers. She was still smiling. "Jane... you are absolved in the eyes of God," he proclaimed solemnly.

"Thank you, Father," she said.

"You better return to your chores, my child," he said. Incredibly, seeing her stand before him, looking both contrite and obviously satisfied and happy, he could feel the lust rise up already.

"Yes, Father," she said. The dress fell back down to her ankles as she turned toward the door. A few seconds later, she was gone, leaving only her strong female scent behind.

Rodrigo sat down on the bench and smiled. Perhaps he really had stumbled (or drifted, to be more accurate) into true paradise. Silently, he hoped that every one of the young sisters would feel the need for absolution. No sin would go unpunished; no act of contrition would go unrewarded - not in his parish. Perhaps, in time, even Sister Margaret might come to him.


Chapter Three

Rodrigo - now the self-ordained Father Cantrell - watched Jane walk away, her young body swaying slightly under the ruin of a dress. He moved to the door of the chapel and looked out over the unspoiled green landscape, looked up at the flawless blue sky. Then, he turned back to the tarnished gold crucifix and did something he hadn't done in a long time: he crossed himself. "Thank you, Father," he said to the crucifix.

Perhaps for the first time in his twenty-six years of life, he believed that God truly existed and that God was actually looking out for him. Such a god deserved his gratitude and his contrition. "I swear I won't disappoint you," he said.

He was about to kneel on the stone floor when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sister Margaret standing in the doorway. "What is it, Sister?" he asked softly.

She smiled. "I didn't mean to disturb you, Father."

"It's okay. Please come in and tell me how I can help you."

Sister Margaret, with the sunlight at her back, moved through the doorway. He thought he could see the outline of her body through the thin material of the old dress, and the image excited him. A bit mature, perhaps, he thought, but no less desirable than the younger women he had seen - maybe in some ways even more desirable. Back in Spain, he had wooed more than one señora and had never been disappointed. He continued to gaze at her expectantly.

She took a deep breath. "I have just spoken with Jane," she said.

Rodrigo said nothing. Best to wait, he thought.

"I have never seen her so happy," Sister Margaret continued. "She says that you absolved her and that she now feels more like a woman who has been fulfilled."

He consciously suppressed a smile. "I only did as God wished," he said solemnly. "She is a remarkable young woman."

"Yes, she is," Sister Margaret agreed, nodding.

"Will there be others, do you think?"

"I believe so," she answered. "Many of the young sisters have grown restless as they have gotten older. They may seek..." But her voice trailed off before she could finish.

"They seek what is natural for them, what God intended," Rodrigo said.

"Perhaps, that is it." She looked at him. "I fear you may have less time for quiet contemplation and prayer."

He allowed a small smile. "Apparently, that may be God's purpose for me here... and your young sisters."

She nodded. There was a lull in the conversation.

After a moment, Rodrigo had a thought related to his new role. "Sister, do you know what day of the week it is?"

She raised her eyes, then shook her head. "Not really. We lost track of the days a long time ago."

He didn't know what day it was either. He wasn't even sure what month it was - most likely June based on the weather and the length of the day. "I was thinking that we should designate a day to celebrate Mass, and then do it every seven days. We have bread and grapes to make wine. I can consecrate these for the Eucharist. I saw that you have a copy of the Gutenberg Bible."

"Yes, that was Brother John's. I fear that he was the only one among us who could truly read the Latin."

"Perhaps we could say that tomorrow is Sunday. I will celebrate Mass about mid-morning. What do you think?"

"Yes. It has been a long time and we are no doubt in need."

"Very good, if your young sisters can gather some grapes to serve as wine. Can you bake bread?"

"Yes, we have the necessary ingredients."

"Then, the matter is settled," Rodrigo said. He was remembering that Father Benedito said Mass nearly every day, usually at the request of one of his wealthy patrons who sought some sort of indulgence. Clearly, he had no wealthy patrons here, but he did need to act like a priest.

"There is something else," Sister Margaret said after another moment of silence.

"What is it, Sister?"

"The young sisters are going to bathe this afternoon and wash their few articles of clothing. I believe it would be best if you remained in the chapel until evening prayers." She flushed slightly.

Rodrigo nodded. "I understand, Sister."

"Thank you, Father." She turned toward the door. "We will arrange for the bread and wine." Then she was gone.

He followed her with his eyes until she was out of sight. He was feeling strangely good. And not just because he had so recently seduced a young virgin and faced the delightful prospect of seducing more. He was actually beginning to feel like a priest in charge of a congregation in need. Of course, he had no intention of taking a vow of celibacy. But he was very certain that wasn't what God intended for him anyway.

He also had no intention of blinding himself to the human female beauty that occupied this paradise. As he listened, he could hear excited voices outside. He knew they were moving toward the small cove near the fortress. He knew that he could see the cove from the window in what had recently been Brother Arthur's cell.

When he reached the window - a small opening in the stone wall - the voices were louder. He glanced outside and saw that the women were about thirty feet directly below him. He realized that the room was probably built as a look-out point by the pirates who had once occupied the island. It was the perfect location for that purpose.

What he saw when he looked down exceeded all expectations. All of the young women and Sister Margaret were naked and swimming in the clear water that filled the cove. Their dresses and ragged undergarments were floating next to them. Obviously, not the most effective way to bathe and wash clothes, but on an island with limited resources one must improvise.

As the young women began to come ashore, he instinctively looked for Jane. When he found her among her companions, he could see, even from the distance, that her bottom was still slightly pink. He could also see that she was smiling and giggling, more like a girl now than a tertiary sister. She seemed happy. And that made him happy.

One by one, the sisters emerged from the water and hung their garments on the surrounding bushes and trees to dry. The women themselves stretched out among the rocks, obviously trying to avoid getting sand on their now clean bodies. It was an incredible sight, and he drank it all in like a man dying of thirst who has found a gushing well.

After a few more minutes, he stepped back from the window and rubbed his eyes. Then he looked skyward and crossed himself. "I don't know what I have done to deserve this, Father, but thank you."

He looked once more at his congregation, now sunning themselves in the late afternoon, noted their beauty and their innocence. Even Sister Margaret was beautiful in her own way. A part of him felt twinges of lust, of course. But another part of him felt something else. That part felt fatherly, as though he needed to protect them from all outside evil.

Then he turned around and moved back to the chapel, taking Brother John's Bible with him. He had never celebrated Mass by himself before, and he had some planning to do. He didn't think he would receive any more visitors today.

Later that evening, after prayers in the courtyard, Rodrigo lit a small fire in Brother John's cell. By the flickering light, he pored over the large Bible, searching for passages suitable for tomorrow's Mass. Latin was one of the few subjects at which he had excelled, so he was able to read the book without difficulty.

He wondered, however, if any of the sisters understood the Latin. He knew very well that to translate the Bible from the Latin was considered heresy, potentially punishable by death. Still, there were no agents of the Vatican or the Inquisition on Cabrera, and he didn't believe that it would be considered heresy to paraphrase the text.

Also, he knew of the schism created by Martin Luther in 1519 in Würms. He knew that this schism had spawned a revolution on the Continent (outside of Spain, of course). He knew that Pope Paul III was attempting to deal with this revolution by softening some of the Church's rigidity, so perhaps it would be okay to paraphrase the Bible passages in English. Anyway, it couldn't be worse than him posing as a priest when he hadn't been ordained.

He shook off the doubts. Perhaps he had separated himself from the Church (or maybe it was more accurate to say that the Church had separated itself from him), but he hadn't really separated himself from God. Now, that same God had brought him to Cabrera, that same God had ordained him to minister to this small flock of abandoned women. He would do God's bidding to the best of his ability.

With that in mind, he selected portions of Isaiah 40, Psalm 23, and Luke 1, 5-56, for his readings. He determined that he would dare to paraphrase these passages in English so that the sisters could understand them. He believed he could explain why he was doing this so that even Sister Margaret would understand and not protest.

Satisfied with his preparations, he lay down on Brother Arthur's old bed and promptly fell asleep. While he slept, he dreamed that he was standing in the pulpit in one of the great churches of Europe. He was wearing the ornate vestments of the priest.

As he looked out over the assembled congregation, he observed that it was composed entirely of women. They were all naked and they were all gazing at him longingly. He became so disturbed by the sight that he couldn't concentrate and lost his place during the consecration of the bread and wine. He couldn't remember the Latin prayers. All he wanted to do was run away and hide.

Rodrigo awoke in a cold sweat. The dream had been powerful. Was it some kind of omen, he wondered. He rolled off the low bed and stood up. He tried to shake the dream from his head. He walked over to the small window in the cell - the same window through which he had watched the young sisters earlier - and looked out at the sky. It was crystal clear and full of stars. A gibbous moon was descending over a calm sea.

And at that moment, he felt at peace, as though God was watching him and nodding His approval. As he had done earlier in the day, Rodrigo crossed himself and smiled. Then he lay back down on the bed, closed his eyes, and let sleep overtake him. This time he didn't dream at all.


Chapter Four

Rodrigo Cantrell awoke to bright sunshine and the singing of birds. He also heard the voices of the young sisters as they dutifully chanted their morning prayers. What a beautiful sound, he thought. He stood up and stretched, remembering that he had an important day ahead of him.

Quickly, he stripped out of the old robe he was wearing, washed his face, and found something a little more becoming among the possessions left behind by Brother John. He had learned that Brother John had been ordained and had served as a parish priest before he decided to join a monastery. Thus, he had (rather reluctantly from what Rodrigo was told) served as spiritual leader until his death nearly a year ago.

When he was dressed, Rodrigo left the cell in search of Sister Margaret. He found her in the dining area. "Good morning, Father," she greeted, giving him a small smile. "Have you eaten?"

"Not yet. I had a late night studying the scriptures."

Her smile widened. "There is some fruit here and some bread." She pointed to a table near a stone oven. The bricks that comprised the oven were still hot.

"Thank you, Sister," he said and approached the table.

For a few moments, neither spoke as Rodrigo sat and ate. When he was finished, he stood up and looked at Sister Margaret, who was stacking metal plates near a wooden tub. "Sister," he began. She stopped what she was doing and gave him her attention. "I found a small bell in the chapel."

"Yes, we brought that with us to call to worship," Sister Margaret said.

"I thought we could use it again this morning. Are the young sisters prepared for Mass?"

"Yes, Father. They are just finishing their chores."

"Good. I will prepare the chapel." He paused. "Sister... I have been studying the Bible left by Brother John. I wanted to let you know that I will read the passages I have selected in the Latin, as custom requires. Do any of the young sisters know Latin?"

Sister Margaret shook her head. "I fear that their education is not advanced."

"I thought so," Rodrigo said. "Therefore, I will read the passages and offer a small translation in English so that they may better understand. This will not be heresy."

"I understand, Father. I believe the young sisters and I would welcome your interpretation of God's word. Brother John, although a good and godly man, was not very personable and followed very strict tradition."

"Then it is settled," he said. He turned toward the door. "I will call to worship shortly." He gave Sister Margaret another smile and moved back out into the bright sunshine.

When he reached the small chapel, he cleaned out the debris. Then he placed the Bible on the stone altar and marked the passages he had decided to read. He was getting more and more nervous as he thought about what he was doing and why.

He glanced up at the sky outside the chapel and saw that the sun had ascended in the east. It was passing mid-morning; his congregation would be waiting. He turned away from the window and looked up at the crucifix. He crossed himself. "Help me, Father," he said softly.

Finally, he was ready. He picked up the small brass bell he had found earlier and rang it several times. Then he sat in the crude wooden chair behind the altar. One-by-one, the young sisters entered the chapel and sat down in the wooden pews. The last to enter was Sister Margaret carrying bread and the juice from freshly crushed grapes.

When his entire congregation was assembled, Rodrigo, as Father Cantrell, stood up. He raised his arms as a signal for the assemblage to also stand. They did so immediately. "In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit," he said solemnly.

All the sisters crossed themselves and said amen.

After that, he led them in a few Latin prayers and chants, then signaled them to sit. When they were sitting, he opened the Bible and cleared his throat. In well-rehearsed Latin, he first read the sections of Isaiah 40 he had marked. Then he read the 23rd Psalm and ended with sections of Luke 1.

When he was finished reading, he gazed out over his congregation. All the young sisters appeared to be attentive and expectant. He noted that Jane was sitting in the front pew, a small smile etched on her pretty face. He cleared his throat and offered a shorter English version of the passages he had just read. The young sisters immediately became even more attentive.

He paused for a moment and closed the Bible. Then he cleared his throat again in preparation for the homily, the lesson that he hoped would firmly establish his credibility as spiritual leader and his place as the male authority figure on this island populated by young women.

"Young sisters and Sister Margaret, I have selected these passages because they help us to understand our situation here on Cabrera. Isaiah reminds us of the power and grandeur of our God, how truly insignificant we all are in comparison to Him. However, Isaiah also reminds us that God gives strength and hope to the weary. If we believe and remain humble and true, God will be with us.

"The psalm also tells us that God is with us, that his rod and staff will protect us and that we should have no fear." He paused again and took a deep breath. The most important passage was coming up, and he had to handle it delicately. "Luke tells of two remarkable women, Elizabeth and Mary, who became handmaids of the Lord. Thus, in accepting their role, they became models for all women to follow.

"There is no shame or sin in being a woman or wanting to be a woman in the same way that Elizabeth was a woman. If you have fear or doubt about who you are or who you want to be, you may seek guidance and discipline. As an instrument of the Lord, I will help you. With these comes absolution and reward. We are truly alone on this island, but it is our home. God put us together for a purpose, and we must accept His judgment and learn to live in His glory. Do not be afraid to come to me for any reason."

Once more he looked into the faces of his congregation. Did they understand and accept the message? From the small smiles they were exchanging, it appeared that they definitely got the message. Even Sister Margaret was smiling.

After the homily, Sister Margaret and Jane brought up the juice and the bread. Rodrigo placed these on the altar and said the consecration. Secretly, he wished that the juice really was wine. Then they all participated in the Eucharist while chanting prayers. Rodrigo felt like a real priest. He felt even superior to Father Benedito because he believed he had celebrated this Mass for what he considered to be the right reason. Certainly, no wealthy patron was crossing his palm with gold or silver.

Upon conclusion of the Mass, many of the young sisters thanked him as they left the chapel. Jane was among the last to leave. "How do you feel today, Jane?" he asked as she passed.

She stopped and gave him a sweet smile. "Very happy, Father," she replied. "But I may feel sinful again."

"I am always here for you, my child," he said as solemnly as he could. Secretly, he hoped she would feel sinful again very soon.

"Thank you, Father."

Sister Margaret was the last to leave. She paused at the chapel door. "Thank you, Father," she said. "That was much needed."

"For me too," Rodrigo said. "I have prayed and God has answered. I now understand why I am here and I accept it. Together, we can create a true home for ourselves."

"Yes, it may be so."

"Perhaps we can discuss it further. We will need to see what resources we have and what we can do to improve our situation here."

"Tomorrow, after the morning meal, Father," Sister Margaret said. Then she too was gone into the sunlight.

Rodrigo gathered up the Bible and the bell and went back to Brother John's cell to rest. He was both tired and stimulated at the same time.

Later that afternoon, he sat on a low stone wall outside the chapel. From there, he could see the rest of the fortress and a little of the surrounding countryside. He watched the young sisters as they performed their various chores. There was much to be done, but they had established an efficient routine that kept them relatively well-fed and as comfortable as possible, given the island's limited resources.

As he sat on his perch, he tried to think of some ways that the resources could possibly be expanded. He knew that Cabrera wasn't quite in the middle of nowhere, that it was, in fact, fairly close to the other islands in the Balearic chain. Thus, over time, it might even be possible to establish regular trade with the Spanish.

The ideas were beginning to flow when he suddenly became aware of a shadow looming. He looked up and saw one of the young sisters approaching. He smiled as she neared for she was a true gem among the gems. Her long hair was the color of straw. Her eyes were deep blue. Her face was pretty and unblemished.

But it was her body, outlined through the threadbare dress, that he noticed the most. It was thin but sturdy, almost muscular. Her skin was smooth and tan. It was very clear that the hard life on the island had been kind to her. She reminded him of the peasant girls he had seen in Spain - the beautiful campesinas who had let him have his way with them.

She stopped in front of him. "Father, may I speak with you?" Her voice had a musical quality to it.

He smiled. "Of course, my child. Let us go into the chapel."

He stood and entered the chapel. She followed. When they were inside, he sat down in the last row of pews. He motioned for her to do the same.

When she was seated, he gazed at her. "You are Emiline, correct?"

She returned his smile. "Yes, Father."

"How can I help you, Emiline?" He already knew how he wanted to help her.

Emiline hesitated and turned her gaze toward the front of the chapel. "Father, I... have been wicked," she said at last in a voice barely above a whisper.

"How have you been wicked?" Rodrigo asked.

A tear came into her eye. "How do I start?" she said sadly.

"Perhaps you can tell me how you came to be here with the other sisters?"

"I didn't want to come here," she said. "But I had little choice."

"Did your mother or father make you come?"

"No," she said quickly. "Nearly four years ago my father died at sea. My mother tried her best to provide me and my sisters and brothers with a home. She even..." Emiline blushed slightly. "She even sometimes took men into her bed in exchange for food. But it wasn't enough. So she sold me into marriage with a man named James Hartwick. He was a farmer outside our city whose wife had recently died giving birth to their sixth child. Father, I was only fifteen. I didn't want to marry this old farmer and raise his children. And I didn't want to have children with him, a man I barely knew and could hardly bear the sight of."

"What did you do?" Rodrigo asked.

"The night before the wedding, I ran away," she replied. "I knew of the nunnery near York and determined to enter. Sister Margaret accepted me."

"And how does this make you wicked?"

"I didn't want to be a nun, Father. I only ran because I didn't want to marry an old man I had no feelings for. But now I wonder if I would have been better off staying."

Rodrigo reached over and patted her hand. "You did what you believed you had to do to survive," he said. "God understands that."

"There is more, Father," Emiline said.

"Go on."

"Before I was to be married, my mother showed me how to... how to... well, touch myself." She blushed again and looked away. "She said that men do not understand women and that we have to take care of ourselves."

Rodrigo pretended to consider this for a moment. As a man who had made it his business to understand women, he knew that many engaged in self pleasure, and he had no problem with it because, in his experience, the act made them all the more responsive. "And do you touch yourself?"

"Yes, Father. I... can't help myself. It feels so good."

He gave her a fatherly smile. "Emiline, there is nothing in the Bible that strictly forbids a young woman from giving herself pleasure. God has given you that ability in order to prepare you for a man."

"But I feel so wicked," she said.

"Emiline, have you ever been with a man?"

"Oh no, Father... although I have dreamed about it."

"Would you like to be with a man?"

"Oh yes, Father," she said quickly. "if he is the right man. I believe that is God's purpose for me. Why else would I dream about it?"

Why, indeed, Rodrigo thought. He took a deep breath and looked at Emiline, noting once again her rustic beauty. "As I said this morning, there is no shame or sin in wanting to be a woman. It is God's plan to put a man and woman together to produce children." He paused to note the need in her eyes. She appeared definitely ready for what he had to offer. "Emiline, I understand what you want and I am prepared to give it to you. While I am a priest, I have studied women. I have counseled many couples on how best to love each other after they are married. I can absolve you of your wickedness and give you such experience afterward, if that is what you wish."

Emiline sighed. "I do wish it, Father. Do what you will to me."

Although he was burning inside, Rodrigo remained outwardly composed, remembering that, for Father Cantrell, this was a sacrifice. "Then let us absolve you first. Bend your body over this pew, bare your bottom, and I will perform the sacrament of absolution in the eyes of God."

She stood up and moved to behind the pew. "Thank you, Father." She bent her upper body over the back and lifted her dress to above her waist, exposing a firm muscular bottom.

Rodrigo also stood up. "Remain in this position," he ordered. "I will be right back." He moved to Brother Arthur's cell and retrieved a long razor strop that he had found. He believed this would be more effective than the wood strip he had used on Jane.

When he returned a moment later, the young sister was still dutifully draped over the back of the pew, waiting to be absolved of whatever sin she believed she had committed. He positioned himself behind her and slightly to her left. "This will not be pleasant, Emiline," he said. "But you will feel much better afterward."

There was no more talk after that. He retracted the strop and issued a hard stinging swat that impacted the center of both cheeks. She gasped but didn't move. A few seconds later, he delivered another hard shot that landed just below the first. Again, she didn't move.

After the first two, he didn't pause, but administered stroke after stroke after stroke until her bottom went from bright red to dark red, and she was sobbing, great tears rolling down her face.

Finally, after thirty or so strokes of the strop, he stopped and lay the spanking implement down on the pew. Gently, he massaged her wounded bottom with his hand until her sobs quieted and the tears slowed to a trickle. "You took that very bravely, Emiline," he said. "Your wicked ways are forgiven and forgotten."

She turned her head slightly. "Thank you, Father."

He continued with the massage, occasionally allowing his fingers to stray into the area between her legs. She gasped, but didn't move. Using his legs, he spread her legs as far as he could, exposing more of her genitalia. He continued with the probing, alternating between her vagina and her clitoris.

Her breathing rate increased and her natural lubricant became abundant. It was clear to him that she was about to have a climax. He let it happen, then withdrew his fingers and waited.

When she was calm again, he raised his robe. He had a raging erection, and it was pointing directly at her. "Are you ready to experience a man?" he asked.

"Oh yes, Father... please."

He moved in behind her and had no trouble inserting his penis into her vagina. He didn't doubt that she was a virgin, but determined that at some point she had inadvertently ruptured her own hymen. At first, he thrust very slowly, giving her time to get used to the feel, to let her sexual tension mount. She began to moan and groan.

Then, after a few minutes, he increased the pace of his thrusts while she stuck her bottom as far back as she could in an attempt to drive him even deeper inside her. They came together a moment later.

When he started to go soft, he pulled out, taking a few strands of sticky semen with him. He touched her on her freshly spanked bottom. "Was that the experience you hoped for?"

The young sister pushed herself up from the pew. "It was so much better," she said.

"I am very glad," Rodrigo said. "Now, you better get back to your chores."

She stood up and her dress fell back down over her body. "Thank you, Father."

As with Jane the other day, he wanted to pull her into his arms and kiss her, to thank her for trusting him. But he knew he didn't dare. He settled for giving her a wide smile as he watched her leave, her entire body swaying under the old dress. Another satisfied sister, he thought. She will be dreaming of me tonight.


Chapter Five

The next morning brought a torrential rain. The young sisters used this as an opportunity to fill the water barrels and do some work inside the fortress-turned-monastery. With fewer chores to do outside, Sister Margaret met with Rodrigo in the back of the chapel in order to discuss the future.

"Emiline seems very happy this morning," Sister Margaret said.

Rodrigo smiled. "I am very glad. She seemed so unhappy."

"Yes, I know she didn't want to come here."

Rodrigo nodded. "Will there be others, do you think?"

"Yes. Unfortunately, many have become unhappy with their life here. I believe you may become busy."

"Then let us discuss that. If we are to have a life here, we will need to work on developing the resources on the island. I was in Spain for three years. I know the Spanish well. We are not so far from Majorca and Ibiza. I believe we can establish some kind of trade."

Sister Margaret thought for a moment. "There is much to consider," she said finally. "We have enough to eat, enough to sustain us, and we are attempting to remain cloistered, as our order has demanded." She paused. "However, it is true that we lack some resources that would make us more comfortable, including cloth for new clothes and yeast to make leavened bread. Also, some of the young sisters may not want to remain cloistered forever. Do you have a plan?"

"We have a fine vineyard and good climate for growing grapes and oranges. With the proper equipment, perhaps we could make wine for trading with the Spanish. Also, I have noticed that there is no fish in our diet even though we are surrounded by the sea."

She chuckled. "I fear that we are not very good at fishing," she said. "The brothers were the fishermen. Do you know about fishing, Father?"

Rodrigo thought for a moment. He had grown up in a town near the English Channel. He had learned to fish when he was a young boy, often going with his older brothers.

"Yes, I know about fishing," he said. "I will look over the equipment left by the brothers and see how it can best be used."

"Thank you, Father. Fish would be a welcome addition to our meals," Sister Margaret said.

They spent the rest of the rainy morning discussing how best to utilize the island's resources. Rodrigo found that the more they talked, the more she seemed to regard him as an authority figure and deferred to his judgment. It became quickly clear that he was far more worldly and much better educated than anyone on the island. Having grown up as the youngest of seven children, this was a totally new experience for him, one that he was beginning to embrace. Once again, he felt like a parish priest, one who was responsible for the welfare of his small congregation. As one who had never before been responsible for anyone besides himself, this was a good feeling.

Upon conclusion of the long conversation, Rodrigo had a sudden thought. "Sister, this will seem an odd question, but are there any weapons on the island?"

Her eyes widened. "I don't know, Father. Why would you ask this?"

"While I am certain that the Spanish have defeated the pirates who once occupied this island, some force will come here eventually and may not have the best intentions. Not all men are good and honorable when it comes to women."

"I confess that I have little experience in such matters, as I have been mostly cloistered for the past twelve years. We are a peaceful group and wish only minimal contact with the outside world."

"Yes, no doubt. However, surely you have heard stories of when the Vikings attacked English villages, including monasteries."

She nodded. "I have heard such stories. But surely you're not suggesting the Spanish would behave like Vikings."

"No," he agreed. "However, we need to be prepared."

"I will leave that up to you, Father," she said. Then, she stood up and turned toward the door. She stopped and looked at him. "Thank you. I would not have thought so when you first arrived, but your being here has provided much comfort to us all. I believe you are right about God bringing us together."

"God will bless us, Sister," he said, thinking that God already had.

Later that day, Rodrigo searched the cells of the four deceased monks. Finally, in the one formerly occupied by Brother Peter, he found the necessary fishing gear - poles, hooks, twine, and nets. He determined that he would start out tomorrow in an attempt to increase their fish consumption. He was tiring of bread and fruit; he needed some meat and he knew that he couldn't slaughter the few sheep and goats on the island.

He also determined to develop a plan of defense in case the island was visited by men who didn't share the sisters' vision of peace in isolation. After all, he reasoned, there were twenty-two women on the island - more than enough temptation for any man - or group of men. He began to feel as though he needed to jealously guard his flock. No other man would touch one of his women while he was still alive.

Rodrigo also thought about devising some sort of time keeping instrument. In Spain, he had seen a few crude clocks and knew that he couldn't hope to duplicate that complex technology on the island. He wondered how the ancients in England (Druids, he had heard them called) could truly determine the longest and shortest days of the year. He wondered how they could determine when a year had passed.

He decided, based on the apparent length of the day and the fact that he had left Barcelona on May 30 (a date he knew for certain), that today would be Monday, June 15. He found a small stone with a sharp edge and carved the date into the back wall of the chapel. This would be the reference marker.

As evening neared, the rain stopped and the sky cleared. He felt very satisfied with what he had accomplished so far. He sat down in the chapel to rest and ruminate when he saw a female presence in the doorway.

"May I speak with you, Father?" the young woman asked timidly.

He gazed at her and recognized her as Mary Alice. She was a buxom brunette with a tan face. He had seen her many times toiling in the large garden and admired the way her trim body moved under the old dress. "Please come in, Mary Alice," he said.

"Thank you, Father," she said and entered the chapel. She sat down opposite him.

"What is troubling you, my child?" he asked, although from the sad but hopeful look on her face, he already knew the answer to that question.

"I... I am a wicked young woman," she replied.

Rodrigo almost rolled his eyes. He felt a little like a parish priest who has heard the same confession over and over again. "What have you done that has made you wicked?"

Mary Alice looked at Rodrigo, then looked away. "I have spoken against being here."

"How did you come to be here?"

"My father sent me to Sister Margaret nearly four years ago because I was the fourth daughter and there were only a few young men remaining in my village."

A common story, no doubt, he thought. The discovery of the Western World fifty years ago had opened up new opportunities for young men all over Western Europe. He had seen the same problem in Spain and had, at times, exploited it.

"So... you wished to be with a young man, to marry and raise children?"

She nodded vigorously. "Oh yes, Father. I wanted that very much. But in my village there were only old men and I could feel no desire for an old man."

Rodrigo took her trembling hand in his own. They both knew what was going to happen next. He knew that she had, no doubt, spoken with Jane and Emiline about their experience. "So, you wish to be absolved of your wickedness and then..." He didn't need to finish the statement.

She smiled sweetly. "Yes, Father."

"Very well. I will absolve you and then serve as the man, if you still wish it. If you are ready, please bend over the back of the pew and raise your garment above your waist. I need to fetch the instrument of absolution."

"Yes, Father." In an instant, Mary Alice was in position with her threadbare dress above her waist, exposing a lean and muscular bottom.

Rodrigo regarded the upturned bottom for an instant and was somewhat surprised that he wasn't as eager to plunge into her as he had been yesterday with Emiline, the lust wasn't nearly as powerful even though Mary Alice was every bit as attractive.

Nevertheless, dutifully, he retrieved the razor strop and positioned himself to administer the absolution whipping. He touched her bare bottom; she quivered slightly in anticipation. "Mary Alice, the absolution will not be a pleasant experience, but it will feel good to be forgiven for the wickedness you have confessed. You will leave here feeling pure and cleansed."

"I understand, Father," she said in a near whisper.

Without another word, he retracted the heavy strop, then released it full force, impacting the center of both lush cheeks. She sighed and lifted one foot in response to the pain. A few seconds later, he delivered another sharp blow, eliciting the same response.

After these first two exploratory strokes, he simply let loose, issuing blow after blow after blow, with nearly as much force as he could. He wasn't sure why he was so hard on her - perhaps it was because he really believed she was wicked; perhaps it was because of his evolving attitude toward the young sisters. He didn't know.

All he did know was that he was administering a severe whipping, perhaps more severe than the previous two. The young sister's bottom became a mass of red and purple bruises. She was crying and sobbing hysterically when he finally came to his senses and stopped.

He surveyed his handiwork and lay the strop down on the pew. Then he gently massaged her back and bottom until her crying slowed. "The demon was strong in you, Mary Alice," he whispered in her ear. "But it is gone now."

She took several deep breaths. "Th-thank you, Father," she managed to squeak.

He transferred his fingers from her bottom to the soft spot between her thighs. Unconsciously, she spread her legs, giving him better access to her sex. Quickly, he took advantage of this and found her clitoris. As she responded favorably to his touch, he could feel the old lust rise up again. He was now more than ready for the final act.

He leaned down and kissed the back of her neck while continuing with the gentle probing. She was now lubricating freely. "Are you ready?" he asked.

"Yes, Father... please," she said.

Rodrigo wasted no time inserting his erect penis into her tight vagina. He thrust slowly and deliberately, attempting to prolong the moment for as long as possible. Make it the very best experience for her, he thought. She deserves it. And after several minutes, they came together in a gush. She went limp with him hovering over her.

He slipped out of her and stepped back. Her bottom was now showing some bruises from the intensity of the recent whipping. A few drops of semen emerged from between her thighs and trickled down her leg. He touched her on the back gently.

"Mary Alice, you can get up now. You are forgiven and, I believe, fulfilled."

Slowly, the young woman pushed herself up from the awkward position. Before her dress fell back down, she reached behind her and felt her rear. She smiled. "My mum used a leather strap on me many times," she said, "but never as hard as you just did. Thank you, Father, I do feel better."

Rodrigo nodded and returned her smile. He didn't say anything but was beginning to understand more completely the need that these young sisters felt. Many, if not all, of these young women had grown up with harsh domestic discipline. They expected it to keep their behavior in check. Since they had arrived on Cabrera, they had gotten little from Brother John and none from Sister Margaret. As Sister Margaret had predicted, he would, indeed, be busy.


Chapter Six

For the next eight days, Rodrigo was as busy as he had ever been in his life. Every morning at sunrise, he would carve a notch in the chapel wall, thus keeping track of the days. He was determined that his parish (as he now thought of it) would stay as close to a regular calendar as possible.

He had also scouted the island and found a small cove that was good for fishing. On the first day, using mostly the net, he was able to catch enough fish to feed all twenty-three of them. On the second day, he recruited Jane, Mary Alice, and another young sister named Sarah and taught them how to use the fishing equipment. Using one of the several knives he had found, he also taught them how to clean the fish and prepare them for cooking. The young women proved to be particularly adept at their new skill, and everyone was grateful to have this food from the sea back in their diet.

Once he was confident that the three young sisters could manage fish production with minimal supervision, he went to work on the vineyards. In Spain, he had seen many such vineyards and learned a little about how grapes were cultivated. In looking over the available land, he believed their grape production could be expanded such that there might be enough to produce a fair quantity of wine.

In surveying his parishioners, he discovered that four of the young sisters, Martha, Rachel, Ann, and Kate had some farming experience. Thus, he put them to work preparing the land for additional cultivation and training some of the other sisters for farm work. He also asked them questions about the length of the growing seasons on the island and if they could increase wheat production. Martha told him that her family had sometimes used fish to fertilize the soil. He had heard this as well and ordered it to be done.

Finally, he found that Catherine, Mary, and Victoria had some experience with domestic animals. He put them in charge of the few sheep and goats on the island. He charged them with the responsibility to produce cheese from the goat milk.

After six days of this kind of intense management, he felt that he had taken a relatively efficient operation and made it even more efficient. Their diets had improved and would continue to improve in the future. Now it was time to think about defense. From a lookout point on the highest hill, he had seen the top of a sail off in the far distance. He knew it was only a matter of time before one of the many ships operating in the Mediterranean dropped anchor near Cabrera. He wanted to be ready for whatever group of men came ashore.

He found that the pirates had obviously planned expeditiously, as the fortress was well situated above the only truly accessible entry point. Unfortunately, however, apart from three rusty cutlasses, he didn't find a secret cache of weapons. But, he realized, that was probably for the better. He knew he was hardly a skilled soldier, and he really didn't think he could train the young sisters to defend the island from any kind of armed incursion, even if they had the weapons. He would have to think of some other strategy to keep them safe.

While he was engaged in the various planning and preparations, he had a Mass to prepare on Sunday. Although this required some scripture study, he found that planning for this week's Mass was decidedly easier than before.

And finally, there were his other duties as confessor and, for lack of a better term, stud. Every evening a new young woman came to see him, always with the same story ("Father, I have been wicked..."). He had now heard the story so many times that he was beginning to believe it was rehearsed.

Still, he wasn't complaining. Rather, he was intrigued to discover that so many young English women had been virtually forced by family circumstances or local hardships into this life of solitude and isolation, made worse by the religious turmoil that had gripped their native land and that was now raging throughout Europe. God had apparently blessed him, and he was determined to make the most of it.

He had, of course, absolved the seven new sisters who had needed (and requested) it. He was becoming quite adept with the razor strop. He always followed the whipping with gentle massage and slow intercourse. He was becoming quite adept at that as well. He made sure that no young woman left the chapel unsatisfied or unfulfilled. Let their first experience be truly memorable - or at least memorable enough to make them seek a second experience.

As Tuesday, June 24, dawned, he arose and carved the appropriate notch in the stone wall. Last evening, he had absolved and satisfied Molly, a petite blonde-haired twenty-year-old. He had assigned her duty in the kitchen because she was a good cook and probably too small for heavy farming. This morning, he paused to take inventory. All-in-all, ten of the young sisters had visited him, leaving eleven who hadn't visited him - yet. He wondered if eventually these would come around. He couldn't help but wonder if Sister Margaret would eventually come around. He would like that, as every day he admired her more: her appearance, her spirit, and her strength - all admirable qualities in a woman.

Rodrigo had also noticed that both Jane and Mary Alice looked at him as a young and inexperienced bride might look upon her new husband after a night of passionate lovemaking. He had observed that both would remove their dresses when casting the net into the small inlet they used for fishing. Then they would watch him to make sure he saw them naked. There was no mistaking their intent, and he knew it was only a matter of time before they required absolution once more.

He was back in the chapel after the morning meal and prayers when he heard shouting off in the distance. He went to the door in time to see Sister Margaret hurrying toward him. "What is it, Sister?" he asked when she was close enough to hear him.

Sister Margaret stopped and gathered her breath. "It is Jane, Mary Alice, and Sarah," she replied.

Rodrigo's eyes widened and he stepped out of the doorway. "What has happened? Are they hurt?"

She took another deep breath to calm herself. "No... they are not hurt."

"Then what is it?"

"They... they have been fighting." She turned slightly and pointed in the direction of the fishing inlet.

He was now at her side, looking in the same direction but seeing only a hill and blue sky. "What do you mean, fighting?"

"I... I don't know what happened," Sister Margaret said. "But Beth, Ann, and Kate had to go to the inlet to stop them."

"And no one was hurt?"

Sister Margaret shook her head. "Only some scratches and torn clothing."

Rodrigo thought for a moment. He didn't like conflict and especially didn't want it to occur in his parish. He wondered what they could have been fighting about. He saw that Sister Margaret was watching him expectantly, and he knew that he would have to deal with this, that he was now the chief arbiter, whether he wanted to be or not.

He also understood that Sister Margaret and the young sisters would expect him, not only to judge the situation, but to administer appropriate punishment as well. So be it, he thought.

"Gather everyone together in the courtyard," he ordered in a solemn voice.

"What are you going to do, Father?" she asked.

"I will try to find out what happened and why," he said. "Then the guilty will be punished in order to discourage future incidents."

"Very well," she said. Then she turned and headed for the courtyard.

Rodrigo, knowing full well what he had to do, went back into the chapel and fetched the razor strop. While in Spain, he had witnessed many public whippings, including several women. He had never seen the same person whipped twice, perhaps a testament to the effectiveness of the punishment. Let's see if it works on Cabrera, he thought.

When he reached the courtyard, he noted that all twenty-one of the young sisters were assembled, including Jane, Mary Alice, and Sarah. He also noted that their dresses were so torn they barely covered their bodies. They had scratches on their faces and arms. They were standing apart from the others and appeared very grim-faced. Sister Margaret stood near a large stone table, her hands folded piously in front of her.

Rodrigo looked around the group. "Is the fishing gear secure?" he asked.

The sisters all looked at each other.

He took their silence as a negative. "Martha, Diana, and Lorna... go to the inlet and bring up the fishing gear. We must not lose that."

"Yes, Father," all three said at once, then turned toward the inlet. They appeared almost relieved.

He turned his attention to the three miscreants. "Jane, tell me what happened."

Jane looked at him for a brief instant, then lowered her head. "I... I don't remember, Father."

He scowled at the obvious lie. "Very well," he said, shifting his eyes to Mary Alice. "Mary Alice, do you remember what the fight was about?"

Mary Alice also lowered her head. "No, Father."

Finally, he turned to Sarah. She was one of the eleven who hadn't yet requested absolution, so she was something of an unknown to him. "Sarah, will you tell me what the fight was about?"

Sarah sighed. She was young-looking with a pretty face and dark blonde hair. "I... I..." She gave a sideways glance to her two companions and shook her head. "It... was not important," she said finally.

Rodrigo gave all three a very hard look. He thought he knew young women well enough to know that they could very possibly have been fighting over him or what he had done with Jane and Mary Alice. Perhaps, he thought, Sarah was one of the few young sisters who truly wanted to be here. He would have to find out later.

Then he hardened. No matter the reason, they would need to be punished for disrupting the working harmony on the island. "Very well," he said in a loud voice so everyone could hear. "If you wish to keep the reason a secret, so be it. However, we cannot tolerate fighting among ourselves, no matter what the reason. We are alone here and can only rely on each other. We don't always have to like each other, but we need to work together for the good of all." He paused and glanced around the assembly. Everyone appeared to be listening intently. "Jane, Mary Alice, and Sarah have made great contributions to our welfare with their fishing ability. However, their fighting has cost all of us some food and may have cost us some equipment. They need to be punished." Once again, he paused to see if anyone would rise to their defense. No one did.

The trio of miscreants stood with their heads lowered. No doubt, they had already seen the razor strop and had a very good idea what was going to happen next. They didn't have long to wait.

"Jane, Mary Alice, and Sarah... You will remove what remains of your clothing and bend your bodies over the table. After you are soundly whipped, you will stay in that position until twilight as an example to the others. Finally, you will remain without clothing until tomorrow. Do you understand?" In the whippings he had seen in Spain, the miscreant was usually tied to a post. Since they didn't have a post, the table would have to do.

"Yes, Father," the trio said in unison.

"Go!" he ordered.

The three young sisters looked at each other sheepishly. Then, with Jane in the lead, they shed what was left of their dresses and approached the stone table.

Rodrigo followed, clutching the strop tightly in his right hand. "Bend over the table!"

The trio complied. They presented quite a sight, three young naked bodies bent over a large slab of rock, positioned nearly flesh to flesh, their lush bottoms fully exposed to both Rodrigo and the entire assembly.

He resisted the urge to lick his lips. This was to be severe punishment, nothing more. There would be no gentle follow up. He glanced around at the assembly. "Watch and learn from their example. Any similar behavior will be punished severely." He turned to the miscreants. "Do not attempt to get up until I give you permission."

As was his custom now, Rodrigo said nothing more. Rather, he stepped closer to Jane, who was on the left. He retracted the strop and brought it forward with as much as force as he could muster, impacting the lower edge of her unmarked bottom. She winced and closed her eyes. Quickly, he followed up with five more sharp blows that caused her to gasp and move her feet.

He determined that he would whip each young miscreant one at a time until her bottom was dark red and she was openly crying. He had also determined that this whipping should be more severe than the 'absolution' whipping he had given both Jane and Mary Alice. He already knew their pain tolerance. He wasn't sure about Sarah.

Now, with his purpose firmly in his mind, Rodrigo issued stroke after stroke after stroke to Jane's upturned bottom, staining the flesh purplish red. After forty or so of the hard swats, she began to sob hysterically. This was the unspoken signal for him to move on to the young woman to Jane's right, Mary Alice.

Through half-closed eyes, Mary Alice had been watching her companion endure the whipping. Now that it was her turn, she closed her eyes completely and unconsciously spread her legs slightly. The fingers on her left hand, which had been clutching the edge of the stone slab, somehow found the fingers of Jane's right hand. The fingers intertwined.

If Rodrigo saw this sisterly gesture, he paid it no attention. Rather, he concentrated exclusively on Mary Alice's bottom. As fast as he could swing the strop, he laid down a brutal pattern of blows, darkening the flesh with purplish bruises. After nearly fifty such blows, she was moaning and sobbing with the pain and humiliation. Being whipped was bad enough, but being whipped while on public display made it so much worse.

Satisfied that Mary Alice had been thoroughly punished, Rodrigo turned toward Sarah, who was stoically staring straight ahead, apparently not watching her two companions. He did notice that she did not attempt to find Mary Alice's fingers and realized that the conflict was obviously between her and the other two.

He marked his target and struck quickly and decisively. Sarah groaned and took a deep breath. A second later, he issued another hard swat, eliciting the same reaction. While he had known from experience that Mary Alice, in particular, had a fairly high tolerance to pain, he had no such experience with Sarah and so resolved to proceed more slowly and watch her behavior.

It was clear after twenty strokes that Sarah was no veteran of domestic whippings. She began to sob uncontrollably. She reared up after twenty-five strokes; he had to push her back down to finish the punishment. He stopped at thirty-five.

When he was finished administering the punishment, Rodrigo stepped back and turned toward the other sisters. They appeared nearly frozen in place. All were grim-faced. "As I said before, we cannot tolerate any conflict among ourselves. Hopefully, these young sisters have learned that lesson well. No doubt, disputes will arise among you. When that happens, bring your dispute to me and I will judge the situation and move toward a resolution. Do you all understand and accept this?"

"Yes, Father," they all said in unison, even Sister Margaret. They appeared almost relieved to once again place their faith and trust in a male authority.

Rodrigo was feeling it now - all the weight of the power they were investing in him. He was the final authority on practically all matters. He would take that role very seriously. He scanned the young sisters once again. "Sisters Jane, Mary Alice, and Sarah will remain in their position until twilight." He looked up at the sky and determined that the sun was clearly descending over the western hills. The young sisters would not have to remain in position very much longer.

"In the future, any behavior that works against our mission here will be met with very severe punishment." He was thinking now of a dead tree that bordered the courtyard. It would serve nicely as a whipping post. "Do all of you understand?"

"Yes, Father," the assembly said in a near chant.

"Very well. Please return to your duties." Clutching the strop, he turned away from the assembly and moved toward the chapel, his work done for the moment. He needed to rest.


Chapter Seven

After the evening meal, Rodrigo managed to glance at the three recently whipped miscreants. As required, they were still naked. He had charged Susan, Laura, and Sister Margaret with the task of finding suitable attire for the three to put on in the morning, as their dresses were much too torn to be useful.

As he watched them, he noticed that their bottoms were still slightly bruised and their demeanors were solemn. He determined that the punishment had been fairly harsh but effective. He also resolved to isolate and speak with Sarah in the morning.

Later that night, he fell asleep in Brother John's bed. And while he slept, he had another of those dreams that seemed to haunt him. In this dream, he was confronted by the sight of a long row of young women. They were all naked and bent over, obviously awaiting punishment. In his hand was a short whip with leather strands - a cat-o'-nine-tails, he had heard it called. Dutifully, he whipped all the bottoms severely, occasionally even drawing small drops of blood. Then, satisfied with his work, he rolled the strands around the wooden handle and simply walked away.

He awoke in a cold sweat and tried the shake the dream from his head. But he couldn't. He was in a situation for which he had been poorly prepared. Yes, he could dally with and make frivolous love to willing and naive young women. But never before had he been responsible for their well-being and their safety. Was he doing the right thing?

Ultimately, he realized, this internal debate didn't matter. He was on this island with twenty-two women. He was the only man, and they believed he was a priest. There was no other male authority. There was no one else he could turn to and he couldn't just walk away. He would have to accept the responsibility and do his best. So be it, he thought, and lay back down. This time he slept dreamless until dawn.

At morning prayers, he discovered that Jane, Mary Alice, and Sarah were all dressed. They were each wearing an odd combination of different swatches of cloth Laura and Susan had stitched together. There were pieces of blanket, along with pieces cut from a robe left by Brother Alfred. The dresses were loose fitting but they covered the bodies effectively. Rodrigo complimented Susan and Laura on their ingenuity and skill.

After the morning meal, he approached Sarah, who was sitting by herself in a corner of the courtyard. "How are you feeling this morning, Sarah?" he asked gently.

She looked up at him, then glanced away. "I feel... all right, Father," she replied.

He gave her a smile. "I would like to speak with you this morning. Please accompany me to the chapel."

Sarah flushed slightly. "But I must attend to my duties," she protested weakly. "The others are expecting me."

He touched her hand. "This is more important," he said. "The other sisters will understand." He glanced around and saw that at least four of the young sisters were watching them. "Please come with me now."

"Very well, Father," she said after a short pause. She stood up and turned toward the stone path that led to the chapel, mindful of the eyes on both of them.

When they were in the chapel, Rodrigo closed the door and moved to the back pew. "Please sit down, Sarah."

She sat and let her eyes flit all around the chapel. She appeared very nervous. Every young woman, including Sarah, knew very well generally happened to young women in the back pew.

He sat down opposite her. He wanted to take her hand in his, but resisted the temptation. "Do you understand what happened yesterday and why?" he asked.

"Yes, Father," she answered.

"I would like to know why you were fighting with Jane and Mary Alice."

Sarah flushed again. "I... I cannot tell you that."

He smiled reassuringly. "It is okay, Sarah," he said. "What you say in here remains in here. Now, it would be very helpful to me to understand why you were fighting."

Again, the young sister hesitated. "I... Oh, Father, must I tell you?"

Rodrigo nodded. "Yes," he said. "It will make you feel better to unburden yourself of that for which you have already been punished."

She unconsciously lifted her bottom for a second. "It... it was something Jane and Mary Alice said," she said at last.

"What did they say?"

Sarah looked away, obviously in turmoil. She took a deep breath. "They... they are always talking about... about their experience with you, how they liked it, especially the... the... you know."

He was intrigued now. He had suspected that the young sisters talked among themselves. It was good to know he had been right and that the talk had been positive. However, as he looked at Sarah, he could tell that she was less than pleased to have to listen to the stories. "And this bothered you?"

She nodded. "Yes... the talk disgusted me."

This wasn't the answer he was expecting. "Why?"

"Oh... must I go on?"

"Yes. Why did the talk disgust you?"

"I... have never liked men very much. The men in my village are dirty beasts, even the priest. He is an ignorant man who is more interested in serving the women of the parish than he is in serving God."

He tried to remain calm throughout this tirade. "Yes, I know of such men," he said. "But not all men... or priests are like that."

"That may be true," she acknowledged. "But... I have to admit that I have not yet seen it."

Rodrigo wanted to attack that statement, to defend his own actions. He calmed himself again. "So... Sarah... do you believe I am like those other men?"

Once more, she flushed, a little more deeply this time as she realized she was on dangerous ground. "I... am sorry, if I offended you," she said.

He sought her eyes with his own. This was an important moment, even perhaps a critical moment. "Do you not approve of what I have done with the other sisters?"

She met his eyes. "May I speak plainly, Father?"

"Of course."

She took a deep breath. "No, I do not."

"Why not? Don't you have the same feelings as the other sisters?"

"No," she answered quickly. "I am not like the other sisters."

Rodrigo sensed a possible breakthrough. "How are you different?"

"I wanted to come here. I want to be cloistered, away from people, especially men."

"Is that the only reason?"

She seemed to consider this for a moment. "No," she said. "I wanted to be with Sister Margaret."

"Why?"

"She... is my older sister by ten years. When I was a girl, I wanted to be just like her. I still do."

"She is a remarkable woman," he said.

Sarah nodded. "Yes... She is not like these other tertiary sisters, the ones who do not want to be here."

"You don't like the other sisters very much, do you?"

"No. They have no learning. They do not understand the church. They are mostly peasants cast off by their families."

Rodrigo thought that was rather harsh, but mostly true from what he had seen and heard so far. "And you are different?"

"My mother and father made sure I learned to read and write and that I read the right books."

He gazed at Sarah, looked into her brown eyes and thought she was holding something back, some secret. "There is more you're not telling me," he said.

"No, Father," she said.

"You said earlier that Jane and Mary Alice disgusted you, that you think all men are beasts and you don't like them or want to be around them. I can understand a little of what you're telling me, but I feel there is more to it."

She broke eye contact. "Must... must I continue?"

"Yes. I can see that you are very unhappy. You must unburden yourself."

"Perhaps," she said. "But... I do not seek your absolution."

"Why not?"

"Because... I don't believe you perform as a priest. I wonder about your motives. Are you here to serve God or yourself?"

Rodrigo was amazed at her insight. This was a question he had asked himself just this morning. "Sarah... I did not ask to come here. I was put on this island when my ship went down. I believe God put me here to do more than celebrate Mass and hear confession. I must serve the needs of my parishioners, whatever those needs might be."

Her expression softened. "Again, I am sorry, Father."

"Now... tell me here in this chapel before God what secret you are holding on to."

A tear came into her eye. "Oh, Father, I am probably the most wicked young woman here."

This statement greatly surprised him. "How are you wicked, Sarah?"

She flushed yet once again. More tears came into her eyes. "Father... I don't just dislike men," she said. "I... like women."

"What do you mean?" he asked, although he thought he already knew the answer. In his experience, he had met a few women who truly liked other women. Sisters of Lesbos, he had heard them called.

"I... want to do with the other sisters what you have done," she said. "I... look at them when they are undressed and I am... bothered greatly. I have even touched many of them. They thought the touch was innocent, but it wasn't to me. Father, I am very wicked."

"Have you always felt this way?"

"For as long as I can remember."

"And you have not tried to change?"

"It has done no good, Father," she said. "I have prayed and prayed and asked for punishment, for redemption, but nothing changes." She paused, then looked at Rodrigo. "You can try, if you want, Father. You can whip me even more severely than you did yesterday, but it will do no good. It will not change the way I am."

"Sarah, I will not hesitate to whip you again if you deserve it," he said. "But I certainly would not try to change you, especially by punishing you."

The young sister seemed amazed at this statement. "You won't try to change me?"

"Sarah, God has made you the way you are. I would do nothing to go against God's wishes. That would be heresy."

She smiled for the first time. "Thank you, Father."

He touched her hand. She responded by gripping his fingers. He returned her smile. "I believe, however, that you might do better with a different job. Do you enjoy fishing?"

"No, Father," she said.

"What are you good at?"

"I can cook and sew. I learned these skills in the nunnery."

"Very well," Rodrigo said. "I will arrange for you to change with one of the other sisters."

Perhaps believing that the discussion was nearing an end, Sarah stood up. "Is that all, Father?"

"Yes," he said. "But, Sarah... please pay no attention to what the other sisters are talking about and please try to understand their natural desires, which are not the same as yours."

She smiled again. "I will try my best." Then she turned and left the chapel.

Rodrigo watched her leave, noted how her body moved under the makeshift dress, remembered how her bottom looked when he was whipping it. And as he watched, he knew that she wouldn't be visiting him again, at least not like the other sisters had done. Okay, he thought, at least now I understand.


Chapter Eight

Later that day, Rodrigo found Molly and asked her to trade jobs with Sarah. Molly was only too glad to get out of the hot and stuffy kitchen to work in the fresh air and sea water. And, because she had experienced the same absolution and follow up as Jane and Mary Alice, she would not be disgusted by conversations that centered around this experience (and perhaps the desire for more of it). Jane and Mary Alice embraced Molly immediately. Another problem solved.

With everyone now working toward a common goal, there was once again harmony on the island. Rodrigo became less busy with what he called 'administrative duties' (a term he had borrowed from Father Benedito). He was still visited occasionally by a sister who wished for absolution because of her perceived wickedness. So by the middle of July, he had 'absolved' fifteen of the young women in his parish, leaving six. He knew that Sarah would never come around. He wasn't sure about the other five.

Also, he and Sister Margaret had become closer. She seemed more and more relieved to be free of the great burden of responsibility she had once carried. He admired her, both for her body, which was strong and firm, and her spirit, which (in its own way) was gentle and gracious. Perhaps one day, he thought every time they were together, one day. But he also realized that what he was feeling was potentially dangerous - for both of them.

He still had a serious island problem to solve, however, and that was defense. Nearly once a week, he had seen sails in the far distance. He knew it was only a matter of time before one of those ships approached Cabrera. They needed to be ready. In scouting the island, he determined that there was only one point where a force could safely land, and that was the inlet directly below Brother Arthur's cell. This was also where the young sisters bathed. He further determined that the best lookout spot was atop the highest hill near the center of the island. From there, on a clear day, he could see the vast expanse of the Mediterranean as well as two smaller islands to the northeast.

By the end of July, he and a few of the sisters had erected a viewing platform on top of the hill. They also erected a large wooden cross in an attempt to designate Cabrera as a Christian sanctuary. He ordered that, working in shifts, a young sister should be on the hill at all times while there was still daylight. He didn't believe any ship would risk approaching the shallow reefs around the island at night.

Finally, as a further defense measure, he instructed Marian and Lorna to cut their hair and prepare to dress as monks should anyone visit the island. He reasoned that even the most brutish sailors wouldn't attack a sanctuary island, especially if there were a few celibate young men accompanying the young women. He chose Marian and Lorna because they were the largest of the sisters. He was somewhat surprised when Marian and Lorna agreed to the ruse. Perhaps their long hair got in the way of their farm work, he mused.

For the most part, the sisters got along well with minimal conflict. One problem did arise, however, that Rodrigo had to deal with. Sarah was content with her new duties in the kitchen; however, she needed help, and near the end of July, Emma volunteered to move from farming to cooking. Emma was one of the five sisters who had not yet sought absolution. And after a few days, he found out why.

Sarah and Emma began to spend all of their time together, even when they were not in the kitchen. Then, one day when they were supposed to be cleaning dishes after the morning meal, they were found lying together naked in the grassy clearing behind the small stone building that served as the kitchen area. Sister Margaret, who found them, reported that, not only were they lying together, they were touching parts of each other they shouldn't. She immediately ordered them to dress, then brought them to Rodrigo, who was in the chapel at the time.

"These two were... were... touching each other rather than attending to their duties," Sister Margaret managed to say, clearly uncomfortable.

As he was the only one (besides Emma) who knew Sarah's secret, he understood why Sister Margaret was so disturbed by what she had seen. "Sister, please leave these two with me," he instructed. "I will take care of it."

Sister Margaret was clearly relieved. "Thank you, Father." She turned and left, but not before giving Sarah and Emma a hard look.

Now alone with the two miscreants, Rodrigo gazed at both young women standing before him. "Sarah knows I understand her situation," he said finally.

Both young women said nothing, but continued to stare at the stone floor.

"And I really do understand," he said. "But... you were caught. Your behavior cannot be tolerated. I will have to punish both of you... the others will expect it."

The two now looked at each other. "We understand, Father," Sarah said.

"Very well," he said. "I want you to know first that I do not judge either of you as far what you were doing. If you want to be together and find comfort with each other, that is perhaps God's will. However, the other sisters do not understand and will not understand why you were doing things with each other instead of attending to your duties. They will need to see that you are punished severely for your lapse." He glared at both young women. "Remove your garments and go to the stone table now."

Sarah and Emma nodded to each other and stripped off their ragged dresses. Then they turned and left the chapel. Rodrigo picked up the strop, which he now kept on the back pew, and followed them.

When they were in the courtyard, the two young women immediately stood before the large slab of stone. "Everyone gather around the courtyard," he called out in the loudest voice he could manage.

Within a few minutes, all of the young sisters and Sister Margaret were assembled in the courtyard. They had all, no doubt, already heard about the incident and were eager to witness the punishment of two sisters who had always placed themselves at the fringe of the group. Now they knew why.

Rodrigo glanced around at the collective faces. "Sarah and Emma were caught together when they had duties to perform. Their behavior did not support our mission here. They thought only of themselves and not of the whole. That type of behavior must be punished."

Once again, he looked at each sister. They were all grim-faced, but he knew that none of them (with the exception of Sister Margaret) truly liked Sarah or Emma and would not be at all bothered by seeing them soundly whipped.

He turned his attention to the miscreants. "Sarah and Emma, bend your bodies over the table."

The duo complied immediately.

"Sarah and Emma, while we greatly appreciate your efforts in the kitchen, we cannot tolerate the selfish behavior you demonstrated today. Do you understand this?

"Yes, Father," they said in unison.

"Very well," he said and gripped the strop with his right hand.

Before he struck the first blow, he tried to think of how much punishment was necessary, given the offense that he himself had more-or-less condoned. He believed that the two had been merely acting on desires given them by God - perhaps not much different than the desire of the fifteen young sisters who had come to him seeking absolution and sexual intercourse.

He finally decided that thirty strokes apiece would satisfy the other young sisters. With that in mind, he started with Sarah, her upturned bottom lush and waiting, her legs slightly spread. Even though he understood that he could never touch what was between those legs, he couldn't help thinking, what a waste.

One after another after another, he mercilessly delivered the self-assigned thirty strokes of the strop. Sarah's bottom quickly went from red to dark red. She tightened her grip on the stone slab and closed her eyes. Tears streamed down her dirt streaked face.

When he was finished, he paused, took two deep breaths, and assessed the damage, concluding that justice had been served. Then he turned his attention to Emma, who was now squirming in anticipation. Her eyes were already closed. He delivered the first blow full force, causing her to yelp and dance in place. He waited a few seconds for her to settle, then struck again, eliciting the same reaction. Probably never been whipped before, he thought as he watched her.

No matter, she's being whipped now. Without any further hesitation, he unleashed a constant barrage of hard swats that caused her to sway and dance in place. She was sobbing hysterically.

After the thirty had been delivered, again he assessed Emma's dark red and slightly warm flesh. Satisfied, he stepped back, leaving the two miscreants to cry together. He turned to the assembly. "Sarah and Emma will remain in this position until the sun begins to descend. They will remain naked for the rest of the day. Please resume your duties."

In groups of two and three, the young sisters moved away from the courtyard to their respective job areas. When they were all gone, Rodrigo moved closer to the two miscreants. "Are you both all right?" he asked in a near whisper.

They gripped each other's fingers and sighed. "Yes, Father," they said.

He patted both wounded bottoms gently. "Do not get caught again," he said. "It will be much worse if there is a next time." He didn't wait for a response before turning away from them. He had much to think about.


Chapter Nine

It was early in the afternoon of a day in late August when Mary, the young sister on lookout duty, descended the hill rapidly. "A ship is coming! A ship is coming!" she yelled.

This declaration generated excitement throughout the island. Jane, Mary Alice, and Molly secured their equipment and came up from the fishing cove. Sarah and Emma emerged from the kitchen (where they now shared their living quarters away from the others). Sister Margaret came out of her small room. And Rodrigo looked up from the ewe he was inspecting in the meadow.

Within just a few minutes of Mary's pronouncement, all twenty-three inhabitants of Cabrera were assembled in the courtyard. Rodrigo took charge immediately. "Mary, go back up on the hill and keep watch. I will follow you momentarily. Sister Margaret, please go with her. We need to know if it is the same ship that docked before. Marian and Lorna, put on your monk robes, then go back to tending the fields. Sarah and Emma, go back into the kitchen and prepare some refreshments for our visitors. The rest of you, resume your duties."

With a flurry of nervous energy, the twenty-one young sisters and Sister Margaret did what they were told. He watched them while trying to think. He had been preparing for this day in his mind. But now that it was here, he had to order himself to remain calm and continue to play the role that he had been playing since he washed up on shore nearly two months ago (somehow it seemed much longer - almost another lifetime). He shook himself and turned toward the path that led to the hill.

When he reached the top of the lookout hill, Mary and Sister Margaret were both pointing at an object approaching from the southwest. He scanned the water until he saw the sails. He recognized the ship as a Spanish caravel. "Can you see what type of ship it is?" he asked.

Both answered that they could.

"Is it the same ship that docked before?" He was hoping and praying that it wasn't. He understood completely that the same ship might very well mean the same crew. And that same crew would very likely ask questions about who he was and how he came to be on the island. These were questions for which he didn't have adequate answers.

Sister Margaret and Mary looked for a long time at the caravel slowly and methodically nearing the island. "No," Sister Margaret said finally. "The other ship was smaller, I think."

Rodrigo let out a slow breath of relief. The other ship was probably a barque, he thought, perhaps even the same one that I was on. "Sister Margaret," he called while they watched the ship approach to within a safe distance from the island, lower its sails, and drop the anchor.

She looked at him expectantly.

"Sister Margaret... we need to go to the inlet to meet the visitors. Please let me talk to them. I don't want them to know how I came to be here."

Her eyes widened. "I don't understand," she said.

"The Spanish probably think that I am dead. If they find me alive, they may still want me to go to Minorca. And I don't want to go there now. I want to stay here. My mission is here. Don't you agree?"

"Very well," she said with a smile. "I don't think we want you to leave either, do we Mary?"

Mary turned away from the sea and also smiled. She had been 'absolved' by Rodrigo two weeks ago. "No, Sister," she said. "Father, please stay with us."

"Then it is settled," he said. "Mary, you stay and keep watch. Sister, let's go and prepare ourselves."

Dressed in the best ragged clothes they could find, Sister Margaret and Rodrigo stood at the mouth of the inlet and watched as a cockboat, rowed by six sailors, made its way to the shore. Near the back of the boat were a Spanish naval officer and a small man dressed in cloth breeches and a linen jacket, obviously a government official.

When the boat stopped, Rodrigo approached. "Bienvenido a Cabrera, la Isla Sanctuaria. Soy Padre Cantrell y esta es Hermana Margaret."

The naval officer stepped out of the boat and looked at Rodrigo and Sister Margaret. "I am first officer Pedro Alvarez," he said in English. "I was told that this was an English sanctuary."

"We are from England," Rodrigo said. "But we are here to provide Catholic sanctuary to anyone who seeks it."

The government official frowned and stepped out of the boat. He too studied Rodrigo and Sister Margaret. "I am Juan de la Vega," he said, also in English. "I am the assistant to the governor of these islands, Roberto de Santander."

"Again, welcome to Cabrera," Rodrigo said. "You and your men will need refreshments. Let us go to the courtyard. As you will see, we do not have much here, but we will share with you what we do have."

"We are here to discuss that," de la Vega said.

Alvarez signaled to the sailors still in the cockboat. "Follow us," he ordered in Spanish.

With Rodrigo in the lead, the large party moved up the stone path toward the courtyard inside the old fortress. When they reached it, Sarah and Emma were busy laying out jugs of water and bowls of oranges and grapes.

"Please feel free to eat and drink," Rodrigo said. "Señor de la Vega and First Officer Alvarez, please sit at the table so that we may talk." He pointed to several wooden chairs that the sisters had placed around the table.

A moment later, while the six sailors lounged around the perimeter of the courtyard, Rodrigo, Sister Margaret, de la Vega, and Alvarez sat down at the stone table. The two Spanish officials drank from the jugs. "Is water all you have here?" de la Vega asked.

"I fear so," Rodrigo replied. "However, we have a fine vineyard with room to expand. I believe we could produce wine if we had the right equipment."

De la Vega nodded. "Perhaps we could look into that," he said. Then he and Alvarez looked at each other. "Father, we come representing the government of Spain."

"We understand that we are under Spanish protection," Rodrigo acknowledged.

"Yes," de la Vega said. "Spain has a problem you may be able to help with."

"Of course," Rodrigo said. He was grateful that so far neither man had asked any questions about who he was and why he was on Cabrera. Perhaps they don't know anything about who was originally placed here, he thought hopefully.

"As you know, with the dissolution of the Catholic Church in England, a great many nuns and priests have fled the country - more every year, it seems. From what we have been told, your King Henry is becoming more and more of a tyrant."

Rodrigo nodded. "Yes, that is why we are here."

"Yes, and most of your refugees come to Spain because the Catholic Church is very strong. But the problem is we don't know what to do with all the refugees. We have begun to send the priests and monks to the New World, where there is a great need. However, at this time, we cannot send the nuns and especially the young sisters in training. The country in the New World is too harsh and the men... well, the men are not always the finest gentlemen."

"I understand," Rodrigo said.

"I will get to the point," de la Vega said. "We have many nuns in Spain who seek isolation. Cabrera is a sanctuary island. We need to bring some of the nuns here, including some of the ones you call tertiary sisters. Can you accommodate additional of these young sisters? These young ones without skills are of little use to Spain."

Rodrigo thought for a moment. He wasn't sure he could personally handle any more young women. "How many more?"

"About five to ten to start," de la Vega said. "Perhaps more over time."

"How soon?"

"We have ten young sisters on Ibiza at this moment," de la Vega said.

Rodrigo turned to Sister Margaret. "Sister, what do you think?"

"Perhaps," she said, "but we barely have enough for the twenty-one young sisters now on the island. We will need more resources."

"What do you need?" de la Vega asked.

Sister Margaret looked at Rodrigo. He nodded. "We will need more of almost everything," she said. "More cloth and thread to make clothing, more bedding and blankets, more shelter, as this old fortress is small and not well suited."

"We also need chickens for eggs and meat and more tools and seeds for cultivation. As you noted, we need equipment to produce wine. And finally, we need protection," Rodrigo added.

Alvarez and de la Vega glanced around the courtyard, considering the list of needs. "I will present this to Governor Santander," de la Vega said at last. "If he approves, we will return in less than a month with the additional sisters and the resources you have requested."

"Very well," Rodrigo said. "Would you or your men like more to eat or drink?"

Both de la Vega and Alvarez shook their heads. "No," de la Vega said. "We are merely emissaries today. We will return to the ship and get underway."

Alvarez gave Rodrigo a long look. "Pardon me, Father," he began. "But I was told that there would be four monks on the island and twenty-two women, including Sister Margaret. Nothing was said about a young priest."

Rodrigo swallowed hard. This was the question he was dreading. Quickly, he composed himself. "Two of the monks have died, including Brother John, who was the spiritual leader. I arrived last year. I came on one of your smaller boats. I believe you call it a barque."

"Ah, yes, La Clava," Alvarez said. "You have not heard?"

"Heard what?" Rodrigo said.

"La Clava disappeared in a storm two months ago. She was on her way to Minorca from Ibiza. We found only wreckage, no survivors."

God has truly blessed me, Rodrigo thought. "The men on La Clava were very good," he said. "I will pray for their souls and for your safe return to Ibiza."

Alvarez smiled. "Thank you, Father," he said.

"There is one more thing, Father," de la Vega said. "You seem quite comfortable with our language and customs."

"Yes, well, my mother is from Spain. Her father was Miguel de Tesoro."

"Miguel de Tesoro?" de la Vega echoed.

"Yes," Rodrigo said.

"A very great man."

"So I have been told. I was sent to Spain to study and was ordained in Madrid, but he had already died when I arrived."

The government official was visibly impressed. "Muy bien, padre," he said. Then he and Alvarez stood up.

"Let us get back to the ship," Alvarez announced in Spanish so the sailors could hear. They were clustered together, watching the young women.

Both men shook hands with Father Cantrell and bowed to Sister Margaret. "We will return within the month," de la Vega said.

"Vayan con Dios," Rodrigo said.

Accompanied by the six sailors, the first officer and the government official went back to the cockboat. Rodrigo and Sister Margaret watched them row away from the shore on the inlet.

When the men were out of sight, Rodrigo turned to Sister Margaret. "Thank you for not saying anything about me," he said.

She smiled. "It was no sacrifice. We need you here."

"Do you believe we can truly accommodate more young sisters?"

"With the additional resources, yes."

"Do you believe some of the young sisters will want to leave the island?"

"Perhaps," she said. "If given the opportunity."

"We will need to discuss it with them very soon."

She nodded.

The next day after morning prayers, Rodrigo gathered all of the young sisters in the courtyard. The lookout on the hill reported that the ship was gone. "As you know, yesterday, we were visited by a representative of the Spanish government," he began. "The Spanish want to bring more young sisters like yourselves to Cabrera because the situation in England has worsened. It appears that none of us will ever be able to go back to our homes, not if we want to retain our Catholic faith." He paused. All eyes were on him.

He took a deep breath. "Sister Margaret and I agreed that we could accommodate more young sisters if we have more resources. The government official agreed to our terms. He said that they would return within the month. The presence of the Spanish will possibly provide an opportunity for you to leave Cabrera if you are unhappy here and seek a better life elsewhere." He scanned the assembly. No one appeared excited at the prospect. "Of course, we don't know at this time what the Spanish are going to do or what conditions they will place on any of us. We do know that they will provide us with additional resources so our lives here will be more comfortable." He reached over and took Sister Margaret's hand. "Sister Margaret and I want you to know that no matter what happens in the near future, we are staying here and will continue the work we started."

Rodrigo released Sister Margaret's hand and scanned once more the faces of the young sisters. "Does anyone have anything to say?"

No one moved or spoke. All eyes were on the duo.

"Very well," he said. "Please resume your duties. I will be in the chapel if you wish to discuss this privately."

In groups of two and three, the young sisters turned away from the courtyard and dispersed. Sister Margaret looked at Rodrigo and smiled. "I believe you handled that very well, Father."

"Thank you, Sister. We do seem to work well together."

She blushed. "Yes."

Rodrigo felt a familiar stirring that might have been love. "Well, we will see what happens in the next few weeks." They looked at each other for a long moment, trading emotions that they were trying very hard to suppress. Rodrigo came to his senses first. "Sister, I will be in the chapel. There is much to consider and think about. I will be available if anyone wishes my services."

Sister Margaret nodded and watched him turn and walk toward the path that led to the chapel. Then, when he was almost to the chapel door, she herself turned and moved slowly toward the kitchen.


Chapter Ten

The days passed slowly as night began to come earlier with the approach of the autumn. The season was changing little by little. Life on the island settled into an efficient routine as the inhabitants awaited the expected return of the Spanish. Every few days one of the young sisters came to Rodrigo requesting absolution. Jane and Mary Alice seemed particularly adept at being 'wicked.'

But he certainly didn't complain or refuse. After all, the three were young and healthy and full of desire. He had learned their bodies well enough now that he knew exactly what to do to make them want more and more of what he was giving them. And, to a lesser extent, the other sisters as well. As Sister Margaret predicted, he was very busy.

Sarah and Emma, he noted, hardly ever left the small building that served as kitchen and their living quarters. They seemed very happy together and were never again caught in a compromising position that required public punishment. In fact, all behavior on the island improved, thus reinforcing Rodrigo's theory that public whipping was an effective deterrent.

Although the sun shined the great majority of days, enough rain fell so that the crops they had planted were abundant and lush. And for all their confessed wickedness, the trio of Molly, Mary Alice, and Jane were now experts at fishing, doing more than their share to provide a healthy diet to everyone. Rodrigo held Mass on Sundays, as always, and no young sister expressed an outward desire to leave Cabrera.

Then, one morning in late September, both Jane and Mary Alice reported to Sister Margaret that they were feeling sick. When questioned further, they both said that their stomachs felt queasy and they had vomited a small amount of their breakfast. Since illness had (fortunately) been extremely rare on the island, this sudden stomach illness was a natural cause for concern and generated much discussion among the young sisters.

Finally, Catherine, who had grown up on a small farm with five younger siblings, asked some additional questions and determined, rather matter-of-factly that given there was no other possible explanation, both young sisters were pregnant.

"How can this be?" Sister Margaret asked innocently.

Catherine chuckled knowingly, as it was common knowledge among the sisters that Jane and Mary Alice were frequent visitors to the chapel - and everyone, including Sarah and Emma, knew very well what that meant. "Sister, certainly you must know what can happen when a man and a woman are alone together. Certainly, you have seen the result when the ram and the ewe are in the pasture at the same time."

Sister Margaret blushed deeply. "Oh..." was all she could say.

For the next several days, all of the young sisters watched Jane and Mary Alice closely. Most, especially those who had also visited Rodrigo in the chapel, became very anxious and quite naturally wondered if they too were pregnant. It just wasn't something that any of them had ever thought about before - at least consciously.

At first, Rodrigo was incredulous as to his impending fatherhood. While in Spain, he had learned ways to greatly decrease the chances that his partners would become pregnant. However, upon reflection, he realized that on Cabrera, he had not been so careful. He wondered if he should stop granting absolution, but then realized that it was far too late for caution. Once he accepted this as inevitable, his only concerns were how to prepare for babies on an island with limited resources and how to explain to the Spanish the pregnancies of several young sisters. After all, as a priest, he was supposed to be celibate.

Finally, after consulting the young sisters and Sister Margaret, he determined that Catherine, who had considerable experience with birth and babies, would be responsible for the preparation and serve as mid-wife when the time came. Because of her new role, she would be granted no more visits alone to the chapel. They could not afford for her to become pregnant.

Rodrigo also decided to attribute the pregnancies to one of the two monks remaining on the island (it didn't matter which one). Neither the monks nor any of the young tertiary sisters had actually taken a vow of celibacy. He felt certain that the Spanish would understand the temptation offered by placing a young (non-celibate) man on an island with many young healthy women. Inevitably, nature will take its course and not be denied.

Another problem solved, he thought. He was getting good at solving problems.

On the second day of October (according to Rodrigo's improvised calendar), the lookout spotted the Spanish caravel making its way toward the island. This was the return they all had been waiting for.

With Rodrigo and Sister Margaret waiting at the shore, the cockboat slipped into the inlet. On board were six sailors and Pedro Alvarez. The government official, Juan de la Vega, was not on board.

"First Officer Alvarez," Rodrigo greeted as the boat reached the shore, "greetings to you and your crew. It is good have you back on Cabrera."

Alvarez smiled as he stepped off the boat. The two men shook hands and Alvarez bowed to Sister Margaret. "It is Captain Alvarez now," he said.

Rodrigo returned his smile. "My congratulations," he said. "Please let us go to the courtyard. What news have you brought?"

The trio started up the path that led to the courtyard while the sailors secured the boat and followed. "Señor de la Vega is on another ship that should arrive very soon," Alvarez said. "There are six tertiary sisters on board. Can you accept them into your sanctuary?"

Rodrigo turned to Sister Margaret. "What do you say, Sister? Are we prepared?"

"I believe so," she replied. "As long as we get the additional resources we requested."

"Muy bien," Alvarez exclaimed as they reached the courtyard. "We have anticipated your request. Many supplies will be delivered soon, along with the ship's carpenter. Also, I am told that there are cloth, additional clothing, material for beds, and perhaps some chickens on the Santa Anita. That is the ship that carries the additional sisters as well as Señor de la Vega."

"You have done well, Captain," Rodrigo said. "We are at your disposal." He turned again to Sister Margaret. "Sister, please summon Sarah and Emma to arrange refreshments for our guests."

Sister Margaret smiled. "Yes, Father," she said and moved toward the kitchen area.

The next twenty-four hours was a blur of intense activity on Cabrera. The Santa Anita arrived, bringing additional supplies and personnel as well as six new young sisters, recent refugees from the Catholic persecution in England. The two ships provided carpenters who supervised the building of three new structures. One was a large room to house the additional sisters. Another was a small shed that would serve as a storeroom. The third was for the production of wine from the grapes grown on the island. They also oversaw the repair and expansion of the existing structures.

At sundown on the second day following the arrival of Captain Alvarez, the officers of the two ships and Juan de la Vega sat down at a newly constructed table in a new shelter on the edge of the courtyard. They were reviewing the progress with Rodrigo and Sister Margaret. As the discussion began to wane, de la Vega looked closely at Rodrigo.

"Father, on Ibiza I saw the manifest for La Clava. The barque was bound for Minorca. According the manifest, a man named Cantrell was on board. You are Father Cantrell, are you not?"

Rodrigo swallowed hard. This was the question he had been dreading. "Yes," he replied.

"And you arrived last year?" de la Vega persisted.

"Yes, on board La Clava."

"Then perhaps I saw an older manifest."

Rodrigo thought quickly. "Perhaps. But... I have a cousin, Enrico Cantrell, who came to Spain the same time I did. I lost track of him when I came here. Oh, oh... I hope he wasn't the one on La Clava."

The government official nodded. "I hope too, but the manifest does not lie. I am sorry to be the one to inform you of your loss."

Rodrigo had to consciously suppress a sigh of relief, as de la Vega obviously bought his lie. "Thank you, Señor de la Vega," he said. "We were cousins but not close. I became a priest; Enrico chose a different path."

De la Vega gently clapped his hands and stood up. "Well, that is settled." He glanced around, taking in all the newly built structures. "Is there anything else you require?"

Rodrigo smiled and also stood up. "No, Señor, you have been most generous."

"We have perhaps eight more of your tertiary sisters on Ibiza who have requested sanctuary. Do you believe you can accept them?"

Instinctively, Rodrigo looked at Sister Margaret. She nodded. "Yes, we believe so," he replied.

"Thank you," de la Vega said. "We will bring them on the next trip - in perhaps two or three weeks, before the weather begins to grow more unfavorable."

"That would be satisfactory," Rodrigo said. "And we will confer with all the young sisters on the island and determine if any of them wish to leave the island."

De la Vega seemed to think for a moment. "If any of your young sisters do wish to leave, we will accommodate them, of course. However, they will need to become part of Spanish society... that is work in a domestic capacity or find husbands. We have no need or use for additional sisters."

Again, Rodrigo glanced at Sister Margaret. Again, she nodded discreetly. "We will communicate your conditions," he said.

"Then the matter is settled," de la Vega said.

Captain Alvarez and the three other officers at the table stood, along with Sister Margaret. "It is time for us to get back to our ships," Alvarez said.

Two hours later, the Spanish were back on their ships. Rodrigo, Sister Margaret, and all twenty-six young sisters assembled in the courtyard. The new sisters appeared a little uncomfortable as they stood in a group off to one side. Events had moved so rapidly since their arrival that no one had had much of a chance to get acquainted.

Rodrigo stood up on the newly constructed table. On the stone floor next to him was Sister Margaret. "First, welcome to the new sisters," he said warmly. "Sister Margaret and I will meet with you in the chapel to discuss your future on Cabrera. In the meantime, we ask the rest of you to make an effort to get to know your new sisters. Second, the Spanish want to bring eight more young sisters to the island, as we are the designated sanctuary. They will also provide additional resources to make us more comfortable and productive. Finally, they have agreed to transport any of you who wish to leave Cabrera. However, if you choose to leave, you will either be put to work as a domestic or you must marry. These are their conditions. If you choose to return to England, you will have to renounce your Catholic faith or face prison, torture, and even possible execution." He glanced around at the faces of his parishioners. They all seemed grim. Sister Margaret, he noted, was only watching him, her eyes wide.

"If anyone has any questions," he continued, "Sister Margaret and I will be in the chapel. For now, I suggest that you get back to your duties." He stepped down from the table and turned to Sister Margaret. She smiled at him admiringly. "Come Sister," he said. "We have much to discuss and plans to make."

Together, they moved toward the chapel, leaving the young sisters to resume their duties.


Chapter Eleven

The steady progression of October brought shorter nights and cooler days. The rain was a little more frequent and the work became more continuous and arduous as grapes and other crops needed to be harvested and processed. Rodrigo knew from his limited experience that they probably wouldn't be able to produce any wine until next summer.

The new sisters settled into the routine of the island. Although he was fairly certain the new sisters had had multiple conversations with their companions, none of them came to see him to ask for absolution (or anything else). In fact, with the revelation of the pregnancies and the fear there might be more, he became much less busy as a priest and as the only man. Which was good because the increased work kept everyone, including him, completely occupied. No one had trouble sleeping at night.

He did note, however, that Sister Margaret was becoming more and more moody. So much so that on a rainy afternoon in mid-October he approached her as she knelt before the altar in the chapel.

He gently touched her shoulder. "Sister, is there anything wrong?" he asked.

She stood up but couldn't look at him. "Yes, Father," she said softly.

He touched her hand and she trembled slightly. "Please... You have been such a pillar of strength. Please tell me what is troubling you."

A tear welled up in her eye. She quickly wiped it away. "I am... all right, Father. You needn't concern yourself."

Rodrigo looked more deeply into her light blue eyes and for perhaps the first time really saw both her outer and inner beauty. "Sister Margaret, I can see that something is bothering you. Please, let us sit down and discuss it."

She tried to smile but couldn't quite make her lips curl up. "Very well, Father."

When they were sitting in the first pew, he touched her hand again. "Now, please tell me what is troubling you."

Again, she tried to look at him but couldn't. For a long time, she hesitated, but finally let out a single soft cry. "Oh, Father... I have been very wicked."

Rodrigo shook his head in shock. "Oh, no, Sister... not you? There is not a wicked bone in your body."

"Yes, there is. I have some very confused thoughts and desires."

He couldn't believe what he was hearing. Even though he himself had had many personal visions and dreams of her lying beneath him while he explored her virgin sex, he had always seen her as the perfect nun, one who had purged herself of all carnal thoughts and desires. He admired and respected her for that.

"Please, Sister Margaret... unburden yourself."

She stood up but didn't move away. She glanced over at the altar and crucifix. "I have to confess that... I have not always conducted myself in a way consistent with my position or my vows."

"What do you mean?"

She sighed. "This is very difficult to discuss."

"Confession often is, but you always feel better afterward."

"I... have thought about what it would be like... to be... to be absolved, like many of the young sisters have been absolved." She flushed as she was saying this.

Rodrigo was astounded, but he maintained his composure. "I know the young sisters talk among themselves. It is certainly not a sin for you to imagine an experience."

"I have done more than imagine. I have touched myself in that place between my legs; I have made myself tremble and feel very good, as I have thought about being with a man."

Although he understood that nuns weren't supposed to touch themselves this way, he knew that some did, and he personally certainly didn't see any problem with the practice. "I don't believe that is a true sin, Sister," he said. "After all, you are a woman as well as being a nun."

"Perhaps so, but I have gone beyond that."

"How?"

"Father, like many of the young sisters here, I have grown tired of touching myself. I want... no, I need to experience a man."

His jaw dropped to his chest. When he had recovered from this latest shock, he looked up and sought her eyes with his own. He could see the beginnings of tears, but he could also see the unmistakable need. This stirred his own passion because he realized that he felt the same need to be with her. He immediately tried to suppress it and think of something 'priestly' to say. "So, what exactly are you saying?" It wasn't very priestly, but it was all he could think of.

Sister Margaret flushed again. "Father... I-I do not know."

"Sister, tell me how you became a nun."

She took a deep breath and sat down. "I am a little ashamed to say that I don't really believe it was a life I was called to."

"What do you mean?"

"Like many of the young sisters here, I was running away. Sarah believes that I truly wanted this life, but she is too young to know the circumstances. I came to the convent to escape a very poor family and a poor marriage that my father had arranged for me."

"I understand," Rodrigo said sympathetically. He had heard this story so many times that he had come to believe that it was the norm in England.

"Oh, Father, I have been cloistered for the last twelve years. I know so little of life. But I now know enough to realize that I am not happy. I don't know for certain what would make me happy. I need to find out if being with a man, especially a man I have come to love, would make me happy. Please, Father..." Her voice trailed off into tears before she could finish her request.

But she didn't need to finish. Rodrigo knew what she wanted and he knew why she wanted it. He just wasn't sure he could comply. He had never felt more like a real priest than at this moment. "I don't know that I can do what I think you're asking."

Sister Margaret wiped a few tears from her eyes. "But... you have done it for so many of the young sisters," she said.

He shook his head. "But they haven't taken a vow of celibacy."

She allowed herself a small smile and touched his hand. "I never really took that vow either."

Now he was confused. "I thought that was a requirement in your order."

"Normally it is, but, as you know, things got very hectic and confused with the rumors regarding the king's unhappiness with the church. This led to so many young women coming to the convents. Many of us were given the habits prematurely and elevated in status within the order. I was put in charge of many tertiary sisters before I was truly ready."

Again, Rodrigo was astounded. The story he had just heard hit very close to home. "So you believe you have sinned?" he managed to ask.

She nodded. "I know I have sinned, Father."

"And you believe I can absolve you?"

"I seek absolution, but I also need to know if what I am feeling is real or just... rebellion."

"What are you feeling?"

Now she looked at him. "Love," she said quickly. "Love for a man... for you, Father."

Rodrigo met her gaze, then looked away, as if in disbelief. Once again, she was echoing his own feelings, feelings that he himself had tried to suppress because he thought they were dangerous. Now here it was; the object of his repressed desire was offering herself to him. He took a deep breath to steady himself.

"I... must confess, Sister," he started, then hesitated, not quite sure how to proceed. With the younger sisters, it had been easy, a simple seduction with no emotions involved. He had felt no real love for any of them. He took another deep breath. "I... feel love, also," he managed to say. "As I have already told you, before I became a priest, I knew a few young women and I thought I understood love, the kind of love a man and a woman can feel for each other. I do feel that way toward you, although I have suppressed it."

Sister Margaret smiled. She grasped the ends of the fingers on both of his hands. "Then, please, Father... I must know. We must know," she said.

He nodded. "You are right; perhaps God does will it. But not here. Let us go to my cell where we can be truly alone."

"Very well. If you lead, I will follow," she said, not letting go of his hands.

They both turned together and walked toward the former monks' quarters. Since the arrival of the Spanish, Rodrigo had taken over Brother Arthur's cell and made it more comfortable, especially the bed.

When they were in the small room with the new wooden door closed, Rodrigo released her hand and kissed her sweating forehead. "Do you still want to be absolved?" he asked.

"Yes, Father," she answered in a trembling voice that more resembled that of the young sisters. She was no longer the confident and dominant nun, but rather a woman in love.

"Very well, we shall delay no further. Lift your garment above your waist and bend over the bed."

She immediately complied, putting herself at his mercy.

He studied the bottom so wantonly displayed and blinked, as if trying to clear away the image. In truth, he had dreamed about seeing Sister Margaret's bare bottom so many times. Now, it was almost like looking into the sun. He steeled himself and retrieved the razor strop he used for punishment. "This will not be a pleasant experience," he exclaimed as he moved to within a foot or two of his intended target.

"I understand," she said meekly and closed her eyes.

The first strike was tentative, delivered at less than half strength. She grimaced slightly. The second strike was a little stronger, as was the third. But after the fourth strike of the strop, he gained momentum. She deserves the full treatment, he told himself, in order to feel truly absolved.

He delivered thirty hard strokes that stained her bottom to a deep red and caused her to cry. When he was finished, he set the strop down beside her on the bed and began to gently massage her wounded backside.

Unconsciously, she spread her legs. After a few minutes, she opened her eyes. Her crying had stopped. "May I speak, Father?" she asked softly.

"Of course."

"Please touch me. Please touch me the way I have touched myself."

Rodrigo needed no clarification. He allowed his fingers to stray to the pubic hair between her legs. The hair was damp, moistened by the natural lubricant beginning to flow. He continued the massage and inserted a finger inside her virgin vagina. She winced but didn't move away.

"Please don't stop," she said.

He didn't stop. His index finger found her clitoris and she shrieked. He inserted a second finger into her vagina. She took several deep breaths and cried out. Her body convulsed. Her vaginal muscles contracted around his fingers. He understood exactly what that meant.

When she loosened her grip on his fingers, he was able to withdraw them. They glistened with her lubricant. She looked over her shoulder. "Now, Father," she said. "Please."

Rodrigo stood back and stripped off his robe. Then he lifted her from the bed and stripped off her ragged dress. When they were both naked, he laid her down on the bed and covered her trembling body with his own. Carefully, he probed her tight vaginal opening with his fully erect penis until he felt that he could insert it without causing too much pain. He wanted, more than anything, to make this moment very special for both of them.

Once he was inside her, he thrust slowly and deliberately, attempting to savor the moment for both of them. But as experienced as he was, he could not hold back for very long, and within just a few minutes, it was over.

When his penis began to wilt, he withdrew it, allowing a few sticky strands of semen to trickle out. He lay down beside her and pulled her into his arms. She was, he noted, extremely relaxed and had a small smile on her face, which was radiant in the late autumn sunlight. They both drifted into a light sleep.

When they awoke, it was twilight. He leaned over and kissed her gently on her dry lips. "Thank you, Father," she whispered.

He sat up on the bed and stroked her inner thigh. In all his experience, he had never before felt this way after being with a woman. "Was that the experience you wanted?" he asked rather stupidly.

"Oh, yes," she said quickly.

"And do you still feel love?"

"Yes. I believe I can honestly say it now."

He frowned. "But you are a nun and I am a priest. What do we do now?"

"Father, I..."

He stopped her. "I think, under the circumstances, it would be better if you called me Rodrigo."

She chuckled as if amused at the idea. "Rodrigo," she began, testing the air with the sound of his name. "I... wonder what you feel."

What did he feel at that moment? He wondered that himself. He was sure of one thing: He didn't feel like a priest anymore. Still, he wasn't quite ready to give up the priestly mantle, no matter what he felt. "I... am feeling something I have never felt before," he said finally.

She reached over and touched his face, apparently not at all concerned that she was displaying her naked body to a man, something that was strictly forbidden to a nun. "What is that?"

"Love," he answered, his eyes devouring the sight of her, bathed in the half-light of the small room.

"Yes," she said. "Love. I never thought I would understand it, not the way I mean it now."

He kissed her tenderly on her blushing cheek. "But, Margaret..." He hesitated, groping for the right thing to say. "For the first time since I became a priest, I don't know what to do. I feel lost."

"I think I understand that." Her eyes widened and she too sat up on the small bed. "Father, have we sinned?"

Rodrigo didn't hesitate to answer. "Yes, but we are not beyond redemption. Our god is slow to condemn and quick to forgive."

"How do we atone?"

He thought for a moment. "First, by admitting that we are humans who have limitations and weaknesses. Then, we need to admit to ourselves that we are a man and a woman who have come to love each other in spite of the roles we were given and our noble attempts to suppress our feelings."

"I admit all of that," Margaret said. "As I think about it now, I don't believe that I ever really wanted to be a nun or live cloistered in a convent. I just didn't realize that any other life was possible."

Rodrigo nodded. "We don't always know what God wants for us, although we may think we know. But when we discover what God's purpose for us really is, we shouldn't fight it or reject it."

She looked over at him and smiled sweetly. "I will fight it no longer. Rodrigo, since we have already sinned once, do you think it would be a truly bad thing if we sinned again?"

He returned her smile and pulled her into his arms. "God is slow to condemn and quick to forgive."

He was about to lay her back down on the bed when they heard voices coming from the chapel. He sat up and listened intently.

"Father Cantrell, are you here?" came a voice he recognized as that of Rachel.

He chuckled and stepped out of the bed. "The sin will have to wait," he said quietly. He put his robe on and opened the door a crack. "I'm in here, Rachel. What do you need?"

Rachel emerged from the chapel and stopped short of the door. "It is after sundown, past time for the evening meal. We were worried because we have not seen you or Sister Margaret."

"I have been here all afternoon working. Sister Margaret was here for a time, but she was feeling very tired and lay down in Brother John's cell. I will summon her for you. Thank you for your concern. Please tell the other sisters to go ahead with the evening meal if they haven't already done so."

Rachel smiled and turned to go. "I will tell the others. Most have already eaten and are attending to their evening duties," she said.

Rodrigo followed the young sister with his eyes until she was out of sight. Then he closed the door and turned back to Margaret, who was still lying on the bed with the blanket pulled up to her neck. "She's gone," he said. "But we will both have to appear very soon."

She sat up. A solitary tear formed in her left eye and trickled slowly down her cheek. "This will not be easy, will it?"

"I fear not. We will need to be careful, especially with the Spanish."

More tears filled her eyes. "I know," she said sadly. "But now that I am certain of my feelings, I cannot go back to what I was. I will not go back."

He moved to where she was sitting and kissed her tenderly on her lips. "Neither can I go back. We will find a way."


Chapter Twelve

Rodrigo was in the chapel just as the first hints of pre-dawn sunlight began to illuminate the surrounding stones. The air was cool and damp, and he stoked the small fire he had built the evening before, not long after Sister Margaret had (rather reluctantly) gone back to her own quarters.

He had spent a very restless night, attempting to sort through his own feelings and fears. So as morning emerged, he now acknowledged that what he felt for Margaret was true love, not just lust or the thrill of the conquest. He knew that she also felt love for him and that they would never be truly happy until they were able to build a life together.

But he also knew that he had a lot to answer for - and that was the source of his greatest fear. In the last few months, he had committed grievous sins. He had lied to everyone to get what he thought he wanted: Sister Margaret, the young sisters on the island, even the Spanish. And while it was certainly true that his lies had not harmed but rather benefited everyone concerned, he had still lied.

As he sat in the first pew, gazing at the small crucifix above the altar, he began to catalog the sins. First and foremost, he had impersonated a priest. He had conducted Mass, heard confessions, and granted absolution - all without proper authority to do so. Second, under the guise of a priest, he had willingly committed fornication, fornication that resulted in three pregnancies. Finally, he had lied to the Spanish in order to save himself, and he had encouraged the young sisters and Sister Margaret to support that lie.

Still, he counter argued that God had saved him from the sea and stranded him on this island. Thus, it was difficult to believe that the sins he had committed were not a part of God's plan for him and the sisters on Cabrera, especially since life for all had greatly improved since his arrival. He remembered that he had told Margaret that God was slow to condemn and quick to forgive. He very much wanted to believe that.

He got down on his knees and looked up at the empty ceiling. "Father, I know I have sinned, but I believe that, with your help and forgiveness, I can atone and become the person you want me to be." He clasped his hands together in prayer and closed his eyes, hoping for a sign.

A moment later, a soft ray of sunlight hit his face. He opened his eyes and felt the warmth. "Thank you, Father," he said.

Rodrigo stood up, crossed himself, and walked quickly back to his room. There he went to the small window and watched the sun rise over a calm sea. This will be all right, he told himself, God will not abandon me now.

Then he sat down on his bed and started to plan. He knew the Spanish would be returning very soon with more young sisters. He knew that when they arrived, he would somehow have to tell them about him and Sister Margaret. He hoped they would understand that people - even priests and nuns - can sometimes fall in love and want to be together, especially under circumstances such as these.

But he also feared that, in recanting the vows he had supposedly made, they would force him to return to Spain to face the Church and possibly the Inquisition. He knew that, ever since the Church had re-established its dominance over the Iberian peninsula only fifty years ago, all religion was in a state of turmoil. He didn't want to face that - the questions and the doubts about his sincerity. He also didn't want to risk that someone in Spain would recognize him - Rodrigo Cantrell, a renegade who had been forced into exile because of his deviant behavior. There would be no coming back from that.

Still, he owed it to Margaret to find a way to convince the local Spanish authorities to let the two of them relinquish their roles in order to be together as husband and wife. She deserves to be happy, he thought. He wasn't as certain that he deserved to be happy.

While he was sorting through various plans and schemes and wrestling with his conscience, he began to hear voices in the distance. The young sisters were stirring; the island was coming alive. He would have to make his presence known. He turned away from the window and moved toward the chapel.

A few moments later, he met the sisters dutifully assembled in the courtyard. He led them in their morning prayers and shared the morning meal with the group that worked in the vineyard. In the distance, he saw Sister Margaret talking with Emma and Sarah.

After the meal was finished and everyone had gone off to assume their various duties, he approached his new lover. She smiled at him. "Good morning, Father," she said, obviously mindful of curious young eyes and ears.

"Good morning, Sister," he returned. Then he touched her arm and glanced around them. "Please walk with me."

She nodded and stood up. "It is a beautiful morning."

"Yes, it is. Let's go relieve Ramona on the hill."

Together, they moved up the high hill that served as the lookout point. Ramona, one of the new sisters, was sitting on the wooden bench in the makeshift shelter, her eyes scanning the sea. She stood up as soon as she saw the older couple. "Good morning," she said cheerily.

"Good morning, Ramona," Rodrigo said. "You go down and get your morning meal. Sister Margaret and I will watch for a while."

"Are you certain, Father?" Ramona asked.

"Yes," Sister Margaret said. "Go on, child. Father Cantrell and I have some things to discuss. We will watch for the Spanish."

"Very well; thank you," Ramona said. She turned away from the shelter and moved down the hill.

When the young sister was out of sight, Margaret took Rodrigo's hand. "I missed you last night," she said softly.

"I missed you too." He smiled at her, then took her other hand in his. "We have much to discuss."

"I know, but before we have our discussion, can we do again what we did yesterday? I need to assure myself that it wasn't a dream."

He looked at her, looked into her eyes. There was no mistaking the desire, the need, the fire he had started in her. He became aroused immediately. "If you wish. I would like that."

Holding tight to her hands, he led her to the wooden bench. There he pulled her into his arms and kissed her firmly on the lips. She didn't resist. And while he was kissing her, he slowly lifted the hem of her dress until it was above her waist. Then he began a slow massage of her firm bottom. She started to breathe more heavily and unconsciously spread her legs.

This gesture emboldened him and he allowed his fingers to stray into the soft spot between her legs. While his fingers were moving, he leaned down and kissed her ears and neck effusively. Her eyes closed; she breathed through parted lips.

Slowly and gently, he advanced his fingers until his index finger was touching her clitoris. She sighed with the pleasure of his touch and bit her tongue to keep from calling out. He moved another finger into her vagina while keeping up the massage of her clitoris. She melted in his arms as her body was overcome with a powerful climax.

When she had recovered, he stripped off her dress and eased her to the soft ground into a kneeling position. He lifted his robe above his waist, knelt down behind her, and simply took her. It was over a few moments later.

He withdrew his drooping penis and cradled her naked body in his arms. He kissed her tenderly on her sweating neck.

She opened her eyes and looked at him. "Thank you. I know for certain I didn't dream this."

"No," he said and kissed her again, understanding that moments like this are like precious pearls dropped from heaven and just as rare. Then he released her from his embrace. "You better get dressed."

She blushed a deep red as she seemed to realize for the first time that she was naked, fully exposed for anyone to see. She stood up, retrieved her ragged dress, and slipped it over her head.

He admired her, the way the sun shone on her face and hair, the way her body filled out the old dress and made it look almost elegant. He took her hands in his. "I know now that I truly love you," he said. "But if we are to be together and have the life I believe we both want, we have to make plans. We must find a way to tell both the young sisters and the Spanish. And we must find a way to make sure that everyone is protected."

"Yes," she agreed. "I have thought about that and I know it will not be easy. But I also know that I don't want to live without you and I cannot live a lie. We must find a way."

He led her to the bench and urged her to sit. When they were both sitting side by side, he told her of his dreams and of his fears. "We must be strong in our beliefs and faith and trust in God not to fail us," he said at the end of the discussion.

Margaret leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. "I place my trust in both you and God."

Rodrigo took a deep breath and had a brief vision of the man he had been just six months before, a man without duty or purpose or love, a man chasing his own wanton carnal desires like a dog chasing his tail. He shook the image from his head. That Rodrigo had died in the Mediterranean Sea. "When the Spanish arrive, I will talk with them. In the meantime, we will address the young sisters."

That evening, after the meal and prayers, Rodrigo took Margaret's hand and led her to the great stone table. With all the young sisters in attendance, he kissed her gently on the cheek. "We have something we need to tell you all," he said in a bold clear voice. "Sister Margaret and I have come to love each other. This was not something that either of us sought. But God has spoken to us and told us we need to be together. We understand what this means to you, that we can no longer be your spiritual leaders. Thus, when the Spanish arrive, we will ask that they send new spiritual leaders and we will seek their mercy."

He looked out over the assembly. Every young eye was on him. "In the meantime, I do not feel it is right for me to hear confession or celebrate Mass. I will, however, be available if you have any concerns at all."

Margaret clutched his hand and cleared her throat. "My young sisters, I pray you do not think this a betrayal of trust," she said. "I have learned that each of us must follow the path that God has laid out. At first, I tried very hard to resist as I did not understand God's intent. I understand it now and must follow it or die."

As she said these last bold words, tears flooded her eyes and her body was racked with sobs. Rodrigo took her in his arms and held her until she was calm again. "Please resume your evening routine," he said.

While the young sisters began to move away from the courtyard, Rodrigo took Margaret's hand again. "I hope they all understand," he whispered.

"That is my hope as well. They are a remarkable group."

"Yes, they are," he agreed.

She looked into his eyes. "Rodrigo, may I visit you after everyone is settled for the night?"

He smiled at her. "Of course."

Chapter Thirteen

Early on a cool sunny afternoon in November, just two days after Rodrigo's stunning declaration, Martha, who was acting as lookout, descended the high hill. "Two ships are approaching," she said. "They appear to be the same ships that were here before."

This announcement, as always, generated a flurry of excitement among the young sisters. Rodrigo emerged from one of the shelters where they were processing grapes, while Margaret looked out from the kitchen. She had been talking with Sarah and Emma, assuring her true sister that she was the same person she had always been and that their relationship wouldn't change.

For her part, Sarah said that she now understood, that, in fact, she felt the same way toward Emma. "Thank you," Margaret said. "We will always be sisters."

The day before, Rodrigo had sought out Jane, Mary Alice, and Molly. Since all three were pregnant with his child, he wanted to determine their feelings, especially toward him. He wanted to make sure they didn't feel betrayed by his declared love for Margaret. To his relief, all three said they understood and accepted his love for their spiritual leader.

"I don't believe any of us expected you to be any more than you could be, Father," Jane said. "Anyway, it was our choice."

"Thank you," Rodrigo said. "You are truly remarkable young women. I wish I could take more responsibility for you and your babies. But my position demands that I cannot. I believe, however, that the Spanish will be understanding." He had already planned to attribute the pregnancies to Brother Arthur, who had supposedly died two months before.

The arrival of the Spanish ships was soon followed by a flurry of activity. Captain Alvarez brought food, additional material resources and a carpenter, while Señor de la Vega introduced ten new sisters, all recent refugees from England, into the burgeoning population. With a nod from Rodrigo, Margaret immediately took charge and began to acclimate them to their new home.

Once the intense activity was settled and organized, Rodrigo approached de la Vega. "Señor, please accompany me to the chapel. I need to discuss some issues with you."

The governor's liaison smiled as he noted the changes and improvements taking place all over the sanctuary island. "Of course, Father."

When they were alone in the chapel, Rodrigo took de la Vega's arm and led him to the back pew. "There have been some changes since you were last here," he said once they were seated.

De la Vega nodded but said nothing.

Rodrigo proceeded to explain that he and Sister Margaret had somehow managed to fall in love (in spite of their efforts to suppress their emotions) and now wished to be married, thus requiring the presence of new spiritual leaders on Cabrera. "We did not mean for this happen; it is simply God's will," Rodrigo said. "It is our sincere hope that the young sisters on the island will be protected and cared for and that Sister Margaret and I be granted leave with impunity."

De la Vega looked at Rodrigo, then smiled again. "Father, I represent the king of Spain, not the Church of Rome. Besides, in the eyes of Spain, this is an English sanctuary island and not under the authority of the Spanish bishops. Because of this, I believe you and Sister Margaret are free to follow your hearts with complete impunity and in accordance with God's will. And we will have no problem replacing you on Cabrera as we have many English priests and nuns who have recently fled the persecution in your country."

"Thank you, Señor," Rodrigo said, obviously very relieved that de la Vega's attitude was better than he could have hoped for. "But, I cannot help wonder what are we to do if we cannot stay on Cabrera."

De la Vega's smile widened. "I do not think we care whether you stay or leave. But, I also believe I have a better answer to that question," he said. "Something that will benefit both of us and Spain."

"Please tell me," Rodrigo said.

"As I have told you, there are new opportunities in New Spain. Governor Santander has been offered a high ranking position in New Peru. I would accompany him of course." He paused and looked directly at Rodrigo. "There is one problem, however."

"What is the problem?" Rodrigo asked.

"We cannot leave until a suitable replacement is appointed."

"Can't the king appoint a new governor?"

"Father, our king is occupied with far more pressing matters elsewhere. First, there is New Spain, with all its problems to attend. After all, it has only been ten years since the conquest of the Incas. Then there is all the religious unrest throughout the Holy Roman Empire. I personally do not pretend to understand all that is happening, but I am certain that war is coming and that King Carlos must lead it when it does come. With all that, no one in Madrid pays any attention to these small peaceful islands." He paused again.

"Then what will happen to you and the governor?" Rodrigo asked.

De la Vega innocently touched Rodrigo's hand. "Father, I believe you are the answer to our problem."

"How?"

"I believe you could replace Governor Santander," de la Vega said.

Rodrigo's eyes widened in astonishment and his mouth drooped. He had entered into this conversation halfway expecting to be greatly admonished or at best ignored. "Señor, pardon me, but did you just say you believe I could replace the governor?"

De la Vega nodded, smiling.

"But-but... how? On who's authority?"

De la Vega laughed. "Father, the governor is my cousin. He is a very ambitious man who seeks glory and fortune. He has certainly not found it on these islands, nor is he likely to. He only received this appointment because his father, my uncle, has some small influence at court and all the other men with such influence were already going to New Spain. He and I are desperate to leave here for what they are calling Peru."

"But I am English," Rodrigo protested. "How could you even present my name to the king?"

"First, as I explained, the king will likely never see your name. Rather, some court scribe will give him the appointment to sign, which he will without question. And, I will not say that you are Father Rodrigo Cantrell, a refugee from England," de la Vega said. "You are Rodrigo de Tesoro y Cantrell, grandson of one of the heroes of Granada. You are a priest who was ordained in Spain and is willing to give up your small sanctuary in order to bravely administer to the other three islands. My cousin will not question your qualifications, and the king will approve your appointment if Roberto requests it. As I said, no one in Madrid has any true interest in these islands. They must pay attention to matters that are more important. The world as we know it is rapidly changing, Father."

Rodrigo shook his head in disbelief. This was coming way too fast. "But... I know nothing about these islands and very little about being a governor."

"Father, you are a priest. You know how to manage a parish. The islands are no different. I also know you to be intelligent and fair. I truly believe you will be a good governor. What do you say?"

Rodrigo was nearly beside himself with excitement. Instead of the Spanish Inquisition, he was being given the governorship of four islands. "There is much I need to learn," he said at last.

De la Vega laughed again. "You will have a small staff, of course. They will help you. I must advise you that there is little prestige or luxury on Ibiza. But you and Sister Margaret can live together and no one will question you or your background as long as you remain fair and don't abuse your authority."

Rodrigo stood up; his head was swimming. "Señor de la Vega, thank you for this gracious offer. Allow me some time to consider it."

De la Vega also stood up. "We will spend the night here on the island and leave in the morning. If you accept the offer, you must accompany me to Ibiza. We have little time left before the winter weather makes travel more difficult."

"How soon before I can return to say good-bye and install new religious authority?"

"If all goes well on Ibiza and the weather is favorable, within a week. You will always have two ships at your disposal," de la Vega answered. "Roberto and I wish to leave before winter comes. The last ship will leave Spain in early December. We must be on it or wait until spring." He paused, then grasped Rodrigo's right hand and shook it. "Father, I cannot tell you how grateful I am to you. I know I speak for my cousin also."

"I too am grateful," Rodrigo said, thinking at that moment how God was protecting him. Am I truly worthy? he suddenly wondered.

De la Vega turned to leave, a broad smile on his bearded face.

"Señor," Rodrigo called. De la Vega stopped. "I feel I should tell you for the sake of honesty... I wasn't ordained in Spain."

De la Vega looked at Rodrigo and chuckled. "I know, Father."

Rodrigo was very surprised. "You know?"

"We are not such fools as you may believe. But that is a matter only between you and your conscience. No one on Ibiza knows you as anyone but Father Rodrigo de Tesoro y Cantrell. In a few days, they will know you only as Governor Rodrigo de Tesoro. Whatever your past may be will be forgotten." He looked at Rodrigo again. "Is there anything else you wish to tell me?"

Again, Rodrigo was stunned at the rapid turn of events. Then he remembered the three pregnancies. "There is one more thing," he said.

De la Vega remained where he was, patiently waiting.

"Three of our young sisters are with child," Rodrigo said.

Again, de la Vega said nothing.

"We only discovered this a few weeks ago as the three are most likely in their third month. It seems Brother Arthur managed to seduce the three just before he died."

De la Vega gave the pronouncement a dismissive wave of his hand. "This sounds like an island matter. As I advised you earlier, if any of your young sisters wish to leave Cabrera, they may do so only as domestic servants or as wives. As governor, these pregnancies will become your problem, if they are a problem at all."

"I understand," Rodrigo said.

"Then I will leave you alone, Father. I know you have much to consider, and, no doubt, you will wish to speak with Sister Margaret. I will see you later this evening after I confer with Captain Alvarez."

"Thank you, Señor," Rodrigo said.

When de la Vega was gone, Rodrigo moved to the front of the chapel. He fell to his knees in front of the crucifix and clasped his hands together. "Father, I cannot begin to understand your will or your forgiveness. But I am grateful, very grateful. And I swear that I will be your faithful servant forever."

He closed his eyes and crossed himself. When he opened his eyes, he saw Margaret standing in the open doorway. He smiled and stood up. "Please come in, Sister," he said, not knowing for certain if there were others nearby listening.

She entered the chapel and closed the door. "Señor de la Vega seemed quite happy as he left," she said. "What has happened?"

Unable to resist any longer, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her hard on the lips. "A miracle, Margaret," he said. "A miracle. God has truly blessed us."

Margaret said nothing. Rather, she melted in his arms and allowed herself to be loved. She trusted Rodrigo as she trusted God.


Epilogue

On a bright late summer day in September of 1545, the Spanish Caravel Santa Anita dropped anchor off the coast of Cabrera. Standing near the cockboat ready to disembark were Captain Pedro Alvarez along with Governor Rodrigo de Tesoro y Cantrell and his wife Margaret. Holding Margaret's hand was a two-year-old boy with dark hair and bright brown eyes.

War and religious turmoil were consuming the European continent, but the sanctuary island of Cabrera remained untouched and unmarred, like a green gem in the calm Mediterranean Sea. In fact, under the benign and watchful eye of Governor de Tesoro, all of the Balearic Islands were at peace and prospering.

Rodrigo and Margaret were coming to Cabrera to help the fifty-two islanders celebrate the grape harvest, which this year had been abundant - more than enough to produce wine to trade for resources in Spain. Rodrigo thought that some of the wine might even find its way to New Spain.

As the party prepared to enter the cockboat, Margaret squeezed the boy's little hand and pointed to Cabrera. "Mira, Roddy, Mira," she said.

Dutifully, Roddy glanced at the island in the near distance. This was his first visit to the island upon which he had been conceived. Likewise, although Rodrigo had been making regular visits to Cabrera since he had been appointed governor, this was Margaret's first visit back since she left nearly three years ago. She was excited to see some of the young sisters she had brought with her from England so many years before.

She was also anxious to introduce her son to his half-brother and half-sister who still lived on the island, products of the liaison between 'Father' Cantrell and two of the young sisters, Molly and Mary Alice. Jane, Margaret noted, had also produced a son by Father Cantrell, but had chosen to leave the island at the invitation of Captain Alvarez. She had since had a daughter and was living happily on Ibiza as his wife.

When the cockboat arrived at the newly constructed dock on Cabrera, the occupants were heartily greeted by Father Steven Lawrence and Sister Mary Benedict. The two religious leaders had fled England five years before and were very happy and grateful to be assigned to the sanctuary island.

As Rodrigo emerged from the boat, Father Lawrence grasped his hand. "Greetings, Governor de Tesoro," he said.

Rodrigo smiled. "It is always nice to see you, Father," he returned.

The priest then helped Margaret and Roddy out of the boat. "It is so good to meet you at last, Señora, and welcome you back to Cabrera ... and your little son, whom we have heard so much about."

Margaret smiled broadly and allowed her eyes to scan what she could see of the island. Memories, some good and some not so good, all rushed at her in a flurry. "It is good to be back and especially good to see the progress you have made on Cabrera."

"We have your husband to thank for that," Father Lawrence said. He turned to Sister Mary Benedict. "Let us go to the courtyard and seek refreshment."

The Sister, who appeared to be in her late twenties, nodded. "Follow me, please," she said in a low voice. "We have assembled the young sisters to welcome you. Sarah and Emma are particularly anxious to see you and to meet your son. I understand, Señora, that Sarah is your sister."

"Yes," Margaret acknowledged. She too was anxious to see her younger sister as well as all the others she had helped to nurture when she was Sister Margaret.

As the large party approached the courtyard, they were confronted by the sight of a young sister secured to a tall wooden post. She was naked from the waist down and her exposed bottom was awash with purplish bruises.

"What is this?" Margaret asked, attempting to shield her son's eyes and divert his attention away from the sight. She herself didn't recognize the young woman.

"That is Beryl," Sister Mary Benedict said. "Unfortunately, she was found sleeping in the shed instead of tending to the sheep. She missed morning prayers as well as her assignment. And it wasn't her first time. Father Lawrence whipped her severely. She will remain secured to the post until the evening meal."

Rodrigo couldn't help but smile as he glanced at the unfortunate young sister. When he assigned Father Lawrence and Sister Mary Benedict to Cabrera, he advised them that they may have to apply the razor strop from time to time in order to keep the young sisters in line He was gratified to see that his advice was being followed. The sight of the young sister also brought back memories of his own time administering discipline to the young sisters on the island. Somehow it seemed much longer than three years ago.

When the party reached the large new building that served as the kitchen and dining hall, they stopped. Immediately, Sarah and Emma rushed out to greet Margaret. They embraced warmly. Sarah also embraced Rodrigo and kissed him gently on the cheek. "Thank you," she whispered in his ear.

He understood and said, "You're welcome."

Sarah was also excited to finally meet her nephew. She took him by the hand and led him into the dining hall. "Are you hungry?" she asked.

The boy looked back at his mother. She pointed to her mouth and nodded. "Vas," she said. Then she turned to Sarah. "He has learned more Spanish than English."

Sarah nodded. "We'll take good care of him."

A moment later, Molly and Mary Alice came out of yet another new wooden structure. Each was holding the hand of a young toddler. They approached Margaret and smiled.

"This is Kent," Molly said, pointing to the young boy next to her.

"And this is Margaret," Mary Alice said.

Margaret knelt down and embraced the two toddlers. Her husband, she noted, was already accompanying Father Lawrence to the shed that was built three years before to house the wine production. She watched him go, feeling nothing but love, both for him and the life he had created for them. She remembered how it was before he washed up on Cabrera. At the time, she thought they had a good life and that she was and could be forever happy being a cloistered nun on a small island.

He had opened her eyes to herself and to life's possibilities. And he still made her tingle and melt every time he touched her. She stood in the courtyard and watched the activity swirling around her and silently gave thanks to God. She was loved by the people who mattered to her. She was remembered for the love she had given to others.

And, in the midst of a world that was being torn apart by the chaos and turmoil of uncertain change, she was safe and secure.
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Return of the Disciplinarian by Frank Martinet

Following graduation from university, Marty returns to his roots, to the sleepy little town of Dornbrook. It is here that, much to his surprise, his services as a disciplinarian are required. It begins when he helps out his neighbour by providing some much needed discipline to the sulky Rebecca. News of his caning technique quickly travels, and he soon finds he is much in demand. His next assignment is strapping and paddling two naughty eighteen-year-old twins, with another appointment the following week to introduce them to the cane. When the attractive Jean Wells pays Marty a visit, it turns out that she is a masochist needing discipline - and the dungeon in the basement of her house is the perfect place for it to be carried out. Kim is next, a pretty Asian girl who takes a hard caning.

And it doesn't stop there ... Marty becomes extremely busy, and even better, he gets paid for his expert services by a wide range of eager clients. It seems he can make a lucrative business out of disciplining wayward young ladies (and some older ones too), and he embraces his new role.

Publisher's note: This book contains sexual scenes, S/M themes, and descriptions of severe punishment. Please do not buy this book if such material is likely to offend.

The Lucy Chronicles by Lucinda Shan

This book contains numerous graphic descriptions of severe corporal punishment and lesbian sexual activity, so please do not read this work if you are likely to be offended by such accounts.

At a little under 100,000 words, this is a very substantial account of the exploits of Lucinda (Lucy). The story starts when she is taken from an orphanage and made the ward of Madame Natalina, an enthusiastic wielder of both birch rod and cane as a means of maintaining discipline. At eighteen Lucy is sent to a boarding school run by the formidable lesbian headmistress, Anastasia, who is also a strict disciplinarian. We soon discover that Lucy is sexually excited by her whippings, which although very painful also induce lasciviousness and lust in her - feelings that are compounded as she engages in, and witnesses, lesbian activity with a number of her fellow boarders.

This epic tale continues when, having left school Lucy begins a relationship with Lady Amelia who becomes Lucy's lover and disciplinarian. During this phase Lucy is also subject to severe corporal punishment with a number of other women. Later, Amelia takes Lucy on a grand tour of Europe subsequent to which she is left in the hands of her former governess, Mistress Michelle who runs a 'finishing school' for girls, preparing them for lives of total submission to their respective Mistresses

Following this we learn that Lucy has been appointed as an honorary Sister of Discipline for the Order of Flagellants of St. Elizabeth of Hungary. Unfortunately she falls foul of the Mother Superior who accuses her of blasphemy and threatens to have her excommunicated following a severe public birching. But during the punishment, things take an unexpected turn when a fire erupts. A scorchingly hot tale in every respect...

A Deal with a Dominant Man by DJ Black

Thirty-year-old Carolynn Blake is an attractive, high-flying businesswoman, but she pays a price for being over confident when the stock markets crash, leaving her in financial trouble. She turns to her friend and mentor, John Dacia, for advice. Older than she, the wealthy property developer listens to Carolynn's surprise proposal. With his financial backing, Carolynn convinces him she will make him even richer ... and part of the deal is that he gets to mix business with pleasure by spanking her hard and sending her to the corner like a naughty girl.

But Caroline has never been spanked before, and has no idea what to expect. She soon learns! Her changing relationship with John - a lifestyle dominant - takes her way out of her comfort zone. Previously independent, she now has to do as she's told and is punished for any infractions - with hand, hairbrush and cane. Sometimes she is disciplined in his office. Carolynn is not an easy woman to tame, but John is the man to do it; he can be strict and is very much in control of himself ... and her. As time passes, Carolynn gradually learns to accept his dominance over her, and her desire for him grows.

This is the story of their developing relationship, and the way control, authority and discipline shape Carolynn's character to the extent that she falls in love for the first time...

Spanking the Wife by Frank Martinet

This collection of stories features the common theme of wives being spanked by their husbands.

The Punishment Dinner: Semi-naked and wearing a black leather collar around her neck, a man's wife must serve and be physically punished at a dinner party.

The Sex Therapist: Having found that their sex life has become dull and routine after 15 years, a husband and wife hire a sex therapist who employs unusual techniques.

Retribution: A husband severely punishes his wife with a lean nylon riding quirt when he discovers that she has taken money from their holiday fund.

Mommy Spanked Again: Having lost her temper at the drug store, Stephanie gets paddled by her husband in full view of their eighteen-year-old daughter.

Curves: A husband canes his big-bottomed wife and her friend after he finds they have made a mess of the kitchen, carpet and coffee table.

Snowbound: Finding themselves trapped in their cabin following a severe snow blizzard, a couple indulge in spanking to fill in the time.

The Report: A wife describes in great detail her visit to a disciplinarian and the subsequent punishment she received at his hands.

The Silencer: Wishing to discipline his wife without being detected, a man invents a cane silencer and puts it to good use.

Jodie's Bare Bottom Dissertation by Pat Jones

Attractive 25-year-old heiress, Jodie Browning, is an associate professor, and as part of her research towards a PhD, she visits the headmaster at the strict Dunbar Reformatory where she is talked into enrolling as an inmate in order to gain first-hand experience. Her humiliation soon begins when she is forced to swap her stylish clothes for school uniform, and it's not long before she finds herself touching her toes for six of the best from the headmaster's swishy cane, followed by corner time. Further humiliation follows when she is examined naked by Matron, then given another spanking. It soon becomes clear to Jodie that she is being treated exactly like the other genuine reformatory delinquents.

Matters deteriorate further when her bitchy 22-year-old stepmother arrives, accompanied by a would-be suitor who she had previously rejected. They both see her naked and sporting the recently inflicted stripes of the cane. Jodie is horrified when she learns of her stepmother's schemes - to get rid of Jodie's father and to have Jodie committed to the reformatory indefinitely! Realising she must act quickly in order to save her father, Jodie plans to escape but is caught and scheduled for 'punishment night' when she will be totally humiliated, secured to a leather-padded bench on stage and strapped in front of a large audience including her stepmother, rejected would-be suitor and several male students she had flunked out of her classes. She pleads her case to the headmaster, but will she be believed?

The Librarian by Geoffrey Stirling & Margaret Jane

When investigative journalist James (Jimmy) Anderson leaves Belfast and travels to Charlottetown on Prince Edward Island to take control of his inheritance - a vast fortune bequeathed by Great Uncle George - he meets Tammy Sharpe, an attractive blonde-haired librarian. After some initial reluctance from Tammy, a growing mutual attraction leads to friendship, which develops into romance... Imagine Jimmy's delight when he discovers that Tammy has a submissive nature, a fascination with spanking, and an eagerness to experiment sexually. He is more than happy to satisfy her request to have her bottom spanked, and as the relationship progresses he introduces her to a number of mutually satisfying scenarios in various locations in Canada and Europe. It seems the two are perfectly suited and have the prospect of a wonderful future together. Plans are made and the spankings continue as Tammy enjoys sampling a variety of implements. But Jimmy needs to satisfy his curiosity and unravel some lingering mysteries surrounding his late Great Uncle George. Why is Jimmy the sole beneficiary of the will? Could it be that Jimmy shares the same proclivities as his late uncle did...?
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