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  Chapter One


  

  Veronica crept stealthily into the foyer of the house and quietly closed the door behind her. The click was so subtle that even standing right there she hardly heard the tiny noise.


  “Where have you been!” her husband’s voice roared from the living room.


  Obviously, she’d not been as quiet as she thought. Veronica’s face drew up into a terrified squint; then taking a deep breath, she relaxed and straightened, pressing her hands to the front of her short dress smoothing the wrinkles in the fabric.


  “Now!” he boomed again.


  “It’s now or never,” she thought to herself.


  Sashaying her curvaceous hips, the ditsy redhead moved with a slutty swagger beyond the open French doors. She couldn’t see her husband’s face since his leather chair faced into the room; but feeling the intensity of his anger, she knew there’d be a battle she’d just as soon avoid.


  The room was awash with the mellow light from the fireplace. Her husband had been reading—probably profit summaries or sales reports—how dull—his feet on the hassock as though he’d been there a long time. The Robert Germans’ living room was a comfortable place—modern, functional and warm. And for Veronica it was usually her sanctuary so opposite the Old World extravagance of Rutledge House—the family fortress on the hill. For a few moments, morning and evening she could pretend that the other part of her life didn’t exist. Though she now made her home in a Paris Cove condo, most of her day was still spent cloistered in the stuffy rooms of her Rutledge Vineyard office. Oh, of course they were quaint—too damned quaint for her tastes. It was so much better for her disposition to come home every night to the simplicity of her own home. She should be loving it now, though she supposed that wouldn’t happen until she found a way to pacify her pissed-off husband.


  Maybe she could honey-coat their way into bed. Sometimes when he was furious, sex just sort of happened instead of the more painful consequences he probably had planned well in advance of his first booming command.


  “Robert, sweetheart. It’s nearly midnight—” It was actually just past eleven-thirty. “I thought you’d be in bed by now,” she said coming around to his side and sidling in against his shoulder, hoping she could plop right down on his lap. “I bet you’re tired and could use a backrub, what do ya say?”


  Robert wasn’t interested—at least not yet.


  Veronica’s brassy curls had an unnatural look as the firelight reflected off the surface. Her face was seductive and impish, her lips forming a kittenish pout while her blue eyes steamed sensuously. A few drinks always loosened the last vestiges of propriety in the lusty tart—and tonight was no different.


  “Why the hell would I be in bed when my wife’s not home?”


  “You knew I was going out with Leeza Little.”


  “I did not.”


  “Oh, you just forgot,” she purred, trying again to get into his lap. A few playful strokes at his crotch, he’d be putty in her hands. Robert was a sucker for late night sex—probably why he was so pissed in the first place: he’d been horny and she wasn’t there.


  “You’ve been where, Veronica?” Robert snapped off his next question.


  “I told you, out with Leeza.”


  “Drinking.” He smelled the liquor on her breath.


  “Oh, not much,” she said. Ah, she should have rinsed with mouthwash before she entered the house. Then, too, she was tipsy and not thinking straight. Why did he always have to find out?


  “I think you’re drunk!” Robert caught his wife’s wrist as he rose from his chair.


  “No, please, darling!” Her voluptuous body still oozed with an alluring charm, which normally delighted Robert German. But since he’d been fuming for nearly two hours, he was much too pissed to let sex get in the way of his plans.


  “You’re driving drunk again after your license was suspended,” he reminded her with a lethal glare in his bronze eyes.


  “No! I’m not drunk at all,” she swore pleadingly. “Just a glass of wine. Honest.”


  “You’ve had a half-dozen if you’ve had one.” He pulled her toward the side of the room, opened one closet door in a long line of whitewashed cabinets, and withdrew a ten-inch paddle from its hook. Veronica immediately tried pulling away from his firm grasp of her hand.


  “Honey, I’m sorry. It really wasn’t much.” Her worried eyes pleaded for mercy as she gazed at the dreadful thing. There were ten identical holes drilled through the thick surface making it the worst possible implement he could choose.


  “Don’t even try. You’ve made me so angry, there’s no way you’re getting out of this.”


  “But, darling, really,” she tugged more without results. Though Robert was a husky man, there was not an ounce of fat on his six-foot frame. At forty-one he still lifted weights and every muscle in his powerful arms and chest was as firm as it had been at twenty-one. Being a passionate man about everything in his life, he was passionate about what needed to be done. Just five-foot two in her stocking feet, Veronica was no match for his brawn when he was as determined as he was now.


  “Don’t fight me,” he said with a steely twist in his delivery. Returning to his chair, he sat at the edge of the seat and upended his wife over his lap. Her pale blue dress was short enough for the hem to ride up high on her fleshy thighs, nearly uncovering his target without any effort on his part. But holding her with a firm left hand at her waist, Robert completely bared her ass with one swipe of his right hand. Once her dress was over her hips, he had only to pull down her tiny black panties. “What a little slut,” he thought to himself seeing her underwear. If he’d been paying attention at all—and with his more than healthy libido he usually did—he would have seen the black outline of her underwear through the nearly colorless fabric of her dress. Of course, she dressed that way purposely. Rutledge women, whether by birth or marriage, were all alike—steamy, sexual temptresses with few morals, and lacking the restraints that made other women dress more modestly. Maybe it had something to do with Rutledge men that made their wives and girlfriends so risqué. Not only did Rutledge men openly appreciate the attributes of libidinous women; they knew how to handle them when they went too far—just as Robert was handling his Rutledge woman now. Veronica might be the most prurient of the lot—since she was a Rutledge by birth.


  “Out attracting a new boyfriend, are we?” he managed to say as he teasingly pulled the slip of black fabric off her ass. Letting the silly thong slide down her thighs, it rested at her knees, left to dangle there until he finished.


  Veronica’s behind was the palest of pinks, just a slight hue on the skin where she wasn’t tan. That untanned sliver of skin had been getting smaller and smaller as the years went by. Veronica loved to sunbathe, and if Robert hadn’t forbid it, she would have done so in the nude. Actually, he might like the look of her backside with no tan lines, but loved, even more, denying his wife those things she wanted so passionately—kept the sparks flying. If there was ever a couple who lit up the sky with fireworks, it was Robert and Veronica German.


  “Oh, please, darling,” she could sound so terribly desperate.


  “It’s useless, babe, your bum’s gonna pay tonight.” He loved that term for the female derriere, just as he loved the look of a bright red behind once it had been vigorously punished. Veronica had a fine ass: round, dimpled at the top, its two broad and fleshy cheeks spread out nicely when she was lying over his lap. Often he could glimpse the sex pouch between her thighs. But now her legs were pressed together tightly as though they were locked in position. He chuckled under his breath knowing that would soon change.


  With the paddle gripped tightly in his large palm, Robert raised it to shoulder height. “No!” she cried as the first strike smacked her naked rear. He kept on. “Ouch, no, no.” He was peppering her determinedly, with some strikes brisk and others slow. Some were hard, some harder still, and others deliberately lighter as though he were about to quit. By the time he reached the second round of ten, she was flailing, and crying, and gyrating so madly that he had to pause. “I can’t stand it, please.” Her desperate wail sounded so pitiful.


  Veronica hated this paddle—no, hated was not a strong enough word. She loathed it, despised it, wished it off the face of the planet every time she was spanked with the damnable thing. Once she tried swiping it from the closet and disposing of it in the trash. When Robert discovered it there—as though he had some sixth sense clueing him in to her scheme (he never fooled with anything once it was in the dumpster), she got the paddling of her life. He could forgive a lot of things and others he let slide; but this overt rebellion was too deliberate a crime not to punish with a most befitting taste of that drilled wood.


  “You can stand a lot more than you think,” Robert scolded. “I’m just getting started and we’re in for a long ride tonight.”


  “But what have I done!” she cried. She could only hope that by engaging him in a discussion of the merits of this punishment, she’d be able to sway him. It was her only hope—but a very futile one. As often as she tried talking her husband out of a spanking, she’d never managed to change his mind. “What have I done?” she implored him again. Asking that question, she might as well have added lighter fluid to an already blazing fire. The paddle came down on her behind with such a resounding smack that she seemed to jump a foot off his lap.


  “The list I have is so long I don’t know where to begin,” he charged. He just kept on, delivering smacks so mean she thought she might pass out.


  “Yeeeeouch! My gawd, Ouch! Please! Robert, please!” She kept on squealing through her tears. “What have I done! Ow, ow, ouch, stop!” Her entire body bucked like a stubborn mule.


  “Oh, you’ve earned every bit of what you’re getting, my dear brat!”


  Veronica had no idea all the things that sparked this session; the drinking was just one of many in a long list of offenses. Yet, it wasn’t the time to begin the litany of her crimes. He wanted to let off steam, get his point across, and have a compliant wife before he finished the session with a lecture she wouldn’t forget. He wasn’t in the mood for her finagling and seductive schemes. This would be discipline, short and sweet.


  The spanking continued in a rhythm that seemed to be manageable for them both. Yes, she could turn frantic and he’d back off, but once she’d revived a bit, he only started again a little more forcefully than before. After several dozen smacks, her broad bottom was red from the top of her thighs to the top her ass. Finally, he began to slow. Once stopping altogether, he laid the paddle on the table beside him and gave her a subtle shove.


  Having no desire to stay for more, Veronica was off his lap in seconds, standing in front of her husband, her panties at her feet; her skirt still bunched at her waist. She’d been sobbing softly, and was now wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.


  She snuffed. “I didn’t deserve that much.”


  “No?”


  “Well,” she sighed looking petulant. “It was only a couple drinks, I swear.”


  “You swear a lot, my dear. The fact is, you were drinking and driving. That alone should be enough to warrant exactly what you got. You can be glad that I’m not going to repeat this treatment everyday for a week.”


  “You wouldn’t!” She looked shocked—and beautifully disheveled. Mascara smudged her cheeks, and her bright hair was a sexy mass of wild curls.


  “I’ve done it before.”


  “Yes, but in five years you’ve only done that twice.”


  “All for good reason—and probably not as much as I have right now,” he added.


  Robert wished he didn’t have so much territory to cover with her tonight. He would have preferred diving into the lovely snatch of pink blonde curls between her thighs, dining with both mouth and cock at her delicious doors of pleasure. Yes, he’d rather screw this trampy vixen as carry out his nasty deed, but in this matter, he had no choice.


  “There’s something else, isn’t there?” she thought to ask.


  “Good guess,” he returned, as a wry smirk appeared on his face. “Too bad you didn’t use your powers of intuition on S&E Foods.”


  “Oh?” Suddenly, she quit thinking about the fire on her bottom, or the pain when she moved, or the deliciously erotic warmth that was now quite present in her ass and everywhere that sexual sensation moved.


  “You fucked up, Veronica. Sales directors are supposed to coddle their clients. They’re supposed to take their phone calls. They’re supposed to make it to their luncheon meetings. And when there’s a problem, it is the Sales Director’s job to solve it. Using your secretary for sensitive matters just won’t do. While you were out drinking with Leeza Little, we lost over half their business. You were indisposed for the rest of the evening, so Laurie said. And while you were indisposed they decided to make their largest order of the year with a more reputable winery.”


  Veronica—who’d been drunk, steamy, turned on, livid and in dire pain, all during the last half hour—was now stone, cold sober and nearly frozen to the core—despite how hot her bare ass remained.


  “Looks as though you’ll be indisposed for quite a while. I’m replacing you with Rick Gentry.”


  “What?”


  “You’re fired, babe.”


  “You can’t do that.”


  “And why not?”


  “I-I…” she stammered. “I’m a Rutledge, that’s why.”


  “But I’m your boss.”


  “You can’t, you just can’t!” She sounded like a whiney child.


  “I can and I have.”


  Her eyes shot darts his way as the truth hit its mark. “I’ll talk to James about this,” she vowed.


  “Go right ahead. I already have.”


  “And what did he say?”


  “He agreed with me.”


  “He couldn’t have!”


  “Ask him yourself, darling.”


  “You, you ….” She might have added bastard, or prick, or miserable lout, but suddenly seeing Robert’s hand fingering the paddle, she had no desire to tangle with that again. I’m a damned good sales director,” she finally blurted out.


  “Yes. When you’re there. But recently—for about six months, you’ve been screwing up. The business world doesn’t revolve around your schedule, Veronica.” He sat back comfortably in his chair. “I figure you need a little R&R, and that’s exactly what you’re going to get.”


  “You can’t,” she was reduced to tears.


  “You’d better get to bed, you’re tired. We’ll talk more in the morning.”


  “Never!” she blared as she stamped her right foot. Finally remembering that her ass was bare and cold, she tugged angrily on her dress until she’d covered her behind. Starting toward the door, she shot off one last barb. “Don’t you dare try to get in bed with me!”


  He almost laughed. She was so predictable.


  The door slammed behind her and he was left alone in a room that became more tranquil the longer he lingered there. Watching the fire in the grate slowly diminish to no more than a glowing speck of ash, he then stood up and made his way out the door. He ambled up the stairs to the loft where he’d spend the night. His bed was already turned down. He had this one figured out long before their showdown began.




  Chapter Two


  

  Rutledge House was a gothic, elegant, and sometimes hideously imposing, monument to Hiram Rutledge’s sense of grandeur. The elder patriarch had built his home on a cliff overlooking the Pacific Ocean some hundred miles north of San Francisco. From the west, in the late afternoon, there were sunsets washing the pinkish stone of the house’s exterior with an odd glow. The mansion at that time of day, and sometimes early in the morning, might look as though it would gently rise skyward on a trip toward heaven. Other times, the fog would shroud its foundation embedded in the cliff rock, leaving the two grand spires of its turrets bathed in sunlight. And still other days, the gloom of an overcast sky would make the house look like a nightmare from a mystery novel. Sometimes the sense of dread so forbidding a passing tourist or resident of nearby Paris Cove would be tempted to hug their arms as though that might fend off the evil skulking ominously about its perimeter like a ravenous guard dog.


  A good deal of a first impression of Rutledge House depended on the direction it was approached. From the ocean, the rocky cliff was steep; the staircase built into the cliff a tough climb. From the north, only part of the house rose above the hill, and it might appear almost mystical from a distance. From the south, the greater part of the house was visible for several miles when the winding road rounded one of its many curves and the awesome structure came into view. It was a well-known landmark used to guide many travelers through the area. From the east, the valley below was a picturesque pattern of vineyards and meandering gold. And to drive toward Rutledge House from that direction the estate seemed like a distant palace on a hill, unapproachable and strong—a robust man’s finest vision.


  Once reaching the main drive, there was an iron gate connected to a fence, which circumscribed the property until the sheer cliffs made it unnecessary. There was a vast green lawn dotted with broad black oaks, a few eucalyptus and scrub pines. A hundred feet inside the gate, the gardens began—lush and wondrously brilliant with flowers, meticulously tended by Deacon McDougal. The ancient gardener was one of the few in the vicinity of Paris Cove who could boast that he had been Hiram Rutledge’s good friend. The old man died in 1952 at the age of ninety-six. For nearly ten years, Deacon was the one person who didn’t arouse the man’s wrath. Deacon always said that was because of the flowers. He personally brought the old Hiram fresh blooms every day—an odd gesture from one man to another; though the ritual seemed to bond them, giving two very different men something they could share. Deacon was there to soothe the rough times with the family. He was a quiet man whose calm manner was always reassuring. At eighty, not much had changed in him over the years—always the same steadiness, and love of flowers, and observing eyes.


  Deacon McDougal had seen a lot of life at Rutledge House—children, lovers, wives and tramps who passed through its doors—those that stayed and those that left—and even those who returned. He was particularly fascinated by the unusual practices between Rutledge men and their women. He’d even been the grateful beneficiary of one Rutledge daughter’s fancy. Their affair had been brief, but a beautiful moment in Deacon’s steady life. During the war, Pansy Rutledge, who was true to her family’s heritage of lusty women, defied her parents’ wishes and ran off with a young man of questionable virtue. It seemed he was a penniless drifter with a wide smile aimed at Pansy’s crotch, landing there with a sensuous thud. They fucked their way through all of Pansy’s stash of money, and needing more, the two returned to Rutledge House to pilfer a few valuables they could sell. Caught, the boy was arrested. As the story goes, his jail time was brief—the war needed good sturdy men like this one. Pansy was thoroughly admonished in the traditional Rutledge manner, her bottom was strapped at least six times for pilfering silver and a tiny Monet painting she had been sure would not be missed. On the sly, however, she kept up with her lover’s whereabouts—planning to join him after the war was over. A year later, however, he met his death in the Philippines. She was devastated and nearly inconsolable when she heard of his death. Deacon McDougal found her at the edge of the cliffs one night at midnight, and to the family’s sincere gratitude, rescued her from sure death.


  The two were lovers after that. Hot tempestuous lovers. He even enjoyed spanking the spunky young woman when she threatened to do something stupid—though their adventures in over-the-knee discipline seemed more like the prelude to making love.


  Few in the Rutledge House knew of the affair; but, because it seemed to curb Pansy’s more careless pursuits, those who did let the matter slide.


  Despite the affair with Deacon, Pansy continued to be treated to the family legacy of strict corporal discipline—usually administered by her father or an uncle. Eventually, with the passion of their hot affair cooling, she ran away again. No one heard from her again. Deacon always hoped she might return—at least the part of him that selfishly wanted her back. But he knew in his heart that she was probably better off elsewhere and hopefully living a happy life. Even now, at eighty, she was the only love he’d known. That one glorious year in 1947, he would always cherish.


  Rutledge House in 1999 was much emptier of tenants than it had been in the past. Hiram’s son James had lived there his whole life, raising five children. His wife, Jeanette, died in a car wreck when her youngest child, Cassie, was five. James himself died in 1993. He willed his holdings: the land, the house, and his vineyards to his children, with the intention of involving them all in the family business—that is, if they took the challenge. Being a Rutledge child was never an easy task. But sharing a fortune and a thriving business, a grand old house and acres of California’s lush and fertile land, made bearing the name “Rutledge” even more difficult.


  James Jr., who immediately dropped the Jr. from his name when his father died, became the new Rutledge patriarch. The estate fit him like a glove. His young wife, Angela, was not as excited about living in the formidable home, but she would do anything that her husband asked, without question.


  Peter Rutledge also resided in the twelve-bedroom mansion. Several rooms on the ocean side of the house had been converted into a private apartment for him and his wife, Victoria. However, after four years of marriage, Victoria walked out of the house one midnight and never returned. That was three years ago. His wife’s departure left Peter with a blankness that never completely left him. There were some, however, who thought that after three years, he was finally coming out of the icy brooding that defined his disposition


  The youngest Rutledge male, Logan, was the black sheep of the family. He refused to live in the house, preferring a guesthouse, which had been built at the edge of the cliff. Logan insisted on revamping the old cottage when he returned after his lengthy hiatus from the “family madness.”


  Of James’ two daughters, Veronica married her older brother’s best friend, Robert German—who’d become the Director of Operations for Rutledge Vineyards. Veronica being the free-spirit she was, refused to live in the rattrap castle. The beach condo in Paris Cove was far more her style—and thankfully away from the ominous mood of the fortress.


  The youngest Rutledge, Cassie, left the day she turned eighteen. She worked in San Francisco the summer before she started Stanford, and except for holidays she steered clear of the Rutledge business and most of the family. After finishing her master’s degree in Renaissance literature, she was spending a year doing research in Italy.


  

  The day was a sallow one. The sun was not about to peek through the grey fog—everything looked flat and anemic. Despite the March wind and the bone-chilling dampness of the early hour, Veronica threw on her sweats, moved quickly past the bathroom—Robert was taking a shower—and skipped down the stairs, out the door and on to the beach. After stretching for several minutes, she then headed north toward the monolith rocks and her family home. From three miles away, she could see nothing but grey as she gazed toward the cliffs; but that didn’t matter. She didn’t need the landmark visible to know where she was going.


  Jogging the long stretch of sand along the water’s edge, she soon reached the outcropping of rock that outlined Picnic Beach—what the Rutledges like to consider their private cove. At the base of the cliff, the staircase to the top was built into a rise of stone and sand, and then switched back five times before reaching the top of the steep incline. It came out twenty feet from the door of Logan’s cottage. Breathless by the time she got to the top, Veronica stopped briefly.


  “You’re out unusually early this morning,” her brother noted with a nod as he fiddled with his Jeep parked near the cottage door.


  “And so are you,” she quipped.


  Logan Rutledge commonly sparred with his siblings. He preferred to keep them all at a distance—except Cassie who was never there anyway. This suited the others perfectly since they believed the youngest Rutledge son lived in a world they could not comprehend.


  “Little dressed down, aren’t we?”


  “I’m exercising, Logan,” she droned miserably. Her breath restored, she started running again toward the house and didn’t stop until she was in the kitchen door.


  “James still here?” she asked.


  “Just finishing breakfast,” the cook, Geneva, answered.


  Veronica swept past the rotund, grey-haired woman without saying a decent hello. Veronica could already feel her anger rising again. It didn’t take much. Any time she recalled her husband’s shocking decision, she could feel a fresh wave roll up on her inner shores.


  “What do you mean, letting Robert fire me!” She burst through the dining room door, seeing Robert, Angela and Peter look up at her with big question marks in their eyes.


  “Ah, so he told you,” James said.


  “And he can’t do that!” the pissed off redhead practically shouted.


  “Veronica, sit!” James ordered and he wasn’t kidding.


  He fit the role of a patriarch—greying hair, distinguished features. Though he was Robert German’s age—they’d been best friends for years—he looked much older. His eyes were a mahogany shade of brown, which, while as steady as his determined manner, could express any emotion in an instant and without warning. “Sit down and have some eggs and toast.”


  “I don’t want eggs and toast,” she argued.


  “Sit any way,” he ordered. This time she had to obey, and she did so, taking a seat as far from her brothers as she could, landing in her chair with an unhappy pout on her face.


  “I want my job back,” she said.


  “You can have a job,” James told her. “Just not the one you had.”


  “That is my job. I’ve worked my ass off in sales, and I won’t have you handing it to someone else so they can reap the glory I’ve earned.”


  “Seems that’s exactly what’s going to happen,” Peter said drolly. He was the truly handsome brother, the one who made heads turns, and women cream their panties. He was also a bit of a stuffed shirt and much too prim and rule-bound as far as Veronica was concerned. She figured that his stodgy character was one of the reasons his wild wife left him. Peter was the company’s chief financial officer. He ran the accounting and finance departments with the same impeccable order with which he dressed, ate and combed his hair. Everything in his world was tidy. Everything was perfect. Everything except his very messy marriage. The last he’d heard of Victoria she was dealing cards in a Tahoe casino.


  Peter viewed his sister smugly. His eyes were a delicious shade of blue and sometimes so dashing that they could light his face like an October moon. And when he smiled, his teeth gleamed as though he was doing a toothpaste commercial. But when Peter Rutledge was angry, his temper was hot, his bite was mean, and his command like thunder. It had been suggested that he was the most exacting administrator of corporal punishment in the Rutledge line of sons. But there were no Rutledge women willing to test that fact. It was probably the mystique he created around him.


  “Face it, sis, you’ve been a lazy little tramp lately,” Peter said.


  “Ah, put a cork in it,” she shot back at him. Looking down the breakfast table, she spoke to James. “I’m sorry about C&S. It was all handled—I wouldn’t have left otherwise. Won’t you at least let me give them a call?”


  “And screw it up more? You reached the end of the line, dear.”


  “Oh, come on, nothing’s that bad.”


  “After the conversation I had with Dave Tripoly—yes, it’s that bad. We won’t be in their good graces for a long time to come. Face it, Veronica, you’ve been fired.”


  She suddenly looked more despondent than angry. “You really mean this, don’t you?”


  “’Fraid so. Your name is mud around here right now. And trust me, if you do anything as stupid as try to call them, I’ll have you over the end of my desk so fast your head will spin and your bottom will ache into the next century. I doubt if you want to be paddled in front of your former staff.”


  “C’mon, James.”


  “Don’t c’mon me. Your husband probably waited too long to put you out. I would have weeks ago.”


  “What is this, some dictatorship? Remember, this is a family business and we all have a say in its running.”


  “Yes. And your voice can still be heard as brashly as always. You’re just not going to handle sales, anymore.”


  “I’ve built this…”


  “Yes, you have. Now take a rest. You surely need it. How about some toast,” he lifted the plate and delivered the question without skipping a beat.


  “James, no,” she was about to cry, her face screwed up like a prune.


  “Don’t pout, you’ll give yourself wrinkles,” Peter said.


  She flashed him a menacing grimace, and then sighed wearily, slumping back in her chair. “I hate this place,” she added absently.


  “It’s done, Veronica. Why don’t you patch things up with Robert and go about your business.”


  “What do you mean patch things up?”


  “Sex, sweetie,” Peter quipped. “You’re always much happier when the two of you are humping.”


  Veronica looked at her brother aghast. Those weren’t words he often used. His smile was almost mischievous. She’d forgotten how bratty he could be—not a hell of a lot different from when he was at twelve.


  “You’re all laughing at me, aren’t you?”


  “Who’s laughing?” Logan asked, peeking his head in the door.


  “Go away, Logan.”


  “Lost your job, didn’t you?”


  “How the hell do you know?” she shot back to him.


  “I think you were the last to know. That’s the way things work around here, isn’t it?” He sauntered toward the table, plucking a fresh biscuit from the basket. Popping half of it in his mouth, he walked back to the door.


  “Well,” she humphed, knowing she’d been humiliated. What else could she expect from her brothers? “If that’s all you think of me, I can find other things to do.” She pushed away from the table. “I’ll clean out my office.”


  “Mind your manners when you do,” James warned. “You screw up the account information, I’ll personally cane you.”


  Veronica snarled at him, too. She had a streak of vengeance a mile wide, and no one wanted to see her on the warpath.


  “Maybe the art department could use me,” she finally said, directing her comment at Angela. Suddenly drawn into the risky conversation, the young woman’s bright black eyes looked a little stunned. She was no match for the Rutledge siblings when they were verbally brawling.


  “Maybe,” she said timidly. Her eyes were shining with tears. Just seeing her sister-in-law so disgraced made her shudder for herself. The gentle, young daughter of a migrant worker had her own reasons for being a Rutledge; and they had nothing to do with the combat that made for lively moments like these.


  “Take the day off,” James said, “and that’s an order.” He’d had enough of his sister’s whining and quickly pulled out of his chair. His last remark was to his trembling wife. “Remember what we agreed,” he nodded to her.


  The gentle Angela blushed as though he’d just told the whole wide world the secret behind that comment. At this table, he might as well have. It wasn’t hard to guess what kept this husband and wife together.




  Chapter Three


  

  There was a chapel in Rutledge House at the far end of the family wing, adjacent to the formal drawing room on the main floor. Neither room was used often—although occasionally Angela and James used the chapel for erotic purposes. They were married there in a quiet ceremony, weeks before a grander wedding was staged on the estate lawn. The chapel ceremony had been private, performed in secret with the priest alone. It reflected the very mysterious aspect of a most unusual marriage. For that, and many reasons, Angela found this gentle grotto quieting. The walls were of the same pink rock used for the rest of the house—though that stone glowed inside, just as the exterior of the house would glow at sunset. The woodwork was soft to the touch and the damask drapes with their sensuous pattern of purple grapes and green vines seemed to cloak her in a sensuous feeling of contentment. It was hardly a holy feeling, but one much earthier, like the fertile landscape and gardens surrounding the immense estate. She could handle the chapel when so much of the house seemed forbidding and cold. It was certainly as quiet a place as anyone could find at Rutledge House.


  Being from a humble background Angela Martinez was not considered a suitable wife for the patriarch of a highly respected, California blueblood family. Angela’s parents had been on the circuit of farms and ranches as they earned their living picking grapes and other crops throughout the state’s flourishing valleys. Jesus Martinez was a hardworking and seemingly simple man, but he had a character that attracted James Rutledge. For several years, he stood out from the crowd of workers that came each fall to harvest grapes for Rutledge Vineyards. He was tall, firm, and quiet spoken, with nerves of steel. James had seen him once lift a heavy piece of machinery off a sixteen-year-old kid trapped underneath. Though he refused any accolades for his feat, he reluctantly accepted a few extra dollars in his weekly pay for the heroic effort.


  Jesus was a man of principle. A poor one, but he was serenely proud of his life and family. And, to intensify James’ interest in the man, he also had a beautiful daughter, Angela, who traveled with the family for many years, as migrant children often do. But for her last two years of high school, she lived with an aunt in Tustin. The summer after her graduation, she arrived at Rutledge House looking for work to support herself through junior college.


  Without batting an eye, James set up a scholarship for the young woman—a grant that continued for other migrant children long after Angela completed school. He also gave her a position as a downstairs maid, and insisted that she live in the servant’s wing, using one of his old Broncos for transportation. She felt honored and humbled by his regard for her, but it did come with prices. He wanted her company, and sought it out every chance he got.


  Theirs was no madly sexual love affair, but a tender courtship. They often met after dinner in the garden. James would have eaten in the dining room, while Angela had her supper at the kitchen table with the other staff—just what you’d expect from the master of the house and his maid. Yet, when they met in the cool of the summer garden the social gap between them vanished quickly. The first time he found her there, she was painting a landscape of the valley beyond the hilltop. James knew then that he was in love, and from that day on, he took every available opportunity to be alone with her.


  A blushing young woman raised in a far different culture, Angela found his fascination with her titillating. Though a serious relationship seemed no more likely than marrying a movie star. She could imagine always loving James Rutledge from afar. Even after she married someone of her own class, she could live with her sweet secret passion locked inside a tiny space of her heart. She was endlessly romantic, which only made James’ proposal of marriage more impossible to accept.


  Even her resistance, however, served James’ cause. It led to their first argument, and eventually her first spanking. Her submission to him in all matters was important to James, an element of their marriage that would remain throughout their lives.


  That first spanking was in the chapel.


  “I can’t marry you,” she swore to him once the immediate shock of his proposal wore off.


  “And why not?” he asked. He wouldn’t settle for anything but her unfaltering yes, though she didn’t know that just yet.


  “Because I am me, and you are you.” Her dark eyes flashed and her pretty complexion gleamed as the summer sunset streamed through the chapel window on to her face.


  “So? You love me, don’t you?” James probed more.


  “I suppose I do.” But she turned her back on him, swaying her rear end very beautifully. She wandered closer to the window looking out at the sky dreamily; then she turned back, saying, “But I don’t look for that kind of feeling when a man is someone like you.”


  “What do you mean like me? I’m madly in love with you, Angela.” Not expecting this difficulty, he was angry. “You will be my wife. That’s all there is to say.”


  “Oh, no! There is a good deal more to say. What if I don’t want to marry you?” She looked at him proudly. Angela Martinez was rarely contrary—as softly sensuous and submissive as she was, it was simply not her nature. Perhaps this once, she had to be sure he wasn’t making a fool of her. With her hands on her hips in a defiant pose, she looked as though she were in charge. The swell of her generous bosom heaved softly with her labored breath, making it look like a gentle ocean wave beneath her Mexican peasant blouse.


  “But I know you want to marry me as much as I want to marry you. In your heart you do,” he pressed his hand to his own chest. “You’re just afraid.”


  “I am not afraid!”


  “Oh, yes you are.”


  Angela was seething with sexual desire even while denying him. The erotic tension between them burned so hotly, James was afraid he’d take advantage of her in an unthinking act of passion. He couldn’t remember a woman more beautiful or alluring.


  “I am not afraid, and I’m not going to marry you!” she spit out determinedly.


  “Oh, we’ll just see about that, Miss Obstinate One,” he spit right back. Angela was never a shrew and she rarely complained. She was a masterful man’s dream woman, but occasionally she could be as stubborn as a mule so James learned that day. Unfortunately, for Angela, James had a ready answer for her willfulness.


  Though sure that he would totally shock his future bride with this move, he sensed it was time to exercise his manly rights over her. She’d grown up in a patriarchal world, and she would live in one with him. There was no time like the present to demonstrate the extent of his influence and control.


  “You, my lovely Angela, aren’t going to win this one,” he warned her, as his eyes narrowed.


  “So.” She was awfully cute. Her blush-red lips turned into a fretful pout as she crossed her arms in front of her and haughtily made a half-turn as though she was shunning him.


  “Not only are you going to admit the truth to me, so we can move on with our lives, it appears I’m going to need to curtail this unfortunate behavior.”


  “Oh?” she looked thoughtfully curious. “And how would you do that?” Her nose was still in the air. This was definitely a challenge to James Rutledge’s manliness; but if he didn’t win with her now, he never would.


  Abruptly, he sat down on one of the chapel’s folding wooden chairs. “Come here.”


  “What?”


  “You heard me.”


  She had no idea what he wanted, but still curious, the saucy woman ambled his way. When she was easily within reach, James reached out and pulled her close. Before the brat understood the force and plan behind the brusque move, she was over his lap, James right hand connecting with her bottom.


  “James, no!” she shrieked.


  He kept on going, pelting her backside as hard as he could. Spanking her through a layer of clothes required a heavy hand if he was going to make any impression at all.


  “James!” she shouted more.


  He paused, “I’d suggest you quiet down. We may be secluded here, but you keep hollering, we’ll have the maids and Peter wondering what’s going on.”


  “You can’t do this!” she snapped again—a little more quietly this time.


  “But I am,” he spelled out the obvious and he continued laying strike after strike on her bouncing derriere.


  If only he could have seen the effect on her skin—or felt that lovely flesh as it began to warm. Of course, they’d never even kissed. Going that far seemed out of the question. He’d have to check himself. The future would bring plenty of bare-bottomed spankings—paddlings, canings, and everything else—as soon as she’d become his wife.


  “Yeeeouch! That hurts!”


  “Of course it does. You need some sense knocked into you, and a little pain might just help out.”


  With the material of her skirt hardly enough to mollify the sharpness of James’ firm hand, the smacks were beginning to burn.


  “Please, James!” She was beginning to panic.


  “Please what? I love you, and I want to hear you tell me that you love me also.”


  “But I do, I honestly do.”


  “That’s good.” Smack! He kept up the pace, not slowing at all with that admission. She thrashed about uncomfortably and “ouched” and “ow-ed” and gasped when an especially hard strike leapt up and stung her like an angry bee.


  “So, you’re going to marry me?” he finally asked.


  Smack! He made this one especially hard.


  “Yes, yes, yes. I will.”


  “And you really want to?”


  “Yes, please, James, I’m sorry I got mad.”


  “Oh, you’ll learn soon enough,” he said.


  Slowly, the force of the spanking began to ease, until he simply laid his hand on her bottom. Even through the skirt, he could feel the warmth emanating from her flesh into his palm. It was all he could do not to raise that skirt to see what remnants of the spanking might remain on her skin. His cock was pressing uncomfortably against his pants; all he could think of was setting it free for her to satisfy with her sensuous lips.


  But knowing that restraint was crucial at this point, he dropped his hand away and pulled Angela into his lap so they were chest to chest. He kissed her once gently on the mouth, and then gazed into her dazzling face.


  Her eyes were soft, a limpid sort of clarity within their darkness. Her black lashes curled naturally above them and there was a well of liquid in her eyes, ready to spill down her cheeks.


  “You are beautiful, my love.”


  “Oh, how can you call me that?” she shuddered deeply. This was much too good to be true. “I feel like the girl at the end of a romance novel.”


  “But our romance is just beginning.”


  She smiled, giggling. “So, I really agreed to marry you?”


  “Yes, you did, and I damn well better not hear anymore balking, or we’ll have to settle the matter again—just like this. Only next time, I’ll push up your skirt and pull down your panties.”


  She blushed, turning her olive brown skin to a lovely shade of mauve.


  Perhaps her ass reddened to the same delightful hue, he wondered as he observed the change.


  “So you’ll spank me again like that, if I’m so rude?” she asked.


  “Or if you disobey me, or act like a brat, yes.”


  “My,” her complexion deepened as the embarrassing thoughts took hold in her mind.


  “You know, I’m not a twentieth century man, Angela. Maybe it’s the place we live, this land, this house, our family heritage, or maybe it’s just me—but I need a woman who is subject to me, who will submit and yield and love me with that kind of respect.


  “Yes, I want you to pursue your painting and all your art. I even thought there might be a place in the company for your talent. I want you to have a rich life with all the things you desire. But, here in my house with me, I want your unfailing obedience, your loyalty, and all your passion. In return, you have all the love, the tenderness and the discipline I have to give you. We have some wonderful places to go, Angela. There’s such desire in you. I can’t wait to tap into those depths.”


  They could have stripped off their clothes and made love in the chancel, their emotions burned so brilliantly that afternoon. But there was something pure about their relationship, which required a proper courtship and real marriage vows before they had sex. Though they’d both had others—James many, and Angela a few boyfriends, this was far too special to besmirch by some reckless screwing.


  All this was why they had their private ceremony. Just one week after the spanking in the chapel, they married, since neither could wait for some splashy event to bind them. Theirs would be a union as substantial as the rock of Rutledge House, and the stone embedded in its foundation.


  After they married, the two made love in the chapel many times. They considered it their house of love and lust and decision, and that was what it would always mean to them.


  ***


  Waiting for her husband now, Angela brought to mind the cherished memory of her first spanking. For five years since then, James had been a completely faithful husband. He was an inventive and passionate lover, an adoring friend, and, at times, a harsh disciplinarian.


  Normally, he was rational, steady, thoughtful and gentle with her. She counted on all those things, took them for granted because she knew that side of him would always be there. But it was the harsh side of him, in its exacting, fearless way, which intrigued her most. It was this quixotic and carnal side of his nature that her body craved. Perhaps because she couldn’t figure it out. It tied her in knots, left her shivering in fear, and gave her a most exhilarating sexual joy. It also caused her a good deal of pain. Regardless of that fact, however, Angela maintained a quiet acquiescence to her dark desires. That mysterious part of her husband’s character seemed to nurture her and their relationship as much as his tenderness.


  When Angela agreed at their private wedding to obey him in all things and accept the decrees of his husbandly judgment, she had no idea exactly what that meant. She did like the sound of it, however. Perhaps such yielding was a natural consequence of her upbringing—wives did submit to their husbands. More likely, however, her willingness was a part of her personality. She’d been so in love with the romance of the man, and the sweeping way he fought for her, claimed her and married her, that surrender was simple. Nothing could mirror her dreams and fantasies more closely.


  Angela was James Rutledge’s perfect wife.


  How would she submit to him this day? Her thoughts were filled with the possibilities. She was still paying for a rare and minor skirmish with James from a week ago. They’d had an unusual argument over work—something that never happened. Until now.


  Angela worked in the advertising art department for Rutledge Vineyards—in fact, she was the art department. She designed ads, bottle labels and anything else that was needed where her sensuously earthy style was appropriate. In five years, James had never voiced a complaint. Her work was exemplary and always so perfectly tuned to his tastes, he often thought she plucked her designs right out of his own head.


  However, her last label designs—admittedly a little more modern than the classic ones she usually produced—didn’t suit him. James challenged her with a dissenting opinion on her work before a conference room of company execs. She was startled and offended. Yet, she fought her case with the whole room seeing a side of Angela Rutledge that they’d never seen before. She had far more spunk than anyone would have guessed. In the end, she won, James lost—Peter and Robert loved the new look—and her point was made. But while James took the final decision in stride Angela remained pissed—all one afternoon, and during a long and painful evening when she informed her horny husband that she had a headache. She was no different the next morning.


  By that time, James had had enough.


  “There are times married people disagree,” he told her when she snubbed his efforts to kiss her. They were on their way down to breakfast.


  “Not us,” she reminded him of the very obvious truth. “We always agree.”


  “So, this was the first. And in this case you won, not me. But regardless of who wins and who doesn’t, you don’t give me the cold shoulder. You will not withdraw your sexual affections, and if you don’t snap out of your mood immediately we’ll take this to the woodshed.” That was only a metaphor for the lethal kind of punishment that Angela truly hated. There was no woodshed on the property—though there were plenty of places to handle a fractious brat.


  Even so. Angela didn’t relent, as if some ominous evil gripped her whole body and mind, and bound them so tightly that it wouldn’t let go until something equally as absolute broke through the awful affliction.


  That afternoon, Angela got the strapping of her life. Since that day, just a week ago, it was James giving her the icy treatment, and regular doses of narrowed eyes and curt commands. Though it was making her humble and softening the angry fire of her spirit, their life was not quite right—not yet.


  

  “Angela,” James strode into the chapel, awakening his wife with the resounding tone vibrating through the small space.


  “James?” she turned.


  “We’ll use the anteroom,” he nodded that way.


  As soon as he said that, she had more reason to fear and more reason to shudder all the way to her panties. Sessions in the anteroom were rare, and harsh and wonderful—but definitely frightening.


  “Come here.” He moved toward the side door purposefully as he spoke, and she rose from her quiet contemplation with her knees knocking.


  The anteroom was a small ten by ten chamber, which was used as an auxiliary to either the chapel or the drawing room. It was a place where a priest may dress. And with its access to the kitchens, it had been used as a butler’s pantry for serving food at fancy parties in the drawing room. James and Angela had most recently appropriated it as a private hideaway for a special kind of tryst. Its furnishings now included a thickly upholstered lounge with a gently sloping back and no sides, a wardrobe with oak doors and a heavy lock for which James had the sole key. There was a washbasin and another cabinet for supplies on the opposite side of the room. On the far wall as they entered was the door to a small lavatory with a toilet and sink, and next to that, another door leading to the hallway and the kitchen beyond.


  The one lone window was of stained and beveled glass like the ones in the chapel. Through the few clear panes in the window she could see outside to the private garden surrounding the chapel, and the trailing vines that climbed up the side of the house, nearly covering the entire side in a thick blanket of verdant green. The leaves against the window added a sumptuously erotic look to the tiny room when the afternoon sunlight cast inconstant shadows on the walls.


  Angela moved into the gentle ambience with grace, already feeling more submissive than she’d felt in days. This feeling seemed to come from the power of the room itself, and its ability to engage her sexual sensibilities. That was just as James hoped.


  Immediately, she knew her husband had something new in mind, as a bristly feeling at the nape of her neck sent a tiny river of fear right down her spine.


  Sitting at the end of the brocade lounge, James pulled his wife over his lap. He didn’t need to speak for her to know what he would do. Raising the hem of her skirt, he drew it over her thighs and hips revealing tawny skin and her small bikini panties. He could smell the musk of her fragrant body wafting toward his nostrils. Drinking in her subtle perfume made him almost forget his purpose. But he saw her flinch, her body struggling slightly under his grasp—he knew the fretfulness of the last week had not disappeared.


  Lifting the waistband of her silk panties, James drew the thin fabric over her hips and down her thighs. Eventually he’d want them off altogether, but not yet. For the time being, they could dangle between her knees and ankles. The picture was lovely.


  Sensing his own mood faltering too easily at the sight of her loveliness, James abruptly picked up the wooden paddle and began spanking his wife’s behind with two dozen biting smacks. The effect was exhilarating. Her skin quickly changed from its natural amber quality to the mauvish pink color he’d come to relish. Though she was squealing protests by the time he finished, her response was not particularly remarkable—what he’d expect from her after an intense, but not severe spanking. Stopping as abruptly as he’d begun, he put her on her feet again. She was reeling slightly, a little dizzy.


  Staring into her dark eyes, he saw the depth of her submissive lust beginning to surface. It was a good sign after all these days. But they still had a ways to go before they were finished.


  Seeing Angela’s panties at her feet, James reached down to take them away. Then, finding the zipper on the side of her skirt, he drew it open, letting it fall like a rag to the floor. From the waist down, she was beautifully naked. There was a nest of black curls at her pubic mound. She would be shaved from her labia to her anus, but he couldn’t see that now with her legs locked so tightly together. Though there was something childlike in her stance, she was certainly not a child at all—and never had been in James’ eyes.


  Shaking off his lust, his hands moved under red sweater, pushing the clinging knit off her torso and over her head, Angela shaking her long hair out of the way. Such a sensuous gesture. Lowering the straps of her bra and undoing the hook, he discarded the lacy black, letting it lie in a heap with her other clothes.


  Angela’s bare breasts shook with a nervous tremor, while her skin produced tiny goosebumps, as though there were a chill in the air.


  “I’m scared,” she said.


  “You should be.” He remained much more aloof on the outside than he felt on the inside.


  She was enchanting to look at, the ripe fullness of her breasts with their flat brown nipples, to the slim curve at her waist and the womanly flare of her generous hips.


  Rising to his feet, James plucked his new toy from the table beside him and handed it to his wife. “Your turn,” he said.


  She stared at him wonderingly.


  “Put it up your ass,” he made his wishes clear.


  She noted the thick rod he held in his hand with a feeling of both horror and shame.


  “Now.” He sounded ruthless as he pushed her toward the lounge and then stepped back.


  Shaking and reluctant, Angela looked back at James with tears in her eyes. But knowing that her pleading expression would do no good, she knelt on the brocade cushion, positioning herself so she could follow his order.


  James’ new toy was a hefty seven-inch dildo with an opening the diameter of a dime running though its center from one end to the other. She didn’t want to think what that might mean, but she could guess. James, realizing that it would take some lubricant to complete his order, stepped forward and took care of greasing both the pathway and the dildo. That done, Angela, held herself with one arm, then reached back with the other as she lewdly parted her thighs and pressed the rounded end of the shaft against her anus.


  “Ahhhh,” she emitted only a soft gasp as the tip breached the doorway. The next few inches of penetration were the worst as the dildo hit the taut muscles of her channel. She started and stopped several times; tears welling as a feeling of utter humiliation began to overwhelm everything else.


  “It will fit,” was James only encouragement when she seemed to struggle with the immensity of its size. He delivered his support with the same matter-of-fact manner as before, showing not one wit of mercy.


  Seeing no way out of this task, she held her breath, gave the piece a good firm shove. As her body opened to receive it, all seven inches slipped inside.


  “Good,” he said. With the dildo in place, James went to work. “Drop your shoulders,” he ordered.


  While his wife adjusted her position on the lounge, James moved to the lavatory, bringing out an enema bag and hose.


  “Oh, please,” she pleaded quietly, her voice no more than a whisper. “I can’t, please.”


  “Oh, yes you can. The trouble you’ve been the last few days is not going unanswered. The sooner you realize that the better.”


  Taking a small hose from the washbasin nearby, James threaded it into the hole of the dildo until it, too, was seven inches deep in her ass. Having attached the other end to a bag of water hanging above the sink, he then released the clamp so the warm and soapy liquid flowed like a stream into the depths of her behind.


  She drew in her breath and attempted to relax, while the churning in her belly became more difficult to bear with each second that passed. The effect was astounding—just as it had been the many other times James used this method to punish misbehavior, or remind her of her submissive status.


  With minutes ticking slowly by, Angela felt as if she were diving into a pool of darkness, pieces of her falling away, the anger and frustration of the last few days vanishing as her surrender became more honest.


  When the water was all snuggly inside her, James pulled the hose from inside the dildo and plugged the hole with a piece designed to fit seamlessly in the small space.


  “Keep it there,” he warned.


  This was so new. Usually she had no dildo in her ass for such a session. With this addition to an already awesome act, the experience of fullness was beyond anything she’d known before. He was testing her once again—at the same time punishing her for an attitude he found reprehensible. It all came clear, every sassy, naughty retort, every sharp-eyed glance, every less than willing behavior. James would have noticed them all, and she should have known that. Even when they made love two nights ago, she’d held back the passion that was usually so much a part of their intimate moments together.


  Picking up the wooden paddle again, James began another spanking—this one twice as hard and twice as long as the one before. He laid into her, so the skin on her ass was raw and the cries that followed issued from deep in her gut. The pain was extraordinary, though James, being a practiced spanker, eased off at regular intervals, knowing that when he started again she could endure just a little more force each time he resumed.


  The pace was brisk, but she managed to endure it without some total revolt; and as time went on there was a notable change in the quality of her experience. Although this was more severe than the previous brief spanking, it became lusty, even erotic—as though her husband could feel the tempo of her body and matched his strikes to her response.


  The heat became enormous, her sexual desire building fast. The longer the spanking went on, the more the beautiful sensation of submission overpowered any objections. Even the deep ache in her belly was wholly erotic. Any cramping ceased—forgotten or just nonexistent—at least for the moment. Everything in her was stirred, and every piece of her submitted.


  

  Feeling his wife’s mounting sexual desire James’ penis stiffened inside his pants. The need in him had become as gnawing as his wife’s obvious arousal. When her surrender seemed the most complete, he stopped with the paddle, and unzipping his pants, drove his cock into her wet and pulsing pussy. Ah! There was no greater glory than experiencing such dominion over a submissive woman.


  Angela held on as if she were holding on for dear life, as though she’d explode with the dam of water inside her bursting free. She held on for James, squeezing his prick, working it with her inner muscles, and bearing down with a force he rarely felt from her.


  His cum came swiftly—something for her to be grateful for as the agitation in her belly was reaching a swift and perilous peak. When at last he shot the whole of his seed into the steamy hole, he lingered there as long as her exercised muscles massaged the length of his dick, feeling as though she were milking the very essence of him.


  “Ah, my, my dear,” he exclaimed softly as he pulled away. He took several deep breaths and then looked toward his whimpering wife.


  “James, sir,” she whispered respectfully.


  “Yes, you can take care of yourself,” he answered with a smile, and he watched his wife scamper off the lounge and into the lavatory to let loose the fierce torrent of soapy water.


  The anteroom was quiet for a time. James could hear his wife in the adjacent bathroom running water, while Angela could hear her husband cleaning up the equipment. When she finally returned to the room, she was as listless as a sleepy child. Her brow was free of the worry lines he’d seen so often in the last few days. Her mouth sensuously relaxed, and her lips were submissively parted. He noticed most the change in her eyes. They were as gentle as he always wanted to remember them, nothing but love pouring from them to him. He could feel the emotion in his chest and drink in the very essence of his wife in that one glance.


  Angela’s nakedness was even more beautiful now that the mean treatment had worked so well. Taking her in his arms, he surrounded her with his warmth. Lying down together on the lounge, they made love—this time softly, this time for her.


  If he was punishing her, perhaps he should have denied her the sexual pleasure that followed. But that was not the way it worked between them. He was an easily forgiving man. And as long as she understood the message he had given her, then there was no more need to extend the reproof he’d begun when the first signs of her rebellion began.


  “I am so sorry, James,” she said.


  “Shush! It’s over. As long as you understand yourself better now.”


  “Oh, I do. And I’ll never forget, I promise.”


  James believed her. Angela would always do her best to keep her promises. He even thought that perhaps this ordeal had been good for them. He liked the spunk and wit that sometimes surfaced in his wife—even the playful peevishness he would ignore. He didn’t want a mindless slave; he wanted a wife, a woman fully alive, filled with her own brand of spark and fire. He was, however, supremely glad that this gentle beauty was in her heart and soul a submissive woman. Ah! If he had a woman like his sisters, the results would not be pretty.


  ***


  Evening at Rutledge House was usually the quietest time of day. Veronica often split as soon as the offices of Rutledge Vineyards closed. And having been fired from her job that day, she’d left hours ago, the chip on her shoulder unusually hefty this time. It would require a little alcohol therapy to take care of it. At dinner, there were just James, Angela and Peter. Logan, who often joined them for the evening meal, was out—no explanations. Truth was, everyone would be shocked if the younger brother explained anything he did—including why he returned home a year ago. The meal would be a quick one, at least for Peter. He had a date.


  “Going out again with Suellen?” James asked him.


  “Yes, in fact I am.”


  “Good for you. Does Logan know?”


  “I’m not sure. I know he’s seen her hanging around here. Though, I don’t think he gives a damn what she does.”


  “He could be jealous,” Angela suggested.


  “Maybe.” Though Peter didn’t give the idea much thought.


  “I did get some information on Victoria today,” James said.


  Peter looked annoyed by the mention of his wife. “Do I want to know?”


  “Up to you. I could just call off the hounds.”


  “I know. But we are still married. I should keep my eyes on her—or yours anyway. See if I have any messes to clean up.”


  “She quit her job dealing cards.”


  “And she’s doing what?”


  “No new job Jack can figure. She’s just hanging around Tahoe enjoying the men.”


  The tiny wrinkle of pain on Peter’s inscrutable face was so imperceptible that one would hardly notice it occurred at all. But both James and Angela knew to look for the tiny signs of his guarded anguish. Perhaps it had lessened over the three years of Victoria’s absence, but in all that time, it hadn’t disappeared altogether. James doubted it ever would.


  “Sounds just like my wife,” Peter exclaimed. “But that won’t be for long.”


  “Oh?”


  “I’m thinking of getting the divorce papers started. Time to move on.” He said it drolly, but there was a good deal of emotion behind the remark. Peter Rutledge was a beautifully harsh man whose temperament didn’t allow for sentimentality. Some thought he was as cold as rain in winter, as hard as new bricks. His family, who had witnessed the whole debacle of his failed marriage, knew otherwise, especially Angela. The softness in her could clearly see the hurt in him. Peter’s hurt was something he’d never admit. And Angela—in private with her husband—swore that his cool reserve was the very reason Victoria left him. “If he’d only have told her how he felt, instead of letting his actions speak,” she said. “Actions in this house often have multiple meanings and you’re left guessing unless someone spells it out.” Angela was very wise.


  “I think that’s a good idea to get it over with,” James replied to the unexpected announcement.


  Peter smiled and rose from his chair to leave.


  “You think things with Suellen could get serious?” James wondered aloud.


  “You know, it doesn’t really matter. She has little to do with my decision about Vicki.”This was even better as far as James was concerned. Suellen Winters Rutledge was an enigma who couldn’t be counted on for any kind of constancy. She certainly wouldn’t be their pick of women for Peter.


  Once he was out the door, Angela whispered to her husband, “You know, James, Peter never calls her Vicki unless he’s really thinking of her.”


  “Then you don’t trust him?”


  “About Victoria, no.” She was sure about this one.


  “You’re probably right, my dear. You usually are.” They finished their dinner staring each other in the eye—each knowing the other’s thoughts as though their minds were open books. Their afternoon had not been forgotten. They had the house alone tonight, no one to bother them. Wonder which bedroom we’ll find to taint with our screwing. That was the thought in both their minds and they could hardly wait to find out.




  Chapter Four


  

  Vicki Lake had a long cascade of dark auburn hair, which fell gently down to her mid back. She brushed it smooth so there was a satiny sheen to the surface, and it reflected light like a pane of glass. The sun enhanced its red highlights and revealed the purity of her fair and flawless skin. Underneath her scant make-up, tiny freckles splashed across the bridge of her nose. When she was six, it was an impish look—she tried for one more womanly now.


  Still, there was no one who would mistake Victoria Lake for a child. She was all woman, from that beautiful hair to her shapely bosom and flaring hips. She might be a little heavy by current standards, but most men would see nothing the matter with that. Swimsuit models were really too thin, which made Vicki in her daring voluptuousness just right. Her style of dress had hardly changed since her college days. When other women were opting for far-out punk hair, nose rings and thrift-shop castoffs, she chose classy suits that fit her body like suits of skin. Even when she didn’t have the money to pay for her expensive tastes—like now—she managed somehow. Looking good was important, and may have been her saving grace the last few years. She was thirty-one, in the prime of her life, and she would look the part despite what was going on around her.


  Today, she wore a deep green two-piece suit that complimented the pale green of her eyes. Its calf-length skirt fit her hips smoothly showing the lovely curve where her long legs joined her ass, and even the hint of a “V” where her pubic mound jutted slightly in front. From behind, if it weren’t for the long suit jacket, it would have been easy to see a slight depression in the fabric where the cleft of her ass made a distinct dip. That ass was quite profound—even men not interested in spanking women found the sight of it enough to inspire such kinky thoughts. Unfortunately, Vicki’s suit jacket covered just enough of her rear to produce some frustration for an ardent voyeur wanting to see more. While in front the single-breasted style plunged daringly, showing her lacy white teddy and the treasure inside, the details of her firm behind were left to the imagination.


  To complete her impeccable look, she wore brown leather pumps and carried a small brown handbag. Admittedly, she looked more like she was headed for a garden party than an appointment in a gentleman’s rustic mountain cabin. Yet, Vicki Lake knew how to dress for this kind of engagement. Her gentleman friend would want the full abundance of her womanly charms on display.


  Vicki had previously met Forrest Giles in the lounge at Harrah’s. Then, she was dressed more casually in slacks and a sweater, since she never gave too much away on an initial interview. But with that interview over and their date confirmed, her client wanted her wearing something sexy and provocative. Other dominant men might be interested in schoolgirl fantasies, plaid skirts and plain white blouses, but Giles wanted a real woman.


  Vicki parked her rattletrap Ford in the cabin’s driveway and stared up at the old stone and timber structure. This cabin was a little more unusual than most with its spectacular view of the lake. Perched atop a crest of rocks and earth, it made a striking impression against the deep blue sky and the forest of surrounding pines. To reach the entrance required an ambitious hike up a narrow stone stairway. By the time she reached the top, she was panting, just a little breathless.


  A knock on the thick pine door brought a quick response.


  “Ah, Miss Lake, come in,” the very capable looking man motioned her inside. “You’re looking lovely today.”


  “Thank you.”


  “And more suitably attired, I see.”


  She smiled to herself enjoying this intuitive triumph—insignificant though it was. Entering the cabin’s richly paneled interior, she was escorted to a leather couch grouped with two leather chairs and several tables before an impressive stone fireplace. She expected nothing less than elegance knowing that Mr. Giles was an elegant and wealthy man. From where she sat, she could view the pristine waters of Lake Tahoe, and the spectacular magic of her surroundings.


  Settling into a chair opposite her, Giles spoke first, “Tell me about yourself, Miss Lake.”


  He reminded her of the other men who hired her for the particular service she performed. However, Giles was more forceful than most, which added a pleasant degree of titillation to the impending event. His brown hair was slightly greying, giving him a distinguished appearance she liked to see in a dominant man. He moved quickly, perhaps a little too quickly for her personal tastes. She always thought that men who enjoyed this occupation should be even-tempered, direct and a little forbidding in their aloofness—much like Peter. But she didn’t want to think of Peter now, she wanted to think of Forrest Giles; and the energy behind his intense manner was forceful and determined, awakening erotic passions, she often kept muted in these scenarios.


  “I probably told you as much as you need to know when we met in the bar,” Vicki replied to his question.


  “You told me very little,” he countered. “Perhaps because it was so noisy in the lounge. Tell me, why do you do this?”


  “You need to know why?”


  “I like to understand a little about the women I discipline. It heightens the experience.”


  “Sounds as though you’ve had a good deal of experience?”


  “I’ve already mentioned that. I don’t lie.”


  “You’d be surprised how many men do.”


  “I’m sure,” he snickered. “But I’m not other men.”


  “If you’re so experienced, I’d think by now you’d have a regular woman to fill the submissive role.”


  “Frankly, that’s never appealed to me. It suggests forming a relationship, and I’m not interested in such intimacy.”


  “I see.” Maybe that was good. She could dispense with any thoughts of something more than the arranged scene. Usually it was a blessing to have a man think that way. Many wanted her to become their undying love-slave, adoringly at their disposal. But Giles was different—the sort she’d actually consider for a more permanent arrangement. Maybe it was her age creeping up the ladder of years, but she was beginning to think of other men again—especially ones who shared her bizarre fantasies. Someone constant, steady and permanent. Oh well, she spoke a little inner dialogue, if there’s one, there’s bound to be others.


  “So, to my question, Miss Lake. Why do you meet strange men in their houses and hotel rooms and let them abuse your ass?”


  “First, let me correct that statement,” she said. “I don’t consider spanking abuse.”


  “Then you receive something more than just your fee?”


  “Of course. The joy I find in being spanked, is a fact about myself I’ve had to accept. Having done so, I relish evenings like this one.” With that admission, Vicki stared out the window letting the amazing view calm her. The darkening sky of evening altered the light inside the room. It was broad daylight when she arrived, and there was no need for lights in the cabin. Then, for several minutes, the setting sun colored the sky in an intensely bright shade of violet and the room was awash with a brilliant glow. But as the sky deepened, that brilliance faded into muted shadows, creating an easy sort of atmosphere to converse about this delicate topic.


  “I’m glad to know that you’re looking forward to this session. It makes my job much more enjoyable. I would gather from that comment that you relish the fantasy that goes along with what we’ll do?”


  She looked at him quizzically. “I’m not sure what you’re asking.”


  “You feel you deserve to be punished,” he stated simply.


  Yes, she did. Though, it was not something she wished to share with this man. At least not yet. “Perhaps,” was all she was about to admit.


  He stared at her as though he were critically inspecting her soul, finally putting his thoughts into words, “I have a feeling this is something you feel very deeply about. Am I right?”


  “Perhaps,” she said again.


  He acknowledged her vague reply with a nod. Though he would have appreciated a more intimate confession, it wasn’t necessary; he had all the information he needed. Rising from his chair, Giles moved to the broad hand-carved mantle above the fireplace and plucked two envelopes from behind an antique clock, which was patiently ticking off the hour. It was nearly eight. The shadows in the room were about to swallow them in darkness, so he clicked on the light beside his chair, another antique. (A real inspection of the room would reveal dozens of valuable pieces.) This was a stained glass Tiffany in shades of amber and green, illuminating just the small space where they sat, the soft light not bright enough to compete with the shadows. They remained surrounded by the night.


  Tossing the two unsealed envelopes, one white one ivory, on the coffee table between them, Forrest Giles sat down. His tan face glowed warmly and Vicki couldn’t help but stare.


  “The white envelope contains two-hundred dollars, your regular fee.”


  “And the other?” she asked.


  “Seven hundred.”


  Her eyes opened widely with interest. “Why seven?”


  “We can have one of your typical over the lap encounters. I will spank you quite vigorously with the traditional implements, and then send you on your way with a burning behind. Another memory to file with all the other memories you have of such sessions. Maybe you’ll find the scene a little more intriguing because of the ambience of my home; maybe you’ll remember it a little more because I’m not one of the nervous-Nelly types that usually hire you. I might even give the spanking a little more flair than you’ve had from other men. But regardless of what I’m able to bring to this scene, which will be distinctly memorable, it will soon—sooner than I’d probably like—be nothing more than a faint recollection in the back of your mind. In time, they all blur into one, so the faces and the places and the spanking action all seem the same.”


  Vicki thought his description apt. “And for seven hundred, I’ll have a different memory?”


  “I think so.”


  “That seems to please you.”


  “Only because my memory will be a little richer. More importantly, however, I’ll have a much more satisfying time tonight.”


  “So, what do I do to earn your seven hundred?”


  “You’ll stay with me until midnight or perhaps even longer. Most specifically, I’ll want you naked, caned until you’re marked, and anal penetration.”


  “Anal penetration? How’s that?”


  “My erection in your ass.”


  She’d had similar offers before, which she turned down—enough so she’d be a much richer women if she’d agreed to them. It was almost an automatic response to decline these eager fellows. But Giles wasn’t like those other men. The way his coal dark eyes stared into her—she thought they were nearly black, but maybe it was just the weird light around them, which gave them no color. She found them haunting, as though they were seeing things in her she thought were hidden. There was only one other man who had affected her that way.


  “I might agree,” she finally said. “Except for the time. ‘Even longer’ is much too vague.”


  He nodded. “You need a specific time? You’ll be on your way home by one o’clock, perhaps sooner.”


  Taking her time to give him her final answer, she let the facts of his offer swim through her mind. She hadn’t considered the possibility of going to the more intense extremes of her spanking desires, and was surprised how much this appealed to her now. It had been a long time.


  In fact, the desire in her rose so swiftly and with such a commanding power that she had to assume that Giles himself, with his amazingly concentrated resolve, had something to do with opening again a piece of her life she left nearly three years before. And he’d done so quite subtly. Few men resonated with her more profoundly.


  From a practical point of view, seven hundred dollars would go a long way in solving her current cash shortage.


  “Ordinarily, I refuse these propositions,” she stated succinctly. “Sometimes I even cancel the scene the minute it’s offered. Some men just don’t take no for an answer; and putting myself in a vulnerable position easily leads to unfortunate results.”


  “I’m sure that’s true.”


  “But this time,” she took a deep breath. “I’ll have to consent.”


  “Have to?”


  “For my reasons. They shouldn’t matter to you.”


  The clipped phrasing of her last reply did not invite more probing questions. Of course, he was curious, but he didn’t ask more. He had her agreement, and that was all he really wanted. “Very good.”


  “Shall I undress now?” she asked.


  “Oh, no, no, no.” He stood. “A glass of wine first.”


  “I’m sorry, but I don’t drink.”


  “No?”


  “I’ve had a problem.” She didn’t say more.


  “Well then, I’ll get you some tea since I’d like a glass of wine myself.”


  He left the room and Vicki to her thoughts. In the small interim, she gazed about her surroundings, squinting through the darkness to see what she’d missed on her first glance. Maybe it was the stone and the heavy wood that resonated with her so deeply. It was different, grey, but familiar in its essence. Could she possibly be thinking of Rutledge House?


  The far door swung open, and Forrest Giles reappeared, his abrupt return wiping her mind clean of memories.


  The tea was relaxing. She hoped it wasn’t spiked, but her level of trust was high enough to let that thought pass quickly from her mind.


  They talked briefly about Tahoe, how long she’d been living there, and a few innocuous things. Then, finishing his wine, Forrest Giles jumped from his chair and moved to a cabinet on the far side of the room. She was startled to see a light go on as the large closet opened; so, plain as day, she could see the array of spanking implements inside. Paddles, straps, hairbrushes and several canes caught her curious eye. But with his back to her, Giles’ choices for their session remained a mystery. Whatever he planned to use on her ass—at least to start—was swallowed up by the darkness that followed when he closed the cabinet.


  With him moving toward her, she leaned forward to place her teacup on the table.


  “Oh, please, finish,” he said.


  “I am.” Her hand was shaking, the cup rattling softly in its saucer as the delicate bone china clattered against the wood. “Oops,” she set the cup aright. Vicki was never nervous for a spanking session—not anymore. But she was nervous now, petrified. Her throat clenched, her bottom tingled in anticipation, and her whole belly and groin were alive with desire.


  “Then come to my side,” he said. He was sitting in the chair to the right of the one he’d just occupied. It hadn’t occurred to her until she saw him hit the seat how appropriate this chair was for what would follow. The seat and back were thickly cushioned in leather, matching the other chair; but there were no arms to get in the way of a laid-out woman. She wondered if it had been especially made for just this purpose. It blended so well with his other artfully chosen furnishings that its functionality was not readily observed.


  Rising to meet him, she felt awkward, as though it were her first time in this scene. Even when he drew her over his steady legs, the shudder reminded her of the first session over Peter’s lap. Though that amazing incident had been replete with lust, and love and raw emotion, and this one was coldly calculated, there was that same moment of decision and the same exhilarating instant of pure submissive joy.


  Her crotch ached. Her belly was already spasming. And when Forest Giles started with a hairbrush over top of her skirt, she might easily have complained that she wanted it harder—now!


  Instead, she was content to wait. It would be a long a night and a long warm-up for the cane. She could only hope he used that last! Every minute from now until that dreadful moment, she’d use to ready herself for the marks he’d leave.


  Giles style was brisk, just as she expected it would be. After two dozen firm smacks, he laid the hairbrush down. The smacking hardly hurt, and once he stopped, there was just a gentle sting on her behind.


  As men’s laps go, Giles’ was comfortable—a good thing. She might be over it for some time. A man with bony legs could be agony after a while—which was why she sometimes suggested alternate positions—like over the back of a chair or sofa. Vicki already knew she wouldn’t be making suggestions here. Even the thought of it was absurd.


  Again, taking his time, Giles slowly drew her long skirt up her legs. It took some squirming to get it above her thighs and even more to push it over her ass. Being bared was an intimacy with profound results to her sexual desire. Even with a man of half Giles’ firmness, that first unveiling produced a delightful erotic tingling all through her groin.


  

  For Giles, the prolonged wait was worth his trouble. Each inch of the unveiling revealed more of Vicki Lake’s lovely assets. Her firm thighs and then the very ample flesh of her ass. She had a choice set of buns, well rounded and full—the snow-white flesh took on a lustrous glow by the light from his Tiffany lamp. He ran his hand over the taut and creamy skin. There was only a slight pink blush raised by the previous going-over. And that, fading quickly, left him with the pleasant task of turning all that white expanse of loveliness to a burning scarlet.


  Returning to his hairbrush, he gripped the family heirloom tightly in his fist and got to work, smacking the rounded lacquered back of it against the woman’s behind.


  He delivered his strikes at a steady gait, enjoying the sight of the two bouncing orbs as the color became more vibrant with each strike.


  For a time, Vicki simply squirmed, but as the repetitive smack of the hairbrush raised the sting, her response was more vocal.


  “Ooh, my,” she drew in a breath of air through her teeth, creating a seething sound, which was neither pleasurable nor anguished. Her body seemed to quake from end to end. It was difficult for Giles to know if she was about to howl in protest.


  Practiced submissives like Vicki Lake weren’t the kind to put up an angry fight; but they would get to a point when the sting turned intolerably painful. Sensing just a hint of distress, Giles backed off for a bit and waited for her breathing to ease and the pain to subside.


  “Ooo, my, yeesssss,” she said with a gentle squirm. Now, so overtly enthusiastic about the spanking, the erotic element was unmistakable as her whole belly churned against his knees.


  He allowed her the pleasing interlude; and then, without warning, increased his tempo and delivered ten burning swats to the center of her ass.


  “Ow, no. Yeeeeeouch!”


  One last, smack and he stopped.


  “Women like you love this, Miss Lake. There must be a really nasty woman inside your beautiful package to need it so hard.” Putting the hairbrush aside, he laid his palm against her hot skin and squeezed the flesh gently. She cringed and then rocked some more, groaning as she did. “Yes, you do like it, don’t you? And we’ve only just started. Just think we have the entire evening to go. I have hours to torment you; hours to put you in your place, exactly where you want to be.” While he continued with the tender massage, her skin began to cool and the blush on her bottom fade. “Imagine, Miss Lake, that raw, searing pain… what this ass is going to feel like by the time we get to the cane. Women like you need humbling, you need humiliation in your life to keep you sane. Am I right?”


  She was too dazed to reply until he smacked her bottom with a sharp crack of his palm. “Answer me! Am I right?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Then that’s what you’ll get.”


  Vicki Lake was the perfect match for him, perhaps what he’d been waiting for. But he had to squelch his enthusiasm, for they had a long night ahead and she many trials to survive before he would be certain.


  “On your feet,” he ordered.


  Vicki stumbled getting up. The emotion in her had risen to such a peak already that she was as shaken as she had been when they first started. How would she make it through the entire evening like this; if everything he did only increased her already staggering desire?


  “Take off your clothes,” he spoke sternly. His eyes had darkened to an even deeper hue, and she could see the color now, an alluring cinnamon brown.


  Following his order was more difficult than she thought. She’d disrobed for customers before, but this one was more than a drooling puppy of a fellow. Each article of clothing she discarded seemed to take away a layer of herself, as though she were opening her very soul for him to inspect.


  Giles watched critically showing no signs of the pleasure he gained seeing her generous beauty come in to view. She removed her jacket, tossing it to the sofa behind her, then followed with her skirt. That done, she drew the lacy teddy over her torso and her breasts spilled out, two small pillows of cream with pink aureoles and even pinker buds in their centers. She shivered slightly as though it were cold in the room—even though the fire blazing in the hearth took any chill away. She was already barefoot, since some time during the spanking her shoes flew off and landed on the floor by Giles’ chair. As she began to remove her garter belt and stockings, he stopped her.


  “Leave those on.”


  Of course, she thought to herself. What a garter belt and nylons do to frame a woman’s ass has legendary implications for a man’s arousal.


  “Yes, you are an experienced submissive,” he seemed impressed. “I imagine you were once under the tutelage of a proficient dominant—a husband, maybe. Or perhaps you hired someone to train you.” He wasn’t asking questions, just speculating. Showing off, she thought. Letting her know that she was as easy to read as a children’s book. Yet, his comments worked. She was humbled by his knowledge of her.


  “There’s a leather pommel horse at the side of the room,” he informed her. “Drape yourself over the top and wait for me.”


  The apparatus had been hiding in the shadows, so cleverly concealed by a potted fern that she hadn’t noticed it—even when she first arrived and there was ample light in Forrest Giles’ cabin.


  She couldn’t imagine a more perfect place to await her next round of punishment. She could be certain that this second round would be much more stunning than the last. The first was about all she’d give most clients for $200.00. But then, Giles was paying her seven, and she owed him a good deal more.


  Vicki found the broad padded horse delightfully comfortable. The firm cushion anchored her body and supported her thoroughly. She knew right away that she could take a good deal of correction in this position. Her legs were widely spaced, resting on pads mounted to the base for just that purpose. The way her body was arched over the piece, her head and shoulders fell to the other side, while the edge of the fat leather bolster hit at the top of her thighs making the central target of her ass just slightly off the top. Perfect placement! She believed the device had already been adjusted for her height, and Giles had guessed well.


  Vicki waited for some time for her client to return to her. With her ass facing him as he fiddled again in his cabinet of toys, she had no idea what he’d withdraw for their next session. But she had only to wait for the resounding snap of leather to know it was a razor strap; this supple well-oiled hide was broad, mean and full of action.


  For several seconds before the implement struck it danced in the air, offering its nasty sound to mesmerize and tease her. With the first strike, however, all the teasing ceased. The flat of the leather landed with a mind-altering, body-quickening jolt, and the race to the finish line was underway again. The strap came on with startling zeal, delivering Vicki Lake to a land she thought might have disappeared; she hadn’t been there for such a long time. She was crying in anguish from the first stroke—though never pleading for him to stop. She wanted more, everything he had to give her. For the first time in a long while, she was diving into the depths of herself, hoping to stay in this land of fantastic dreams and sexual surrender.


  

  For Giles, this was heaven. A woman over his pommel horse was a breathtaking drama. Her nakedness would always drive her to the depths of her need. The greater the need, the deeper she would go. This one succumbed. Vicki Lake quite a find. Far more than he ever expected.


  Giles gazed in awe as the dancing strap kissed her skin and made her flesh raw. Sometimes the end of it would curl about her thighs and she would shriek. With other snaps, it dug into her flaming behind as though it might cut the skin. Yet, for most of this session, it simply hit straight on; the fine harmony of leather and tuneful cries filling the cabin with their delightful music.


  Regardless of her physical torment, Vicki Lake was a proud submissive, always coming back, centering herself. A quality he admired in any surrendering woman.


  The shudders that shimmied from her torso to her toes made his cock stiffen. And beneath the flare of her ass, he could see her pussy dampening. What wonders were contained there for him to sample! The wait itself would be divine anticipation.


  Seeing the possibilities so clearly, he paused; and while Vicki’s cries subsided, he reached between her parted thighs, feeling the wet warmth of her juicing pussy lips. He listened to her lavish murmurs of response. Resuming the strident workout, she was less anguished, less in pain, the intensity of her sexual desire turning pain into pleasure.


  By the time he finished with this round of discipline, her plump behind and fleshy thighs were bright as a new red rose, splendidly framed by her lingerie. And as he observed the delightful picture of that squirming bottom, he imagined that her climax was not far off.


  

  Once the strapping ended, the cabin was silent of any sound except for the slight shuffle of Giles’ feet as he moved around behind his recovering submissive. It was so quiet and so peaceful that a brisk knock on the cabin’s oak door made both actors in this drama jump with surprise.


  Vicki remained in position; she wouldn’t dare disobey, even when the front door opened and she felt a cool breeze sweep through the stifling air.


  “Ah! My friends are here!” Giles announced.


  Vicki jerked again.


  “Relax, Miss Lake,” the man noted her anxious move. “Remember, you’re on my time.”


  Her body was so alive, so vibrantly awakened to a need she’d deliberately denied that Vicki could not object, even though she worried what this new element in her evening would bring.


  The knock on the door came from two gentlemen, in size and deportment much like Forrest Giles, although Vicki had very little chance to appraise them. Remaining obedient to her client’s wishes, she remained poised over the pommel horse. At least it was comfortable, and this trio wouldn’t see the blush that rose on her neck and face. Embarrassment was not common for her—but then this was not an ordinary spanking, nor Giles an ordinary client. She submissively endured the astounded gaping stares of Giles’ friends and the light touch of their fingers as they felt the warmth still radiating from her skin. As one of them ran his hand along her thigh, she couldn’t help but squirm and her pussy clench. Did they notice her arousal?


  “She needs a refresher, may I?” one man spoke.


  This was the shorter of the two, a dark-haired fellow with a black beard, and eyes she remembered dancing nervously in that one short glimpse she had of his face. He’d stepped to the closet and retrieved some implement he intended to use, and was quite swift with the first strike.


  Thwack!


  “Auuuugh!” This one bit.


  He thwacked her several times more, each strike quite painful. This was not a cane, though it was much slimmer than the strap. Yes. It had to be a leather belt.


  Just the thought of that sent a distinctly different tremor through her thighs. Peter often used his belt, delivering mesmerizing spankings fueled by his red-hot anger. His intensity was always frightening, but it increased her desire tenfold. Though the feel of this experience was much more cold and methodical, it sent her mind flying back in time to those miserably magnificent nights.


  Unfortunately, her flashback was brief. Giles’ other friend, a taller and very staunchly clipped sort of disciplinarian, followed with a spanking paddle.


  Vicki hated every second of that dreadful wood; and she was almost inconsolable before the man finally stopped.


  Weak-kneed and dazed, she was lifted off the pommel horse, and taken to a room adjacent to Giles’ living room. The small space was completely walled with stone and in the center of a bare wood floor stood a classic punishment bench. Swiftly propelled over one end, her chest rested on a broad unpadded board, her breasts flattened by the hard oak plank. Giles friends parted her knees wide and fit them into small stirrups where they were anchored with straps. There was a bar for her to hold in front and a place to rest her head. Though the position was reasonably comfortable, from her waist to her thighs, she was again exposed to the whims of the three men, who were now more like captors than clients. She should have been drunk. That might have eased some of her fear. But that fear just added more fuel to her raging inferno of physical need.


  The men toyed with her ass, smacked, slapped, strapped, and paddled her. Soon, she lost track of who was doing what, or what implements they used, or even the time that passed. Their probing fingers forecast the anal penetration that would follow. And though she’d counted on Giles to breach her there, she hadn’t imagined there would be two more. But what did it matter? Why should she care?


  Once bringing her to a peak of pain and arousal, the assault ceased and she was left alone. Turning out the light, Giles was the last to exit the room. “We’ll return soon,” he said, and the black of the night suddenly swallowed her inside it.


  Vicki couldn’t get Peter out of her mind. She tried a thousand other thoughts, but it was his face and his unrivaled methods that remained in her head. She could even see him smile, recall the gentle touch of his hands, and hear the distinct timbre of his stern command as though he were right there in the room.


  Only the opening door and the white light shining in her eyes took the pictures of him from her mind. She had no idea how long she’d been alone inside her memory.


  When Giles and his friends returned, she stared their way, seeing the cane clutched in the grip of Forrest Giles’ firm fingers. He opened and closed his hand on the rod as though he was anxious to begin.


  “Your ass should be cooled by now,” he said, as he laid his free palm on her behind. “Ah, yes. Perfect. Ripe. A little scorched.” He must have found a few smudges of red where, like rug burns, the imprint of the many implements had left their mark. That kind of mark was often a byproduct of a thorough going over, though these mild remains would be nothing like what the cane would leave.


  Giles stood back while the two men watched. Vicki hoped he would be the only one to use the slim reed—though she had no assurance of that fact. She shuddered visibly, and her ass cheeks clenched. If she were wise, she would relax, but that kind of tranquil response was not possible now.


  Theeeewaaaaack!


  “Yeeeeeeawwwwww!”


  The sizzle was sharp, the burning pain biting her stem to stern. A bright red stripe seared the center of her cheeks—both sides, and Giles reared back for the next.


  Theeeewaaaaack! Again, the cane ripped against her flesh, this time landing at the base of her ass.


  She howled for mercy.


  Letting the pain fall away, he then delivered the third. And following suit, he let the distress subside after each cut before he laid on the next. It was a wretched caning—arduous, endless and abundant—twenty sizzling slices of the thin bamboo.


  Finishing his task, Giles moved swiftly to his next abuse, greasing her pink/brown anus, and pushing his swollen prick inside the firm channel. Despite the tension in her ass, her dark home opened as easily as if it had already been primed. Giles fucked her soundly to complete his passion, letting his seed spill deep. He was followed by his two brusque friends, all three renting her insides with as much force as they’d punished her outside.


  It was a grand end to an awesome exhibition of female surrender—one that plummeted Vicki Lake to the very depths of her most voracious sexual cravings.


  When the anal penetration was over, Giles and his friends left Vicki to dress in the privacy of the stone room, when a welcome loneliness touched her hurting heart.


  At quarter past midnight, she returned to Forrest Giles’ living room, dressed and ready to leave. Her muscles and body were aching, her skin felt tight, even parched, and there was a delightful warmth radiating from her punished behind. Entering the living room, she was not surprised to find that Giles’ friends had left the cabin, and she was again alone with the man that hired her.


  “I’m free to leave?” she asked as she approached him.


  Forrest Giles was in his chair, reading a book, as calmly as if he’d been there all evening long.


  “Yes. You’re free to go,” he nodded toward the table. “Don’t forget your money. My friends added a little tip of their own. It’s an impressive sum for one night’s work.”


  She plucked the envelope from the table, and thumbed through its contents. “Yes, it is.” Four crisp one-hundred dollar bills lay next to the fourteen fifties Forrest Giles had already placed there. “Thank you.”


  “Miss Lake, might I add, you are much more than I—than we—bargained for. I don’t know your personal plans beyond tonight; but you can be sure, I’ll be engaging your services again. In fact, I could keep you rather busy with clients, maybe even make a regular business of this for you.” It was the first time in hours that Forrest Giles spoke with anything other than complete confidence in what he was saying. There was a questioning, even hesitant sound in his voice.


  “Considering my present situation, I should consider it seriously,” she replied.


  “Good,” that was all the encouragement he needed. “I’ll call you next week to set up another session.”


  Vicki nodded absently. How those words of consent happened to slip from her mouth, she wasn’t sure. By the time she arrived home that night, however, she was quite certain that when Forrest Giles called again, her phone would already be disconnected.




  Chapter Five


  

  Suellen should have been on Peter Rutledge’s mind that night. She was a beautiful and savvy woman, not remarkable in appearance; but in strength and tenacity, she was always startling. Her brown pageboy skimmed her shoulders; the only truly distinct feature on her face, her chestnut brown eyes. To gaze into them was inviting seduction. Her sultry body oozed with charm though there was nothing distinctive about her average body—simple breasts, subtle hips and a round behind—perhaps her most unsubtle feature.


  Peter Rutledge loved being with her because she was such an easy woman. For the life of him, he couldn’t understand why his brother, Logan, married her and then cast her off so carelessly. Peter found her prime. In the nine years since Suellen and Logan’s unfortunate marriage, she’d obviously matured, while Peter wondered if his brother had grown up at all.


  Though her time at Rutledge House had been brief—and stormy—she remained a Rutledge in spirit. Two years after the divorce, she worked for the company, staying for nearly five years before starting her own consulting firm with two college friends. Of course, this was after Logan ran away—the second time. The two never crossed paths while she was employed at Rutledge. As though she had some precognition of his reappearance, she left the company just a month before his sudden return. By the time she left, she’d become a fast friend of Logan’s brother. She’d been there to pick up Peter’s broken pieces when Vicki suddenly split and left him reeling. Of course, Peter didn’t think of himself as reeling, he would never give that much overt importance to his wife; but everyone, and especially Suellen, knew that Vicki left a terrible hole in his sense of self.


  Suellen even enjoyed a good turn over Peter’s lap, though her needs in this were mostly sexual. Being such a sensuous woman, most any kind of stimulus, including a spanking, ignited her carnal passions. Occasionally—and only on the rarest occasions, she would get bitchy and decide she needed a sound reproof. The first time this happened, it took some months of employment at the Vineyards before she realized what she wanted. While she was well aware of the ‘family secret’, she thought it ridiculous, until she found herself so overcome with her own teeming desire to be spanked, that she went to James and insisted he give her a good hot paddling.


  James was more than happy to accommodate her request. After that first session, however, she tried Robert next, as if she needed to try out all of the Rutledge men to determine who was the best. She might have stuck with Robert—enjoying his flashy personal style—but Veronica German let it be known that she didn’t like sharing her husband with any woman, for any reason.


  Finally sampling the last of the available disciplinarians, Suellen chose Peter. At the time, Vicki and Peter were still together, but it didn’t seem to matter to Victoria if he punished his brother’s ex-wife. After all, the other Rutledge House ladies were subject to such treatment. Suellen was still considered a member of the family, and from Victoria’s point of view, she should enjoy all the privileges of that status. Then too, Victoria considered this a small triumph in her ongoing war with Veronica Rutledge German.


  Once Victoria left, the relationship between Suellen and Peter became more than Suellen nursing Peter’s wounds, and the occasional spankings. Within a year, they were sleeping together, with Suellen’s bottom smarting as often as she liked. For Peter, spanking her was a kind of therapy. She frequently suggested that Peter was taking out his revenge for Victoria on her; but then, she was more than willing to accommodate this need. In some small way it helped him heal, a little bit at a time.


  For all her interest in spanking, however, Suellen was hardly a submissive woman. She was very different from Angela in disposition, and had none of the petulant, brattiness of Veronica, or Victoria’s driving needs. Her spanking fate was hers to define and manipulate as she chose. Any man who knew her would understand that. Peter did as well.


  He found her a much easier woman than his wife. And though not a perfect match for him, there was much to enjoy in their growing relationship. He was sure that James and Robert thought the pairing was a mistake, but he let them have their opinions. What Logan thought, he ignored as best he could.


  All things considered, Suellen should have been on Peter’s mind that night. She had been the sole woman in his fantasies for months. All afternoon, he imagined surprising her with a good working over before they had sex. But after dinner that night—after the tail end of his conversation with James, his mind was far from the sultry brunette. It was Victoria lodged exclusively in his daydreams. He couldn’t shake her off.


  Why now? What would it possibly serve going over it all again?


  He’d gone to the garden, knowing that Suellen would be coming up the drive any moment. Perhaps if he waited for her in the shade of the trailing arbor of pink Bougainvillea he’d be reminded where to settle his thoughts.


  And, still, his mind drifted… to that first spring. Yes, it was under the Bougainvillea by the chapel where he first spanked his wife. He brought the amusing picture back to mind.


  There she was, in tears and out of breath. He’d chased her from the house with a hairbrush in his hand, her auburn hair flying long and loose behind her. The little tart had managed to scoot right out of his grasp, and getting one step ahead of him, bounded down the front stairs before he could get to the slammed front door. When he looked outside, she was already gone. She could have gone right or left, but there was nowhere to hide if she moved directly away from the house. Guessing that she was headed toward the fields, he turned left, walking briskly around the side of the house, soon seeing Victoria running down the lawn, yards ahead of him.


  “It won’t get any easier if you leave now!” he called to her.


  She pretended she didn’t hear him, and kept going.


  Peter knew she wanted him to follow her, but he wouldn’t give her that much satisfaction. Instead, he waited under the arbor by the chapel, catching his breath and trying to decide exactly what this vixen planned to accomplish with this maneuver. She was a saucy brat, and he had detected a deep-seated need in her that demanded satisfaction. Beyond his physical attraction for Victoria Lake, he was drawn to her for this very reason.


  Their relationship began as it would continue throughout their marriage—testy and unpredictable. One minute she was sweet and coy, the next she’d turn distant as though she didn’t know what she wanted—or she was disgruntled by her thoughts. She confessed to him a need to be submissive and even shared her sexual fantasies. These wild tales turned him on—of captive slaves harbored in stone castles and breathtaking men, who would tease her, stun her, command and subdue her. It was no wonder why Victoria was attracted to Peter Rutledge with so many of the trappings, including the castle and its dashingly handsome master, intrinsic to their romance. And yet, her willingness to actually submit took some working through.


  The afternoon he chased her from the house, she’d started a nasty argument over something miniscule—he couldn’t even remember now—she was baiting him and he took the bait.


  Peter waited for nearly fifteen minutes before Victoria finally reappeared. She ran all the way up the hill she’d just descended, and looked flushed and confused once she reached the arbor. There was no discussion after that. He simply motioned her to his side, and with a necessarily abrupt command took her over his lap.


  He remembered raising her skirt, the white expanse of her ass, and then the look of it when he reddened it with the hairbrush. She tried hard to keep quiet while he toiled over her cheeks, but she was young and inexperienced. She started to howl angrily, sounding like a foul-mouthed sailor. But she never bucked off his lap, or gave him any reason to believe she didn’t want the spanking as much as he did.


  When he was finished with the spanking—and it was a very mild one considering the depths he’d finally take her—she was so aroused, and so was he, that they went for the potting shed just a few feet from the arbor. Tearing off their clothes, they fucked like savages, not caring that the distinct sound of their passions was vibrating through the rarefied air.


  It was at that moment that Peter decided Victoria Lake would be his wife, and the stunned young woman was too dazed to disagree with anything he said. Her mindless stupor continued for six weeks until they were married in a whirlwind ceremony. Their honeymoon was raucous, as if two combustible elements had suddenly combined, igniting in a combustible concoction. The early months of their marriage were just as frenzied—until finally, they settled into a more peaceful wedded life. During these early months, Victoria willingly obeyed her husband’s commands. She seemed nearly as docile and obedient as Angela was. The relationship couldn’t have been more perfect. But then, and without warning, something changed in their third year. Peter never understood exactly what it was, but his saucy wife began to rebel.


  “Penny for your thoughts?” Suellen’s honey-coated voice suddenly lured him from the daydream.


  “Ah, sweetheart,” he said jumping up.


  “This isn’t like you, sitting in the garden.”


  “It’s a nice evening, don’t you think?” He seemed more pensive and vulnerable than usual. Peter could be counted on to be an alluring, but immovable rock.


  “Yes, it’s beautiful,” she said with a smile. “Of course, it’s always beautiful on this hill, even in a fog.” She noted the thick bank of clouds rolling in off the ocean. Soon, it would cover the hill, replacing the warm golden sun with a blanket of grey. Walking toward the house, Suellen lay her head affectionately on his shoulder. This unexpected moment of tenderness was much more than she expected and she was pleased.


  ***


  At the bottom of the hill, Victoria stopped her aging Ford as the highway veered to the right and the entrance to Rutledge House appeared just as the road took another sharp bend. She could see the castle-like structure, its gloom already making its way inside nervous bones as she peered toward it through the low-lying clouds. She’d so hoped to see Rutledge House in the sunlight when the monstrous edifice glowed beautifully pink against a baby blue sky. That was obviously too much to ask. Returning had to be as bleak as her leaving had been. But why? Maybe some sort of cosmic justice. That was what this was all about, certainly. Justice. Cosmic forces colliding all around her life. Peter, the Rutledge heritage, the secrets they shared, the cottage, her fantasies. If they had no cosmic content, they certainly had a real one.


  Fear of it was no way to live. Denial and avoidance were useless traps, games her mind tried to play with her. Ignorance of what she needed was impossible because she already knew. She needed Peter. Peter at his best. She needed to walk about in the dark—in the cellar of her desire—the real stone one, and the one inside her fantasies.


  Maybe coming back, maybe just one more time consenting to surrender, she could rip the haunting demon from her and be done with it. Maybe, however, she’d have to stay. None of this sounded sane, but it was her reality to need what was extreme and irrational.


  Why did her last trick in Tahoe have to strike so close to her heart?


  And since it had, maybe it was just the cosmic wheel coming round again.


  After Forrest Giles, Victoria gave up trying to run from the truth. Better to face Peter now, than later.


  Victoria was half out of her car staring at the house. It hadn’t changed in her three-year absence—no, it would take eons of neglect to turn this into ruin, and the Rutledges were not a neglectful people. They took meticulous care of everything in their realm. Their pride and arrogance were boundless—and somehow beautiful to her. Beautiful and scary.


  She never quite felt as though she measured up.


  Maybe that was her problem; the reason why she’d run—life was just too good. She had everything she wanted and she couldn’t accept that—especially after Peter rescued her from her own self-inflicted wounds. She’d been mulling the facts repeatedly in her mind for so long it was painfully agonizing to go through them one more time. The answer to her dilemma just wouldn’t appear before her like magic. She had to make the magic happen again as it had before to find her answer.


  It didn’t matter that the day was grey and cold for summer, that her thin pink sweater seemed hardly enough to protect her from the harsh elements of the seacoast. She wrapped it around her tightly, shuddering as she looked upward, and then slipped into the Ford’s tattered tan seat. With the car in gear, she drove slowly up the crushed-rock drive—would they never pave it? All the wealth in their hefty coffers, and this finicky family still lived with one foot in the Dark Ages.


  The rock crunched under her balding tires—sounding like bones to her imagining brain. What if she got a flat tire in the middle of this? She’d be there with her ass hanging out trying to change it and who would show up? Peter. Yes. Of course, it would have to be Peter to stand over her smugly. Or better yet, Veronica. Little witch! Something else to berate her for. That was why she came on a Sunday afternoon. Hopefully, Veronica would be nowhere around, Peter would be spirited away in his study, and James and Angela—well, she had to face them some time, and it would be easier to face them first. James would be reasonable, and Angela sympathetic. Yes, that was her best bet.


  A rock flipped up and hit somewhere under the car with a noisy clang. “Ouch!” she whispered as though she’d been hit herself. She squinted in response, the pale freckles on her nose changing shapes as she did.


  Thankfully, she reached the top of the hill with the car and her life intact. Perhaps cosmic forces were on her side this time, no Peter, no Veronica. She could take a deep breath of Rutledge air, get used to the strange vibrations in their slice of the atmosphere, and settle in for what she was about to do before she was assaulted by the family.


  Beyond the initial drive to the house, she hadn’t considered exactly how she’d present herself as the long lost sheep returned to the flock. Knock on the front door? The likelihood of a Rutledge answering was slim. It would be Anna Suarez, the downstairs maid. She would gush all over her and create such a fuss that eventually the Rutledges would hear and she’d be facing as many as were home.


  Better still, she could slip into the kitchen and eat dinner with Anna and Geneva.


  Another half-dozen scenarios drifted through her mind until she reached the concrete parking area to the left of the house. She pulled beyond it down a path that wound around the garden, taking more stones to her muffler; then she stopped her Ford behind the guest cottage. Maybe, if the cottage was unoccupied, she could live there undetected for weeks, and just sort of slip back into their lives. There! That was a good plan, even if it was silly. Sitting for a while in the parked car, she wanted to laugh aloud, uproariously, as though she’d just heard the best punch line to the funniest joke imaginable. With a look of amusement still on her face, Victoria was suddenly stunned by the sight of Logan Rutledge walking toward her car.


  Logan! Well, of all people. One black sheep to another. The cosmic forces were really having a jolly time with this reunion.


  It seemed like a century since she’d seen him, but he remained as remarkably irresistible as her imagination remembered him. He didn’t have her husband’s classic good looks, but he was certainly handsome enough—in a rough sort of way. And he still had the charm to tickle her crotch. She always missed Logan when he was off pursuing his great ‘whatever’—which she figured was usually his way of dealing with his imposing family heritage. The comic relief he brought to the staid old house seemed to take away some of the acute tension.


  “That you, Victoria?”


  “Yeah, it’s me,” she rolled down the window and leaned out.


  “What the hell…” He combed his hand through his mussed hair—looking as if he might have just awakened. Moving to the driver’s side of the car, he leaned on the door. “Nice wheels,” he said sounding totally serious. He looked toward the front and back of the vehicle without his usual snicker.


  “I’ve fallen on hard times. But it runs.”


  “Built them well that year,” he said. “What is this, a seventy-six?”


  Logan would have no idea how well built her Ford was, because he hated cars. His own was a ramshackle Jeep, its tattered ragtop held together with Duct tape. Even if James had presented him with a shiny new version of the same vehicle, he would have refused to drive it. That being just one of many unreasonable things he was noted for.


  “I don’t know,” Victoria replied.


  “You gonna just sit here, or were you planning something?”


  “I was planning on seeing my husband.”


  He nodded, not mentioning the rumor he’d heard that the divorce was finally in the works. It wasn’t his business. Besides, for all the granite and stone on this hill, everything else seemed as flimsy and insubstantial as beach grass—especially people’s minds and dispositions. This was just his personal opinion; no one else felt that way. No one else saw the world quite the way Logan did.


  “He’s probably inside,” he opened the door for her and held out his hand for her to take.


  “Thanks.” She looked toward the back of the house, across the gardens, which gave the otherwise dreary day a splash of color. “I’m not sure I’m ready yet.”


  “You want to come inside then? I’m in the cottage.”


  “Sure.” This was the most appealing solution. If she changed her mind, she could just slip back into her car and limp away in the middle of the night. No one would be the wiser. Logan would never tell. She couldn’t have asked for a better set up.


  Once inside the cottage, he offered her a beer, which she declined. “I’ve had a problem with liquor.”


  “On the wagon, huh?”


  Victoria sat on his comfortable old couch, wiggling her ass into the seat. She had a nice little wiggle, he thought. She had always been an enigma to him. Couldn’t figure out why she hooked up with Peter, why Peter loved her, or how they happened to be so happy—at least when they were happy. When she left, he couldn’t figure that out either—but then he wasn’t present for much of the uproar that followed, and he was definitely not in the line of Rutledge communication. No one would tell him anything unless he asked, and he was not about to ask.


  “Let’s see, no beer, no wine, how about a Coke?”


  “Sure,” she smiled as she watched him move into the kitchen, open the fridge, and pull out a Miller Draft for himself and a Coke for her.


  “I used to remember what fun you were when you were just a little tipsy.”


  Ah, he was remembering a New Year’s Eve party when they suddenly found themselves kissing in the back of the house. Peter never knew and she would never tell him, but that kiss was one of her favorite memories—and perhaps the start of her undoing.


  “Funny, I lost my taste for wine once I left here, so I started drinking hard stuff until I was practically dead. My epiphany of sorts, the day I decided that I really wanted to live.”


  “If the Rutledges were that bad to you, why the hell did you come back?”


  “It wasn’t the Rutledges; it was me. Always been me.”


  “I doubt that. You can’t live here and not be a little crazy.”


  “I don’t think James and Angela are crazy.”


  “They only make themselves look respectable. Underneath they are as loony as everyone else.”


  “But who’s here? Aren’t Veronica and Robert still in Paris Cove?”


  “Sure, they sleep there. But every time I turn around they pop up out of nowhere. I can’t figure why they bother with that house. And with my sister out of a job, she’s always hanging round—and half the time where I want to be.”


  “Veronica quit?”


  Logan laughed. “Fired.” He was totally amused. “By her own husband, no less. ‘Lazy’ and ‘tramp’ have always seemed to fit into the same description of her.”


  Victoria couldn’t agree more, even if the judgment sounded harsh.


  “So, what am I going to find when I go inside?” she asked. She’d been so comfortable with Logan—the cottage not the forbidding place that the house had always been to her. In fact, she had some startling memories of the week she spent inside its simple walls.


  “You mean who’s there? Or what’s happening in their lives?”


  “Both, I guess.”


  “Actually, there’s a family dinner tonight, why don’t you come along?”


  “You’re going?”


  “Sort of.”


  “What’s that mean?”


  “I only sort of attend these special meals. They make a big deal of my being there—as though they’d feel guilty not inviting me. So I show up late and leave early. It works for everyone. Hell. I’d love to show up with you on my arm.”


  “That would be a fine joke,” Victoria agreed with a laugh. The picture of it would have been funny if it weren’t her grand entrance after three years.


  “We’ll show up at seven, why not?”


  “I was thinking of seeing James first. Or cornering Peter. But maybe it would be easier if I had you on my arm.”


  “Peter won’t be alone,” he said.


  “Oh?”


  “Suellen. Can you believe that?”


  Her heart was stunned, as though a dagger had just been driven through it. And the ache that remained felt as if that dagger was slowly, millimeter by millimeter, being drawn from her flesh.


  “Suellen, huh?”


  “I think you arrived at the perfect time.”


  “Are they serious?”


  “Peter was talking divorce.” He looked grim and compassionate, the exact combination she needed. Why couldn’t she have fallen in love with a lazier faire guy like Logan?


  “But he hasn’t filed yet?”


  “That I don’t know, Victoria.”


  They sat together silently, Victoria fighting tears, Logan watching her efforts. It took about fifteen seconds of concentrated struggle to push the flood of emotion back inside the dam. Obviously, there was too much tension in this return. Somehow she’d have to get it out of her system, but she would not break down in front of the family, even in front of Logan. He would never have breathed a word to anyone about her state of mind, but he was still a Rutledge, still one of them, even if he didn’t want to be.


  “Well, then,” she finally said, with a deep sigh. “How much time do we have?”


  He looked at his watch. “About an hour and a half. You want to shower, nap maybe?”


  “That would be a good idea.”


  “I’ll get your bag.”


  She fished through her purse and pulled out the keys, then watched him swagger away. Logan would get plenty of mileage out of this evening, she wished she could get as much enjoyment for herself.


  ***


  James, Angela and Peter were in the living room sipping wine when Veronica entered on Robert’s arm. Suellen was in the powder room, powdering her nose.


  “So you’ve patched things up?” Peter quipped directly at his sister.


  She ignored him, sticking out her tongue and saucily shaking her bottled-blonde curls.


  “Nice hairdo,” he added. “The color looks more like you.”


  “You think so?” She moved to a nearby mirror on the wall and fluffed her hair. “Thought since everything else in my world is changing, I’d change this, too.” She took a sorrowful deep breath, then gazed toward James, hoping he would see her sadness. “I’m really enjoying the art department,” she smiled at Angela.


  Angela smiled back, and when her sister-in-law turned toward the liquor cart to make a drink, she whispered in her husband’s ear, “How long am I going to have to put up with her?”


  He patted her hand. “Hopefully not long.”


  “What was that?” Veronica thought she’d overhead a comment about her.


  “It’s not long before dinner,” Robert answered.


  “So, I guess this is a celebration of the new label?” she said.


  “The Merlot is terrific,” Robert added. “I’m hoping it will fare as well in the contests as it has with me.” He lifted his glass, while the others raised theirs. They were all sampling their newest grape; all but Veronica who stuck with gin and tonic, this another of her necessary rebellions against the family. “Aren’t you going to try it, darling?”


  “Already have,” she nodded passively. “It’s okay, but I prefer white.”


  “You never drink white,” Peter said.


  “I certainly do!” she snapped.


  Suellen entered the room with a smile and took Peter’s arm. They’d been particularly cozy the past few days and left everyone wondering if there weren’t some special announcement about to shake their little gathering. Of course, there were still a few hurdles to leap before marriage could be discussed; but seeing the two so happy together gave everyone hope.


  “Geneva says it’s time for dinner and we’d better get in the dining room before we ruin it,” Suellen announced happily, and she had them marching toward the dining room door all six at once. No one argued with Geneva—or in this case, Suellen.


  

  They were halfway through the soup—which was a lusciously creamy Lobster Bisque—when Logan swaggered through the dining room door.


  “Anna,” he caught the maid on his way, “Will you set another place?”


  “You have a guest?” she asked with a twinkle in her eye.


  “Yes, I do. She’s been traveling all day and is very hungry, let’s set a place.”


  Anna scooted to the kitchen.


  “A woman?” Veronica’s eyes lit with interest, and she immediately stared at Suellen wondering if there would be some reaction there.


  “Yes,” Logan confirmed.


  “So, where is she?” his sister drawled suggestively.


  “She’s freshening up in my cottage. Be here in a minute.”


  “Ah, so you have a new woman,” Peter snickered.


  “Actually no,” Logan replied. “She’s an old one.”


  “An old woman, or an old flame,” Suellen asked curiously.


  He smiled and didn’t answer.


  “Oh, my god!” they heard Anna, almost shrieking from the other side of the dining room door.


  “What’s going on!” James bolted from his chair.


  Everyone turned toward the sound, joining James in his anxious curiosity; but they heard nothing more from the maid except a gentle weeping. Before James could go another step, the kitchen door swung open and Victoria Lake walked in. Though she was dressed in grey and pale pink, it did not mute the vibrancy of her auburn hair or the womanly spark in her eyes.


  “Hello. I hope I haven’t disturbed anything,” she said.


  Peter’s face was ashen. James was aghast. Angela very suddenly looked as meek as a child, and Suellen’s expression was filled with amazed concern. Logan snickered happily. This was the kind of family gathering he loved.


  

  Veronica was the first to recover—her eyes venomously fixed on her archrival.


  “What the hell are you doing here!”


  “I came to see my husband,” Victoria answered, ignoring the sassy blonde with the witchy attitude. She turned her gaze toward Peter.


  “I’m eating my dinner,” he said calmly. His expression was almost as lethal as his sister’s was; though anyone who really knew him could recognize the hurt in his expression.


  His brief and chilling remark instantly deflated the bubble of self-confidence Victoria had worked so hard to display. “Yes, you are eating,” she replied, instinctively backing off. “And obviously I came at the wrong time.” She turned to Logan; “This was not a good idea. I’ll go back to the cottage.”


  “Oh, no you won’t,” James jumped in. “You’ve already interrupted our meal; now you’ll sit down and join us.” James glared at Logan, who smiled amusedly at the whole table.


  “It’s about time someone shook this place up,” the youngest Rutledge male quipped as he broke off a piece of sourdough bread and stuffed it in his mouth.


  “And this one has you written all over it,” Veronica chirped.


  “Enough,” James snapped right back at her.


  The once cheery mood in Rutledge House turned icy; the air thick with anticipation, fear and emotions rising from stored places where they’d safely slept until being awakened by Logan’s inspired stunt. Veronica glowered as though not one day had passed since her last skirmish with her sister-in-law. Peter became more stiffly formal than he was naturally. And while Angela shriveled into herself, Robert and James observed the crowd with watchful eyes as they kept a reasonable conversation going—if only between themselves. Logan, continuing to smirk pleasantly, ate a much heartier meal than he was accustomed to. He knew there were more fireworks coming and he wanted to see it all.


  Notably relaxed, Suellen joined the awkward conversation as though nothing had happened. Yet, when her eyes turned to Victoria, they looked almost vacant, as though the woman re-emerging from oblivion could take away her spirit.


  Victoria Lake remained silent.


  

  “You know, Robert, this is really bullshit!” Veronica looked angrily at her husband, then turned to James, “The woman’s back from the dead, or whatever trampy life she was living in Vegas, shows up unannounced…”


  “I beg your pardon, my announcement was perfectly proper,” Logan corrected her.


  “I was at Lake Tahoe,” Victoria corrected her again.


  “Same diff.”


  “Cool it, Veronica,” Peter eyes narrowed on a spot in front of him.


  “Calling herself Vicki Lake. Sounds like a porn star to me. Why don’t you tell us what you were doing there for the last three years while my brother suffered here? Serves you right that he’s going to marry Suellen.


  “That’s enough!” Robert shouted. He shot up from the table, and grabbing his wife by the arm, pulled her into the living room. Though the door slammed behind him, even the thick walls of Rutledge House could not block the sound of the fuming Robert Germans.


  “What the hell is wrong with you!” Robert yelled in a breathy whisper.


  “I’m not saying anything that isn’t true.” Veronica made no great effort to lower her voice; she hoped Victoria would hear everything she said.


  “Not another word,” Robert’s delivery calmed even more. “You had no business saying what you did.”


  “Well, I don’t care.”


  “Oh, I think you’d better care,” Robert shot right back. He pulled her to a chair with him, where she was over his lap in an effort so quick, Veronica thought half of her body remained suspended in mid air. It finally caught up with her—mentally as well as physically.


  With his wife’s skimpy skirt promptly pushed above her ass, Robert’s hand came down fast on her robust behind.


  “Ouch! Ow! No!” The slaps hurt. “No, ouch, Robert stop!” This was going to be a vocal one. “Ouch! It’s not my fault she’s a slut.”


  “Enough!” he roared. He smacked as hard and as fast as he could with Veronica still screaming for him to stop. Although another sixty seconds and her words were nothing but gibberish. Her ass was hot, red as a beet. There were no panties to protect her from the blast, so it didn’t take long before she was in too much agony to go on.


  During one brief pause, she pleaded, “Robert, I’m sorry.”


  Without comment, he started again, though he paused after just a few more strikes.


  “You’ll march yourself back into the dining room and apologize to everyone—including, and especially, Peter and Victoria.”


  “I will not!”


  That comment was met with another painful outburst, until she said, “Okay, okay, I will—but I won’t like it,” she added under her breath.


  “What was that?” Robert asked.


  “I said I’ll apologize.”


  “Good. Let’s do it now.”


  

  In the adjoining room, Veronica’s initial, “I don’t care,” carried though the thick oak doors and into the still prickly atmosphere of the dining room. No one moved as the scene in the living room evolved from the heated scolding to an inspiring spanking. Leaving didn’t seem to be an option, although everyone would have rather been anywhere except the dining room, listening to the frenzied battle.


  It was an auspicious five minutes, brimming with the painful reality of what the next months at Rutledge House would bring. Veronica had only begun to fight—she had enough delicious ammunition and was going to drive that woman out of the house again—if that was necessary. One short scuffle with her husband would never be enough to stop her. These were facts. Facts that couldn’t be refuted. It was difficult to know who felt that bit of truth bite harder—Peter, Victoria or, perhaps, Suellen.


  When the spanking stopped, Victoria was poised to bolt toward the door. The tension, having eased enough to allow her flight, she was nearly successful in her venture when James’s commanding tone abruptly halted her.


  “You’re going nowhere, Mrs. Rutledge.” It had been so long since anyone had called her that; it was surprising that she actually responded. Perhaps, it was the house sucking her back, making her feel as though she’d never left. Apparently, in James’ mind, she never had.


  “Look at us,” she said turning around, “I’ve just caused trouble being here. It’s the same as it always was.”


  “But here is where you belong—” he rejoined, just as the living room door opened and Veronica strolled in.


  “I’m sorry,” the seemingly penitent woman spoke. She looked Victoria straight in the eye. “I suppose we don’t know the whole story, do we?”


  Victoria waited to answer, gathering herself, finally saying, “No, I don’t think so.”


  “And Peter, I shouldn’t have. I apologize.”


  “You’re right, you shouldn’t have.” He’d hardly changed his gaze as though there were something very interesting about the spot on the table. When he finally looked up, he spoke to his wife.


  “We’ll talk in the study when I’ve finished eating.”


  “Sure,” she said quietly, and before James or anyone else could call her back, she slipped from the room.


  No mention was made of the incident. Seemed eerie. Almost as if it never happened. Logan was disgusted and left quickly. The rest finished the last of their dinner, what they could stomach; except Veronica who left after her half-baked apology, as soon as her husband would allow.


  As Peter was walking out, James joined him briefly. “Be kind to her,” he said.


  He had nothing to say in reply.




  Chapter Six


  

  “I have to speak with her, Suellen,” Peter told her as they stood by the cliff watching the ocean break on shore.


  “Of course you do.”


  “This is not what I want, not now. Maybe a year ago, even six months.”


  “Of course.”


  The line of his jaw was firm, so much so, it seemed to twitch. This involuntary quiver communicated a good deal to the shrewd Suellen.


  “But not now.” He sighed heavily.


  She’d never pressed him about the divorce, about anything for that matter; except getting spanked. And she hardly had to press that cause, since they both enjoyed the activity. She wouldn’t press him now.


  “This is probably exactly what you need,” she offered. “Closure.”


  “That’s a woman’s word for it,” he said. “I’ll think of it as putting the last piece of a messy house in order.”


  “It makes a lot of sense.” Suellen couldn’t keep herself from sounding wistful. The air was damp, almost biting. “You know, I’m cold. I’d better get along.”


  “You’re not staying?”


  She shook her head, no.


  “Then I’ll call.”


  “Sure.” She kissed him on the cheek like she’d kiss a brother, or perhaps a child. Peter Rutledge looked a little whipped, almost as though his body had been drained of life.


  “Show you to your car?”


  “I can get there myself, darling. You take care of yourself.”


  Peter couldn’t get over the feeling that he’d let her down; though he saw little way to get beyond that fact.


  ***


  Rutledge House felt like a tomb when he entered. Peter couldn’t remember when he’d heard his heels click quite so loudly on the Spanish-tiled entry. It gave his present task an ominous ring.


  From twenty feet away, Peter could see that the study door was ajar. He could even see Victoria with her back to him, her arms crossed in front of her, her body swaying gently, almost as though she were cradling a child in her arms.


  She wore a simple gray straight skirt and pink cashmere sweater—rather demure for his wife. She always liked to make a statement with her clothes. If she was now, it would appear to be a yielding one. Peter couldn’t help but feel as though he were approaching a schoolgirl; and fully expected to see bobby-sox and saddle shoes on her feet. Rather than go that far, Victoria had chosen a pair of grey pumps, as demure as the rest of her clothing.


  He wondered why he hadn’t noticed her attire before. Perhaps he was too taken by the sight of her face to note anything more than her expression of profound chagrin.


  Staring at her through the crack in the door, he experienced a curious feeling of guilt, as if perhaps he was spying on an intimate moment he had no right to see. It must have been the lust she’d provoke in him, rising as it always did to squelch any other feelings he had. From his last words to Suellen on the cliff, to this precise moment, he’d been burning with lust for her, anxious and needy for her again, as though the last three years had never happened.


  Those three years had happened, and they had hurt. She was irresponsible and reckless. In her grand act of rebellion, she took the Porsche and drove it into a hill, totaling the car, but escaping unscathed. In Tahoe, she ran up thousands of dollars in debt before Peter realized what she was doing and canceled the credit cards. According to the detective agency that kept tabs on her, she spent three years living just shy of the laws on prostitution, courting dozens of men for what was assumed to be sexual favors. She was never caught. And Peter knew why. Victoria knew what she wanted, and she got it any way she could. She was rash and promiscuous, but she wasn’t stupid.


  “Victoria,” he addressed her in his best starched-shirt voice. Entering the room, he moved directly toward the desk where he sat down. “Sorry to keep you. Take a seat.” He motioned to the chair in front of him, then took a deep breath and sat back, saying, “I guess it’s time for explanations.”


  “I think so,” she said. And yet she stopped there, looking as though she’d just said all there was to say.


  “So, let’s get on with it.”


  “Could you be less cold?” she asked, looking nervous.


  “No more cold than I’ve been the last three years.”


  “It couldn’t be helped.”


  “No? How about simply telling me what went wrong, if that wouldn’t be too much trouble. If nothing else it would be nice to put this chapter of my life to rest, so I can get on with a new one.”


  “You mean you haven’t divorced me?” she replied incredulously, tossing her auburn hair in a sexy way, which made his penis swell inside his pants.


  “No; you would have heard if I had.”


  “Yes, and I suppose I have been watched.”


  He nodded.


  “Then you know everything I’ve been doing.”


  “I suppose what I don’t know, I can guess.” He did his best to remain cool and detached, difficult as it was.


  “Yes, Peter, they were spanking sessions. I was not a prostitute.”


  “No sex, really. Not ever?”


  “Oh, from time to time when it seemed right.”


  “Little grey area here then, between prostitution and a respectable business woman,” he clarified while his voice dripped with sarcasm.


  “I want to make this up to you, Peter.”


  “That’s not possible,” he stated flatly. There was no animation in his handsome aspect.


  “I’d like to try.” Her eyes smoldered in a pleading sort of way—though it was neither cloying nor put-on.


  “I don’t know where you would start,” he said. “My mind is boggled by the immensity of the proposition. I can’t even fathom this having the happy ending you seem to envision.”


  “I can,” she said. She sounded sincere, generating a quiet strength in her character he’d never noticed from her before. Her determination made him question his own point of view.


  “I’ll have to think it over.”


  “I know you do, Peter. You’re always careful about every decision you make.” She sounded more heartened that she was disappointed. “I have a room in Paris Cove,” she said, pulling a business card from her purse and handing it to him. “You can reach me here. Let me know when I can see you again. I promise, I won’t disturb any more of your meals.”


  Without saying more, Victoria rose from her chair, walked out of the study and went directly to her car.


  

  Rutledge House was inside her again—and she inside the remarkable place. Entering it was like swimming deep at the bottom of the sea, breathing in water, half-living, half drowning in its essence. Why had she ever left? What craziness made her walk out that day?


  She couldn’t remember now, at least not the specifics. The intensity of their relationship seemed to rip at her sanity, submerging the memories where they could safely rest. Her intimate moments with Peter were like fantasy now; she could hardly connect them with real life. But they really happened. She did become that submissive to him, she did yield. She did play in that dark territory, in ways more severe than even Forrest Giles could author. Peter was matchless.


  Allowing her memory to return, thoughts about her life—her past, and this remarkable piece of her present, suddenly flooded her mind so rapidly that when she reached the bottom of Rutledge Hill, she almost collided with an approaching van. They slammed on their brakes simultaneously, the van leaving a trail of rubber twenty feet long, and Victoria’s car lurching forward, propelling her dangerously close to the windshield. Flipping her off, the other driver scowled, then roared away. Afraid to move, Victoria sat back in her seat and took a deep breath.


  Talking to Peter had been as easy as making the decision to return, so much easier than facing the entire family. Such grace, such aplomb; she pulled it off so well, she knew he was impressed. Maybe he’d think she was cured of her insecurities. Maybe she could convince herself she was. Now, however, she was trembling like a lost child and unsure of everything.


  Finally, pulling into the highway, she started again toward Paris Cove. The further away she was from the house, the more she could breathe and think, as if the tendrils of an octopus were finally letting her swim away and she had some hope of rising to the water’s surface.


  As she approached the Francais Motel, her only real worry was the awful scene at dinner. She should have anticipated that grim moment. But then, maybe it was better this way. Perhaps there was some wisdom in Logan’s little drama. She didn’t have to go through it again. Everyone knew she was back, and she knew how they felt about her. Her only real ally—other than Logan, and she wasn’t sure he was an ally at all—was James.


  But why James? What did he understand about her that everyone else didn’t? They’d hardly been fast friends before. In fact—she suddenly remembered—he’d been a major part of one very painful scene that was a prelude to her departure. She remembered the moment now with such clarity that, stopping the Ford in front of room #110, she sat back numbly, letting the essence of that memory surface both in her mind and body.


  The experience was remarkable.


  She’d been in the upstairs hallway of the house, returning from one of her escapades away, when she ran into her brother-in-law; literally ran into him, bumping her chest against his.


  “I’m sorry,” she’d said.


  He’d looked at her weirdly—though this part she couldn’t recall well, except for the amazing look in his eyes. She was drunk. And yet James’ eye, so focused and certain, tore through the fog in her brain. It sent chills through her, with a river of fright and arousal running right up her back. She’d never been attracted to James sexually until that moment.


  “I’m glad you’re here, Victoria. We need to talk,” he’d said quite amiably.


  Knowing she’d been drinking, he took no chances, marching her to the elevator—likely afraid to take the staircase with her in tow. The antiquated box jerked to a stop inside the study, just where he wanted her. He then pushed her into the room because she found it hard to move on her own power.


  “I know where you’ve been this evening,” he said.


  “Really?”


  “You were seen in Montecito at the resort.”


  “By whom?”


  “It really doesn’t matter.”


  Sizing up the situation through her blurry stupor, she replied, “So, do I take my pants down first, or do I listen to your lecture?” Even drunk, she managed to sound sane and sober. “I’m not putting up with your sass, Victoria. You’ll get your bottom blistered for this; but what I have to say is just as important as punishing you. I want no interruptions, and I want you to listen carefully.” He’d let the mood set with her for a good thirty seconds, seeing her sober as each one ticked so slowly by, she was sure that time had stopped. “You’ve played my brother for a fool for the last time. You keep your cunt at home where it belongs.”


  She started to object but he caught her with a biting stare and she stopped before the first word was out of her mouth.


  “You keep your sex life at home, you let Peter give you what you need—he’s the best man to do that and we both know that, don’t we?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “If you’ll give me your word, I won’t mention this incident to him.”


  She nodded, saying, “Okay,” while realizing that she was getting off easier than she had a right to.


  “Good,” he said. “Now bend over.” He was in no mood to quarrel.


  Victoria was about to drape herself over the nearby sofa when James interrupted her plan. “Oh no, you touch your toes. I’m going to cane you.”


  “But James… I-I…” she stammered. “I can’t…”


  “Oh, I’m sure you can. You’re very good at many things when you’re drunk.”


  “But…”


  “You resist, Victoria, you’ll have some explaining to do. Peter’s gone another two days; hopefully, the marks will have worn off by the time he returns. If not, well…”


  She trembled visibly. This was one of her worst nightmares, submitting to this kind of coldly ruthless ordeal. She could hardly keep the pose. Yet, knowing it was unwise to argue, she bent at the waist and reached for her toes, her fingertips just barely skimming the tops of her feet. Thank God, she wasn’t wearing high-heels. She’d taken off her shoes, tiptoeing into the house, hoping no one would notice her late arrival. Usually James was asleep. But perhaps he had been waiting for her. He was still fully dressed, and her conclusion seemed like a reasonable one.


  High heels or no high heels, Victoria remained posed for the strike of the cane, shuddering woefully, gritting her teeth and holding her breath as though these small acts would somehow mitigate the pain that would follow.


  When James flipped her skirt up over her hips, she shuddered again. And when he swiftly lowered her panties, she was afraid she might collapse to the floor her legs were so weak with fear.


  “I’d suggest you keep quiet if you want this session to remain between you and me,” James added, just before he made the first astonishing cut across her ass. As was typical the severity of the cut knocked her off balance. But regaining her footing, she steadied herself and James followed the first cut with another six. These were not as difficult to manage, though each one left her breathless, squirming, and on the verge of breaking into a nasty bellow. Pausing, he gave her time to recoup before he reared back again with the three-foot cane and seared her ass and the tops of her thighs. An even dozen. Just like the man to keep things in proper form. In this way, he was much like her husband.


  Victoria remembered being aroused by the caning; even masturbating that night to a juicy little scenario where she ended up in bed with her brother-in-law. She remembered them as clearly, waking up the next morning, loathing her fantasies. This seemed as adulterous as the quickie she’d had in the motel with the guy from the bar. The caning had much more emotional content, and far more intimacy than that zipless fuck.


  Perhaps what James had been trying to tell her then was what she’d come to finally accept now. She needed Peter. No one else would do. Luckily, she returned when she did. Seeing Peter smitten by Suellen, she had little time to spare. Too bad for Suellen. Victoria was convinced she’d have her husband back. It didn’t matter what she had to do; she’d make him hers again. Failing was not an option.


  ***


  While Victoria sat listlessly in her Ford, wading through memories of the past, Suellen was handling the return of Peter’s wife in her own way. She wondered how, when her life was taking such pleasant new turns, she could end up in the midst of a sleazy love triangle.


  True, the brat should never have left. Anyone who knew Peter and his wife, knew they were right for each other.


  But, she had left. She’d torn the man apart. She’d thrown away a damned good man, for what? Senseless scenes in dank hotel rooms? Meaningless sex? Loneliness? Her very rich despair? Victoria was always far too dramatic a woman for her own good.


  And now what? She should have stayed away. Returning would only send Rutledge House into another tizzy with its major players caught up one more time in that intensely bizarre relationship. How could anyone hope that this would end well? Especially Peter.


  So full of thought and concerns Suellen didn’t leave the hill as she told Peter she would. Instead, she grabbed a sweater from her car and took a walk along the cliff path. She hoped the sound of the ocean below and the great expanse of water stretching westward might soothe her anxiousness. After hiking a quarter mile over the rocks and brush, she felt that ticklish sensation at the back of her neck. Someone was following her. She stopped and abruptly turned around.


  “Logan, hi. What are you doing here?”


  “Interesting evening, huh?”


  “Yes, a miserable one.” She gazed around at the lingering remnants of the foggy day. With night approaching the damp grey only became more close and oppressive.


  “I was speaking of dinner,” Logan said.


  “Of course you were speaking of dinner. I was trying to ignore that.”


  “Out for a cry; now that Victoria is destroying your chances for happiness with a Rutledge man.”


  “That is very cruel.” Suellen hadn’t realized how forlorn and frayed she felt until that remark cut cleanly through her heart.


  “I didn’t mean it that way. I actually thought you might need some cheering up. Why don’t you come to the cottage and we’ll share a drink?”


  “No, I don’t think I should stay.”


  “Ah, c’mon. I’ll even park your car in the shed so the man of the house won’t know you’re here.”


  “Now, that’s really being sneaky, like I have something to hide.”


  “Maybe I’ll give you something to hide.” He grinned boyishly.


  “I don’t think so, Logan,” she returned, sounding quite firm, and yet, now, she wasn’t so sure of herself.


  Hiking back to the house with her ex-husband, the intensity of her situation increased, so that when they reached the cottage, she tossed Logan her car keys. He quickly had her blue Mercedes parked in the shed, and by the time he returned to the cottage, she was safely inside, warming herself by the fire. She poured two glasses of scotch, handing one to Logan.


  Funny, that was what they always drank together. She never liked scotch with any other man, but it was as fine as Rutledge Chardonnay when she was with her ex.


  “Ah! You remembered!” he exclaimed.


  “How could I forget?” She smiled while the warm liquor moved erotically through her system. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea. He was much too handsome, more charming than she’d seen him in some time. “This does taste awfully good. I didn’t realize how tense this day has made me.”


  “You really think you were going to marry him?”


  “I might still.”


  “True,” he replied, though he sounded very doubtful.


  They were silent.


  “Or, you may not,” he finally added.


  “That is the rub, isn’t it? I’m not going to know for a while.” She nursed her drink, musing over her possibilities.


  They heard a car start and Logan peeked out the window. “She’s leaving.”


  “Is that good?”


  “I don’t think it makes any difference. I think you lost this one, Su.”


  “You really do, don’t you?”


  He shrugged. “I have been known to be wrong.”


  That wasn’t true. Logan’s instincts about his family always hit the mark. Perhaps because he remained aloof from the drama. Suellen fondled her glass for a minute, then took one last swallow and poured herself another.


  “How about you give my ass a good turn over your knee?” she suddenly blurted out.


  “Really?”


  “Or don’t you do those things anymore?”


  It was more than a snicker on his face—sly, seductive and a little bit evil. His expression only made her want him more.


  “For you, Suellen, anytime.”


  It had been years, but his sexual desire for her had never flagged. If he had to spend a lifetime with any woman, it would be Suellen. But he didn’t want to settle down—ever. Falling into that trap, he’d end up like his brothers, fixed in all the their fancy forms, sucked into their demented business. When he ran out on his wife, he was just twenty-one. She was twenty—innocent and carefree. He wanted her to find the man of her dreams who would let him off the hook. But she never did.


  “Over my lap?” he asked.


  “That’s what I want.”


  “Paddle, hand or strap?”


  “You’re in charge,” she quipped.


  He raised his eyebrows in a laughing way. “Ah, I like that, coming from you. I can’t for the life of me figure how the arrangement works with Peter.”


  “He’s had to compromise,” she said sassily.


  He shook his head, knowing exactly why Victoria would win with Peter, and Suellen would be looking for another man’s bed. Inside two weeks, tops. He was sure of it.


  “If I spank you now, I don’t compromise,” he said.


  “Good. I’d like it that way.”


  “Really?” He was further intrigued. “Then take off your clothes.”


  “Off? All of them?”


  “Hearing problems, Suellen? Or were you just lying about my being in charge?”


  “You want this to end up in bed?” she wondered aloud.


  “Don’t you?”


  Her eyes settled on his, while her hands began to act. Buttons; snaps; the zipper on her pants; a fingernail inside her panties, pushing them toward her ankles; she was naked in sixty seconds, her skin starting to sweat from the fiery desire crawling through her thighs and crotch, settling in her ass.


  Logan played the scene the way he wanted—the way his version of the family tradition required. Taking two paddles from a nearby closet—one wood, one leather—he then positioned his leather hassock before the fire and sat down.


  “Come here,” he said. She was just two feet away; but her approach took time. She was computing her desire, wondering where all this came from. What weird fluke in her character made her succumb to him? She was supposed to be in love with Peter. Certainly, some psychologist could have a field day with these familial desires.


  At his side, Logan tugged at her wrist, watching her breasts dangle as they descended toward his lap. Two pink nipples scrunched into round little balls. He’d suck them harder still before the night was over.


  Suellen’s ass was her best body part. Ask any man. They’d agree. But Logan always found a beautiful symmetry in the line of her neck and shoulders, especially when her head drooped down to the floor, her brown hair swishing against it.


  “Your hands, Suellen,” his voice became more commanding as the scene unfolded.


  Bound hands were his personal preference. He didn’t like renegade limbs getting in the way of his paddle. Holding them at a submissive’s waist gave him an authority over his victim that made his own crotch start to itch.


  Obeying the order, Suellen brought her hands around behind her, where Logan clutched them firmly in his. Pressing them tightly to the small of her back, he then picked up the wooden paddle and began to strike her two round cheeks.


  She squirmed, but she didn’t protest. This first spanking was measured and very sane. He wanted her ass red, the heat real, his authority established. She took it well, even when her pale cheeks brightened, and splashes of gorgeous pink spread over the clenched mounds. When he dropped his aim to her thighs, she let out a little shriek. She was gasping for air, making tiny miserable sounds until he finally returned to the center with his next swats on the plumpest part of her ass. When he paused, she breathed deeply and relaxed. When he began again, she squirmed, but still, she didn’t fight.


  “This is going to take some time,” Logan observed, exchanging the wooden paddle for the leather one.


  She knew that. And that’s what she needed. Something hard, bordering on cruel to get all the demons out of her system. She wanted to be exhausted and thoroughly taken, and that’s what the man would do.


  The strike of the leather spanker is much easier to handle on normal occasions—but this was not a normal spanking. Logan started fast and he didn’t quit until the repeated smacks to her scorched behind finally made her beg. “Oh, Logan, no.” Her voice was pained, as though she’d gathered all her misery into this one plea.


  “Good, we’re finally getting somewhere.” He seemed to triumph in her agony. But he did pause, just long enough for both of them to catch their breath. And then picking up the wooden paddle again, he peppered the skin with a dizzying rash of strikes, moving back and forth from one cheek to the next in an erratic staccato.


  She was roaring by the time he paused again, and he chose the leather paddle one more time.


  She squirmed, she groaned, and sometimes bellowed. But she didn’t attempt a mutiny.


  A good ten minutes into the vigorous paddling she was, at last, getting what she really needed. Squirming against Logan’s lap, her crotch began to burn. She struggled to massage her clit against his pant leg, opening her thighs to get a better angle for the sensation.


  Logan’s groin was hot, and she could sense that heat burning into her.


  She wanted to stop, but she wanted to go on, and those two desires played leapfrog inside her head, turning her cries from, “Logan stop!” to “Oh, yes, more!”


  If she’d been in charge, not Logan, the duo might have gone on forever. But he was horny, and ready for more than just this randy spanking.


  “Into the bedroom on your knees,” he said pushing her from his lap to the floor. She tumbled for a second, then getting to her feet, quickly darted toward the back of the cottage. Climbing on the bed, her hot red bum swayed like a Siamese cat’s sassy ass. Logan watched it bob, Suellen’s hips grinding the air, seeking something stuffed up her cunt to end this roaring moment.


  “This does turn you into a slut for sex,” he observed, as he moved forward. He kneaded her flesh while he unbuckled his belt. His finger drifted to her snatch, probing her slit with four fingers pushing inside until his knuckles were buried in her warmth.


  Not wanting her ass too cool, he doubled his leather belt in his hand and began swatting it hard against her ass. Back and forth from side to side, forehand, backhand, sharp, cutting whacks ripped lines of red atop the blush. Then setting his stiffening prick free, he dropped the belt and plunged the head of his cock inside her puss.


  She shrieked again. But not from pain. “Oh, God, honey fuck me, fuck me hard. Harder, yes, yes yes, Logan make it hurt…” She kept on crying as though delirious. “Spank me!” she shouted, and as she milked his dick inside her relentless muscles his palm repeatedly spanked her sore behind.


  “You like that, bitch, don’t you?”


  “Yes, yes, more.” She was insatiable now, rocking on his prick so furiously, he knew he couldn’t hold back long.


  The slaps got heated, enough to burn his hand and make him want to stop, but stopping, she’d only squeeze down on his organ bringing his climax too close to keep in check. The unsteady rhythm turned more intense, the spanks more forceful, just to keep her too far gone with pain to finish. But when he reached around her hips and pinched her clit between his fingers, her spasms launched his climax—his load of thick white spunk forced against her cervix and into the great beyond of her boundless body.


  

  “Ah, Logan, I’m exhausted,” her panting sigh was the first real sound for five long minutes.


  “Yes, and you’re sleeping here,” he said.


  “You’ll have me after that?”


  “Why, not? You’re good for another screw or two before the night’s out. You’ve always been by favorite fuck.”


  “I have?” The sweetest sex-drunken, spank-happy smile appeared on her lips.


  “Yes, and you need to sleep.”


  They stretched out on the bed, climbing into each other’s arms, tangling nakedly. And when the heat in the cottage was finally vanished by the cold night creeping inside, they nestled sleepily inside the covers to keep warm.




  Chapter Seven


  

  Peter Rutledge had brooded a great deal since his wife’s untimely departure. He seriously considered his own failing in the matter, often wondering what he’d done to cause her rebellion. James and Robert suggested that her fall from grace was simply an unfortunate character flaw for which he was not responsible. Logan, when he was around, made typically snide remarks about Peter’s ruined marriage. Of his siblings, Veronica seemed the most compassionate; but that was only because his sister hated her rival, and it pleased her to know that she was finally gone. The endless squabbles between the two started when Victoria became the new ‘darling’ of the company advertising department. The two women had been friends through high school, when Victoria started dating her brother. She married him a few years after she completed college. Within the next two years, she secured a plum position with Rutledge Vineyards through a very quirky but successful advertising experiment. Veronica saw her sister-in-law getting much more attention than she believed the woman deserved, and her resentment turned to bitterness. The two were soon shooting pointed barbs at each other with spiteful, even malicious, intent. Veronica actually believed that their little war had something to do with driving Victoria away; and she was pleased. But Peter knew otherwise. The quiet disharmony of Victoria’s spirit had much more to do with his wife’s departure than Veronica’s vendetta.


  Peter supposed that Victoria’s downward slide began with the drinking. Wine flowed so freely at Rutledge House that everyone overindulged. Wine with every lunch and dinner was common. A glass or two in the evening was not unheard of. If Victoria was drinking too much, no one noticed at the start. And if her excess increased when she took the advertising position, it almost seemed to go with the job.


  The first time Peter noticed the negative effect on his wife was at a party given in honor of James’ birthday. It had been a particularly stressful day at Rutledge Vineyards when everything that could go wrong did. The dinner party for James seemed almost too much to bear on top of everything else. The whole family would have preferred to have retired to their rooms and spent the night quietly. But then, Rutledges did keep a stiff upper lip when it came to anything as important as a family birthday, so the party went on as planned.


  Victoria, even more than the rest of the household, was particularly unnerved that day. After her first months with the company, dazzling the corporate board with her advertising genius, she was experiencing a letdown. Several new ad campaigns were meeting with less than favorable reviews, and there were those who wondered if her earlier success had been a fluke. The tension made her crabby, and her crabbiness made her drink. The night of James’ birthday party she pleaded with her husband to let her stay in their room.


  “Darling, I’m so tired. Can’t you give James my regards and let it go at that?”


  “Absolutely not!” Peter wouldn’t hear of her not attending the party.


  “But…”


  “But nothing,” he snapped before she could finish. While he was dressed and ready to go down to dinner, Victoria was still in her slip and panties, downing her third glass of Chardonnay. “You’ll get yourself dressed; that little blue cocktail chemise I bought you in San Francisco will do. Be down in five minutes—or else.” He punctuated the order with a caustic stare.


  “Darling, please,” her speech had become slurred and her eyes looked drunkenly drowsy.


  “And knock off the wine,” he said, grabbing the bottle from her hand. “You’ve had enough.”


  “If I don’t have more, I’ll never get through the night.”


  “That’s ridiculous, and you know it. Now get going.”


  Having said his piece, Peter turned on his heel and left.


  

  Victoria obeyed her husband because she didn’t want any trouble; but that didn’t stop her from drinking that night. Seated at the other end of the table from his wife, Peter had no idea how much she consumed. Another two glasses of wine with dinner, and another afterwards, she was woozy by the time the family adjourned to the living room where James would open his gifts. Noting her inebriation, Peter took her arm, and whispered in her ear, “I told you to stop drinking.”


  “I’m fine. I’m really fine.”


  It was obvious that she was not fine at all.


  Peter held her tightly to his side and hoped she wouldn’t say a word. When Victoria drank she often ran off at the mouth. Unfortunately, he could not prevent the ensuing conflagration.


  Though no one was sure how it started, and the principle players weren’t confessing anything, Veronica and Victoria fanned the flames of a fire that had been simmering for months. In one brief moment when he was away from Victoria’s side, Peter’s wife and sister began a war of words that no one in the house had seen in years.


  “That’s bullshit!” he’d remembered Veronica declaring in a whisper.


  “It is not, bitch!” his wife shot back. Her voice rose in volume, calling the attention to their squabble.


  “Veronica!” Peter blared. He cut his sister’s comment short while he leveled most of his fury at his wife.


  “I’d give her a good whipping,” Veronica quickly altered course, hoping she could win her cause with Peter.


  “Shut up! Veronica.”


  “So, you’ll side with her!”


  “I’m not siding with anyone. This is James’ party; behave yourselves.”


  Hearing the fracas, Robert took charge of his wife, leading her to the other side of the room, and the evening moved on to its end, eventually recovering from the testy moments.


  After the festivities were over, both women were paddled soundly by their husbands and then made apologies to James.


  What bothered Peter most, however, was his wife’s inebriation. Taking notice of her habits in the days that followed, he realized that she was drinking far too much. When he tried to clamp down on her, she only found more ways to imbibe without his knowing. To add to the insult, his wife’s libido soared recklessly when she drank. If she was at a party or in a bar, her eyes would wander the room for a man to amuse her. Peter was astounded one night to find his wife in one of the outside gardening sheds being groped by a young fellow he’d never met—just started working in the winery, he later learned. Peter interrupted the passionate embrace with a bellowing shout, only to have his wife, seconds later, whimpering mournfully at his feet. Her face was full of shame as her eyes caught his angry gaze.


  “What has gotten in to you?” he blared while her poor suitor was fast fleeing the scene, shuffling to pull his pants up over his naked ass.


  “Oh, Peter, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what got into me.”


  “Oh, you’re going to be sorry, all right. This behavior is going to end, now.”


  Once she’d sobered the next morning, Peter took her to the old, and at the time, unoccupied guesthouse, where he held her captive for the entire next week. There she submitted to a grueling regimen to cure her miserable state.


  He laid down the rules right off—no drinking being the first and most important. Of course, there was little way she could break that one, since he kept her locked in the cottage with nothing but juice, water, crackers and cheese to consume. He brought her meals from the house and creatively punished her daily. Oddly, she seemed perfectly willing to undergo his therapy, surrendering easily, as though she’d been waiting for him to end her self-destructive slide. The evening punishment rituals plumbed the depths of her submissiveness. Day after day, her ass was worked with the paddle and cane until it was raw, until her skin was so sore that every move she made reminded her of the crimes she was being punished for.


  Peter was harsh delivering the biting punishments and cold when he banished her to the corner of the cottage after each session. He even ordered her to stand like a naughty child, her skirt raised and her nose to the wall, until the blush on her ass faded and the warmth had disappeared. Despite the rough practices, Victoria’s sexual desire increased each hour she was confined. The treatment worked on both her brain and body, giving her a selfless satisfaction she’d perhaps been hungering for.


  Left alone for most of her day, she longed for the moment when Peter would come through the door with a tray of food in his hands. He’d place it on the table where she’d eat her meal in silence. Since he’d already eaten, he would stare at her grimly until she finished each bite, while her sexual desire mounted as the seconds ticked away.


  After allowing her meal to digest, he’d begin her punishment. Her body would be so on fire, that for the first half, the warm-ups, she’d feel nothing but pure bliss. Even when she could take no enjoyment in the fast striking paddle, or the vicious cane, in her heart she was satisfied knowing that he was containing her in the way she needed to be contained. Containment was her most profound desire.


  The most exhilarating of her punishments came at the end of her week. That night, he ordered her to remove her clothes, then bound her wrists in front of her, forced her legs wide, and pushed her over one end of a crude punishment bench. Rutledge men rarely used the device; having discarded it for a more handsomely made contrivance of polished wood. Yet, this one had a primitive and earthy feel to it, which Peter found fitting for the kind of session he had in mind. Unlike the newer version that was designed for a kneeling submissive, this one required the shamed subject to spread her legs three feet apart, and bend at the waist, keeping the knees straight. The flat board was slanted downward to make sure the ass was prominently exposed and completely unprotected. And because the hands of the victim were bound to the far end of the broad slat, the dominant in charge could be certain he had an unimpeded target to work.


  Gloriously positioned over on the crude thing, Victoria’s submissive spirit seemed to burgeon in the confinement. When Peter shoved a greased buttplug up her ass, he drove her still deeper into herself. And when he began laying a hefty leather razor strap on the sumptuous cheeks, he watched shudders of satisfaction move through her quivering legs and lovely ass. She trembled erotically, as her plump labia dampened with each stroke that kissed her skin. Peter could see the gathering dew glisten in the light from the one lamp illuminating the scene. The fragrant pouch of her sex seemed to call to him, as though her inner muscles were beckoning his erection to come home. Unfortunately, it would be some time before he’d allow any sort of sexual satisfaction for himself, or his needy wife.


  The strapping was brisk and long; and followed immediately by a thorough thrashing with several bundles of birches. He’d gathered the branches throughout the week, softening the lean stalks in a tall crock of brine, which stood in one corner of the cottage’s living room. Adding new cuttings every day, Peter wanted them to be an ever-present reminder to his wife of what would be happening soon. By the time he lifted the first batch from the water, and lashed them together, she was almost frantic to feel the impact they would make on her sore behind. She watched him whisk his finished handiwork through the air, listening to the sizzle, feeling the awesome sight and sound make her quake in all the desiring places of her licentious body. Though she knew the sting would be greater than any he’d effected before, she wanted that. She wanted the impact so strong that she’d never forget the message he was delivering. As her maddening anticipation mounted, so too did her belief that this was the only thing that made sense in her life. Peter’s motives were sound, the cause was just, and she’d earned every lick she’d get that day.


  Peter did not disappoint her.


  The birches cut at her skin, ripping at the already reddened, wounded flesh. Where the skin was especially raw, the brine stung like a fire had been lit inside her and she was burning from the outside in, and the inside out.


  She cried miserably but he didn’t stop. Taking his wife to a daring conclusion in her chastisement, he would not back down from anything he planned—even when his cold heart thawed hearing her cries. He took her to the edge of herself, to the point where she could simply go no further, nor could he.


  Though Peter planned to replace the anal plug with his dick, he altered the outcome. Untying her, they moved to the bed with her wrists still bound and the plug still snuggly lodged in her behind. Filling her cunt with his engorged organ, he rode her hard, listening to the whimpering happiness inherent in her climax, as his own body sailed to its thrilling finale.


  “I expect your unfailing obedience to me, Victoria. You will not fail me again,” he swore as the scene ended.


  “Oh, never!” she agreed. She’d agree to anything from a man who could produce such profound thrills in the deepest part of her.


  She truly believed her vow and so did her husband. And that was why, when another six months later, she fell into the old pattern of drinking and promiscuous behavior, they both were stunned.


  

  Peter remembered that second attempt to cure his wife with much regret. Had he been foolish to think she’d surrender again so completely? Had he gone too far with his threats? Had he scared her, laying out a punishment too severe for her to accommodate? He would take her in the cellar of the main house, not the cottage. She’d do her penance in the darkness of that dank atmosphere, endure the pain and understand submissive in ways she’d never fully understood before.


  When he mentioned these things, he could see that his schemes scared her to the core. But he hoped her fear would only make the experience more stirring, and the lesson more easily learned. Instead, however, her anxiety made her flee.


  Perhaps he’d failed to assess her true state of mind, and the depth of her personal anguish. If only … he would say to himself repeatedly, though he never finished his thoughts.


  There were miserable months following her leaving when he wanted to go to her, bring her back to Rutledge House and forgive her every failure with an open heart. But that was just one side of his nature. The other side was as cold and calculating as the advice from James and Robert. They counseled against anything rash. Rutledge women had to accept their status and there could be no room for such compromise. Though the matter was rarely mentioned, it was pointedly assumed by both men that Victoria needed to decide for herself if she wanted her life as a Rutledge; that for Peter to force the issue would not create a woman free to choose, but mere chattel. Choice was always profoundly important to the Rutledge clan and Peter knew his brothers were right.


  After the first reckless incidents in Tahoe with the Porsche and credit cards, Peter dashed off one brisk letter letting her know that she was free to return, that he would welcome her, but that she would need to face what drove her away.


  It seemed like a good plan. He hoped that she’d remember the great rapture they shared plunging into the abyss of their sexual psyches. Unfortunately, his message had not stirred her from her drunken misery, and the tales of her unseemly behavior in Tahoe only became grimmer. He listened to the detective reports for several months, then gave James the task of keeping watch on her. He couldn’t live with what he heard, so he did his best to coolly forget and detach, putting a protective barrier of haughtiness between himself and his feelings.


  Two years, nothing really changed, except that Suellen slowly began to warm his bed and in some ways ease his disquiet. She’d likely not ever touch his inner sorrow. Frankly, Peter liked the fact that their relationship would never explore the same territory he did with his wife. He wouldn’t risk himself like that again. Suellen was much too practical, hardly intimate at all. Not that Peter himself was a intimate man; but with Victoria, Vicki, there was something else taking place when they were together, which could only be described as magical.


  These were his thoughts, the ones he’d never share with anyone. It was senseless to involve another person in that corner of life, so he simply closed the door and locked it tight with padlock and key. Locked tight, until Victoria Lake managed to pry that door open with the gentle crowbar of her beauty, waltzing through the kitchen door as though she’d never left.


  “Peter,” he heard James’ voice and lifted his head at the sound.


  “Yes?”


  “You’re tired. Don’t you think you should go to bed?”


  “I suppose.”


  James waited for him to rise; noting that his brother seemed hardly inclined to follow his suggestion. He didn’t budge. “Are you going to accept her back?” James finally asked.


  “I don’t know.”


  “I think you do.”


  “Only on my terms. I’m afraid our lives would be a disaster if I let her get away with the last three years unscathed.”


  James agreed. “The proper atonement can be very healing.”


  “That would be my hope.”


  “And Suellen?”


  “Yes, she is another matter. And I haven’t figured it out yet.”


  “You don’t love her, Peter.”


  “No,” he shook his head, “Not the way I love Vicki.”


  James remembered his wife’s comment regarding Peter’s affectionate nickname for his wife.


  Peter looked up, his eyes brightening. “It will be rough for a few weeks,” he said.


  “And Veronica will make it nasty if she can,” James added.


  “Perhaps you have an assignment you can send her on?”


  He nodded. “I’ll talk to Robert. I’m sure he’ll agree.”


  “I don’t need their battles, too.”


  “No, certainly not.”


  “I wonder why they are so at odds.” Peter mused.


  “Probably because they are so much alike,” James stated what he thought was obvious to everyone.


  Peter didn’t like that response. “Sorry, I love my sister, but I can’t see the similarity.”


  “That’s because you’re blinded by your feelings for Victoria.”


  “Perhaps. But if you could just keep my sister from screwing with my life, I’d be very grateful.”


  ***


  Upstairs, the dark-eyed Angela stood in the shadows of her bedroom staring toward her husband as he moved into the room.


  “Angela?” he looked for her, suddenly seeing her peering at him through the darkness.


  “Yes.” She stood stock still, James finding her odd mood curious.


  “Is something the matter?”


  “No, not at all. I was just thinking, daydreaming.” She stared out at the night now black as pitch.


  “And what were you daydreaming of?” he asked, moving closer so he was standing at her shoulder, his body seeming to swallow her in his aura.


  “Hummm,” she leaned back into his comforting chest, hugging her arms crossed in front of hers. “Peter and Victoria, I guess.”


  “And why would you daydream about them?”


  “They have such great passion, don’t you think?”


  “Yes, I’m sure they do. Victoria is the only thing that Peter has really been passionate about in his life.”


  “And he’ll have her back.”


  “I’m sure, once she’s paid due homage.”


  “It will be severe for her, won’t it?”


  “Very. She has a good deal to make up for.”


  “Sometimes I think about atonement.”


  “How’s that?” He caressed her arms lovingly, enjoying the feel her body against his, and the spirit of dominion she seemed to raise in him. Though he asked the question of her, he knew her answer before she spoke.


  “Perhaps it’s why I rebelled so recently.”


  “Because you like being taken?”


  “Yes.” Her body became more aroused as the need in her flourished, seeking the kind of end her mind imagined. Her chest heaved as though it would burst with desire. “Would you take me like that now?”


  “And, that’s what you need?”


  “Oh! I do.” She turned inside his arms and peered up at her husband’s seamless face, noting how his eyes were changing in aspect, turning fierce and powerful, rising beyond the compassionate look, which was so often apparent.


  “In the chapel then,” he said.


  “The old chapel?” she queried.


  “Why there?”


  “It’s what I’ve been thinking of… every day since you took me in the chapel anteroom.”


  “All right.” He seemed impressed by her willingness. Her shyness had fled, replaced by a fervent resolve, which only stirred his passions more. “Go there now, in your robe. And I’ll meet you shortly.”


  “Alone?”


  “Of course alone.” His resolve was fixed now, even as he saw a tremor of apprehension in his wife’s expression.


  

  A stony path leading along the cliffs ran into the forest of Monterey pines. The path would wind along the edge of the tall bluff, the ocean below crashing against the rock in an agitated and endless wail. Just off that path at the head of the bluff, a trail split off leading deeper into the trees. Inside a circle of pines, the abandoned chapel stood, a cold stone structure more dark and forbidding than any sinister room in Rutledge House.


  James had vowed he’d tear it down, but had never gotten around to the task. Truly, there was a stimulating allure about the stone façade and rough-hewn timbers, which added to its unusual architecture. There was no glass in the windows—there never had been—and only a few stone benches remained in the tiny fortress. It had been designed for summer use. When the sun was high in the sky and that sky was blue, and gentle breezes gusted off the ocean, it was a perfect place for lovers—warm, sunny and romantic.


  At night, in the dark, when the sky was black, when few stars were visible across the heavens, the old chapel was a gothic nightmare for a romantic woman, a place for dangerous rendezvous.


  Going there alone was frightening, as though demons or witches might jump out of the trees, or arise from subterranean caverns and pounce upon an unsuspecting soul, dragging them into the deep recesses of the sensuous earth. Fear beat inside Angela’s lusty bosom; and the mound between her legs was as hot as coals, burning wickedly as her desire stirred every lubricous thought her fantasy could bring to life.


  Entering the open door, she smelled the aroma of damp rock, and the biting musk of gathered leaves, which made moldy beds of soft debris in the chapel’s corners.


  She sat on one cold bench, raising her filmy robe so she could pressed her naked sex into the damp wetness, letting her own female juice flow into it. Her crotch was hot, but cooled by the stone, as its chill crept into her body. There were disparate things happening to her as her mind leapt backward in time and her body filled with the anticipation of the scene that her husband would unfold for her.


  The sound of owls, the flutter of bats’ wings, and the howl of some distant animal made her tremble in fright. She wanted to fly from the chapel, now sure that this had been a terrible mistake. Clutching her heart for a second, she tried to calm.


  Once she felt her husband’s body behind her, her anxiety eased. She felt his large hands on her shoulders, pressing downward, venting a degree of harsh determination she savored, but found rare in her relationship with James. He was often gentle, even when he was exacting the most ruthless kind of punishment. But there were those times, like this one, when the gentleness was not enough for either of them. And now, as though they’d tapped into a vein of depravity unearthed by the return of Victoria Lake, they required themselves to go deeper—for Angela to taste her fears while James brought them to her.


  Clutching her robe in his fist, he tugged the fabric hard, ripping it way from her body—her last protection gone.


  “Lie over the stone and hug it to you tightly,” he advised.


  Trembling nervously, Angela obeyed the order. Rising to her feet, she straddled the same stone bench on which she mused about this taking. Laying her torso along the chilling granite, her plump breasts flattened on the rough surface and her Venus mound wiggled into one jutting stone, which threatened to cut through her skin. Her ass was splayed at the end of the bench, her anus and damp cunt unprotected. Letting her face connect with the hard slab, the relentless, frigid ache the position produced consumed her entire body.


  Still, her body beat with fire, as though she could thaw the night, and warm the air, and turn the rock into gleaming coal.


  She panted, hardly able to take in fresh air; what was old and dreary seemed all there was around her. Angela hugged her bench as though it were a friend, and when she felt the first strike from James’ implement, instead of shrieking, she hung on tighter. Perhaps that stone might take away the pain. He was using a thong of leather, something similar to a belt or strap, though this one narrowed to a point at the end of the three-foot length, and created a nasty snap against the flesh. The small end dug where it hit straight on, or where it curled around her hip and caught the fragile skin above the bone. With his repeated blows, she sensed her ass was turning red, for it was dangerously hot. Hot enough to rip passion through her groin, and make her mound and pussy grind more deliberately against the stone, seeking climax. The more the thong kissed the tender places of her ass with its biting strike, the more it fueled her need for more. She cried into the unrelenting granite, enjoying its rigid inflexibility. Its texture and solidity reminded her of the man who wielded the whip.


  Angela’s cries came from her gut, some gentle whimpers of sadness, others more like sobs, but most arose as pleas for more. Stopping was not an option now.


  Midway through this carnal sacrament, James picked up a paddle, intended to sharpen her experience of pain. The paddle’s sting put her beyond the erotic intent of the thong. Her cries became wilder, her squirms against the stone fierce enough to scratch her skin right through the silken hair at the head of her pubic mound. She fought to keep herself in place, and not bolt, and not cry too loudly in despair, or attempt to beg for mercy. And for her efforts, she was soon rewarded, when James changed his tactics one more time, returning to the more sensuous thong to deliver the final sequence of strikes.


  As he finished, James knelt on the ground between her splayed thighs, and pressed his mouth to her crack. He licked the crevice, from the flowing liquor of her needy snatch to the brown bum hole at the top. He licked it wet, driving his tongue into each hole in turn. Her avid response made his organ swell inside his pants, as though urgently pleading with him to withdraw it for the final act. He waited, though. He wouldn’t let this moment pass too quickly. This was a rare indulgence, which would not soon be repeated. Even for lovers who commonly sought this kind of profound extreme, the waiting and the fantasy required to make it rich suggested that such acts as these must be sparingly experienced to have their greatest effect. With Angela, this was especially true. She rarely sought such depths. Yes, it was Victoria’s return that captured his wife’s imagination. This kind of love act belonged to Peter and his exiled wife. It was their domain to enjoy; though now, just the fact of their reunion was inspiration for the softer, kinder woman.


  At last, James pressed his mouth to Angela’s clitoris. The tiny head pulsed, that sliver of muscle hard and engorged with blood. Drawing the moist flesh between his teeth, he pulled it out until he heard her shriek, then dropping it, he licked at the flaps of skin, wiggling his tongue once again into the center. Knowing that her climax was about to strike, he unzipped his fly, his cock set free.


  He satisfied her, driving his engorged member into her snatch. Once her climax peaked, he removed the demanding organ from her pussy and plunged it into her ass; the brown hole widening as his pulsing erection quickly inched its way inside.


  Slapping her thighs with his thighs and her ass with his hand, he fucked another cum from her grasping sex and drew his own from the deep well of his lust.


  “Ah!” he exclaimed with a sigh. “I should like to tie you here some night, and leave you for an hour or two to contemplate abandonment.” There was a triumphant tone to his voice.


  “Oh, sir, I’m not sure if I’m ready,” she whispered.


  “Oh, but you will be when I am,” was his firm assurance.


  His threats were haunting aphrodisiacs. Whether he ever lived up to his vows really didn’t matter, they were the fuel for more dark love, and that would lap at her spirit until she begged again for these extremes.




  Chapter Eight


  

  At seven a.m. Veronica bounded down the stairs, planning to make breakfast. Robert was on the phone in the den, nodding her away when she tried to interrupt the conversation. Okay, let him stew if he didn’t like his breakfast, she thought. She was making protein shakes and that was all he’d get. Saved her a sink of dirty dishes to clean.


  When Robert joined her in the kitchen, he hardly noticed the tall glass of blended fruit and milk, and protein powder.


  “You have plans today?”


  “Sure. Run the beach, and if the sun comes out, I’m going to work on my tan. If not, I’m off to Santa Rosa to shop.”


  “I have a better idea.”


  “What’s that?”


  “James needs someone to go to France and work with our vineyard there for a few weeks. Their sales are down and we think the new rep needs a good consultant to get him off first base.”


  “France? Really?” Her charming face lit happily, her tousled blond hair looking more like an innocent halo in the morning sun. But then her eyes suddenly darkened and she frowned. “You’re trying to get rid of me, aren’t you?”


  “Rid of you? Why would you think that?”


  “I know how this family works. You think I’m going to stir up trouble for Vicki and Peter.”


  “No one said anything about that.”


  “But it’s implied.” She let her empty glass hit the counter a little too forcefully.


  “You want to go over my lap about this?” Robert asked in his best warning tone.


  “No, not at all. I love France.” She smiled broadly as though that would mask the poison flowing through her veins.


  “Good,” he said, knowing he got his message across. “You perform well and behave yourself, you might just get your job back.”


  That pleased her. She rinsed the sink with water and then turned her glass upside-down in the dishwasher. “So, Victoria’s back with Peter, huh?”


  “Not exactly.”


  “Ah! I see.” She had a knowing expression on her pouty lips.


  “See what?”


  “There’s going to be some grand return for the little bitch. A good going over and you don’t want me there to screw things up.”


  “I don’t know what’s happening with Peter and Victoria. The last I heard, he was planning to divorce her and marry Suellen. As far as I know, his plans haven’t changed.”


  “It’ll never happen, trust me.”


  “I never trust you, dear. Except to know your sweet mind is always cooking up something. After your display yesterday, I think it would be best, as do James and Peter, if you’d stay clear of the whole matter. The only way I can make sure that happens is to send you safely somewhere else.”


  “You think I’m safe in France.”


  “I’ll have Pierre LaRouche looking after you.”


  “What!”


  “You heard me.”


  “But he’s a-a ….” She couldn’t spit it out.


  “He’s a bastard with a paddle and an even bigger bastard with a cane. And then there’s the switch, which I’m told is miserable.” He was chuckling to himself he was so amused. “He’ll be following your every move, darling. Step out of line, he has his orders. And now you have yours.”


  “Ooo, you miserable lout!” she blared, as her husband started to walk away.


  “But a loveable one,” he rejoined.


  ***


  Peter walked from the house to the garage, surprised to see Suellen in the drive, backing out of the old garage.


  “When did you get here?” he asked.


  “I didn’t leave last night.”


  “Oh? And how’s that?” He looked suspiciously concerned.


  “I stayed with Logan.”


  “You stayed with Logan?”


  “He was very hospitable.”


  “I imagine he was.”


  “You’re taking her back, Peter.” That seemed to be the only explanation she needed to make.


  “I never said that,” he curtly rejoined.


  “But I know you are. And I don’t blame you. Your relationship was passionate, while ours is—is ‘tender’, but ordinary.” There was a sensuous lilt in her voice he would miss.


  “Don’t say that, Su, not yet.”


  “No, you don’t say any more.”


  “Nothing has been finished,” he tried again uselessly.


  “Just let me know when it is.”


  Suellen put her idling car into reverse, and backed into a semicircle, turning the car around so she’d descend Rutledge Hill looking straight ahead into the amber fields.


  

  It could have been much worse, but regardless, the conversation left him empty. Suddenly, changing his plans, he walked back to the house, into the study, picked up the phone, and dialed the number of the Francais Motel.


  ***


  Veronica had only a day to act before she was shipped off to France. Of course, they made her banishment sweet, sending her to her favorite place on earth. The fact that Pierre LaRouche would be “looking after” her was not a pleasant thought. But she could manage to get around him with enough flirtatious charm. He was a sucker for her smile, and his voyeuristic inclinations always made him eager to catch a glimpse of a bare breast or nipple any time she offered one. She could easily dress to please him, discarding her underwear, and wearing skimpy skirts and low-cut tee shirts. Seems France made her even more daring with her clothes—with no Robert hovering over her with his critical eye.


  Creeping back into the Rutledge offices after hours, Veronica was careful to move as stealthily as possible. There was a night watchman in the building, but if she kept quiet, he wouldn’t budge from his engrossing fixation with late night TV. Slipping by his open door, she tiptoed toward the back of the main office, past the secretaries’ desks, the advertising and sales departments, to the executive offices, where she’d begin her search through James’ computer files. If what she wanted wasn’t on his computer, certainly his private files would contain the info she needed on Vicki Lake.


  Her devious plot was inspired by a conversation she overheard a year ago: Robert and James discussing the detective in Tahoe who’d been tailing her sister-in-law. She’d been into pretty tawdry things, so potentially deleterious to Peter that his brother and brother-in-law refused to give him the information. What Veronica was after were the photographs. The more damning the better as far as she was concerned. Oh, this didn’t surprise her! The cheap bitch should never have dug her long-nailed claws in to her brother. She’d warned him long before they married, but would he listen? Hell no! Vicki was a tramp in high school. Sure, she was good for a little fun. And yeah, they ran around together, acting like best friends; but it was all a game for Veronica in her wild youth, when being a rebellious Rutledge was delightfully appealing. It was still a good rush, every once in a while; but she had to be more careful since she had supposedly matured. Getting spanked could be a hoot at times, but it was also a nasty pain in the butt when she was mad.


  If only she could find the photographs on the disk, or in James’ computer, it would be so much easier. She preferred to enact her scheme in the least incriminating way for her. But regardless of the outcome, going to this trouble was worth the risk.


  Victoria was bad news, not just for Peter, but for her. Her reasons were far from rational, and beyond reason, she simply couldn’t stop herself.


  If Peter was still so blind as to accept Victoria back after a full disclosure of her disgraceful lifestyle, then he deserved her. She’d wipe her hands of the matter and never bother them again. At least that was her reasoning. Whether she could live up to that personal vow or not, she wasn’t sure.


  Taking James’ seat in front of his computer, she booted the machine, listening to the grinding whir until it finally settled on the opening screen. James had a massive amount of data on his computer, and it took some time wading through files to get to anything personal. Unfortunately, there was nothing that looked remotely promising.


  Turning to his desk, she rooted through his drawers, pulling out floppy disks with everything from purchasing records, sales stats, and company volume reports. Replacing each exactly where she found it, Veronica was frustrated to find nothing having to do with Vicki Lake. The bottom drawer of James’ desk was locked, a fact that did not deter her. Finding a letter opener in his top drawer, she played with it for several minutes, finally managing to pop the lock. Inside there were files, secure account information, which was no secret from her; and finally, at the very bottom of the drawer, she found an unmarked manila envelope.


  Her heart leapt happily, knowing she’d scored, and opening the brass clasp, Veronica practically screamed with delight when her fingers felt the smooth surface of a glossy photograph. Drawing out several sheets with detective reports and several dozen loose photographs, a broad smile appeared across her face, her voluptuous body jiggling delightedly at what she saw. She had exactly what she needed and just in time! For a moment she sat back in James’ comfy leather chair and smiled with satisfaction.




  Chapter Nine


  

  Peter had his brother on the house phone at seven o’clock. The busy day looming before him suggested an early start. But getting into email, everything in his world suddenly stopped. An intense sensation burned through his belly as though someone had just taken a knife and ripped him open.


  “James. I need to talk.”


  “You’re in the office.”


  “Looking at my email.”


  “Ambitious are we?”


  “I was planning to meet with Victoria later today.”


  He noted with interest his brother’s pensive mood. “And there’s a problem?”


  “In a word, yes. An odd email came through this morning.” He stopped not knowing what to say.


  “And…”


  “You didn’t tell me everything. Everything about Victoria in Lake Tahoe.”


  “Why would you say that?”


  “If you want a graphic description, come down here and see for yourself.”


  ***


  Rutledge House was quiet in the late afternoon. The cook was preparing dinner; the household staff taking a break; the Vineyard offices were winding down for the day; and a cool and eerie silence had descended over the hill. Victoria remembered many days like this one—her favorite sort of day, when the sun was visible in the sky from dawn to sunset, and warm breezes rustled against her cheek.


  Ascending the front steps, Victoria entered the house, enjoying Anna’s warm-hearted embrace. She was left by herself to wait for Peter. After baking in the sunshine, she found the foyer chilly, its emptiness ringing hollow. This felt terribly awkward. She was no longer welcome to roam the house at will, now as much a guest as a stranger, as much a stranger to the house as the tourists in Paris Cove.


  The old home was both familiar and alien to her; and her mind kept jumping back and forth in time, as though she’d forgotten exactly where she was, and the date, and her current status.


  ‘Self-appointed outcast’ seemed to describe her best, and she’d certainly lived up to that reputation. It was time now, however, to face the truth and her husband.


  “Victoria, come inside,” she heard Peter’s voice before she saw him. He stood behind her, and when she turned, his impeccably handsome features seemed to leap out at her. His clothes were stylish and classic, the draping pants and shirt obviously expensive silk; the pants tan; the shirt pure white. He casually concealed his hands in his pockets, and then strolled back to the study, leaving her to follow him.


  Peter’s demeanor was not as crisp, or seductive, or haunting as it had been three nights before when she surprised him at dinner. His face was blank and open, as though he were expecting something and was unsure what that something was.


  “Sit, please.”


  She took that as an order, serious and direct, so she sat while he coolly sauntered about the office.


  “Tell me about Tahoe,” he said after one cleansing sigh.


  Was he nervous, too? she wondered.


  She looked over her shoulder trying to catch his eye, but he’d stopped before a window and peered out, his back to her. “What exactly did you want to know?” she asked.


  “What it was that you did for three years.”


  “I sort of thought you knew, at least the gist of it.”


  He finally turned her way. “I want more than the ‘gist’ of it. I have the reports from our detective, and my brother’s point of view. But I want details, Victoria. I don’t want to wonder about anything anymore. You want your life back, you’ll explain everything until I’m satisfied.”


  Victoria coughed nervously then took a deep breath. The subject was so extensive; a lot had happened in three years. She’d have to pick and choose, what to include what to leave out. And where should she begin? Her hesitation didn’t set well with Peter.


  “I’ve asked you a question; I want an answer,” he interrupted her musing as he clipped off each word curtly.


  “I behaved badly,” she finally spit out, for lack of any better way to begin. “I—uh …”


  “Slept around?” he asked, deciding to pick up when her zeal for disclosure seemed to be flagging.


  “Some.”


  “Took spanking tricks for money?”


  “Yes.”


  “Drank like a lush?”


  “Yes, but I’ve been sober for nearly a year.”


  “That’s good news,” he replied, without believing her, eyebrows raised mockingly. “How about dancing nude for private parties.”


  This piece of information dropped like a bomb.


  “You know about that?”


  “Someone emailed me pictures this morning.”


  “Someone?”


  “I haven’t a clue.”


  “I wouldn’t have thought your detective would have—”


  “And why wouldn’t he?”


  “They were private parties. Very private.” She seemed totally deflated.


  “Tell me about them,” Peter moved on.


  “What were the pictures like?” she asked.


  “That’s not an answer, Victoria. If you want to patch things up with me, you’d better spit out all the truth, because that’s where we start. So far, I’m doing all the work here.”


  “Oh, Peter. Why can’t you just punish me?” she said. “That I’d welcome.”


  “Guilty women usually do,” he said. “But this guilty woman has a whole lot more than a fanny reddening to look forward to. Tell me about the parties.”


  They were her worst times in Tahoe, before the binge drinking stopped and she got a hold on her behavior—at least enough to stop the dangerous downslide.


  “I was out of money, drinking too much, and the only way I could make a buck was hiring myself out to gambling parties…” She stopped mid-sentence.


  “Where you… what, got spanked?”


  “Some.”


  “Fucked for money?”


  “Yes, that, too,” she answered weakly. “I did it all.”


  “Even porno movies.”


  She looked surprised again. “I’m not sure. There were cameras, but no one ever said what happened to the film. I was too drunk to care.”


  Moving to the desk, Peter pulled out the email photographs he’d downloaded, and with them in his fist, pushed them toward her face.


  “This is you?”


  She looked at the images, hardly recognizing herself, except that certain features were obvious, and so was the truth.


  “Of course.” She paused. “At the worst time, about two years ago.”


  “How long?”


  “Maybe two, three months. But then, I hit bottom, laid off the liquor, and took a decent casino job.”


  There was very little for Peter to enjoy about anything she said. The confession seemed exhausting for them both. He knew he still loved her, and the lust he enjoyed was almost too much to contain. But, at the same time, this was hard to take, hard to listen to, and even harder to forgive.


  “So, how do you suppose you can make it up to me?” he asked. He really seemed to wonder, his mood was thoughtful, and the question was hardly as sarcastic as it might have been.


  “I don’t know. I was hoping you could tell me.”


  Peter strolled back toward the windows looking out on the lawn of the estate, while Victoria turned the disturbing photographs upside down and pressed them into her lap, waiting for him to answer her last question.


  “Was it the mention of the cellar?” he finally said, whipping around so fast that his adroit move startled her.


  “The cellar?”


  “What made you leave me.”


  “I don’t know. Maybe. But honestly, Peter, I can’t explain my motivation. I was drinking too much, you knew that. Though, I suppose I was drinking even more than you knew. I swear, though, when I was sober I loved our life—everything, especially the sex; but something—something wasn’t right, I-I don’t understand myself sometimes.”


  “And what makes you think now will be any better?”


  “Because I have accepted what I need.”


  “Oh, some grand enlightenment.” His hand swept the air with a grand flourish. Then he moved to the desk, and sat staring at her.


  “I’ve been thinking about coming back for several months,” she said, her passion gathering courage. “I kept wanting to call. I even picked up the phone several times and dialed the number. I suppose if I’d still been drinking, I would have just taken off. But I was sober and clear-headed and every time the desire to return rose up in me, I squashed it as stupid. I couldn’t see any way you’d take me back after all this time.”


  “So, what made you finally decide?”


  “My last client.”


  “You call them clients, interesting.”


  Skipping over his sarcasm she continued, “The last man who hired me for a spanking session reminded me of you in some ways; but more than that were the extremes to which he took me. I usually didn’t give these men anything but an over-the-lap sort of session. Straight spanking, but…” her hushed voice trailed off and she looked away. “His name was Forrest Giles. I thought it would be a typical session, but when I arrived at his house…”


  “You went to strange men’s homes having no idea who they were?” he snapped off angrily.


  “No, no. I usually met them once before any session was arranged.”


  “And you asked for references?”


  “Well, no, not exactly.”


  “How would you know you weren’t dealing with a madman?”


  She gulped. “I guess I didn’t,” she admitted, then rushed to add, “But I just knew. Intuition, I suppose. I never had a problem.”


  “So, this Forrest Giles?”


  She took another deep breath as though there simply wasn’t enough air. And fidgeting with the corner of the pictures in her lap, she continued. “He offered the standard spanking arrangement, two hundred dollars for an hour. Then he offered me seven hundred for more. Several hours, naked, and … anal penetration.”


  “Anal sex?”


  “Yes. It turned into a long session. Two other men joined him … paddles, canes, straps… I was finally tied to a punishment bench and anally worked over. The end was obvious.”


  “All three in your ass?”


  “Yes, all of them. But that session made the difference. I hadn’t gone that dark, or that extreme since I left you. And when I returned to my apartment that night, I knew it was time to come home.”


  An infinite silence expanded around them, that silence feeling like a bubble swallowing them in a world apart from every other living thing. If someone were to walk through the door, the estranged couple wouldn’t have noticed, they were that bound and motionless and focused inside that silence.


  When Peter broke through the quiet, he did so with his voice rising with each word. “Why would I want you back after all this time? After the way you’ve lived like a whore, slashed at the reputation of my family with your depraved behavior, and mocked our marriage with your adulterous life? Why would I possibly want you back?”


  The vehemence of his reproach was astounding—but as nurturing to her as any kindness he could offer. As the intensity of his words increased, so did the bizarre sensation of pleasure running through her shaking frame. His message was harsh, but profoundly felt.


  “Because I love you,” she finally managed to say. “Because you love me. Because I think you want to punish me for this. You want to make things right. You’re not a man who doesn’t finish what he starts. If you really wanted me out of your life, you would have ordered me off the property when I first walked in the house. If you were finished with me, I would have had the divorce papers a long time ago. But that isn’t like you, Peter.”


  “Perhaps not. Perhaps I’ve cared more about us than you ever did.”


  “That is true,” she admitted. “I’m so ashamed.”


  “Words aren’t adequate, are they?”


  “No.” He could hardly hear her. She could hardly hear herself, but they both understood what she was saying.


  Peter stood up and walked around the room again—it was a common device he used when he didn’t know what to say, or when he wanted the pause in a dialogue to be so rife with anticipation that his subject was practically in a panic for him to speak. He used it in business, with his family, and most successfully with Victoria. By the time he finally spoke again, her body was laden with lust, her mind teeming with agitated expectation, her voice about to break into a primal scream.


  “Turns out, this is your lucky day,” he finally said with an unusually light-hearted tone. “That is, depending on your point of view. I can’t deny you this reunion, Victoria. You are right. I love you. Perhaps you are my addiction. Perhaps I need a Twelve Step program to cure myself of you.” He paused to breathe again. “We’ll find you the atonement you need, and for me… the reprisal I require. I don’t know when and where it will start. And who knows where it will take us? But as of today, you won’t be leaving this house without me. You obey me, and we’ll see—see if there is a future.” He stopped speaking, leaving her with the feeling that he wanted to say more.


  Victoria didn’t know whether to be relieved or scared to death. She did breathe more deeply once the decision was made. Her hands trembled; her throat was tight—too tight to speak. Thankfully, Peter didn’t require her response.


  “I’ll have your things brought from the motel. Though I think while we’re in the midst of making reparations, I’ll sleep in the adjoining bedroom.”


  “You’re letting me back in bed?” The shock was enough to get her talking.


  “Yes. That is your room, Victoria. It’s where you belong. Though it might be awhile before I feel like sharing the bed with you.”


  Stupefied and speechless, she sat staring at her husband wondering if she would ever recover.




  Chapter Ten


  

  For the first six months after Victoria left, Peter imagined the many possibilities for a proper way to punish his wife. The days and weeks of her exile added to the woes he’d wreak on her—his imagination filled with dark plots and sinister schemes. He even imagined the erotic endings, which would satisfy them both. But with Victoria’s continued absence, the scenarios became more difficult to imagine. Real atonement seemed impossible, and he had to stop his worthless musings.


  With Victoria back, he returned to the task of devising a meaningful punishment. As though no time had passed at all, he could remember every scene his mind had previously conjured. After some initial musing, he concluded that it would take some time before he was ready to act.


  

  While Peter debated the issue for three days, Victoria settled into Rutledge House. The servants, Peter’s brothers, Robert, Angela, all of them seemed to be part of a ruse, pretending as though the three years of their lives meant nothing. Victoria walked through this weird interim gauging responses, judging the thoughts likely working in their brains, and wondering about the things they didn’t say. The agitation in her was almost constant, the worrying, the speculation. And Peter’s protracted reticence was disturbing. What could he possibly be waiting for?


  Her first two nights, she cried herself to sleep. And on the fourth morning, she woke determined to face her husband and force his hand.


  However, before arriving for breakfast in the morning room, she was informed that he’d left on a business trip and wouldn’t be home for several days.


  “I can’t stand this,” she finally cried, walking into James’ Rutledge Vineyard office.


  “What’s the matter, dear?”


  “Peter. You. Angela. Robert. Anna. Even Geneva. This is a nightmare.”


  “Oh, I hardly think so. Haven’t we treated you well?”


  “Yes. Yes. But…” She frowned unhappily. “I know Peter has something in mind, but what? Why all this silence? Why the wait?”


  James took off his reading glasses and stared at her with an infinitely patient expression, finally saying, “Three years is a long time, Victoria. I imagine Peter needs to get used to the idea of your being here before he acts.”


  “If he acts.”


  “Oh, he will, I assure you.” He smiled. “Use the time to let yourself get ready for the punishment. You’re a women of intense desires, let them arouse you. And when the time comes, humble yourself as you should. Time does not heal. But healing does take time—and so, too, will these reparations.”


  The phone rang, and seconds later, her brother-in-law shooed her from the room.


  

  Victoria was far too independent to let the matter rest in the way James described. She planned to voice her feelings to Peter as soon as he returned. Having made that decision, she put herself into the task of restoring one of the smaller gardens outside the house—one that had been left only marginally attended in her absence, since McDougal had not been up to this more remote part of the garden. Getting out of the house and breathing fresh air was immensely soothing.


  It was in this garden where she saw Peter next. Back from his business trip, her husband found her kneeling on the ground, her knees in the dirt, her ass wiggling in the air suggestively as she focused her attention on a mean looking dandelion, which had threaded its roots so deeply into the soil, it seemed impossible to pull out.


  “It’s looking better,” he commented. His voice stunned her back to reality. She hadn’t heard him approach. Rocking back on her heels, every fear in her mind and heart was suddenly engaged again.


  “You surprised me.”


  “So, I hear you’re frustrated. Wondering when I’m going to punish you?”


  Hearing his words, a small tremor of excited energy worked its magic on her crotch. “Yes, the thought has crossed my mind. Perhaps, I should have remembered your slyness before I returned.”


  “So, you already want to leave?”


  “No. No,” she rushed in to assure him. “I want to stay and I want you in our bed again.”


  “Horny?”


  “Please don’t mock me, Peter.”


  “I’ll do whatever I damn well please. You have no bargaining chips in this game. Whining, pleading and crying will not work.”


  She could tell. He was his most cold and calculating self.


  The afternoon sun just over Peter’s shoulder made it nearly impossible for Victoria to see him without holding an arm over her blinded eyes. Unable to observe him clearly, she’d not seen the implement in his hand; nor was she aware of the way he rapped that implement against his thigh. But when the sun suddenly slipped behind a passing cloud, the reality shook every sense in her awake. His eyes were biting, and there was a spanking paddle clutched inside his forceful hand.


  “Bend over, as you were when I found you,” he instructed.


  She wanted to cry; instead, every faculty in her focused on posing as he ordered. Bending toward the ground, her knees sunk more deeply into the dark dank earth. If anything, she raised her ass a little higher than it had been before.


  “Are you wearing underwear?” he asked.


  “No, sir.”


  “Then raise your skirt.”


  Baring her behind for him was much like the first time she’d completely disrobed in his presence. She’d had her back to him then, though she had been standing at the time. Not seeing his face made her obedience easier both times. Unfortunately, this pose limited any visual clues, which would forecast his first strike to her ass. But after all the painful, desperate waiting, she could be thankful that the first smack came swiftly.


  Peter hit her with a two-foot leather paddle, leveling several dozen strikes in the center of each cheek. These were hardly painful, and the thrilling sensation made her want to squirm erotically. Smartly, she held back the temptation, and yet, the attempt to disguise her excitement was not successful.


  Three years ago, it had been tough to hide her sexual arousal from a man who knew every nuance of her sensual body. It was just as difficult now. “Ah! I can see you’re going to need more than this.” Peter said, observed the way her body shimmied beneath her skin. Working briskly, he laid on more, brandishing the leather harder still, until her ass was hot, the color red, and she twisted and jumped erratically. The pain leapt up and snatched away any feeling of pleasure. Still, she did not make a peep.


  With Peter’s second round of strikes complete, he paused only briefly and continued with a third. Finally stopping abruptly, he changed his method entirely, grabbing a switch from the ground, which had been recently pruned from a nearby bush. The mean thing caustically laced the air as he practiced his stroke. He wanted his wife to hear that ominous whir before he focused on her penitently offered ass.


  Once beginning, the strikes were blistering, making her howl immediately. Though she tried to squelch her anguish, the repeated cuts soon conquered her pride and determination to be quiet. “Oh, my gawd, please,” she whelped. She was wriggling so fitfully that the dangerous switch hit the tenderest places on her thighs and hips. By the time Peter exhausted the thin branch, and himself, her poor behind was singed with lines, some cutting quite deeply into her tautly stretched skin.


  After so many days of waiting, her emotions poured out uncontrollably and she began to sob.


  Standing over her, Peter seemed as wiped out as his wife was; but, like her, he was glad the first session was over.


  “There will be more,” he said. Though his message was short, there was no coldness in his delivery. He seemed as calm and peaceful as Victoria was feeling. “Tonight, you’ll make amends to the family.”


  Before she could recover enough to look at Peter, he was leaving, and she hadn’t the strength to call him back. Still submissively posed over her flowerbed, she slowly reached behind her back and drew her skirt over her ass. One last tear fell down her cheek, and for the first time in days, she smiled.


  ***


  There were six places set for dinner, those usual ones for the residents of the house, plus one for Robert who, with his wife in France, was eating his meals with the family. Even Logan was counted on to appear, though he’d likely be late. Geneva fixed her roast beef dinner, a staple at Rutledge House, though it was no one’s favorite meal. It did reflect the cook’s intuitive sense that the household needed something simple, substantial and nurturing at this time. Though no one knew there would be a ‘scene’ at dinner, the astute woman sensed something brewing.


  The scattered family began to gather in the living room at six o’clock, arriving one at a time, fresh from the office or upstairs. They didn’t spend time on cocktails, but moved directly to dinner.


  At six, Victoria was still in the garden. The summer evening was warm, and after the fierce punishment she’d received that afternoon, she remained close to the soothing earth. Her mind had been swimming for days as her inner turmoil swelled. Though much of her agitation had fled with her first punishment, in the hours following that remarkable re-acquaintance with his ruthlessness, she needed the peace of the garden and the quiet it provided her.


  Victoria’s preoccupation with her work became so mindless that only the sound of the chime from inside the house, announcing the six o’clock hour, notified her that she was late for dinner. Suddenly awakened, she jumped up from her lilies and raced toward the house. Up the back staircase, she then bolted for her room and quickly made herself presentable, throwing on a clean dress and wiping smudges of dirt from her face. After running a comb through her tangled hair, she determined that she was decent enough and raced downstairs.


  The fast flying Victoria took a deep breath at the dining room doorway realizing that the rest of the family was already sitting down to dinner—all but Logan who would saunter in on his own time.


  “I’m so sorry,” she said, as she hurriedly tried to take a seat next to Peter.


  “That’s really quite all right,” he replied, preventing her from sitting. “I think it would be best if we got a few formalities over with right now.”


  Victoria straightened, a tremor of fear darting up her spine, only then to meander down to where her punished ass still tingled from the switching.


  “We’ve had some discussion,” Peter continued calmly addressing his family. “Victoria has something to say.”


  “I do?” She gulped miserably, then thought better. “Yes, I do. I-uh—” she stopped her eyes roving from one Rutledge to the next, finally returning to her husband. “I know the last few years have caused a lot of trouble, and I apologize. I realize that after so much time, there is hardly anything I could say …. But I am sincere about being Peter’s wife, and I’ll do whatever that takes to make up for my mistakes. I do need your forgiveness.”


  James, Robert, Angela, and then Logan—who suddenly appeared at the door just as she was making her confession—eyed her with stares, which were firm of purpose, and just a little in awe of the situation. It was rare when a Rutledge lady was “called down” before the entire family. Victoria could only remember once before, when she and Veronica were simultaneously punished for one of their cantankerous squabbles in front of an awestruck crowd of fifty family members and guests. That miserable evening, their furious husbands surprised them both, insisting that they raise their party dresses and bare their behinds for a brusque going over. They took a sound paddling; and their unremitting war was supposed to have ended that night. The joint spanking should have given them reason to put down their poisonous arrows, but the effect only lasted a few months. Eventually, they picked up where they had left off with the same toxic exchanges—though they did manage to keep their battles out of the earshot of their husbands.


  In addition to that memorable incident, there was one other occurrence, when the newlywed Veronica was unexpectedly bent over the end of the dining table and spanked for sassing her brother. Apparently, she thought that once married, she was no longer under any obligation to obey James. James didn’t see it that way and was forced to reestablish some necessary boundaries when his impertinent sister defied his wishes. He stunned her with the swiftness of the maneuver. And as the spanking proceeded, Robert watched mirthfully, doing nothing to rescue his wife from the belt James laid across her naked behind.


  “Do you really think you can live in this house as Peter’s wife, and not fall into the unfortunate mindset that drove you away?” James asked.


  “I do.”


  “Are you willing to obey your husband?” Robert chimed in.


  “I am.”


  Both men looked at her doubtfully—as though they hadn’t already had a chance to interrogate her, scrutinize and judge her thoroughly. Apparently, they’d saved their concerns for this choice moment. “I’d like some personal proof of your sincerity,” James said.


  “You could see the remnants of my punishment,” Victoria suggested.


  “Yes, I’m sure we could. But I think we need even more evidence than that.” James’ brow furrowed deeply, his expression dismayed. All the while, he had his hand on Angela’s thigh as though he needed to comfort her. His wife always trembled when any of the Rutledge ladies were being disciplined. “Your behavior in Tahoe was disgraceful,” he went on. “Not only did you dishonor yourself, you dishonored Peter and the entire family. We had taken you into our home and made it yours. To have thrown our affections in our faces with such vulgar conduct is hardly forgivable.”


  “I realize that, but I ask your forgiveness anyway. I know Peter still loves me, and that my love for him has not faded at all.”


  “Yes, I realize he loves you.” He looked sterner than ever, as though he didn’t approve of his brother’s feeling. “If you truly loved him, you would never have put him through the horror of the last three years.”


  “I know that,” she readily conceded. “And I have no explanation for my behavior. But I swear, I’ve changed. And I want to make things right.”


  “Humph.” James growled a bit as he considered the matter. At the moment, he looked far older than his forty-one years; his position as patriarch had never been more apparent.


  “Let us see the damage from today,” Robert interceded. After all, he had a wife, who, but for the grace of God, might easily be standing in Victoria’s place. The poor woman’s visible sorrow seemed to grab at his heart. Then, too, he might just be missing Veronica.


  “Yes, sir.” Victoria turned around, lifting her skirt to her waist so that her bared behind was visible for all to see.


  “You know, I think this is bullshit,” Logan suddenly quipped. “Either spank her or let her go, but this hellish inquisition is stupid.”


  “Logan, please,” the poor subject turned pleadingly. “Let them have their say.”


  “You want this humiliation?”


  “I won’t live here unless everyone wants me,” she rose up, confronting him defiantly.


  He shook his head. “I like it when it’s fun and games. But this is too damned serious for me.” Rising from his chair, he sauntered from the room and left the remaining five to deal with the matter.


  Victoria returned to her penitent pose, allowing James, Robert and Peter a full view of her resplendent buttocks. There, a dozen pale thin lines were etched into the snowy surface where the switch had cut so severely. The sight was enough to send a startling shiver of excitement through everyone in the room.


  “I don’t wish to do more damage,” James said as he rose from his chair. “But I do want to paddle her.”


  “Please do,” Peter agreed.


  

  While Victoria waited, skirt still bunched around at her waist, James moved out of the room to find the proper implement. Surprisingly, he went for the kitchen, not the living room where there was an ample supply of disciplinary equipment.


  When he returned to the room, he carried a broad flat oven shovel in his hand. The hard wood had an ungracious feel when it landed on bare skin—in that respect, it was hardly different from old-fashioned school paddles, or the ordinary backside of a hairbrush. What he loved most about this particular implement was the wide dimensions of the business end, allowing him to smack both bottom cheeks at the same time. Victoria had felt that peculiar sting just once before—a unique experience in pain she wasn’t sure she wanted to relive. Unfortunately, she didn’t have much choice in the matter. This evening was being dictated by James alone. Peter had graciously relinquished control, sitting back to watch until the reins that held his wife in check were returned to his hands.


  “At the sideboard, Mrs. Rutledge,” James directed her.


  Moving unthinkingly toward the massive mahogany piece, she kept her skirt above her ass, and fell into the heavily polished wood, taking some comfort from the substantial feel it offered. Having secured her skirt clearly out of the way, she then reached to either side, holding on to the edges of the buffet top. Her white-knuckled grip would not relax until the ordeal was over. By then, her hands would be numb, almost as numb as the rest of her, her legs and arms, her heart and beating brain. The only place she would feel anything would be her ass, and that would sting as though it were raw and bathed in vinegar. Gritting her teeth, she waited.


  While Victoria readied herself, James assumed his position and the rest of the room held their breath. The stately gentleman took his task seriously, as though he were punishing this misguided woman on behalf of all the Rutledges who’d gone before her. He acted out of a sense of duty, and because, regardless of his spoken doubts about her potential for reform, he believed that Victoria belonged with Peter; and he would do what was necessary to make certain their reunion was secure.


  “I expect you’ll find this miserable to deal with, but please keep the volume of your protest down.” His guidance was firm, Victoria steeling herself against the anguish sure to follow. Truth was, she wanted this. She wanted it hard and swift and very thorough, the punishment enough to exonerate her from her terrible crimes.


  Hard, swift and thorough was exactly what the penitent woman received.


  With sleeves rolled to his elbows, James took a firm stance behind the remorseful Mrs. Rutledge, and drawing back his arm, he then leveled the broad end of the oven shovel on Victoria’s already marked behind. He followed his first strike with twenty more. Each one was laid on with meticulous care, hardly varying an inch from the strike that went before.


  For the first ten, Victoria managed to survive, swallowing her need to cry out. For the second ten, however, panic set in. She could hardly breathe. The pain was ferocious. And at the very end, she screamed, while her feet practically bolted the room. Her quaking flesh was colored like a brilliant sunset, voluptuously jiggling as she jostled back and forth. However, regardless of her frantic efforts she managed to remain fixed to the wood beneath her, as James proceeded uninterrupted with the last of her strikes.


  At the very end, she collapsed into the sideboard exhaustedly, and began quietly weeping.


  

  “Dinner has not yet begun.” She heard Peter speaking gently, his voice reaching inside the foggy numbness clouding her mind. “Perhaps you’d like your dinner in your room.”


  She didn’t need to reply. He was lifting her away, allowing her dress to fall in place over her singed behind. Kindly leading her from the room to the formal staircase in the foyer, he left her with one last thought, “You have surrendered well. I’ll have a tray sent up.”


  Remaining speechless, Victoria took the stairs to her room, thankful the ordeal was over.


  

  In the days that followed, Peter energetically attended his wife, ruthlessly disciplining her, the sessions in no particular order or design that she could count on. She was punished a second time in the garden, and again, when he ordered her over the kitchen table late at night while she was getting a glass of milk. That time, she hoped he would join her in bed when the session was over—and he almost did—though he elected instead to let his increasing tenderness toward her to remain unexpressed. The air about them had been sensuous, screaming for an erotic conclusion. When he brought her to her feet again, his hand was gently resting on her warmed behind and they almost fell into a frenzied clench. To Victoria’s dismay, however, he offered her nothing except one affectionate kiss on her left cheek. Later, the tears that crossed that spot actually cheered her. She needed to hold on. Things would change very soon. They would not survive such bridled passions for long.




  Chapter Eleven


  

  “It’s been nearly six weeks, Peter,” Robert said. “Do you suppose I could have Veronica return? As miserable as she sometimes is, I do miss her. Not to mention that I’m horny as hell.”


  “You know, she didn’t have to leave in the first place,” Peter offered.


  “I thought you requested it.”


  “Yes, I suppose I did. But my request might have been ill advised. Vicki and Veronica are going to have to get along. I think regardless of their past, my wife will curb her animosity. You can be sure, she won’t be fighting anyone for a good long while—if ever.” He seemed quite pleased with himself, eyes twinkling mischievously. “All you need to do is handle my sister with the same force.”


  Robert smiled too. “Don’t worry. I have something in mind for her. My little sweetheart has really been enjoying herself in France. And I think it’s time to end that now.”


  “Pierre?”


  “To start. But I’m planning to make the trip myself and finish her off. She’ll be as submissive as a sleepy pup by the time we get home, and in no mood to misbehave. In fact, I think she’ll be welcoming Victoria with open arms as though her dearest friend had just returned.”


  “That would be a miracle I’d like to see.”


  “Trust me, this is one miracle I’ll be happy to manufacture for us all.”


  “You have some secret to share?” Peter asked curiously.


  Robert’s eyes twinkled roguishly. “I know who sent you that email, but I only got proof today. She’s a sly one.” That’s all he said, but all he needed to say.


  ***


  Victoria worked the better part of the afternoon in her garden. It was coming along well. She could already see new shoots on some very old plants. And though it was probably just her imagination, she believed each plant was happier and more content for all the weeding, pruning, watering and fertilizing she was doing. In some way, this was not unlike her relationship with Peter. Every day they grew closer. A little more of their marriage was restored as though they were pulling out noxious weeds of their discontent and nurturing their marriage with a rain of gentleness. They talked more frequently about their missing three years—both his life and hers. She was still ashamed of her unseemly behavior, and he still hardened when she hit a sensitive nerve. But those bristly moments occurred less frequently as the days passed. James had been quite right, it took some time to heal.


  “Look at these, Peter!” Victoria exclaimed, as her husband approached the garden.


  From Peter’s point of view, his wife was looking more beautiful than he’d ever seen her. She was barefoot, her toes absently wiggling inside the loamy soil at the garden’s edge. Her knees were caked with dirt; her face smudged; and braless, her breasts swung sensuously against her thin dress. This was not the Victoria Rutledge he was used to, though he relished her earthy beauty—even the way she wore her hair piled atop her head with its loose strands hanging sexily in her face.


  “The garden becomes you,” he said, looking at her, not the garden she was so proud of.


  “Oh, thank you.” She blushed. “And my flowers?” She waited for the compliment she wanted.


  He gazed at her efforts, taking a few minutes to admire the petunias, marigolds and lilies, which made a vibrant ring of color around her feet. “Like I said, the garden becomes you.” He returned his eyes to her.


  “My, you’re sounding old-fashioned, Peter Rutledge.” Her blush broadened, while her heart beat so rapidly, she was sure it would simply leap out of her chest. Oh! And the tears in her eyes. She could hardly keep them back. But she did.


  “As old-fashioned as I’m feeling, my dear one. Come with me. I have something for you in the cellar.” He held out his hand, but she was suddenly so shaken by the implication that she froze, finding that her feet were unable to budge from the spot. “Now, darling.” He was being very kind, yet she hesitated. “You’d think that once upon a time you’d been held captive in a cellar,” he said with a gentle mockery in his voice.


  “Maybe in another lifetime, but not this one,” she said. “I guess you just surprised me.”


  “Surprises are good for you. Come on.”


  This time she didn’t hesitate, and taking his hand walked with him to the basement entrance of the house. The door was always secured with a padlock—which was, perhaps, what made that underground cavern seem so ominous. Interestingly, Victoria’s fantasies had taken her beyond that padlocked door with Peter a hundred times. This would be the first time in reality.


  The stairs were dark, requiring them to move by flashlight, a fact that didn’t seem to daunt Peter, though it was frightening for her. The closer she got to the cellar floor, the more she trembled, as though at any minute, the dizzying sensation would make her tumble forward.


  “Peter, please.”


  “Humm, my dear? I know you’re scared, but you’re also aroused.” Pressing his hand to her ass, he could feel the heat of her body against his palm.


  Once on the ground level, he pushed her ahead of him as they walked into the darkness—the black barely penetrated by the gloomy beam from his flashlight. Suddenly stopping her, Peter reached to their side and flipped the switch on the wall. The cellar was instantly illuminated by the pale yellow glow from a single light bulb overhead. As Peter extinguished his flashlight, the cavernous walls seemed to close in around their shoulders.


  Before them, in the center of the stone-walled cellar floor, sat a solitary chair. Its straight back and armless sides suggested its purpose. For a woman used to being spanked, it was not hard to guess what her husband had in mind.


  Contemplating what a session in this cellar might mean, the terrorizing visions in her imagination had, at one time, driven her nearly crazy with fear. Now her worries seemed ridiculous, as though her apprehension and even her sexual excitement had been for nothing.


  Waiting, she watched as Peter moved around her and sat down, with the weight of his body causing the slats to creak.


  “Come here,” he said. Reaching out, he took her hand in his, explaining, “I’m done punishing you for the past. The atonement stops today, the past is past. As long as I know it’s not going to repeat, I don’t want to think about it anymore.”


  “You really mean that?”


  He smiled. He actually smiled—before his eyes narrowed, and his grip became more firm on her wrist, and he pulled her down over his knees. The warmth from his body instantly attacked her, long before his hand first struck a cheek. She squirmed into him closer, relishing the feel of the potent energy that poured from him to her, which she returned to him with her own passion. Oh! It had been far too long!


  As he raised the hem of her dress, her whole groin was aflutter, her insides seeming to turn on end, while her bared behind was primed for that first smack… tingling as though he’d already leveled the first blow.


  Though Peter knew her ass was sore after so many punishments, that didn’t seem to alter the brisk-paced going over she received. His hand peppered her behind, the skin slowly changing color as it turned pink, and the pink turned into a deeper rose, and the rosy glow became furiously heated and brighter still.


  She oooed, and cooed, and ahhhed repeatedly. Her bottom squirmed, and her dampening pussy pressed itself seductively against his leg.


  The longer the spanking went on, the more delicious the pain and the pleasure. Sometimes she wanted to bolt away, and other times she wanted to stay forever. If she could remain inside this sensuous frenzy, she would be a happy woman.


  Forever didn’t come, however. Peter’s hand grew as hot and pained as Victoria’s bottom. Soon, he was spending more time massaging the warm mounds than he spent spanking them. And when he slipped his hand inside the crack of her ass, she opened her thighs even wider to allow him entrance.


  “Ah! Peter, please,” her purring groans dripped like honey oozing down the throat. And, now, each time he smacked her, she asked for more.


  “You can always be my slut, if you act like this with me.”


  Unable to contain her emotions, Victoria boldly moved up on her husband’s lap, falling into his arms, with her head resting on his chest. She held on as though she would never let go. “Oh! I do love you.”


  “I know that, Vicki, and I love you.”


  As his free hand caressed her heated cheeks, a flood of suppressed desire burst through them like a deluge of water plummeting through a dry river canyon. Their lips met—the first time in three years. Opening wide on each other, the exploration was furious and gentle, and consuming…so consuming that they finally moved off the rickety chair to an old couch Peter had dragged into the cellar just for the purpose of loving his wife.


  He entered her from behind, thrusting himself deeply into the moist and mellow opening of her vagina. As he slid into her glorious channel, he felt her muscles clench as though they would refuse to let him go. Milking the fire from his erection, Victoria brought her own climax to a peak, in a moment of surrender so freeing that she would wonder later how she ever thought that freedom could be anywhere but inside her husband’s powerful domain. Surrendering in his arms was the most natural act her vivid imagination could conceive. And now, at last, her long nightmare was over.


  

  “I want to go further, Peter,” she whispered quietly. Running her tongue over his fingers, her mouth teased them as though they were tiny cocks. She felt his real cock jerk inside her. Though it had grown soft, the effect of her tongue awakened it again.


  “Oh, you will go further,” he confirmed. “Everywhere we didn’t go, and the places that you dream about, and where you’re most afraid.


  She shuddered as her imagination began to see pictures of what that meant, and yet, this shudder was far more from excitement than squeamishness.


  “And now, Mrs. Rutledge, my sweet Vicki, I think I’m ready for our own bed. How about you?”


  “Ooo, my,” she turned around giggling like a kid. “I think that would be perfect.”




  Chapter Twelve


  

  In France …


  Veronica Rutledge German lounged beside a pool of clear water. Hardly a ripple disturbed the glassy surface, and only rarely would a tame breeze ruffle her hair or tickle her cheek. Her skin was turning bronze, a dewy glaze of suntan oil and perspiration beading up on her thighs and shoulders as her body baked under a hot sun. She’d been sleeping, drowsily awakening when she heard the sound of footsteps disturb her peaceful slumber. She didn’t bother to open her eyes, sensing who was at her side simply by the feel and smell of his body close to hers.


  “Ah! Pierre, what do you want now?”


  “You’re needed in a meeting, Mrs. German.”


  “I’ve spent days in meetings.” Her exasperated drone sounded almost shrill.


  Pierre was patient, hardly making a move. He’d likely remain that way forever if she didn’t go with him. Sighing, Veronica turned over, opened her eyes, and smiled scornfully.


  “This meeting is with me,” he informed her.


  “Oh, really?” Now, she did look interested, though she was worried underneath her calm exterior. Pierre’s face appeared empty and his stare was frightening. Veronica was well aware of the masculine power he wielded.


  “Why don’t you join me now?” he said.


  “Do I have a choice?”


  “No, you don’t,” he stated flatly. He turned and walked away, expecting her to follow him.


  Two minutes later, a time carefully calculated on her watch, Veronica, wearing nothing but her white bikini, moved through the villa’s glass doors to Pierre’s office, her bare feet stepping lightly on the cool, tiled floor.


  Pierre LaRouche managed the Rutledge’s personal holdings in Europe—which were primarily centered around a lavish villa near Marseille. He’d worked for the company in California for many years, but for the last ten, had returned home where he was much happier. A man of nearly fifty-five years, age only matured him the way fine ripe grapes mature on the vine. He was an earthy sensualist who enjoyed good wine, fine food, the fragrances of femininity, and especially the succulent skin between the labia of a beautiful woman. His swarthy tan complexion and the glint of mischief in his eyes when he was flirting, often gave him an edge over younger men who were pursuing the same women. He could charm a woman until her pants dropped to the floor and she’d opened her crotch without being asked.


  Unfortunately, Pierre was off limits to Veronica. She was married, and Pierre’s sense of loyalty would never allow him to enjoy a married Rutledge woman.


  Instead of making love to Rutledge women, Pierre’s job had been to guard them when they put themselves at risk in their careless pursuits. And, when necessary, assume their discipline. He was a terror with a paddle, an expert with a cane, and vilely ruthless with a switch, which was by far the most ghastly for any surrendering woman. Unlike most men, who would rip a vine or sapling branch from a tree, and recklessly go at the punishment of a wayward woman, Pierre took great care cutting the specific specimen he wanted and making sure that it was both pliable and heavy enough to withstand a lengthy punishment on the female derriere. Veronica, Victoria, Angela and even Suellen—as well as dozens of other yielding women—could attest to the expertise of this man for whom the discipline of women demanded great artistry.


  Since Veronica German arrived in France, she had been under Pierre’s watchful eye. Though he might have laid down rules, and demanded her obedience, on this occasion, he said little, being content to simply observe Veronica’s behavior. He knew what her husband was looking for, and made certain that by the time Robert was there to ask about his wife’s deportment, that he’d done a thorough investigation into her extracurricular activities, which otherwise went unchecked. All this was consistent with Robert’s plans for his wife’s trip.


  While in France, Rutledge Vinyards required Veronica to conduct numerous meetings with the European staff, and spend endless hours solving problems in their sales and accounting departments. It was not her favorite job, but one she did well. Besides, it did give her a vacation and a good deal of time on her own. She worked long days Monday through Wednesday, a half-day on Thursday, and spent the remainder of her week pursing whatever pleasures struck her fancy. Though she knew that Pierre was supposed to keep tabs on her, he seemed fairly lax, apparently preoccupied with other concerns than babysitting a Rutledge woman. While Pierre gave her his perfunctory attention, she managed to enjoy the nightclubs on the seacoast and in Paris, a ribald train trip to Spain with a handsome Italian, and many evenings entertaining at the villa, giving elaborate parties at Rutledge expense—all in the name of future business.


  She missed sex constantly, and pursued it avidly until she caught herself going too far. Then again, a few times, she crossed over the edge of fidelity when the man in question was just too good to pass up. Those moments were few and very private affairs, which no one knew about except for she and the man who charmed her so thoroughly that she couldn’t help but fudge on her marriage vows.


  Despite her efforts to conceal her small affairs, when Pierre called her into his villa office, she had plenty of reason to be scared; just in case she’d failed to adequately cover her behavior.


  “You’ll be going home tomorrow, Mrs. Rutledge.”


  “I will?” This was news to her.


  “Robert asked me to tell you, so you can attend to any unfinished business.”


  “Why now?”


  “I guess he misses you.”


  “Oh, how sweet.” She smiled. “So, is that all?”


  “Just one more thing,” he said, his face still blank and expressionless. “I thought you’d want to see these before you returned home.”


  “What are these?”


  “Look for yourself.” He handed her a fat manila envelope. A quick inspection of the content revealed dozens of black and white photographs of herself. Her stomach soured instantly. The scene was all too familiar, and not one she enjoyed. Her mind returned to that other envelope at Rutledge house filled with a similar array of pictures.


  Most of these shots were taken at the bars and nightclubs Veronica had played in over the last few weeks. There were also two on the train with the Italian, and one very revealing photograph on a nude beach—an indecent pose as she lay atop a muscular young hunk, his naked groin pressed to hers. She couldn’t remember if they were actually fucking. But she imagined so. With their lips pressed so tightly, one would suspect they would devour each other whole.


  “You took these! How dare you!”


  “It was my job,” Pierre said civilly.


  “Your job to spy on me? Who gave you the right?”


  “Who do you suppose? Your husband never made any secret about my taking charge of you.”


  “But you haven’t said one blessed thing since I got here!” she was practically screaming.


  “He gave me no directives. I simply went about my business in a way that suited me.” He was obviously amused, but held off any visible smile.


  Veronica’s face flushed, while her belly churned with anger. “You slimy, devious, wretched, underhanded bastard!”


  Then, he did smile. “You lay your own traps, Madame German,” he said as he snatched the photographs away.


  “What are you going to do with them?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  “You won’t tell Robert, will you?” Worry consumed her now more than her anger.


  “I don’t think he’ll have to.”


  The intrusion of another voice was so sudden and unexpected that Veronica froze, until the awful truth became clear. Then, she whipped around. “Robert!”


  He was smiling broadly, watching the color drain from his wife’s tan face until it turned a sickly ashen shade. She looked as though she were about to collapse.


  “Seems as though there are two Rutledge women who have trouble keeping their thighs shut when they’re horny.”


  “What? You’re not comparing me to Vicki, are you!”


  “Oh, I think the comparison is perfectly apropos.”


  “Robert, no!” She was practically pleading and her anger turned to real concern.


  “The facts don’t lie.”


  “But I did nothing like Vicki’s whorehouse romp.”


  “Watch you language,” he warned.


  “You set me up, didn’t you?”


  “Oh, I think you did this all on your own. I didn’t send you here to fuck around, but you obviously found it easy to do.”


  “But, I didn’t fuck around, Robert. I swear.”


  “Really?”


  “No, not really, well,” she paused, “Well, maybe once … and perhaps that time on the beach, but I’m not sure about that one.”


  “The facts are, my lovely bride, you’re going home tomorrow. And Victoria will be there with Peter. They seemed to have mended their fences and are happier than I’ve ever seen them. You are not going upset their reunion.”


  “Oh, no, I wouldn’t do that.”


  He hardly believed her. “If you so much as say one snarling word to your sister-in-law, if you mention anything she did in Tahoe, or anywhere else, if you spout your miserable venom at her, you can be certain that scans of those pictures,” he pointed to the envelope in Pierre’s hand, “will become the first email in the company inbox the next morning. What’s more, you will be “called down” before the entire family to experience the same tough treatment James gave Victoria a few weeks ago. The war is over, my dear. I’ve promised your brothers that it will not start again. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll make peace.”


  With the fire in her put out by Robert’s even-tempered lecture, Veronica could only answer with a meek, “Yes, sir.”


  “Good. Now Pierre, I think you’d better punctuate the point. If you’ll continue where you left off.”


  “What’s he going to do?”


  The Frenchman snickered. “What I could have done days ago,” Pierre replied. Pulling the humbled Rutledge lady with him, he aimed her toward the corner of the room where a simple stool sat ominously waiting. “Palms flat on the seat.”


  “I have to do this standing?” she whimpered unhappily.


  “You’ll do this any way I ask. And if you keep balking, ma cherie, I’ll have you in poses you like even less. Now, bend over.”


  This was almost as bad as being punished by Robert, in fact it was actually worse. As bad as submitting to James, except that there was always a degree of eroticism associated with Pierre LaRouche that would never appear with her brother. The sexy Frenchman was truly one of the most sensually compelling men she’d ever known. She couldn’t remember when she didn’t want to fuck him—and it was never some simple romantic coupling she imagined, but a complete and total surrender to his command. It was not like her to fantasize about any man this way—except Pierre.


  Shuddering visibly, Veronica obeyed the forceful command, placing her hands on the seat of the stool. She waited trembling even more intensely as the man tugged at the top of her bikini bottom. There was almost nothing to remove. In fact, with a simple jerk of his hand, the tiny thong could have easily disappeared up the crack of her ass. But no! He wanted her swimsuit cleanly stripped away so he could have her full exposure.


  As her two rear melons jiggled before the amused eyes of Pierre and her husband, she quaked, more humiliated than she’d been in a long time. It was bad enough, absorbing the awful message Robert just delivered, but this punishment, too!


  Looking back, she saw exactly what she dreaded most, the switch, the crude cutting switch—slender, supple, with an end that seemed purposely made to bite. Pierre held the fatter end in his tightfisted grip, while letting her see how the long, thin blade of it narrowed down to a vicious looking point.


  “Oh, Pierre, can’t you just use your hand, or a ruler, anything but…”


  “No, I can’t. Now hush your mouth, or I’ll gag you.”


  She winced.


  “You know, my dear one,” Robert interjected, “you still have me to deal with when we get home. Your bottom could be blistered raw for days. A good deal of what I give you will depend on how you take this now. I’d suggest you suck in your breath, grit your teeth and hold on.”


  “Oh, please,” she felt so helpless, so caught, so vulnerable, suckered into this miserable fiasco. “I can’t, I really can’t.”


  She tried so hard to cry as though that might move the two inflexible men. But seconds after her last plea, a sizzling whistle seemed to suck the air from the room as Pierre brought back his arm and the switch came down, connecting with the center of her broad buttocks.


  “Sssssssss,” she hissed, breathing in.


  He didn’t measure his strokes, but flailed the damnable thing on her behind, leaving trails on trails of criss-crossed lines etched like cat scratches along what had been a flawless tan. When he ripped at her thighs, she danced so wildly that he could hardly find those thighs again. Returning to the fat globes of her ass, he burnished them again with more biting cuts. Some of the welts would fade in minutes, but others might take days. So much for sunbathing nude on the beach!


  Veronica yelped, she howled and she stamped her feet, though her childish tricks did absolutely no good. And she should have known her pleas were pointless. Pierre was never moved by sentiment. He stopped and started his punishments by feel alone, and by how much red he saw, and how many wounds appeared. How many were deep, and how many just brushed the surface and left the skin with a softer blush.


  Pierre completed his ruthless punishment when he sensed that his frantic subject was about to wage a mutinous battle against him. Though she’d never win a fight with him—he was too damned strong—he didn’t want a bigger war; at least not in front of the boss. Punishing this sassy tramp was his solemn duty. And once satisfied that he’d done the deed well, he turned away from the tormented woman and started toward the door still carrying the switch. “You should try a buggy whip on her,” he said as he was walking out, “it’s almost as good as one of these.” He smiled grimly. “Now, I’ll leave you to your own reparations.” A lushly passionate feeling of satisfaction swept through the randy Frenchman—his own reward for a job well done. It really was too bad that he couldn’t complete what his mind and body would have found to be the most natural conclusion for such a session.


  “Oh, Robert, I’m so sorry,” Veronica cried as she collapsed into her husband’s arms and let his big broad chest soothe her aching spirit. For her aching ass, she’d need the poor thing slathered with thick cold cream to ease the sting.


  “I’m glad you’re sorry; you need to be,” Robert told her.


  “Honestly, darling, I really didn’t fuck around like you think.”


  “No?”


  “No, I swear. I love to party. And I love men, and dancing … But I don’t love any man like I love you. And if I did fuck someone…”


  “You did fuck someone, Veronica. It’s in the photographs.”


  “Yes, well, but even if I did, it didn’t really mean anything. I just missed you and needed to have some fun.”


  “I thought you liked France. And that would be fun enough.”


  “But I like it better with you. Besides, you were sending me away. Peter and James didn’t want me around. No one did. I think they’ve always thought more of her than me.”


  “Oh, for crissakes, that’s hardly true.” He ran his hand through her hair and held her as close as he could. Times like this he wondered why he loved her so much. But then, there was so much about Veronica to love, from her bedroom eyes, and her perfumed breasts, to that sumptuously swelling line of her hip—now just a little sore with so many switch marks leaving their clear imprint. He couldn’t wait to take her upstairs, where she’d make up for her rash excesses. He knew that their reunion would be one long and glorious night. A whipping turned his randy wife into a hot slut. He might even add to her woes with a taste of what she’d get at home; but for now, he could think of nothing he wanted more than to plant the throbbing organ inside his pants deep into the claret warmth of her moist snatch. “We all love you, Veronica,” he assured her. “And everyone will be glad your back, even James, even Peter. You belong at Rutledge House as much any woman there.”


  “You know, that’s right. I am a Rutledge,” she managed to sound a bit proud.


  “That you are. And you have a reputation to live up to, a standard to bear for the whole family.”


  He kissed her nose, and planted a hand on her bare buttocks, enjoying the rough feel of them, and the way she squirmed under his palm, and how much she seemed to melt into his body as though she couldn’t wait until they were in bed at last.




  Chapter Thirteen


  

  Victoria was out of breath, having raced from the far fields toward the house with Peter at her heels. He caught her by her billowing auburn hair, and tossed her to the ground, where, with Vicki laughing uncontrollably he maneuvered her over his lap. Peter raised her skirt, lowered a pair of small pink panties, and began spanking her white ass until it was pink all over.


  “Ouch! You miserable beast.” She beat at the ground while squirming like a frantic cat.


  “Oh, no you don’t!” Peter roared as his hand kept up with the fast-paced staccato. “You sass me and run off, you ought to know better.”


  “But I was only playing. Yeeeeouch!” she screamed as he hit her ass six times in the exact same place, then moved to the other cheek and repeated the blows. “And I wasn’t sassing!” she managed to blurt out.


  “That’s not what I heard,” her husband countered.


  He wouldn’t stop, even though his hand was hurting, and he was out of breath and so was she. Not until their frantic run, and the wildness, and spanking had taken all their strength away; until they were suddenly one lovemaking mass of nearly naked flesh. To finish her off, Peter straddled his wife’s hips as his erection plunged dead center toward her cervix, and she locked tight on him with her inner muscles.


  “Ah, ah, ah, yesyesyes, harder, Peeeeeter,” she screamed, thrashing under him, while he thrashed on top, and came himself, groaning something totally unintelligible. Collapsing into the thick green grass, they lay side by side, staring into the fading blue of the autumn sky, feeling as though they were floating in the breezes above, while at the same time anchored fast to the pulsing, procreating earth beneath their backs.


  An hour later, the happy and disheveled couple slipped inside the house, planning to avoid the crowd inside. But on entering the kitchen, James accosted them.


  “Where the hell have you been?”


  Peter smiled without saying a word.


  “Ah, you can make up more later!” he charged as he shooed them toward the living room where the whole family—even a contented Suellen and Logan—were sipping wine.


  “You two can’t seem to keep your hands off each other anymore,” Robert remarked as he watched the couple enter, obviously flushed from fucking.


  “Any more than you,” Peter said, staring knowingly at his sister and her husband. Veronica had been quite docile since returning. “Behaving yourself, are you?”


  “I’m as sweet as pie,” Veronica drawled, while she massaged her husband’s bottom, cuddling into him sensuously.


  “So, be a dear then and get me another glass of wine,” Robert said, as he pulled away from the obliging blond.


  “Certainly, darling.” She squeezed her lips into a kiss she blew his way, then she moved toward the liquor cart.


  With the same instructions from Peter, Victoria joined her sister-in-law at the rolling cart of liquor and hors d’oeuvres. As she reached for the bottle in Veronica’s hands, she smiled. “Do you suppose they are testing us?” she whispered.


  “Oh, I’m certain,” Veronica replied. Her eyes lit ambiguously.


  “I like your dress. Did you get that in Paris?”


  “Yes, I did. And it’s good to see you looking so well.” The saucy blonde almost sounded sincere.


  “So, the fences are all mended?” Logan interjected as he pulled up before the two.


  “Fences mended? Why, whatever do you mean, sweetie?” Veronica eyed her brother as she moved closer to her sister-in-law, putting an arm around her waist. “We’re fast friends, aren’t we?” she said sounding quite sincere. “Our misunderstandings are a thing of the past.


  “Of course,” Victoria drawled in agreement.


  Seemed all eyes in the room were on the pair, and there was not one blemish in their smooth delivery. Not a hint of sarcasm.


  “Even seems like you and Suellen are getting cozy again?” Veronica observed.


  “Only when it suits us,” Suellen called to them with a smug look on her face.


  Logan chuckled. “Sure, we’ll hang out as long as it suits us.”


  “Don’t ever let it be said that any one has their claws in Logan Rutledge,” Robert added the barb. He was in a jovial mood, and for good reason.


  Any tension in the room over these most recent exchanges seemed to drift away, just as Veronica and Victoria disengaged and moved back toward their husbands and the evening continued on with more innocuous conversation. No one could remember when there’d been a more uneventful evening. The light-hearted feeling throughout the house seemed so rare that everyone was tempted to hold their breath lest it should suddenly vanish.


  With such serenity at Rutledge House, it was hard to believe that there’d ever been a battle, or the cruel discontent that manufactured such distress and hurt. As though all had mended, all was knit tight inside a closely woven fabric of family bliss. The old estate finally seemed to be at peace.


  When the lights went out that night, Peter and Victoria were in the kitchen, locking the back doors as Veronica and Robert were on their way to their car. About to retire to their apartment, Victoria suddenly changed directions. “I think I want one of those cookies and a glass of milk, how about you?” she asked her husband.


  “Sure, bring one up,” he replied. “Be quick.”


  Grabbing a carton of milk, she poured a huge glass, then pulled two large chocolate chip cookies from the jar and wrapped them in a linen napkin. About to climb the stairs, a rap on the back door abruptly halted her. She looked up, staring at Veronica’s face peering in one square pane of glass.


  “Forget something?” Vicki asked as she unlocked the kitchen door.


  “Boring around here, isn’t it?” she said in a breathless whisper.


  “A little I suppose,” Vicki agreed though she was puzzled why that comment would bring her sister-in-law back inside.


  Puzzled until the smile on Veronica’s face turned oddly foul, “Just needed to remind you, Vicki, you’re still a slut.”


  Without missing a beat, Victoria smiled back and said—the freckles on her nose wiggling playfully, “And you’re still a tramp.”


  “Vicki, what’s keeping you?” Peter called from the head of the stairs.


  “Ooo, better scoot,” Veronica acknowledged.


  “What’s going on down there?” Peter called again.


  “Nothing, darling. Just Veronica. Forgot her purse.”


  With the sassy blond on her way, Victoria closed the door, and for a moment she leaned against it, snickering. “I’ll be right up,” she called to Peter.
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