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Prologue

* The Room o' Doom *

Audra sat sullenly at the table, a good three
inches lower than the other losers on account of her
wheelchair. The table was realistically laminated to
look like wood and the table was round, no doubt so
that all who sat around it were equal. So naturally,
Ms. Lupe sat on one half and the three students sat
on the other half. There was Audra herself in the
middle, a bony and bepimpled boy on her left who
looked about twelve years old, and on her right--
drumroll please--the Griffin, who was, as was not
uncommon, sporting just one hell of a black eye.

Audra was making a point of not looking at
anyone, electing instead to glare at the table top as
if just being here were insufferable enough that she
shouldn't have to participate, too. The feeling was
dangerously close to becoming the truth. She had
seen enough of Ms. Lupe this year to last her the
rest of her natural life, but this...this..."Social Skills"
class was the ever-freakin' limit. She wondered if
her parents knew about it. She kind of doubted it.
These days, just about everything they knew came
out, either in hesitant, scarily-sympathetic
conversation, or in after-hours angry "discussions"
they only half-bothered to muffle.

No, Audra was pretty sure that the Social Skills
class was Ms. Lupe's spur-of-the-moment idea.
Audra had simply been summoned out of her
Chemistry Lab class, which was not a huge
disappointment now that she sat eight inches lower
than the goddamn lab stations, and had to wheel
what felt like ten miles across the quad to the
office, only to scrape her knuckles raw going down
the narrowest hall in the history of scholastic
architecture, so that she could end up here--in the
smallest, mustiest, reference material depository in
the world, complete with round table, dayglo orange
plastic chairs, two loser students, and the freakin'
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school counselor, who was having a freakin' ball
prattling on about personal progress and social
success stories while watching her captives with
undisguised glee, waiting for one of them to break.

Audra was miserably, furiously, absolutely sure
that she was going to break. She never seemed
more than five minutes from tears these days.
Besides, the Griffin was only sitting there, chin in
hand, watching Ms. Lupe talk with a crocodile's
quiet smile and a distinctly unpleasant gleam in her
eerie, gold eyes. The Griffin had probably never
blubbered out in public in her life.

Audra snuck a glance at the boy next to her. He
was a total stranger, which meant he was
unpopular. He looked unpopular. He was tall and
skinny as a pine tree, with his pizza-complexion
inefficiently hidden by hanks of brown hair grown
skater-style over his face. He was glaring out the
only window, rubbing the fingers of one hand
restlessly over the knuckles of his other hand, and
every so often, he'd crack one, usually as
punctuation to whatever Ms. Lupe was saying.

"...the difference between individualism (crack)
and antisocial misconduct (crack). West Bridges
High School is a place of learning (crack), of
shaping (crack), and whether you know it or not,
your behaviors are destructive (crack), not only to
school property and to other students, but to
yourselves (crack-crack)."

"Like what you're doing," Audra interrupted.
"You're going to give yourself arthritis, you know."

The boy shrugged one shoulder irritably. "Good.
I can bore my grandkids by predicting the weather
someday."

The Griffin chuckled, closing her eyes to do so,
and shook her head. She looked like a woman (not
a girl, the Griffin had never been a girl, the Griffin
was one of those who sprang fully formed from
somebody's forehead, probably with a spear in
hand) who was watching all this on television and
enjoying herself tremendously.
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An expression like a shadow stole over Ms.
Lupe's carefully-made face and her perky smile
slipped a notch. "Audra," she said, very gently,
very pityingly. "Audra, Audra, Audra. You're doing
it again. You're redirecting your anger."

"I'm not angry," she said, but it came out shrill
and...well, angry-sounding.

Ms. Lupe nodded, but she did it by raising her
eyebrows and pursing her lips first. Audra dropped
her eyes to the table again, feeling her breath
growing hot and tight already.

"Why don't we start by talking about why you're
angry today, Audra?" Ms. Lupe pressed.

"Because I'm missing Chemistry," she snapped,
and the boy to her left snickered. "And I'll get an F
because of it, and then I can't go to Pony Camp this
summer."

"They don't give you an F for bad attendance,"
the boy said. "You can't go any lower than a D
unless you fail some tests, too. You can still ride
those ponies, baby."

"Might take you off the track team, though," the
Griffin remarked.

Ms. Lupe and Audra both dropped their jaws and
stared at her. Ms. Lupe was actually white-faced
with horror, but Audra heard to her utter surprise
an honest giggle shiver out of her own chest.

"Track team," she said, her voice shaking a little
with the unreality of that little concept. She giggled
again. "Oh damn! Oh damn! My perfect record!"

"I'll bet you're a real speed demon in that
thing," the Griffin continued, oblivious to Ms. Lupe's
contortions of shock.

"You should see me when I hit the ramp," Audra
answered, still smiling. "Zoom, baby." And then
she burst into tears. She clapped her hands over
her face, hating herself, hating the coarse sobs
grating out of her. She kept shaking her head,
trying to communicate to the Griffin in some way
that it wasn't her fault, that she didn't need to
apologize (as if the Griffin ever would), that it was
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funny, goddammit, the first really funny thing since
before the...before.

And Ms. Lupe's hated voice, triumphant and
evilly gleeful, cutting right through her tears.
"That's all right, Audra. Let it all come out. It's
okay to cry, Audra. It's cathartic. You just cry,
honey. You go on and cry."

'Oh, she loves this,' Audra thought miserably,
sobbing harder into her hands. 'I bet when she was
a kid, she was one of those who used to link hands
when someone skinned their knees and chant,
'Baby baby baby, stick your head in gravy'!"

The boy on Audra's left cleared his throat
uncomfortably. He jiggled his knees for a little, and
then twisted around, unzipped a backpack that
Audra hadn't even seen, and pulled out a clean,
white handkerchief. He handed it to her, and she
took it to hide behind. It smelled nice, like roses,
and had an honest-to-God monogram in the corner.
VFC.

The knot in her chest loosened, and she was
able to sigh out her last three sobs. She dried her
eyes, her breaths smoothing out, and blew her
nose. She tried to hand it back, remembered she'd
blown her nose in it, and they both started laughing
at the same time.

"Uck, you keep it," he said, and she said, "Guess
it's mine now, huh?" at the same time.

Audra clenched the handkerchief in her fist,
wishing she had some pockets or something on the
side of the chair, and felt her chin invisibly pulled up
so that she had to face Ms. Lupe.

The counselor looked disappointed, but not
defeated. There were, after all, forty minutes to go.

Audra brushed at her eyes again and glanced at
the Griffin.

She was back with her chin in her palm, staring
at Ms. Lupe, and smiling her sly, unpleasant smile.

Audra, desperate now for something to look at,
looked back at the boy. "Who are you?" she
blurted.
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He went suddenly, inexplicably stoic, an
expression that made him look almost twenty years
older. He didn't answer her.

Ms. Lupe pounced into the silence. "What a
good idea, Audra! Virgil! Why don't we go around
the table and introduce ourselves, and maybe
explain a little about why we're here?"

"Okay," said the Griffin mildly.

Audra and the boy, Virgil, both swung their
heads to stare at her, and Audra thought Ms. Lupe
might have flinched a little, but she didn't get a
good look and couldn't say for sure.

The Griffin held up one hand, curled it elegantly
through the air to shape it into a claw, and pointed
at each of them in turn, beginning with herself.
"I'm the underprivileged youth with sociopathic
tendencies, but of course, we all knew that because
we all know who I am. He's the fair-haired son and
scion of what passes for wealth and privilege in this
part of the world, and who apparently has no
respect either for the school's authority or for
student autonomy. For which you should be
congratulated, really, as long as your revolutionary
inclinations don't infringe upon my domain. And
she's the cheerleader who turned herself into a
cripple over summer vacation, which must have
given her a head-and-shoulders boost over
everyone else who had to write that stupid essay in
English Lit this year. And she," the Griffin finished,
eyeing Ms. Lupe with open scorn, "is the obdurate
idiot who thinks that wallowing in our collective
misery every Wednesday for fifty-five minutes is
going to make her feel better about the colossal
failure she's made of herself.

"I suppose," she continued, speaking right over
the top of Ms. Lupe's first, gape-mouthed
objections, "that she thinks the possibility, however
remote, exists that she might actually fix one of us,
which would be a disappointment to her on some
levels, but then at least she'd know she had a
chance with the one she's got at home. If nothing
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else, she'd know that if there's a problem at home,
why, it's not with her because by-God she fixed
someone!"

Ms. Lupe was sitting rigid as stone, staring at
the Griffin with her mouth still open in the shape of
protests now forgotten. Her eyes were blue. Audra
had never noticed that before, but now, with the
whites showing in shock all around, it was hard to
miss.

The Griffin lifted her head out of her palm and
let her hand fall, talon-curved, to strike the table.
She leaned in close, smiling, her teeth like the fangs
of a carnivore, and her eyes like flame. Her voice,
though, her voice never raised itself above the silky
purr of words spoken in confidence. "I've got news
for you, sweetie," she whispered into Ms. Lupe's
frozenly staring face. "You've gone and fucked up
again, because there's nothing wrong with any of us
that a two-year undergraduate pseudo-psychology-
puking sadist like you can fix, and just between us
girls, I gotta wonder what in the hell you were
thinking. What were you going to tell his dad,
sweetcheeks? That sonny-boy can't play ball with
the big boys? Do you honestly think he'd care? Do
you even think you're going to have a job after you
tell Abernathy Claymoore that his kid's defective?"

Virgil shook himself slightly and looked suddenly
thoughtful.

"And me," the Griffin continued with a derisive
snort. "Lady, if I had it in me to play nice with
others, I'd have done it long before now. I've had
years of therapy from real psychologists with real
degrees. You're a joke. You're a goddamn toy.
You haven't got a prayer. I know it's kind of going
against years, if not decades, of habit, but try for a
second to uncork your fat head from your ass and
think @ moment. What's stopping me from walking
out that door and going back to my real class, you
dumb cluck? As long as I keep getting the grades,
you can't suspend me for skipping out on your feel-
good Tupperware party and you know it. And if you
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had it in mind to get me on the physical stuff, well,
first you'd have to find someone willing to complain.
Good luck on that. Let me know how it goes.

"And that leaves Wheels over there." The Griffin
turned and studied Audra as if she were some rare
species of orchid under glass that Ms. Lupe had,
against all odds, caused to grow. "What was your
big plan, Bubbles? After you make the lame walk, I
mean. Did it ever occur to you that she might start
coping better with her lot in life if you and the Feel-
Good Brigade you've got going here just stopped
rubbing her goddamn nose in her disability, as if
breaking her back was her way of pissing on your
living room rug!" she finished with scathing
contempt, before whipping around to fix Ms. Lupe
with her gold eyes again.

"So there you are, all set up for another glorious
year of really impressive failure, which is funny to
me, I don't mind admitting it. 'Cause I gotta tell
you, if it were me, I'd be getting a little tired of
being that dramatically wrong all the time. And it's
not like you're attempting brain surgery, for Christ's
sake. You're a school counselor. They're passing
out jobs like this in boxes of Cracker Jack. But of
course, kids with real problems would never come
talk to you, even if you weren't such a hateful old
bitch, because you're so ridiculously incompetent
they'd rather live with their problems then give you
the chance to come up with half-assed psuedo-
solutions like--" Here the Griffin indicated the little
room with a showman's sweep of her arms. "--
Social Skills lessons every Wednesday. I mean,
come on, lady.

"And you know, the really funny thing is, out of
all of us, it's your own kid you've got the best shot
of fixing, but that would involve admitting that the
reason he's snorting coke in the first place is
because the reality he's trying to escape is you.
Ask yourself, 'what am I doing to push drugs at
him'? You might learn something. I know I did,
when he and I had our little chat."
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Ms. Lupe slapped both hands on the table and
shoved hard. The back legs of her plastic chair
caught on the carpet and fell over, but Ms. Lupe,
strangely agile, sprang to her feet. She was trying
to smile her counselor's smile and the effect was
grotesque, like a giant puppet whose strings are
being pulled by an inept child.

The Griffin tipped her head back to watch her,
still smiling her hard smile, and her voice, her soft,
predator's voice, was relentless. "I don't know how
you can blame him for choosing the comfort he
does. Not when you're sucking at the tit of
fermented grain yourself."

Ms. Lupe yanked herself around and shrilled, "I
don't do that anymore! I'm clean and sober six
years!"

"Good for you," the Griffin said, her expression
and tone both sincerely congratulatory. "Was it
hard?"

"Yes!" Ms. Lupe said, almost shouting. "But I
did it!"

"See?" The Griffin spread her hands. "You had
it in you all along. And if you'd only done it ten
years earlier, or been able to teach Jeffrey to
change his own diapers, you wouldn't have had to
give up all those weekends in visitation."

Ms. Lupe gasped, turned, and seized the
doorknob, but the Griffin's voice, sweet as syrup,
stopped her.

"Tell me something," the Griffin growled. "Do
you ever lie awake and wonder, in the still small
hours of the night, if Jeff would still be rolling up
those dollar bills if he'd never left the Robinson's
home?"

Ms. Lupe broke, sagging into the door, and
sobbed.

"Go on," whispered the Griffin. "Cry.
It's...cathartic."

Ms. Lupe fled, banging the door and leaving the
snapped half of one high heel behind her.
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There was a moment of silence. Audra watched
the boy, Virgil, look at Griffin, who gazed serenely
after the door. All three turned to each other at the
same time.

"Wow," Virgil said reverently. "You really are
mean." Spoken like someone who has heard this
many times, but never seen it.

"Thank you." The Griffin brought out a
pocketknife and began to pare her nails.

"I've heard about you for practically as long as
I've been going to school," Audra heard herself say,
and the Griffin watched her out of the corner of her
gold eyes and waited. "I just never realized how it
really was, is all," she finished lamely. "I don't
think I've ever actually seen you, close up."

"Me neither."
The Griffin's face became unreadable as she
continued to work at her fingernails. "Was it

everything you hoped for?" she asked. There was a
snarl running beneath her words, sensed more than
heard, and poised to lash out.

"I don't know. I mean, I guess you could have
just jumped up and punched her." Audra shook her
head, started to smile, and shook her head again.
"God, I've had to sit here and listen to her pick and
pick and pick at me until I wanted to punch her
myself."

"You're a really good actress," Virgil inserted.

The Griffin looked at him, her brows slightly
raised and furrowed. "I beg your pardon?"

"You played her like a fiddle. I've never seen
anything like that in my life. You ought to go to
Hollywood. You could take home the Oscar in, like,
a year. You were that good. I wanted to jump up
clapping at the end." Virgil seemed to be hunting
for something more to say, something to really
drive home his sincere appreciation of her talent.
"Hollywood," he said at last.

The Griffin continued to stare at him for a few
seconds before frowning back down at her
fingernails. "My boobs aren't big enough."
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"They're plenty big enough," Audra objected,
just as Virgil said, "They have implants now, you
know."

The Griffin smiled faintly, something softer than
her usual smile. "I'll keep it in mind. So. I guess
we all know why I'm here, and same goes for
Wheels, but I'm not getting you, Claymoore. What
won you the season pass in the Room o' Doom?"

"Hacked into the records file and flunked Chet
Bowers off the varsity team." Virgil shrugged, a
modest shrug. "But I was stupid. Did it from the
computer lab right down the hall. Stupid mistake.
B.F.D." He eyed Audra, rubbing self-consciously at
his acne-pocked face. "Does it hurt?" he asked.

Her mouth twitched, and she looked at her bent
and skewed knees. "Sometimes. But not the way
you're asking. Most of the time, I can't feel
anything. Are you really as young as you look?"

He grimaced and cracked three knuckles.
"Probably. I'm fourteen. How young do I look?"

"Young enough," the Griffin said. "They bring
you in on the Minerva ticket?"

"Yeah," Virgil sighed, but Audra only looked
confused.

"Minerva was the Roman goddess of wisdom,"
the Griffin explained. "And those bright bulbs
upstate named a bill after her that made it possible
to take the test results from your early standards
and place kids in the same grade as you tested.
Like, if you tested at the eighth grade level, and
your parents went for it, you could skip up to the
eighth grade."

"Yeah, but a senior in high school at fourteen?"
Audra was frowning. "Weren't your folks concerned
about...I don't know...self-esteem or anything?"

"I dunno." Virgil scratched at the side of his
nose, not meeting her eyes. "I think my dad was
pretty pissed they didn't pass the law until after Abe
was already out of high school, but that's about it.
Either he forgot about showers after gym, or he
doesn't care."
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"What do you do about it?" the Griffin asked,
looking mildly interested.

Virgil laughed a little. "Get my ass snhapped a
lot and flunk people off the varsity team. I weigh
eighty-seven pounds. What the hell else am I going
to do?"

"Couldn't help you there." The Griffin returned
her attention to her fingernails. "I don't go to Phys-
Ed."

"I'd just rust these days," Audra added, and she
and Virgil laughed as the Griffin rolled her eyes and
shook her blonde head.

"So," Virgil said at last, eyeing Audra's spokes
with a trace of returning curiosity. "Are you, you
know...crippled?"

"Paraplegic," the Griffin supplied. She was
feigning indifference, but only on the surface. Her
eyes, gleaming gold beneath her blond bangs,
never left Audra. The huge bruise purpling her left
eye and cheek turned her face into a medieval
jester's mask.

"No." Audra wheeled back from the round table
as far as she could and, with a grimace of effort,
lifted first one leg and then the other. "I ought to
be walking again in a year. Maybe two. I can walk
a little now, but I can't feel where my legs are, so I
fall down a lot."

"Rough," the Griffin said, with some sympathy,
but completely without pity. That was a whole new
tone for Audra's ears. "How do you practice? With
a walker?"

"Sometimes. And I go to a therapy pool twice a
week, and when my Mom's home, she walks me
around the room. My Dad works nights, and I...I'm
afraid of falling." She glared at the Griffin defiantly
at the admission, although the other girl merely
looked back at her. "They took a lot of time off
when it...when I fell. They can't really afford to
take more. And when my Mom's not home...I can't
do anything."
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The Griffin nodded and folded her knife away
with a whisk of one hand, like a magician with a
deck of cards. "Would it help if you walked around
here?" she asked quietly.

Virgil sat up a little straighter. "Yeah, we could
move some of this shit out of the way. I mean, as
long as we've got to be here anyway, we might as
well get something useful done."

Griffin smiled. "And Ms. Lupe would be so
pleased," she murmured, and stood up. She and
Virgil moved the heavy table back and set it on one
side against the furthest wall, then quickly shelved
things and stacked boxes of books until a rough
path was cleared.

Audra looked from one to the other, but set her
brakes and slowly pushed herself up. She grasped
the Griffin on her left, Virgil on her right, and took a
shambling step. She felt cold all over, except for
her face, which was flaming hot. She felt
dangerously unstable, and oddly terrified, as if she
wouldn't just hit the ground if she fell, she'd shatter
apart instead. She felt a surge of resentment like
bile, and in a fit of angry shame, turned to the
Griffin and said, "Who hit you?"

"My 'Uncle' Kenny," the Griffin replied easily,
almost amusedly. "And that's what happens when
my Mom isn't home."

"She should leave him," Virgil said after an
awkward silence.

"Brilliant deduction, Holmes, how do you do it?"
The Griffin bared her teeth slightly, then shrugged
an apology in Virgil's direction. "Fuck it. She knows
she should leave him. She knows she could leave
him. She's left enough others. She deserves what
she gets when she stays."

"You don't mean that," he argued, in his creaky,
teenage voice.

They walked Audra around the room.

"Sometimes I do," the Griffin said softly. She
looked tired. "God, I really am mean."
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They walked in silence for several long-seeming
seconds.

"Do you know what the real bitch of it is?" the
Griffin asked suddenly. Her voice was tight; she
was staring straight ahead, her face furiously set.
"I don't mean to be. Well, let me put that another
way. I do mean it, because I am just too damn
good at being mean not to mean it, but I don't want
to be. It's just...there's nothing else out there for
me. When I was a kid, it was be mean or get the
living shit kicked out of you on a daily basis. And
I'll admit life's been easier since I got good at it."

"But once you come this far, you can't really go
back," Audra said softly and flinched when the
Griffin fixed her in the fury of her golden eyes.

"No," she said. "You can't. I'm seventeen, and
my life might as well be over. Everybody knows the
Griffin, everybody fears the Griffin....and I am so
tired of seeing fear when people look at me. It
served its purpose for high school...if this place can
be said to have purpose...but high school is almost
over and there's nothing out there for me but a few
hundred people in a damned small town who grew
up hating me. And what do I do now?"

They had no answer for her.

"What's your real name?" Virgil asked suddenly,
and the Griffin cut her eyes at him.

"Are you trying to be funny?" she demanded.

"No, I've just never heard it. Everyone calls you
the Griffin, and I've never heard a teacher call on
you at all."

Another lap in silence.

"Jenna," said the Griffin. "Jenna Sangriff."

"Pleased to meet you. I'm Virgil Claymoore."

"Audra," said Audra. "Morley."

They stopped in the middle of the room, and
Virgil and Jenna reached across her to shake hands
as they held Audra between them.

She would remember that moment for the rest
of her life.
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They met every Wednesday for Social Skills
without fail.
And they never saw Ms. Lupe again.
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Chapter One
* Of Maps and Men *

The phone rang.

Audra Morley raised her eyes from her desk-
sized paper calendar, slowly, as if it hurt to move,
and looked at the phone. She wished she had
Caller 1.D. here at work. She disliked speaking to
strangers.

The phone stopped ringing eventually, but the
little orange light kept blinking, an indication that it
was still shrilling off somewhere in the bowels of the
building. But not here. Audra went back to staring
at her calendar.

All the employees of Holbrooks, Inc. received
one of these giant day-planners if they were
fortunate enough to own a desk. Maybe it was
supposed to help important people organize their
very desirable time, or maybe it was supposed to
keep their desks from getting scuffed up. Hard to
tell. Audra's calendar was completely blank.
Audra's calendar was, in fact, always completely
blank. She had worked here for eight months. She
had eight enormous blank pieces of month-paper
sitting in a neat pile at home, just in case she ever
got a canary or something.

Which is not to say that Audra never attended a
meeting, but only that she saw no reason to mark
the occasion in pen for fond recall.

Her Timex beeped and by habit, although it had
been many vyears since the metallic alarm had
prompted medication, Audra checked the time. It
was four in the afternoon. She had only one hour
left in the working day. Better make it count.

She resumed her stare.

Audra was a technical writer, in theory. It was
her enviable task to make up the snappy prose for
the company brochures, like: Holbrooks, Inc.
provides this publication without warranty of any
kind, either expressed or implied, including, but not
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limited to, the implied warranties of merchandise,
merchantability, or fitness for a particular purpose
outside the structure of Holbrooks, Inc.

Then she'd shake things up a little, put them on
the edge of their seats with: Some states do not
allow disclaimers of expressed or implied warranties
in certain transactions; therefore, this statement
may not apply to you.

And of course, just to add a little touch of
humor, there was Audra's personal favorite
composition: References in this publication to
products, programs, or services do not imply that
Holbrooks, Inc. intends to make these available at
any time.

This particular branch of the Holbrooks tree was
more interested in shipping than in sales or
research and development, which pretty much
meant that Audra got paid to sit at her desk in her
quiet little office on the fourth floor and stare at her
calendar. And the days just flew by.

If Audra were any other person, she might spare
a moment to wonder what force of Nature was
keeping her employed, but Audra being Audra, she
knew damn well what was responsible for her
position here and she could sum it up in two words:
Affirmative Action. Or if that was too much to get a
grip on, she could narrow it down to just one.

Handicapped.

What the hell. That was more or less Audra's
motto when she thought of this. So the Affirmative
Action plan had gotten her this job. So what? It
had gotten her the last six jobs. It would get her
the next one, too.

She liked to think of it as job security.

Audra made a habit of bringing her cane to
interviews, and if she was applying for anything that
paid more than ten bucks an hour, she brought both
of them. She firmly believed that those in charge of
hiring were impressed by the attractive young
woman in all her quiet dignity, nobly enduring the
hardships of life despite her handicap. And there
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was that whole double-A thing to consider--Get a
cripple, make your quota, be the first on your
business block to collect the whole set of minorities.
In six months or a year or so, they'd find a reason
to fire her, assuming she hadn't quit already, but
they always threw her a party first, with a cake and
sometimes presents. She'd make an impression
there, too, shaking hands and hugging people and
looking brave (but uncertainly so). And she'd go to
the next interview with her cane.

The phone beeped, pulling Audra back from her
reverie.  An interoffice beep, this time. She
supposed that meant she had to take it.

"Technical Scriptive Services," she said.

"Hi, Miss Morley." Only it wasn't 'hi', really. It
that meant it was her boss, Mr. Camberstein,
otherwise known as Mr. Sympathy. Someone
needed to take him aside someday and point out
that just sounding like a funeral director does not
equal understanding the needs of the disabled.

"Can I help you?" she asked, playing with the
eraser tips in her pencil mug.

"One of your calls was routed to the pool while
you were...out," he said, vague and mildly
apologetic. He probably thought she'd been having
a seizure or something. "Can you take it if I switch
it back? Or we can take a message. No pressure."

"I can answer it."

"Oh good." Naked admiration of her bravery.
"Line Four. Thank you, Miss Morley." And hung up,
before he tired her out too much.

Line Four was blinking. Audra sighed, running
down a mental list of all the people who could
possibly be calling her. She pushed the button.
"Technical Scriptive Services, Audra Morley
speaking."

"I need you," a man said urgently.

Audra sat up and smiled broadly. "Virgil!"

"I need to see you tonight," the man
emphasized. He sounded edgy and excited, almost
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nervous, and Audra felt a sudden surge of affection
for him, as she might for a puppy that had suddenly
appeared to pounce on her foot.

Still, she couldn't resist teasing him just a little.
Virgil always seemed to go through life with his
brain completely disengaged from his mouth. He
probably had no idea how close he was to
propositioning her right over the phone. She
lowered her voice to a sexy purr. "This is so
sudden, but I like it. Should I have my panties in
my purse?"

"What?" Puzzled, but not startled. Something
beeped. "Audra? Audra, I think my line is getting
crossed with someone else's. Are you still there?"

She sighed, tapping her fingers lightly on her
calendar as though patting her friend's head by
proxy. "I'm here. What's this about?"

Virgil hesitated and Audra's interest was
immediately sparked to life. Virgil was often
gripped by whatever took his fancy and often took
those interests to an embarrassing extreme, but he
was not given to deliberate melodrama or secrecy.

"I don't want to talk about it over the phone," he
said. "Can you meet me at Somerset's at six?
Please, Audra, it's important." If he could have
reached through the phone and shook her
pleadingly by the collar, he would have done so.

"Of course I can," she said.

"Can you pick up the Griffin on the way?"

The plot thickened. "Sure."

"Thanks, Aud." Here, he interjected a nervous
pause, and then said, all in a rush, "Audra, you
won't regret this. I have the most amazing thing to
show you. You're going to look back on this when
you're eighty and know it was the most incredible
night of your Ilife, the night that changed
everything."

Click.

Audra took the phone from her ear and stared at
it for a little while before replacing it in the cradle.
She laced her fingers together on the desk and
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frowned, her eyes fixed without seeing, not on the
calendar, but on the phone.

If anyone else had said that to her, she would
have chalked it up to melodramatics and put it from
her mind. But it was Virgil who said it, and Virgil
may have a real excess of zeal at times, but he had
to be believed.

Audra picked up the phone again, punched for
an outside line and swiftly dialed the Griffin's
working number. She had to deal first with a very
blonde-sounding little desk jockey, but after a good
six minutes of perky pop Muzak and vitamin-related
infomercials, the Griffin's terse voice came on, and
Audra ordered her to be ready to go by 5:30 at the
latest.

"Check," Griffin said, and hung up without
questioning the reason.

Another powerful wave of emotion pushed
through Audra, fierce enough to sting her eyes shut.
She sat, clenching the phone in her hands, smiling
through a fog of affection as bright as pain. No, it
would never occur to the Griffin to ask for reasons;
it was enough for that one to know that Audra
needed and/or wanted her, and so she would be
there.

Audra could dimly recall a time in her life when
she believed she had been popular, when she'd had
more friends than she had time to see each week.
She remembered having so many party invitations
for birthdays, holidays and dances that she could
have used a giant calendar like this one to keep
herself on track. She remembered giggling with
crowds of friends at the mall, at the clubs, at the
beach...at the lake. She had climbed the trestle
that sunny summer day with no less than a dozen
of those fine friends. And she remembered....

She remembered diving....

...falling....

It was as if she'd gone into that dark water with
a thousand, thousand friends. And wakened two
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days later to find them slapped clean out of her life
along with the feeling in her legs.

There was a time when Audra Morley believed
she had been popular. Now Audra knew that she
had only two friends in all the world.

But by God, those two were Virgil Claymoore
and Jenna Sangriff.

Audra put her few things in order and called
down to Mr. Camberstein's office to take an early
leave.

Audra had a hard time convincing the bleach-
bottle blonde behind the counter that she didn't own
a pass to the fitness club, didn't want a pass to the
fitness club, and didn't need a pass to the fitness
club, she was just there to pick up Jenna Sangriff.
The blonde, whose name, if her perky pink tag
could be trusted, was Sondri, nibbled at the corner
of her painted pinkie nail and looked dubious
throughout the third run of this explanation.

"You mean," she said at last, in tones of
dawning comprehension, "you want to see Jenny?
Like, a personal visit?"

"I'm here to pick her up," Audra said,
enunciating clearly in case Sondri's problem here
was auditory rather than intellectually-related. "To
collect her. To take her home, for God's sake."

"It's only five fifteen," the blonde said.

They blinked at each other.

"She gets off at five, right?" Audra said at last.

"Sure, she does, but she has to stay until six,"
the blonde explained, patiently, as if this were
obvious even to her.

"Why?"

"It's my first day," Sondri replied, with a
cheerful giggle. "And that's when I go home. So I
need her to, like, show me how."

"How to find your home?" Audra echoed. "My
God, didn't your mom give you a map?"

"What?"
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"Never mind." Audra gave up on the whole
concept of communication and stepped around the
desk, through the tinted interior doors and into the
noisy brick of sweat-thick air that the patrons of
You-Go! Fitness Club were forced to breathe. The
expression on Sondri's cute face as she did so was
almost worth the discomfort of choking down that
first lungful of sour air. She hated it here; it was
always either too hot or too cold, and the muggy
musk of human exertions was overwhelming.

"You can't go there unless you have a pass!"
Sondri called fretfully. She came a dancing half-
step after Audra and hesitated there, clinging to her
desk as though she feared street thugs would
swoop in and carry it away if she left her post. "You
have to buy a pass!"

Audra let the door hush shut behind her,
blocking the blonde's strident (yet cheerful) voice
out behind the cacophony of a hundred weight
machines in motion. Grunts, clangs, gasps,
smacks, bongs, bangs, and thudding feet struck her
like a wet towel. It took a while for the rest of
Audra's senses to catch up, and when they did, she
spied the Griffin on the far end of the room,
standing behind a leotard-clad lady doing bench-
presses. The Griffin hovered one hand motionless
in place above the very center of the bar and she
did not look up, although Audra was certain the
Griffin knew she was there.

A rush of cooler air heralded the pursuit of
Sondri, bare instants before the blonde's high voice
cut through the clamor of health-conscious activity.
"Jenny! Jenny, you have a visitor! A personal
visitor! You need to tell your friends that they can't
come see you unless they have a pass!"

The Griffin, poised and calm as a goddess of old
rendered in paint, still did not raise her head. Her
pale eyes continued to track the slow rise and fall of
Miss Leotard's weights, sharp and alert to the
slightest tremor. Between leonine serenity and
raptor's vigilance, Jenna was every lean inch of her
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the figure of her namesake in a poor human
disguise. And now, in her languid sleeping-
predator's voice, she very casually said, "My name
is Jenna. Jen-na. Not Jenny, as I've told you now
three times. If you call me Jenny again, I will slap
your mouth so hard your lips will pop out on the
back of your head in a ponytail. Seriously."

Miss Leotard, striving gamefully against her
weights, looked visibly alarmed, an expression
Jenna did not appear to notice.

Sondri, on the other hand, shook off her shock
surprisingly well--taking only a half-step back
before she rallied. "You can't talk to me like that!"
she said, a declaration of civil rights rather than an
accusation or a threat.

Now the Griffin did look up, however briefly, and
the gleam of high fluorescents in the health club
turned her avian gold eyes almost white. Quietly,
she said, "I can't corner you in the parking lot and
knock the living shit out you either, but I might if
you don't lower your goddamn voice and talk at me
with respect."

Miss Leotard abruptly recalled that she had, in
fact, finished her reps on the bench already and
scrambled away for the showers. Jenna watched
her go, shrugging off a towel from her shoulder to
wipe down the newly-vacated equipment. Only
when this duty was discharged did she turn and run
her hawk's eyes over Audra. Sondri, she ignored.

Jenna smiled, a hard smile, but a real one. "Be
right with you. I've got to rotate the towels before I
clock out."

"You're supposed to stay until I get off and show
me how--"

The Griffin swung towards the voice, not
speedily, but with ominous deliberation, and Sondri
backed up fast. "Evers got you this job, and I've no
damn doubt at all that he can help you keep it, but
the day you give me orders is the last day you live a
life of innocence and that's a fact. You want
someone to hold your hand and teach you how to
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spell your name on a timecard, you find someone
else."

Sondri opened her mouth, worked it in silence,
and then closed it and nodded.

To Audra, with that same hard smile, Jenna said
again, "I'll be right with you." The Griffin turned
towards the showers, paused, and looked back with
narrowed eyes. "Say my name, Blondie."

"J-Jenna," Sondri said.

"Good girl," Jenna said, and showed the tips of
her lower teeth in something that did not much
pretend to be humor. "Give yourself a gold star."
She turned back to the showers and stalked away.

Sondri stood looking after her, almost, but not
quite, wringing her hands. She no longer looked
like the perky little thing that had manned the desk
when Audra first arrived; she'd had the smile
knocked off her face, out of her eyes, and out of her
voice, and the absence took about ten years with it
and gave her a slightly rabbity expression.

When she turned, jerkily, and saw Audra, the
blonde flinched, as if expecting Audra to finish what
the Griffin had started. "She's your friend?" she
asked, in a voice that almost quavered.

"Yep."

Sondri's lower lip shook, just a little. Then,
fiercely, with a hateful look that made her seem,
just for a moment, positively haggish, she said,
"She's mean!"

"Yep." But Audra relented a little at that point,
and went on out to wait for Jenna in front of the
building. She did this partially to ease Sondri's
mind about the whole pass-no pass issue, and
partially to give the poor girl a chance to be alone at
her desk if she needed to cry. People usually did,
when they came face to face with a Griffin for the
first time.

Somerset's was pretty crowded, for a
Wednesday night, but of course, it was the dinner
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hour. Every booth that Audra could see from the
parking lot was full, but she wasn't concerned. The
three of them had been using Somerset's as a
meeting place ever since high school. She thought
Virgil's dad probably owned it or something; she
had only to give her name to the gentleman at the
register and a pretty server appeared like magic at
her elbow to whisk her away to the private room in
the back.

Audra glanced over her shoulder once as she
followed the swishing skirts of her server. The
Griffin was changing out of her work clothes in the
front seat of Audra's car, as was her wont whenever
she went anywhere straight from the job. Audra
had no idea why she didn't just use the showers at
the club. Maybe she had a phobia about being
naked in public, although if Audra had a body like
the Griffin's she'd personally take every possible
opportunity to show it off. Streak through the
frozen foods aisle at Kroger's, if necessary.

Virgil was in the back center booth, the same
booth they'd been using for what, five years now?
Six? It was scary how time flew by when you didn't
have final exams to help mark and measure it.
There were three places set at the table, and Virgil
was fussing with the alignment of each silverware
placement. His hair was hanging in his eyes,
skater-style. = Someone needed to tell him the
eighties were over.

"Hi, Virgil," Audra said with a smile.

Virgil Claymoore didn't jump, exactly, but the
full length of his narrow body tried to unfold itself to
strict attention while still seated at the booth. The
resulting hammer of limbs on the wooden table
knocked his flatware arrangements badly askew,
and Virgil's hands took it upon themselves to
attempt to correct them while the rest of him tried
to stand up and greet her properly.

"Ump," he said, sounding almost normal, and
took a belly dive straight onto the carpet.
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The server, being just a few steps closer, had
the swift reflexes to yank the nearest chair out of
the way, thus sparing Virgil's jaw a painful
realignment, but then she only stood there, looking
horrified, probably with thoughts of lawsuits dancing
through her mind. "Oh Mr. Claymoore!" she cried.
"Are you all right?"

Virgil stuck out one arm, hand outstretched,
palm flat. "Good to see you again, Aud."

Audra pulled the chair out of the server's hands
and carefully seated herself on it. She checked her
feet, then took Virgil's hand and helped steady him
as he untangled his ankles and then knelt before
her. "Always a pleasure, Virge."

"You have very nice shoes," he told her
seriously. "Where's Griffin?"

Audra glanced over her shoulder and saw the
server staring at her with an appalled expression
she wasn't even trying to disguise. She managed a
wan smile herself, her fingers brushing over one
knee self-consciously. "Our other party should be
here any second," she said.

"Right." Virgil sprang to his feet with a grace
completely at odds with his ungainly plummet of
only a moment before. "Remember my
instructions," he added, and offered Audra his arm,
punctuating his dismissal by turning his back on the
server completely.

Audra slipped her hands around his proffered
elbow, but waited until the server had left the room
before rising and taking the few short steps to their
customary booth. "I think I made a friend," she
said, wearing a lop-sided smile that felt frozen to
her face. "I guess she thought I should have helped
you up instead of sitting down."

"Aw, forget her, she's minimum wage," he said
uncomfortably. He released her with a low bow as
she slid into the booth, and stole a cheek-kiss when
she swayed his way to check her knees.

She grinned up at him, her good mood
returning, and he grinned back, but she could see
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the nervous light in his eyes and wondered again
just what they were doing here this time.

Virgil had only just perched himself at the edge
of the curved booth seat when the door opened and
he had to spring up again. The Griffin had entered
the room ahead of the server. Jenna Sangriff
traveled in no one's shadow.

"Hey, Virge," she said, and turned her head so
that he could graze a quick kiss across her cheek as
she slid into the booth ahead of him and seated
herself at the U. "Looking good, stud."

"Thanks, vyou're looking particularly fierce
yourself."

"Breaking in a new desk girl," Jenna remarked,
raking her eyes critically across her flatware. "She
cries a lot."

"You're so mean," Audra teased.

"So they tell me."

Virgil sat down again and gave a nod to the
waiting server, who promptly wheeled about and
left them. He picked up his napkin, shook it out,
folded it again, replaced all his silverware, and then
clasped his hands together and gave them both a
winning smile.

"Dude," Jenna said solemnly, "You look like
you've just had an espresso enema. Triple shot.
What's up?"

"It's just...It's the most amazing....Wait for the
drinks." Virgil ran his fingers through his hair and
looked at the ceiling.

"Drinks?" Audra echoed, and she and the Griffin
exchanged an amused glance. "Are you old enough
to be sitting with the grownups?"

"Aren't you afraid of getting carded?" Jenna
asked.

"I turned twenty-one two weeks ago," Virgil
replied in a distracted voice, then blinked rapidly
and frowned as he focused on Jenna. "You know
that, you're the one who took me to Bazoom's and
made me drink all those shots out of that stripper's
belly button."
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"She seemed very nice," Audra recalled.

Jenna gave a nod of lofty agreement. "So did
her mom."

"They were," Virgil said defensively, darting
swift looks at each of them in turn as though
bracing himself for argument. "Both of them. Very
nice. I had a wonderful time."

The server backed into the room at that
moment, carrying a tray of tall glasses. She set one
before each of them, and Audra watched Jenna run
a suspicious eye over the dark contents buoyed with
ice.

"These are some honking huge Mai Tais," Jenna
said at last. "And while I appreciate your rather
worshipful opinion of my alcohol-imbibing capacity-"

Audra took a careful sip. "It's iced tea," she
said.

Jenna looked up at once. "Long Island?"

"Nestea." Audra sipped again. "Sugarless."

Both girls studied their glasses for a time in
silence, and then turned as one to look at Virgil.

"I hate iced tea," Jenna stated, and pushed her
glass firmly away. "I hate it when it's sugar-full."

"I know." Virgil nudged Jenna's glass back in
front of her. "But you have to drink all of it before
you get to say anything, okay?"

"This is all part of your exciting, incredible,
amazing news?" Audra asked.

"Iced tea," Jenna muttered, poking dubiously at
an ice cube.

"Just promise!" Virgil insisted. He hadn't raised
his voice, but it seemed very loud nonetheless, or
maybe it was just the desperation in his eyes that
served as emphasis. His knuckles on the table were
white with the strain of trying to appear relaxed.

"Cross my heart," Audra said finally, and did.
Then she reached over and patted his hand, trying
to smooth it flat and even out the coloration. "And
so does Jenna."

"Hmm." Jenna tried a sip, made a face, and
frowned at Virgil. "You're taking advantage of my
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forgiving nature," she warned, and pushed the glass
to the edge of her table-territory. "But fine. I
promise. Now get to spilling it, buster."

Virgil turned his hand in Audra's and squeezed
her fingers lightly. He bent his head, sucked in a
deep breath, and expelled it in a steadying sigh.
Then he reached his other hand across the table to
take hold of Jenna. He leaned forward so that he
could look them both in the eye at once. He spoke
five words, his voice pitched to convey the terrible
import of his earth-rocking news.

"My brother Barnabus is dead."
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Chapter Two

* The Master Plan *

Griffin, for whom the word 'unflappable' had
been coined, held a moment of silence for the
dearly departed, and then raised an eyebrow with
feigned concern. "Is this a séance? Should we hold
hands, too?"

"I take it you weren't close," Audra remarked, at
virtually the same time, so that Virgil's eyes darted
astigmatically back and forth with growing
confusion. "I'll admit Barnabus seemed like a bit of
a jerk on the two occasions that I met him, but I
can't think I'm going to look back decades from now
and think of the anniversary of his death as the
greatest moment of my life."

"He must have left a lottery ticket," Jenna said
to Audra, and took her hand. "Speak to us, o spirit
of the Claymoore!"

"We're very sorry for your loss," Audra added.

"Thanks," Virgil said, and immediately took back
his hands. "I mean, no, we weren't close, but that's
not the point. That's not the real news--Griffin,
stop chanting, dammit, I'm getting to it--I guess I
should have started another way. Hang on."

Virgil ducked under the table and popped up
again with a small leather briefcase, which he set
carefully before him. He opened it a crack, closed it
without removing anything, and chewed at his lip,
frowning across the table at them with clear
indecision. "You both know where I work, right?"

"U-Dub, ain't it?" Jenna asked, shrugging.

Audra could do only a little better on such short
notice. "You're in the basement somewhere, I
think. Historical stuff. Archaeology?"

"Close. The lab's in the University, but I work as
a kind of free-lance antiquity researcher for six or
eight museums across the country. And one in
Ireland. Never mind. See, what happens is,
someone will send me a big box full of junk and I
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try to identify what, if anything has any historical
significance. = And sometimes, they send me to
auctions or estate sales or what have you, to assess
specific items and purchase them on behalf of that
museum. So I travel a lot and I go to a lot of
auctions, and once in a while, I'll buy something out
of my own pocket if I think it looks cool, and then
sell it later to one of the museums."

"Your father must have loved that," Audra
remarked. "'Dad, I want to be a carbon dater."

"Oh, he was thrilled," Virgil told her in an
answering aside. "As long as I was dating
something."

"Question." The Griffin propped her chin in her
hands and looked curious. "What's stopping you
from picking up a ceramic frog at a garage sale and
passing it off as the Great God Ribbitz from the
Ranidae Empire?"

"Ethics. Professionalism. The possibility of a
second opinion from the museum's in-house guy."
Virgil thought about it. "The words Made in Taiwan
stamped on the frog's belly."

"I see. Go on. You intrigue me."

"Okay, well here's the deal. I went to an estate
sale about three years ago and while I was picking
up some Persian figures for the museum, the owner
offered me a box of bas-reliefs, most of them
broken. Maybe ten pieces total. Varying places-of-
origin, he said. Three of them were Indian, two
Roman, one Greek, three faux Roman out of
England, and one of them...wasn't." Virgil gulped,
drumming his fingers on his briefcase and cracked it
open again, just a little. "So I kept it."

"Couldn't identify it?" Audra asked, not really
curious but willing to be sympathetic as she waited
to see how Brother Barnabus tied into this.

Virgil gave her a queer look. "No, actually...I
thought I had, but....Do either of you know who
Etienne DeGuarre is? Or was?"

Audra tried to exchange another glance with
Jenna, but the Griffin was starring narrowly at Virgil
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and would not be distracted. She settled for
shrugging expansively instead. "Doesn't ring a bell.
Was he a friend of your brother's?"

"No, he was a privateer for the French in the
late 1600s. He was the captain of the Shark in the
Caribbean Sea and--No, dammit, Jenna, you
promised!"

Jenna picked up her iced tea and started
chugging with a grim look on her face.

Virgil turned his full attention on Audra, locking
eyes with her desperately, and talked faster.

"He wasn't a famous pirate, and he wasn't really
all that good a privateer, but in the last year of his
career, he fell in love with a lady he kidnapped
called Isabella Pachetto. Isabella was just getting
into the whole pirating thing when her brother
kidnapped her back, and Etienne went after her and
had what was either the best or the worst run of
luck in his entire life. I mean, one massive glut of
treasure after the other until he hit Tortuga, when
he sent his first mate off with the treasure and
jumped ship to go get the girl. He rescued Isabella,
commandeered a ship from the harbor and started
sailing like crazy for the open sea. They should
have been caught, and they would have been, but
of course, Tortuga was almost totally leveled less
than an hour later by the famous earthquake. But
Isabella's brother was waiting for them back in
European waters, so Etienne and Isabella sailed up
the American coast, threw down roots in Virginia
and bought a plantation and grew sugar cane. By
the time the local government knew a pirate was in
town, he'd made an honest man of himself and
bought a marque of legitimacy from King George.
Isabella's brother and the whole Spanish army
lurked around off the coast for a couple of decades,
but Etienne never left land again, so they couldn't
touch him. He never went after his treasure."

Jenna slammed her empty glass down on the
table. "You can't be serious, Virgil!"
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Audra pushed her iced tea in front of Jenna, who
executed a flawless double-take.

"You're not buying this, are you?"

"He hasn't given us anything to buy yet," Audra
pointed out logically.

"But--"

"Hush up and drink my iced tea."

"Flash forward ten years," Virgil continued,
relaxing a little as he watched Jenna close her hand
around Audra's glass. "DeGuarre's former first
mate drops by the plantation to celebrate the birth
of DeGuarre's third kid and hand-delivers an item
later described as a map to DeGuarre's treasure."

Jenna snorted and started drinking.

"DeGuarre never did anything with it--he
couldn't, not with the Spanish watching every ship
that DeGuarre so much as looked cross-eyed at--
and fifty years go by, and Etienne's grandson loses
the family fortune and sells the map for money to
go north to New York. The map vanished."

"Until it resurfaced in your brother's bedroom?"
Jenna sputtered, choking a little on the last
mouthful of tea.

Virgil thrust his glass at her. "Until it resurfaced
in that crate of random bas reliefs I bought from a
private collector at an estate sale."

"What idiot would use a treasure map to wrap a
broken bas relief in?" Jenna demanded. "Check
that, what idiot would believe the wrapping of a
broken bas relief was a map to buried pirate
treasure?"

"Drink your tea," Audra admonished.

But Virgil chose to answer this question. He
opened his briefcase again and drew out a squarish
chunk of slightly-discolored porcelain. He set it
carefully on the table and rested his hand atop its
smooth, blank surface. "The only pirates who used
things like paper or sheepskin to make maps were
stupid Hollywood ones. Paper was too expensive
and too fragile for something that important. Most
maps of the time were carved into more durable
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materials like wood or plaster...or this. What they
called Mongol pottery. Chinese porcelain."

"It looks broken," Audra observed.

"Goddammit," the Griffin snarled and started
drinking her third glass of iced tea. The strain was
beginning to show on her.

"It is broken, so even though I was pretty sure I
knew what I had here, I couldn't do anything with
it. I've been using it as a paperweight. I've been
staring at it every day. I couldn't fail to recognize it
when I saw it any more than I could mis-read my
own face in a mirror." Virgil paused to watch Jenna
struggle to down her third drink, and then reached
across the table again to clasp Audra's hand. "And I
did see it, Aud. When my brother died, he named
me executor of his estate, and while I was cleaning
out his private office, I found something."

He patted her hand twice, and then leaned back
to retrieve a glossy brochure from his briefcase,
which he deftly unfolded one-handed and set in the
center of the booth table. It was an aerial shot of a
tropical island, high enough to show the sparkling
azure waters on every sandy side, low enough to
display the central resort to best advantage. She
could see swaying palms, tennis courts, and a
luxurious sprawl of touristy buildings on one side of
the island, while the other side remained more or
less overgrown, with rough shoals, jagged cuts of
stone, and gaily splashing waterfalls.

"This is Isla Tesoro," he said. "And that's where
DeGuarre's treasure is buried. I've been staring at
that island for three years, I'd know it in my sleep."

"Forget the island!" Jenna spat, thumping her
third empty glass down beside the two others.
"Even if I believed for a second that you really had
part of a pirate's map, you said yourself it's broken!
What makes you think you can find something
that's been lost for four centuries with just a stupid
little broken piece?"

"Because." Virgil's voice was calm and his hand
was steady as he turned the porcelain square over
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and withdrew his hand. The lamp overhanging the
booth and the light from the window behind them
cast shadows at two angles over the map; the
markings etched into its face seemed to jump out at
them like a hologram. "Because," he said again,
"I've got the piece with the X on it."

There was a long moment of silence as Jenna
stared at the piece of porcelain and Audra and Virgil
stared at her.

"Well," said the Griffin in @ mild voice. "Dip me
in honey and throw me to the lesbians. It would
appear I owe you a coke, Virge. That's a map."

Audra reached for the broken-edged square and
gingerly held it in her hands, tilting it in the
restaurant's light and watching the scrimshawed
patterns carved on its surface give it the ghost of
movement, waves lapping at its carefully-drawn
shores. She could feel the age of it seeping up
through her fingers, chilling them. The porcelain
was not white, but a kind of tea-stained ivory, and
the lines that crawled across it were slightly darker.
The X on the lower left-hand side was very distinct.

She set the map down over the brochure. It
was drawn just a little smaller than the unfolded
aerial photograph, but apart from that slight
anomaly, the two were a dead-on match. It wasn't
just the careful edging of the beach, either. The
artisan falls from the brochure emptied into a ribbon
of blue that became a faint squiggle on the map;
the rocky tumble of the cliffs lined up on both sides
of the map precisely where the brochure indicated
they should. The only glaring difference between
the two was the resort itself, stacked neatly on the
beach in the full-color photograph, but a bare
expanse of sand on the map of four centuries past.
If one overlooked that, it was simple enough to read
that DeGuarre's treasure was buried within easy
walking distance of the tennis courts.
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"Getting in's going to be a bitch." Jenna clapped
her hands and folded them before her on the table
in a schoolgirl's posture, her eyebrows raised in
polite inquiry. "What's the plan, chief?" she asked.
If her tone could be trusted, which was not always
the case, the Griffin, although a long way from
being won over, had at least acceded to the
possibility of pirate treasure.

Virgil relaxed a little, even offering the Griffin a
faint smile. "Before he died, Barnabus apparently
bought a three-week vacation package at that
resort for himself and two of his lady friends. All
three tickets are in the name of Claymoore, which,
thanks in large part to my father, happens to be my
name, too."

"Good old Barnabus," Jenna remarked, her eyes
dipping back down to the map. "If I had a drink, I'd
toast his afterlife."

"I could get you some more iced tea."

"Drop dead, Virge."

Audra raised her hand, and when she had
Virgil's attention, said, "We don't exactly know what
security on the island is going to be like, so how can
you plan for a major excavation? I mean, I don't
know exactly what the scale on this map is, but that
can't be more than a half mile from those
buildings."

"It's a risk," Virgil acknowledged with a grim
nod. "But you've got to remember, it's a vacation
resort, not a prison. And we'll have three weeks to
come up with a plan, we don't have to jump right
off the boat and start digging. But the key word
here really is 'excavation'. When Etienne went after
Isabella, he hit something like five major chunks of
money. One of them, just one, was the Mej
Nehana, a Persian ship picking up foreign treasure
as wedding presents for the emperor of the Mogul
Empire. The inventory of losses the Persians
recorded lists thirteen chests of royals of plate,
eighty pounds of Spanish coin, two tons of Incan
gold, twenty-six tons of uncoined silver, and bags of
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gold dust to equal one hundred fifty thousand
British pounds."

"Holy cash flow, Batman," Jenna said
appreciatively.

"Wow," Audra whispered.

"And that's one of five, maybe six hauls he
made," Virgil said, thumping the table with his index
finger for emphasis. "We know he caught the
caboose of the Gold Train at Nombre de Dios, and
the Silver Fleet in Hispaniola. His final take was
probably more than a hundred million British
pounds, in those days. Even if we find only
Etienne's share of the treasure, and even if that
share was only one share, as opposed to the ten
shares a captain usually got, we're still looking at
some major bucks."

Audra puffed out a breath and fell back into the
cushions of the booth seat, staring at him.

"I've checked with the salvage laws," he
continued. "We don't get to keep the treasure, of
course, but we get half its appraised value, and
they'll probably appraise it as gold, and not coins or
relics or whatever. But gold, Etienne's share of just
gold, is still going be a minimum of twelve million
dollars. That means we get six, and that equals two
million apiece, worst-case scenario."

"No, worst-case scenario, we find jack-shit,"
Jenna countered.

Audra gave her a friendly poke in the side.
"Yeah, well, we'd still get a three-week paid
vacation on a Caribbean Island. Which in my book
safely removes us from Worst Case anything." She
grinned hugely at Virgil, who flinched back a little
and looked palely disturbed by her enthusiasm.
"And that's good enough for me. Count me ipph!"

The Griffin had slapped her hand over Audra's
mouth, and she'd done it without taking her
narrowed, golden eyes off Virgil. "What's the catch,
Virge," she said, with a flatness that turned it from
a question to an accusation.
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"Urrfl" Audra began hotly, and then paused as
she saw Virgil lick his lips.

"See," he began hesitantly. "The island...Okay,
well there's two problems with the island. First off,
it's owned. Obviously. Which means that whatever
we find is going to be the property of the guy who
owns the island, not the finders of the treasure."

Jenna took her hand away from Audra's mouth.
"Something tells me that's just the little problem."

"Right," Audra said slowly. "I can see some
cruising boats on the brochure... My dad used to
have a little boat, and I'm pretty sure I remember
most of the controls. We could dig up the treasure
in secret, sneak it out a little ways--"

"There's another island that isn't owned by
anyone about twenty miles east," Virgil said with a
nod. "And I've got a boating license, so yeah, that's
what we'd do. Toss the whole thing up on the
shore, dig a hole for show, call the coastal salvage
guys and drink daiquiris while we wait for the check.
Problem solved."

"You said there were two problems," Audra
reminded him.

Virgil ran his fingers through his hair and
wouldn't look at either of them. "Have...either of
you ever seen Fantasy Island?"

Jenna leaned back into the booth, folding her
arms, and narrowed her eyes at him even further.
"Ye-e-ssss."

"We're going to Fantasy Island?" Audra guessed.

Virgil winced. "We're going to Fantasy Fetish
Island," he said, and slapped a hand over his eyes.
In a defeated voice, he went on. "It's an erotic
retreat for people who are into dominance and
submission and stuff."

There was a long silence as frost slowly snaked
across the table from Griffin's side outward.

But it was Audra who spoke first, and she did it
laughing. "Barnabus? No way!"

She had met Virgil's family on a half-dozen
occasions, all while the three were still in high
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school, and she remembered them all as being
almost brittle in their formality, as if a smile would
crack their aristocratic features. Virgil was a whole
different person in the company of the Claymoores,
a silent shadow of a person with a face like a marble
mask only vaguely stained by unhappiness. His
oldest brother, Abernathy, took the brunt of the
father's attention, and so was the worst of the
bunch, possessing the full measure of the family's
disdain for the common crowd like Audra and Jenna,
but none of the elder Claymoore's cool skill in
disguising it. Of Barnabus, she remembered very
little; he'd avoided coming into direct contact with
Virgil's friends while the father looked on, but Audra
had a vague memory of him coming out into the
yards with them one night when the Abernathys,
Junior and Senior, were squirreled away having
brandies, and she thought he seemed okay. A bit of
jerk, maybe, but okay.

The thought of him in a leather slingshot brief
with a zippered ski mask and a whip was a total
mind-blower.

"You know, in a way, that almost makes sense,"
Jenna said slowly. She was staring into the
distance over Virgil's shoulder, looking curiously
sympathetic. "At least, he'd get to be the boss
somewhere."

"That was pretty much my thought," Virgil said
softly, and with virtually the same expression. "Not
that any of us really want to be the boss,
but...yeah, I can see the appeal. Definitely."

After a moment, he reached out and moved the
map to one side so he could flip the brochure over.
The narrow strip that would have been the first
page if the brochure were still folded had simply the
name of the island and a photograph of a shapely
female derriere. Her arms were cinched in some
sort of medieval-looking leather restraint, bound
together at the small of her back. Her bottom was
bare, full and round as the moon. Her thighs were
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smooth slopes shadowed by stockings. It was a
black and white photo, very stylish, distinctly erotic.

The rest of the unfolded pages were rambling
praise-filled catch-phrases interspersed with
pictures, some pastoral, some erotic, and some
downright disturbing--tropical sunsets and beaches,
wooden paddles, leather and latex fashionwear,
empty stocks and harnesses, male and female
bottoms (mostly female, Audra noted) in varying
stages of abrasion or laceration. Scary stuff, right
there next to prideful boasting of swimming pools,
satellite television, and a full range of games and
services. And of course, there were also seminars,
demonstrations, parties, and, most ominous and
surreal of all, a promise of door prizes.

What in the world would they be passing out as
a door prize? Somehow, Audra didn't think a little
goldfish guppy in a bag would do.

She glanced at Jenna apprehensively, half-
expecting to see the Griffin's predatory side coming
to the fore, but Jenna was looking thoughtfully at
the map instead. Audra lifted her head to meet
Virgil's anxious gaze. "But we'll be with you, right?"

"I...maybe." Virgil opened his briefcase yet
again and this time withdrew three thin packets,
each formerly sealed with a sticker, now torn. Each
packet was almost featureless, bearing only the
name of the island in print on the face, with the
name of Claymoore handwritten in the upper
corner. One, the one that Virgil kept, was green.
The other two he passed to them were yellow.
"These are the applications I got when I sent
Barnabus's confirmation number into the resort. I
guess we fill them out and we get matched up. I
read through them. I can request my own pets, but
they put a bigger emphasis on matching people
according to--"

"Pets?" Jenna echoed.

"--to what the submissives want," Virgil finished,
wincing. "So it's really up to you. But if we go for
this, we need to hurry. I'm supposed to allow five
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days for mailing and ten days for processing, and
that leaves us with eight days to decide to do this
thing or not. Listen," he said suddenly, and shoved
his green application to one side. "This isn't even
really about the money. Okay, it's a little bit about
the money, but...I want to do this because...I
mean, come on! Pirate treasure!"

Audra started laughing and even Jenna smiled
her thin, hard smile. "I guess you can't exactly find
a map that lets you be an astronaut, huh?"

"Or a cowboy, or all the other things I wanted to
be back when I was a kid." Virgil ran his fingers
through his hair, and then uttered a thin, unhappy
sort of laugh and stared at the ceiling. "My father,"
he said quietly, "disapproves of me. He doesn't
hate me, because hate is a human emotion, and we
Claymoores simply don't have those. But he
disapproves of me. Up until now, that's been just
fine, because he had Abernathy following in his
footsteps and he had Barnabus as a backup plan in
case the elder scion did something unexpected, like
die or vote Democrat. I haven't even needed to be
there, but I'm there now. In the auxiliary position,
you understand, but I'm still there."

"How much do you need him?" Audra asked, but
the Griffin laid her hand over Audra's and corrected
her in a low, grim voice.

"How hard can he hit you, Virgil?"

Startled, Audra looked back at Virgil, who now
lowered his head by slow degrees until his face was
buried in his hands. In a muffled voice, despairing
and made somehow ugly by his father's tone of
sardonic humor, he said, "Hard enough, Griffin.
Hard enough. I'm only twenty-one years old, and
the family's money-laws are damn near medieval.
If he wanted to, he could still have himself named
my legal guardian. He could cripple me, Griffin. He
could kill me."

"Yeah, but you're not living with him, are you?"
Audra asked. "And you're not working for him?
You could walk away."
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"He donates pretty heavily to the
university...not enough to elect a chairman maybe,
but enough to get some basement-bound antiquities
researcher fired." Virgil sighed. "And I don't have
my own bank account. I can't, not until I'm twenty-
five."

"Bullshit," Audra insisted, but the Griffin gave
her a pitying glance from her gold eyes and said
nothing. "I'll give you a hundred dollars to open an
account of your own. He can't know everything!
Stand up for yourself."

"Claymoore family rules. No one handles their
own money until they hit their majority at twenty-
five. If I go behind my father's back, that's as good
as slapping him in the face. Even if Barnabus were
alive, he'd never overlook that. He'll take my job,
he'll take my apartment, he'll ruin my name and my
reputation, he'll see to it that I don't work anything
but fast food for the rest of my life, and I can't
stand up to that, Audra. Not with your borrowed
hundred bucks."

Virgil spread his hands out on the table so that
he touched both the map and the brochure. "I
never expected an opportunity like this, but if I ever
want to walk away, this is the only way I can think
of to do it. Two million dollars. For two million
dollars, I can get out." He looked up again, straight
at Audra, his eyes like mirrors. "If we don't find
anything, I can learn to live with that, but I can't
just not do this. I can't spend the rest of my life
wondering what might have happened. I can do
this, Audra. But I can't do it alone." He glanced
down at his green folder speculatively. "For one
thing, I don't think I can show up without my
submissives."

"And when you think of submissive, you
naturally think of us," Audra said.

The Griffin uttered a throaty growl, a lion-like
rumble of warning.

The ghost of Virgil's natural smile blew across
his thin features. "Well, yeah, in a way. I did think
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of you. Not vyou, Griffin," he added quickly.
"But...my first thought, when I realized what I had,
was of you, Audra. I thought, this is perfect. I
mean, it's not like you can get hurt."

He shrugged her an apology, which she
accepted by tossing off a rueful smile.

"But seriously, Virgil," she continued. "The
Griffin...Submissive...The Griffin. Let me know
when you make the connection."

Jenna smiled faintly with one half of her mouth
and leaned her chin on her palm.

"I know," Virgil said, and sighed. "Look, I just
don't have any other friends. All I can hope for is
that we find the treasure and the Griffin can be so
distracted by counting pieces of eight that I sneak
off the island before she can beat the crap out of
me."

"That'd be a whole lot of distracted," Jenna
remarked. She was toying with the map, pushing it
this way and that with the tip of her finger. She
flashed Virgil a quick, toothy smile and added, "If
I'm in, Virge, I'm in all the way. I take my lumps
and I take my chances. I won't hold it against you,
regardless of what we find...or don't find."

"You sound like you've made up your mind
already," Audra observed.

"Yep."

Audra picked up the brochure and folded it so
that the photograph of the woman's bare bottom
faced her. The woman's face couldn't be seen;
most of her body was lost in shadows. Her identity
was unimportant. She was just an object,
something to be struck for someone else's pleasure.

Not that Audra gave a rip, but she couldn't
imagine the Griffin tolerating this for a second.

She looked across at Jenna, who sat with zen-
like serenity, staring down at the porcelain map.
"You know there's a chance that we'll get paired up
with someone else, don't you?" she asked, and the
Griffin nodded peaceably. "Someone who'll hit you?
Not just hit you, but spank you? A spanking, for
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God's sake! I remember when you threw a guy
over a bank of lockers for bumping into you in the
hall, and you expect me to believe you can take a
spanking for three weeks without blowing our
cover?"

Griffin smiled her predatory smile, showing the
sharp tips of her white teeth. "I got the shit
knocked out of me for twelve years and I never saw
a fucking dime. For a shot at two million dollars, I'll
take my spankings in a pink, ruffled pinafore. I'm
in, Virgil. Anchors aweigh."

Virgil looked back at Audra. He didn't make any
other plea. He'd said everything that needed
saying, anyway, and she knew that if she said no,
they could still be friends.

Audra opened her submissive's application and
scanned some of the questions. She studied the
woman's ass on the brochure. Finally, she
shrugged and nodded. "What the hell," she said.
"Like you said, it's not like I can get hurt."

For a moment, Virgil just continued to sit there,
like a man waiting for the other shoe to drop. He
looked from one to the other and back again, and
finally his relieved smile spread across his face,
taking out the pinch of anxiety and making him
seem just a little less like his father.

There came a subdued knock at the door that
brought all three of them around staring as the
waitress of ages past pushed her head inside. "Mr.
Claymoore? Would you like more drinks?"

"Champagne all around, I think," Virgil replied,
blinking back at Audra and Jenna. "And dinner
menus. Open tabs, ladies. And thank you."

"No sweat," Jenna said in her off-hand way.
She had shoved her application to one side and was
already holding out her hand for a menu. "I always
wanted to be a pirate."

"They'd never let you join up, Griffin. You're too

mean."
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Chapter Three
* Audra Takes a Holiday *

Audra sat naked at the kitchen table, beneath
the low glow of a hanging lamp, chewing on a pencil
and reading her application. Her red hair was still a
little damp from the shower; it lay heavily on her
back, spitting little trickles of runoff over her hips,
where she could sometimes feel them in swift
burns, like darting slashes from a brutal imp's
claws. Mostly, though, she felt nothing. Not the
cold water dripping from her hair, or the dimpled
press of the waffle-iron pattern on the seat of her
wrought-iron chair.

She had read the application twice, thoroughly,
before she ever picked up a pencil. She had
resolved to answer the questions as honestly as she
could. The Griffin, an accomplished and ingenious
liar, had once instructed her to stay as close to the
truth as possible in every situation, because what
betrayed you in the end was almost never the lie
itself, but the struggle to remember the lie.

The application was uncannily similar to a high
school final exam. It was split into three parts:
twenty true or false...that is, yes or no questions,
twenty multiple choice questions, and one essay
question.

The yes or no section was easy--Have you ever
fantasized about being restrained during sex? Do
you believe spankings are an appropriate way to be
disciplined when you "misbehave"? Are you turned
on by the sound of slapping flesh?

Audra answered yes to all of these questions.
They were the obvious ones, the way that true/false
tests tended to be in History class back in high
school. Had anyone anywhere ever failed a
true/false test in History?

But there were a number of questions obviously
designed to separate the merely submissive from
the...rather more adventurous, and these were the
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ones Audra took the most pains to answer honestly,
just in case she wasn't paired up with Virgil and the
Griffin after all. Have you ever "set" a fantasy in a
military or boot camp setting? No. Have you ever
included a medical examination in your fantasies?
God, no. Have you ever masturbated in the same
room with another person who did not know you
were masturbating? Of course not. She didn't even
do that when the other person did know what she
was doing. What would be the point?

And of course, there were a couple of "specialty"
questions peppered here and there. Do you own a
blindfold or a gag? No. Do you own any item that
could be used as a blindfold or gag? Well, sure, she
had socks, didn't she? Do you enjoy sucking on
your partner's fingers or toes? No. Gross. Do you
enjoy having your fingers or toes sucked on? The
opportunity seemed to have passed her by,
astonishingly enough, but she'd have to assume no.
Have you ever acted out parent-child roles in play?
Whoa Nelly, no. Have you ever included a plush toy
in your sexual play or fantasies? Boy, that one
couldn't be no enough.

Then there were the 'vocabulary' questions:
Have you ever used a pinwheel? Audra had a
feeling they didn't mean the pretty foil ones she'd
played with when she was six. No. Have you ever
used an iron horse? Again, she was reasonably
sure they weren't referring to an early steam engine
train. No. Have you ever used a violet wand?
Audra pictured, with some confusion, a child's fairy
wand, complete with sparkly star at the tip, in a
soothing lilac color. She marked it as No. Have you
ever used a TENS unit? And that would be what, an
abacus? No. Have you ever used a Spyder sling or
similar device? Just for variety's sake, she marked
that one as Yes.

The first multiple choice question was a Duzy:
Please list all implements you have used or would
be interested in using. The answers, marked A-Z:
Switch, Rattan Cane, Wooden Cane, Paddle,
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Perforated Paddle, Teacher's Paddle, Round/Ping
Pong Paddle, Thumper, Tawse, Strap/Belt, Slapper,
Perforated Slapper, Flogger Whip/Cat, Twin Lash,
Martinet, Crop/Flicker Whip, Squid, Beaded Squid,
Horsehair, Q-Flogger/Rug Beater, Slipper,
Hairbrush, Spoon, Spatula, Goad, Zapper/Electric
Paddle.

'Beaded squid...' thought Audra. She filled them
all in, humming a little under her breath like a child
coloring with crayons.

The rest of the multiple choice questions were a
little harder. She had the option of A) Never; B)
Sometimes/Maybe; C) Never tried it, but I'm very
interested; or D) Yes, I like it or would like to. The
questions, on the other hand....

Do you like to watch erotic reality shows?
Audra was only peripherally aware that those
existed, but sure, why not? D.

Would you ever participate in one? D. Provided
there was a paycheck attached, she'd work just
about anywhere.

Do you own or would you like to own any gear
that could be used for bondage or discipline? (That
one snuck a couple of yes/no questions in with its
follow ups--Did you have to think before you
answered the last question? and Have you ever
bought any item or clothing because it could be
used for bondage or discipline?) Audra did have to
think about it, but ultimately decided that she did.
She had wooden spoons in the kitchen; she guessed
some culinary disciplinarian could whack away at
her with those. D.

Would you ever include certain items or articles
of clothing in sex play to please your partner?
There was a second multiple choice question below
that, listing A) Footwear, B) Leather, C) Latex, and
D) Metal. Audra filled them all in.

Has your partner ever successfully attempted to
control your orgasm by means of discipline,
restraint, or denial?
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That last question made Audra smile a little, but
she had the feeling it was not a very pleasant smile.
If you counted trying to give her an orgasm as
controlling it, every partner she'd ever had fit that
particular bill. She marked it down as B.

Would you ever engage in bondage/discipline
acts in front of others?

Audra started to pencil in D, and paused. She
knew it was what she should mark down. It fit in
perfectly with the rest of her faux-persona. She'd
make the perfect display, god knew.

Still.....

She could probably handle having people watch
her getting her ass whipped or fondled or whatever.
She could visualize herself in a set of medieval
stocks while some masked man in a tuxedo lashed
at her from behind with a cat of nine tails, for the
pleasure of dozens of grey-suited men with green-
apple heads, and that was fine.

What kept her from marking down her D was
the sudden transformation of two of the audience
into Jenna and Virgil. Watching her.

Audra stared down at her application, frowning
unconsciously, still pressing the tip of her pencil into
the little D bubble. All of a sudden, it didn't feel so
much like a game. It was easy enough to sit here
and make mental jokes about her faceless future
"Master" while she scribbled away at her ridiculous
questionnaire, but she had to remember that Virgil
and the Griffin were going to be there with her.

Memory, sharp and thick as smoke, momentarily
fogging out her true surroundings: Walking laps in
Ms. Lupe's Room o' Doom, feeling hands on her
arms--Virgil's careful grip on her right, the Griffin's
hard talons on her left--as she watched her feet
pace off the carpet. The smell of books and cheap
rug shampoo.

Audra shook it off with a kind of sick horror.

Her pencil was still on D. D was a good answer
for that question.
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Walking laps in that laughably-titled "Social
Skills" back room, rigid with the fear that she would
fall down and make them have to pick her up again.
Audra had undressed for three lovers in her short
life, but she had never been more naked than on
those high school days, stripped down past flesh
and bone with the shame of her blatant disability.

There were days when Audra felt like she had a
white stick-figure-in-wheelchair logo stamped
indelibly in her forehead. Days when every stagger
or catch in her stride gave her the itching sense of
pitying eyes on her from every nearby stranger.
There were days when she couldn't stop checking to
make sure her feet were still moving one in front of
the other, couldn't stop touching her knees covertly
beneath the desk just in case they'd come
uncrossed and now lay wantonly splayed, couldn't
look another human being in the eye without feeling
that dumb, throbbing ache that comes from
knowing that you are not whole you are not right
you are not really there--

Audra's pencil snapped in her fist. The tip of the
rounded lead still touched lightly down over the D
bubble. The bit with the nubby eraser clattered
down and rolled merrily over the table until it
dropped onto the cheap linoleum floor. Audra
stared at it dully, feeling a thin, embarrassed pity
for it.

Stupid pencil, didn't know it was broken.

She'd spent the last five years learning how to
pretend to be a whole person in front of her friends.
She couldn't go back to the way she was, not even
for show. She couldn't stand in the stocks and let
Jenna and Virgil see her being handicapped again,
not if Etienne DeGuarre himself popped up and
handed her a galleon full of pirate treasure.

Would you ever engage in bondage/discipline
acts in front of others? the questionnaire pressed.

"No," Audra whispered furiously. "Never."
Audra scribbled in a hurried A and sat frowning at

the page.
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Maybe when she actually got to the island,
maybe if she lucked out and got herself a Master
other than Virgil, and maybe if she knew that her
friends were safely ensconced on the other side of
the resort, and if the situation arose, she might play
along in public. But maybe not. This wasn't about
what some faceless, masked fetish-enthusiast
wanted, anyway. This was about her, this was
about the only two friends she'd ever had for real
and forever, and this was about what they were
doing, and the playacting of a bunch of kinky
tourists had nothing to do with her.

She was going to go to the island, lie around in
the sun smelling like coconut tanning oil, drink
something slushy with little fruit ka-bobs sticking
out of it, and look for pirate treasure. Virgil would
be right there, and the Griffin would be right there,
and even if they didn't end up together, it didn't
make a damn bit of difference. If there was a set of
stocks out there with Audra's name on it, all she
had to do to get through it was to close her eyes
and think of England, and her faceless masked
Master could go into screaming orgasmic rhapsodies
at finally having a girl without a pain threshold
beneath his paddle or his strap or his beaded squid
or whatever the hell he wanted to use.

Audra's eyes were stinging. Poor light and tiny
print, she told herself sourly and in a fit of pre-
emptive masochism, made herself sit and finish the
application.

There was only one question left anyway, the
essay question.

Why do you want to come to Isla Tesoro?

Audra glared at it, her fingers almost white as
she clenched the gnawed remains of her pencil. Her
arm struck out once, savagely, and wrote four
words. Then she flung the pencil away, slapped the
folder shut and shoved it across the small table.
She stood up, slapped her palm on the nearest wall,
too angry to bother with balance, and reeled
towards her bedroom.
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The slamming of that door blew a puff of air
across the kitchen table. It caught the Tesoro
application and pushed it just enough to send it
sailing to the floor, where it lay open, partially
illuminated by the lamp Audra had left on.

Four words, brutally and passionately carved
beneath a column of neatly-filled bubbles.

I want to FEEL!

The days flew by. It was a cliché, but it was
true. Just flew. On jet packs.

Between Virgil's revelation over iced tea and the
flight to Miami were only fifteen days. It should
have been plenty of time to tie up the insignificant
threads that passed for loose ends in Audra's life,
but she still felt rushed. Oh, getting time off from
work was nothing. She just knocked on Mr.
Camberstein's door on Monday morning and asked
for three weeks the same way she would have
asked for an extra fifteen minutes for lunch.

For a second there, Mr. Camberstein looked
utterly off his heels, but Audra never really thought
he'd refuse, and he didn't, although she knew it
would be a different story if she was anyone else in
this company. No, Mr. Camberstein had only taken
a few minutes to collect his thoughts, ruffling
through his papers and lining up his pens and
dusting off the well-marked surface of his giant
desk calendar, before finally folding his hands
together and cocking an eye up at her and saying,
"Is this...that is, is there a particular reason for...?"

"Oh vyes," Audra had said, a lie coming
unpracticed and unhurriedly to her lips. "I need to
have the rivets in my cervical vertebrae replaced.
It's supposed to be only every ten years, but I've
developed some hairline fractures. Too much
activity, I guess."

"My God!" Mr. Camberstein, who had gone fish-
belly white at the word 'rivets’, now jumped to his
feet and indicated the plush visitor's chair before his
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desk with an urgency that made him look positively
palsied. "My God! I'm so sorry! I had no idea! Of
course you can have the time off! Paid leave, of
course! My God! And I'll have Ms. Spenglervelt
adjust your schedule to accommodate whatever
recovery--"

"I wouldn't want any special treatment, Mr.
Camberstein," Audra said, demurely dipping her
eyes as she sat down.

"Don't even worry about that, please. Oh, Miss
Morley, I had no idea you were struggling so--that
is, I'm sure you were...your work here has always
been exemplary, Miss Morley, exemplary!" Mr.
Camberstein hovered over his desk, obviously
expecting Audra's spine to come flying out the back
of her in a spray of bony shards, and slowly lowered
himself back onto the very edge of his seat.
"Rivets?" he ventured, looking queasy.

"In the plates connecting my cervical vertebrae.
What's left of them. You know how it is.
Otherwise, my spinal cord would just be--"

"Yes, yes, of course. My God." Mr. Camberstein
ran one hand through his hair, patted down his desk
calendar again, and then hesitantly offered her a
rubbery smile. "Why don't you take the rest of the
day off?"

"I couldn't take advantage of you that way, sir."
She would go buy a swimsuit. Surely, they'd have
time to go swimming in between whacks with a
beaded squid and digging up doubloons.

"I insist. You must have quite a lot
of...things...phone calls or...arrangements." Mr.
Camberstein trailed off, well out of his element, but
recovered roundly with, "Of course, I'll expect you
here tomorrow promptly at nine!"

"That's very generous." Audra stood up, turned
toward the door, and then turned back, squaring
her shoulders and giving him her very best 'brave
little paraplegic that could' expression. "You've
always been very...supportive of me, Mr.
Camberstein. Thank you."
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"Oh. Well. Yes. Quite." Mr. Camberstein
realigned the pens on his desk, pleasantly flustered.
"Holbrooks, Inc., has always represented a very
high standard in diversity, and I have always been
proud to--that is, not that I view you solely as a,
er...."

"That's all right," Audra said quietly. "I'll see
you tomorrow."

Mr. Camberstein walked her to the door. He
probably would have walked her to her car if she'd
so much as coughed. And Audra had driven straight
to the mall and bought herself not one swimsuit,
but two, on the grounds that one of them might still
be wet when she wanted to go swimming again.
And she didn't feel the least bit guilty.

The rest of her packing was harder to manage.
After all, it wasn't like a regular vacation, was it?
Everything she owned seemed wrong. Either it
wasn't "rich-looking" enough, or it wasn't
sufficiently submissive. And she couldn't exactly go
and buy a whole new wardrobe just for this trip.
Every night, Audra would pick out an outfit, think
about it all day while she was alone in her office,
and then come home and try to bury the whole
thing under the next, and hopefully better, outfit.

Halfway through the week, in agonies of despair,
she'd called the Griffin to ask what she was taking
to Tesoro.

"Just your basic stuff. Some jeans for digging.
Some tees. Sandals. I bought a swimsuit."

"Everybody on this island is going to be rich,"
Audra said. "They're going to look right through
us."

"Christ, is that what's bothering you?" Griffin
managed to make a sigh sound sharp, and then
continued on in a crisp, no-nonsense tone: "Look,
jeans go with everything and every class wears 'em
and no one can tell the difference between cheap
denim and the other kind. If you get freaked, go
with jeans. Second, your basic cotton t-shirt. Just
leave out the ones with beer labels or kittens on
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'em, and go oversized whenever possible so you can
tie 'em off at the midriff. Third, no socks. Rich
people never wear socks. If you get sandals, go
with Birkenstocks. Birkenstocks are the only
sandals tolerated by the rich. If you don't get
sandals, go barefoot or grit your teeth and buy a
two hundred dollar pair of something with open
toes. Never skimp on shoes. Rich people can tell."

"How do you know all this?"

"Are you kidding? It costs three hundred dollars
an hour to work out at that gym. Fourth...Are you
listening? Fourth, you don't have to spend a lot of
money on tops if you just buy a bunch of bikini tops
instead. Go skimpy. Very, very skimpy. You've
got the shape for it, you can pull it off, and as long
as they're all checking out your tits, they won't be
thinking about the price tag. Fifth, fancy
underwear. Doesn't have to be expensive, you can
get 'em at K-Mart if you want, but nothing cotton
and nothing in solid colors unless it's red or black.
Oh, and nothing with animal prints on 'em. That's
just plain tacky no matter what your income is.
Unless it's snakeskin," the Griffin added
thoughtfully. "Snakeskin pattern would probably be
all right...but that's pushing it. Go thong whenever
possible. I know it's uncomfortable, but considering
where we're going, we're probably going to be
raising the bar just by wearing panties at all. And
it's just like the boob thing, as long as they're
checking out the goods, they aren't thinking about
the money. And if anybody asks you where you got
something or how much it cost, just laugh and toss
your hair and say something like, 'Oh, I can't even
remember, and I never look at the receipt.' Then
just breeze off. You'll fit right in. You'll be fine."

"Thanks, Griffin," Audra said, feeling a relief so
profound for a second or two she was afraid she'd
start crying.

"Don't thank me, just obey me. Oh, and
remember that vacation clothes are really the least
of your concerns. If anything is going to give you
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away on this island, it's going to be your fetishwear,
so listen up. First--You know, you should probably
get a pen and write this stuff down."

"I'm going to ask you again," Audra began,
scrambling to find a pen on the cluttered surface of
her kitchen counter. "How do you know all this?"

"I know everything," the Griffin said loftily.
"Ready?"

Audra bit the cap off a Sharpie and flipped over
a piece of unopened junk mail to use for a list. She
scribbled Jeans, Tees (plain, X-Large), Birkenstocks,
Bikini tops, and Sexy Panties (no animal, no cotton,
no solids, 2 Thongs), and then said, "Shoot."

"Simple stuff first. Go pick yourself up a couple
of mini-tees that have those stupid, sparkly brat
comments like, 'Nice when Naughty', 'Daddy's Girl',
'Princess’, heck even 'Brat'. Nothing, let me repeat,
nothing that hints at shopping, or anything too
classless, like 'Porn Star' or 'Pimp me, Daddy'. Too
aggressive."

"Where am I supposed to find these things?"
Audra asked.

"Junior Miss section of any department store. I
know, I know," the Griffin said, omnisciently
sensing Audra's gape-mouthed amazement. "I
blame society. Moving on. Now, we're supposed to
be submissives, here, so avoid anything in black
unless it's leather, and even if it is leather, pass on
it if it's got chains or studs or spikes or anything like
that. Try things on. Odds are good, you'll be in 'em
for a while, so don't buy anything unless you think
you can wear it for six hours at a time."

"Now, by 'things', what exactly do you mean?"
Audra asked apprehensively. "I have a feeling
we're not talking about mini-tees anymore, are
we?"

"Ah, no, we're not." There was a short, puzzled
pause on the Griffin's end, and then she said, "Have
you given any serious thought to the fact that we
are going undercover at a three-week BDSM party
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and you can't even define the word 'things' when I
use it in context?"

"I know," Audra sighed. "I'm trying not to think
about it, actually."

More silence. The Griffin, when she was
listening, could be scarily perceptive. Audra took a
moment to choose her words carefully, knowing
that every one of them would betray all her
unspoken thoughts.

"I think it's starting to sink in," she said at last.
"I mean, the whole pirate treasure angle is nothing
compared to the disguise we're going to have to
wear to dig it up."

The Griffin grunted agreement.

"And I'l admit I'm nervous. I mean, we're
looking at the mother of all specialized fields here,
and I've never been very good at pretending to be
an expert when I'm not," Audra concluded.

"No one expects us to be experts," the Griffin
countered. "What they are going to expect is a
modicum of enthusiasm for this specialized field as
you put it."

"You're right." Audra sighed and rubbed at her
eyes, then found it in her to laugh a little. "You
know, someday you're going to have to tell me what
it feels like to be right all the time."

"Baby," Jenna said, in her most solemn voice,
"It would blow your mind." She hung up.

Audra replaced the phone in its cradle and
looked at her new list. Now that her shopping fears
had been ably met and answered, she felt no
pressing urge to run out immediately and get these
things, but she supposed she ought to.

'Things'.

Of their own accord, Audra's eyes wandered
away from her shopping list and along the kitchen
counter to the earthenware pot in which she kept
her utensils. Tucked in alongside the spatulas and
whisks and ladles was a wooden spoon. It had
come with the pot, she recalled. There used to be
two others, but they'd broken or got lost or
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something over the years. No one used wooden
utensils these days. God bless teflon.

Still thinking these thoughts, Audra walked over
and got the spoon. The handle was smooth. The
bowl was broad and slightly rougher, quite shallow.
Experimentally, Audra turned her arm so the tender
underside faced up and gave herself a smack. Her
white Oregon-summer skin pinked up promptly, but
it didn't really hurt. Audra smacked again and
achieved a slight stinging sensation in her forearm.

'Enthusiasm,’ she thought. She reached around
and whapped at the seat of her jeans.

Nothing. She had only the denim-muted noise
of it to be sure she'd hit herself at all.

She swung harder, producing an admirable
whipcrack of sound, but of course, she felt nothing
at all. What was she supposed to be feeling
anyway? She tried to think back to when she was
still a kid and actually got spanked for real. Her
parents were the sort that always thought they
could solve things nonviolently, and Audra had to
admit that having her computer and TV privileges
rescinded on occasion worked wonders for her
young bouts of snarkiness, but there had been one
July when she was eight and her parents had sent
her to live with her Uncle Jim and his family, and he
did not share his sister's views on discipline.

About a week into the visit, Audra had decided
to leave the house and walk down to the Tas-T-
Freeze for a slushee. There was nothing
deliberately naughty in it. It was just a hot day,
and she'd had a dollar in her pocket, so she went.
Only she went without telling anyone she was
going, and when she'd come back, Uncle Jim was
frantically searching the neighborhood, and Audra's
cousins had solemnly informed her she was going to
get a hiding.

What had that been like? Audra tapped the
wooden spoon against her thigh, eyes shut in
thought. She remembered having to go up to the
bedroom she shared with her cousins and wait for
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Uncle Jim to get back. That had seemed to take
hours, and she remembered how utterly bereft and
scared she'd been. She could still taste the slushee,
too sweet now.

Then, the heavy tread of Uncle Jim's boots
climbing the stairs, and Audra had shrunk small on
the bed, cold with dread. But he hadn't been mad--
she remembered that clearly--upset, yes, but calm.
He'd come over to the bed, obviously reading her
fear and remorse on her strained face, and sat
down beside her. There had been a lecture on the
importance of telling people where you were going
to be while you were visiting, and another lecture
on always using the buddy system in an unfamiliar
neighborhood. And just when she was beginning to
think there wasn't going to be any 'hiding' after all,
he'd taken her hand quite gently and said, "Now
there's going to be a spanking, so you'll be sure
never to forget."

"I'll never forget," she'd promised, her chin
trembling.

"Don't make this any harder, punkin." Uncle Jim
had patted his lap, his gaze stern and unyielding,
and Audra had climbed over it, her face hot with
embarrassment.

He'd spanked her right over her shorts, and the
only thing that Audra really remembered well about
the spanking itself was that it had lasted forever.
She'd been crying after the first swat, and she
hadn't let up until it was over and he was hugging
her and telling her to be good. She couldn't even
remember how much it had hurt, although it
couldn't have hurt that much because she was
sitting down for dinner later that same day.

Would the spankings at this island be like that?
Would there be rules she'd have to break in order to
'earn' them? Would her spanking partner want to
hug her afterwards? Was she supposed to be afraid
of the spankings and fight them, or was she
supposed to go meekly over like with Uncle Jim?
And as for the spankings themselves...clearly, this
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Tesoro resort was eroticizing the spanking aspect,
but just how turned on was Audra supposed to be?
Should she be getting a thrill out of the spanking
itself, or just afterwards?

Audra raised her spoon and whacked her fanny
again, this time trying on a little moan that she
hoped was sexual-sounding. The results were
disappointing; to her own ears, it sounded like she
was on some undead quest for brains. She
continued to spank herself, the spoon bouncing off
her unfeeling buttocks, as she practiced
whimpering, gasping, and groaning. She found that
if she tossed her hair right, it added a breathy
quality to her moaning, so she did a few of those,
settling into a nice rhythm.

'Maybe I should be pumping my hips a little,’
she thought. 'Or would that be too turned on? I
wonder if there are videos I can rent--"

Her thoughts and her arm both came to a
sudden jolting stop as she happened to glance out
the kitchen window mid-hair toss and see some guy
standing in his kitchen staring at her. He was
overpouring the contents of a coffeepot continually
into a mug and, presumably, into the sink. His
mouth was hanging open.

Audra hurriedly stuck her wooden spoon back
into her utensils pot and rushed into the bedroom to
unpack all of her unsuitable vacation clothes. It
didn't take more than five minutes, but when she
peeked into the kitchen again, at least the guy was
gone. Relieved, Audra picked up her list and her
car keys and headed out to do her shopping.

She opened the front door of her apartment and
there was the guy, pacing back and forth on her
landing. He jumped and they both stared at each
other.

"Hi," said the guy suddenly, blushing. "So...like,
I was thinking that maybe if you were, you know,
looking for a guy that could help you with your, like,
spoon--"

"Go away," Audra snapped.
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He fled, and she backed up into her apartment
and slammed the door.
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Chapter Four

* Spanking is Such Sweet Sorrow *

Audra decided that the day they all left for
Tesoro was easily the longest day of her entire life
and that included the day she'd woken up and found
out she was now crippled. After the rapid passing
of the previous week, it was something of a shock
to spend hours at the airport undergoing invasive
security screenings and hours more in a cramped
plane listening to little kids alternately scream and
giggle, and then look at your watch and realize it
was still only ten o'clock in the morning. It was as
if all that time that had disappeared while she was
trying to prepare for this trip had congealed into a
solid mass now that the day of the trip had finally
arrived.

And it only got worse as the day wore on. The
airplane overbooked their flight, and they couldn't
sit together. There was no meal service on the
plane, not even a little bag of peanuts, and by the
time the flight attendant (they didn't call them
stewardesses anymore; apparently that was sexist)
got to her row with the drink cart, all they had left
was diet cherry 7-Up. Audra was drinking it,
thinking how much she hated cherry flavoring in
soft drinks, when the small child seated next to her
leaned over and threw up in Audra's lap. There was
supposed to be a two-hour stopover in Chicago
during which Audra had been looking forward to
changing her clothes and getting a bite to eat, but
due to the delay in takeoff and an 'unexpected
headwind', their stopover ended up being a little
less than seven minutes long. In order to reach
their next gate before the flight took off, the Griffin
had actually picked Audra up fireman-style and ran
with her across the airport, leaving Virgil to come
loping after with all their carry-on luggage.

It was dark when they arrived in Florida, and,
accustomed as she was to the climate in the Pacific
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Northwest, leaving the plane was a lot like getting
hit in the face with a hot, wet towel. Audra had
actually choked on her first breath and had to
stagger to one side of the terminal, gasping for air.
In a moment, Virgil was at her side, supporting her
and patting her back while the Griffin kept the on-
lookers moving with a series of especially potent
snarls.

"How can you breathe this?" Audra demanded.

"I'm used to it. I work in a gym," the Griffin
replied. "Or at least, I used to."

"Used...?" Audra and Virgil both turned around
and stared at her. "You quit your job?"

The Griffin smiled, showing all her teeth. "Boy,
did I ever! I walked into the gym, walked straight
to the fuse box, shut off the circuits to the juice
bar--it doesn't open 'till eleven--went back behind
the bar, filled up all the blenders with the reddest
juice I could find, turned them all on 'liquefy',
tossed all the blender lids into the trash, wrote 'I
QUIT' on the countertop in protein powder, and
walked out again." She caught Audra's wrist,
turned it so she could see the face of Audra's watch,
and grinned even harder. "About ten hours ago,
Bronson Evers went to open up the juice bar, and
when the lights didn't go on, he went into the back
room and flipped the switch in the circuit box.
Splat. I wish I could have seen it."

Audra frowned. She tried to enlist Virgil in her
disapproval, but his expression was openly
admiring, so she had to go it alone. "You shouldn't
have done that, Jenna. They'll charge you for
damages or something."

The Griffin snorted. "How much does it cost to
mop up a couple blender's worth of juice? They can
friggin' bill me. Besides, I have no intention of
going back to collect my last paycheck. I figure it's
a small price for so much personal satisfaction."
She cocked her head to one side for a second or
two, and then smiled again. "I bet they probably
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figure it's a small price to be rid of me. So
everybody's happy. Lighten up, Wheels."

She must be in a good mood, Audra decided.
Jenna hadn't called her Wheels since High School.
Still, there was a principle here.

"You still shouldn't have done it," she said.

"What kind of juice was it?" Virgil asked.

"Cranberry, mostly."

"You are the coolest person I've ever known," he
said sincerely.

Audra gave up on the lesson in personal ethics
and started walking in the direction of the luggage
claim carousel.

After that, it was just a shuttlebus ride to the
hotel overlooking the beach, and they finally got
something to eat from a tiki-style shack that shared
the hotel's parking lot. The shack (Audra could not
bring herself to call it a restaurant) proudly boasted
a menu of seafood and barbeque, hideously
intermingled. Its mascot was a cartoon crab in a
chef's hat, cheerfully presenting a platter on which
lay a roast suckling pig with an apple in its mouth
and x's for eyes. The special of the day was rum-
glazed swordfish kebobs. They all ordered
cheeseburgers and ate them back in their hotel
room.

They had only one night all together in Florida
before Virgil's ship, the Tesoro Master, sailed. One
night to try and keep each other's spirits high as
they grappled with the enormity of what they were
about to attempt. Virgil had brought as much of his
working laboratory as he could fit into a set of
Samsonite suitcases, and he seemed determined to
list every last item and run through its particular
uses until either the girls memorized them or their
brains melted, one or the other. She supposed she
could see the need for a metal detector, but
honestly, did he think they were going to use a
spectrum analyzer at some point?
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"Does your dad know you're here?" Audra
interrupted finally, not without a sense of
desperation.

Virgil stammered to a stop, blinking like a man
emerging into summer from a dark movie theater.
"No, actually, he thinks I'm at ComiCon in London,"
he said, and a shadow crossed his thin face.
"He...he told me to give him a call if I saw
something I wanted...but keep it under (fifty
thousand if I could."

Audra and Jenna looked at him, Audra with
amazement and Jenna with suspicion. "I didn't
think your dad was into comics," Audra said finally.

"He's not," Virgil said, and started repacking his
equipment. "And he's never loaned me money in
my damn life. God, I hope we find something. I
don't think he'll call the convention looking for
me...but I wouldn't put it past him. And if he knew
you two were here...."

He sat on the edge of the bed and looked grimly
at the wall.

"He never minded us before," Audra ventured.

"That was then," Virgil said curtly. He stood up,
took two curt steps away from them, and then
stopped and looked back bleakly. "He sees me
now. He never really understood why we hung out
together before--"

"Sure, he did," Jenna interrupted. "He asked
me once."

Virgil looked openly astonished. "What? What
did you say?"

"I told him we were sleeping with you." Jenna
shrugged nonchalantly, but with a gleam in her
eyes.

"Both of us?" Audra asked, amused.

Jenna nodded, showing her teeth in a grin.
"Said it took both of us to keep you engaged, so to
speak."

"You didn't," Virgil said faintly. "No, of course
you did. Christ, so that's what that was about. I
never could figure out...God, Griffin, if I thought I
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had a chance of making it out of this room alive, I'd
give you a boot to the ass right now."

Now Jenna's smile faded into a look of concern.
"Did you get in trouble? I didn't mean--"

"No, hey, trouble? Are you kidding? My father
comes up to my room, grabs my Thor comic right
out of my hands, hands me the biggest box of
Trojans--we're talking super-economy-Costco-size
box of Trojans--and claps me on the back hard
enough to make me cough up a lung. He doesn't
say a word, not one. He just turns around again
and slams back out, leaving me there with this huge
box of condoms--"

"Ribbed for her pleasure," Jenna said wisely.

"Oh shut up! I was scared! You don't know my
father like I do! I thought I was going to come
home someday and find a bunch of call girls lined
up on the staircase with my father at the bottom
with his gold card in his hand. I could kill you,
Griffin! You gave me a damn ulcer!" Virgil ran his
hands through his hair and then laughed. "Christ, I
could kiss you!"

"You can't do both," Audra said reasonably, and
then brightened as a new idea struck her. "You
could give her a spanking!"

"What?" Virgil's voice and Jenna's, in unison,
was almost choral in its perfect harmony.

"You've got to get used to it sometime," Audra
pointed out. "It might as well be with someone you
like, the first time." As opposed to some creepy
neighbor from the apartment across the parking lot.

"What cracked attempt at logic is that?" Jenna
demanded, and Virgil discretely backed away from
her. "I'll take my first big, scary spanking the same
way I lost my damn virginity--quick, clumsy, and
with a complete stranger, just like God intended.
I'm not baring my butt for Virgil!"

"Heck, you told his dad you were sleeping with
him."

"I lied, Audra. I lie a lot. I should think you'd
know that about me by now."
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"I could use the practice." Virgil cleared his
throat a little awkwardly as Jenna swung around
and stared at him. "I've never hit anyone before.
And you don't have to take anything off."

"You're goddamn right I don't!" she shot back,
and might have said more, but then made a visible
attempt to muzzle herself, glaring down at the floor
while her hands clenched convulsively into fists.
She considered her feet in furious silence.

"I could practice on Audra," Virgil admitted,
almost timidly. "But what would be the point?"

"Shut up, I'm considering it." The Griffin made
one of the few gestures of indecision Audra had
ever seen, raking her talons through her hair and
baring her teeth sharply at the floor. When she
looked up again, her eyes were sullen with
acquiescence. "Go ahead."

Virgil didn't move at once. "Are you sure?
Because I don't want to get a little ways into this
and have you rip out my kidney and show it to me."

"I'm sure." The Griffin turned, swift in her
hunter's stride, and bent at the waist, like a knife
someone had only half-unfolded. She struck her
palms against the cheap hotel bedspread, braced
her legs apart, and stared grimly at the curtains.

Virgil still didn't move.

Audra drew up her knees on the other bed,
wrapped her arms around them, and leaned forward
with interest to watch.

After several seconds went by without
interruption, the Griffin, still without turning her
head or twitching any muscle, said, "Daylight's
burning, Virge. This butt ain't gonna spank itself."

"You're going to hurt me," Virgil stated.

Jenna bent her head and sighed. "No, I'm not.
I swear I'm not."

"You can tie her down," Audra suggested.

"Don't push your luck," Jenna said dryly, before
Virgil could say or do anything. "Just get it over
with and log your simulation hours or whatever it is
you're looking to do."
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Virgil crept a few cautious steps forward, circling
the high, round curves of the Griffin's waiting ass.
He raised one hand, dropped it slightly, made a few
practice swishes that did not quite touch her, and
then lifted his arm to the level of his head and gave
her a solid smack.

"Did that hurt?" he asked quickly.

"No. Keep going. Pretend you're the mighty
Thor or something."

He smacked her again. The Griffin took one
hand off the bedspread to brush back her hair and
then returned to her previous position. Virgil edged
around into a slightly better position, checked
behind him for swinging distance or wind shear or
something, and then gave her two more swats.

"Harder, Virge. And hurry up, I can see my hair
turning grey here."

Virgil turned and looked back at Audra over one
shoulder, his hand still raised to deliver another
blow. "Is it just the ass, do you think, or can I get
creative about it?"

"Why are you asking me?"

"I think you can go down the thighs," Jenna
answered, but she didn't sound as sure of herself as
she had in the past. "I picked up some magazines
before we left. They're in my backpack."

Virgil trotted over and began to root through
Jenna's belongings as Jenna remained locked in
position. "What's all this stuff?" he asked.

She gave him a rueful glare. "I'm going to be
undercover, you dimwit. I picked up a disguise. I
got some corsets and stockings and a couple of
cuffs...and some sleeves, I think. I don't really
remember if I actually bought those or just looked
at them. And a box of Happy Nips--"

"A box of what?" Audra interrupted, and Jenna
swung her head to look at her over her other cheek.

"Happy Nips. These little flesh-colored rubber
bands you put over your nipples so they look all
perky and glad to see ya."
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Virgil was playing with a Happy Nip, trying to fit
one over his fingertip. "How neat!"

"I got some magazines, too, so I can pick up on
the culture. You know. Talk the talk. Like, 'I've
been bad, Daddy', and 'Naughty girls need love,
too'." Jenna tossed her hair, scowling at the
curtains. "Am I the only one who ever plans for
things?"

"Geez, I wish I'd thought of that," Virgil
muttered, returning to Jenna's backside with a
Sassy Bottoms magazine open in his hands. "Holy
cow, those poor girls!"

"I've had worse," Jenna remarked. "Just not on
my ass. Get going, Virge, my arms are going
numb."

"Give me a second, will you? You're supposed
to be a Sub, you know. How great is your disguise
going to be if you're sitting there going, 'Hurry up,
Master, my arms are going numb'?"

That question brought the total number of times
Audra had ever seen Jenna stumped for a reply up
to six.

Virgil didn't seem to notice his little victory.
"According to this," he said, frowning at the
magazine, "you should have your jeans off. Some
of these girls get to keep their panties on, but none
of them are wearing jeans."

"Kiss my ass, Virge. I'm as naked as I'm going
to get."

Virgil looked at her, still with that studious frown
on his face. "Hey, weren't you the one who was
complaining because I didn't do enough research?
What do I know about jeans or no-jeans? Maybe it
makes some huge, colossal diff--"

Jenna shoved herself up off the bed, unzipped
her jeans and yanked them down in a single furious
movement. Then she bent sharply and re-assumed
her position, now almost visibly smoldering.

She was wearing a sea-green thong. Audra
never would have imagined Jenna even owned a
thong, let alone a sea-green one. It was kind of
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pretty. Certainly, it did a beautiful job of framing
her bottom, separating the cheeks into two distinct
targets. And Jenna had a nice ass. No, a truly
magnificent ass. The sort of ass even a straight
girl like Audra would write home to Mother about.
It was full, it was voluptuous, it was almost
completely flawless. The only imperfection was a
small, white crescent-shaped marking, perhaps a
tattoo, on her left cheek. It was not clear to Audra
just what the tattoo was supposed to be; there was
a funny jagged line intersecting the crescent part,
like a spear stabbing the new moon, although if that
was really what it was, then the tattoo-person did a
really crappy job.

Virgil was far too wise a man to spend a lot of
time ruminating on the Griffin's ass. Consulting his
centerfold in one hand, he slipped his arm around
Jenna's waist in what was apparently the manner
depicted (Audra, watching from the next bed, saw
the ripple of the Griffin's impressive body as it
locked briefly and then relaxed), then tossed the
magazine to fall readably open on the floor, and
gave Jenna a whole series of sharp-sounding swats
in a circular pattern over the whole of her bottom.

"How was that?" he asked nervously.

A brief silence as Jenna considered. "Okay, I
guess."

"Did it hurt?"

"You keep asking me that. How the hell am I
supposed to answer? I'm just not putting a
spanking in the same league as serious hurt. Just
go, already. Whack away." Jenna grumbled
something under her breath, tossed her hair in a
show of annoyance, and then went still again.

Virgil rolled his shoulders to loosen them, flexed
his spanking hand to crack the knuckles, and took
her at her word, whacking cheerfully away in
various strengths, speeds, and formations,
occasionally sending a critical eye down at the open
magazine. Audra watched and listened with open
fascination. She was captivated by the sound of it,
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a little like the sound made by playing cards in the
spokes of a bicycle, one riding very slow, a kind of
whup-whup-whup, only very loud. As Jenna's
bottom blushed up pink, the white mark only stood
out starker and whiter.

The Griffin wasn't flinching, gasping, groaning,
or doing anything at all. Every so often, the fingers
of her hands would dig into the coverlet a little, in
the manner of cat wanting to sharpen its claws.
She had her eyes fixed on the curtains and she
didn't turn from them, or even seem to blink. Her
brows were very slightly furrowed, as if she were
contemplating a thorny arithmetic problem.

Virgil, on the other hand, was starting to flag.
He wasn't flushed or breathing hard, but he was
hesitating between blows to flex his hand or shake
it, and finally he stopped, laughing a little. "Man,
that stings!"

"Are you done?" Flat. Toneless. Not even a
proper question. The Griffin glared at the curtains
and didn't move, not even when Virgil took back his
arm and stepped away.

"Um...thanks, Jenna."

The Griffin straightened, moving only at the
waist. The rest of her body remained hard and
somehow brittle. She looked like a marionette. A
mean one.

Virgil collected her magazine, closed it
smoothed out its cover. He made a few abortive
attempts to present it before finally nerving himself
to hold it all the way out.

The Griffin bent again, pulled her jeans up and
fastened them, and then only stood there and didn't
move.

"I'm sorry," he said.

"Don't be an ass. It was good practice." The
Griffin continued to face the curtains, solid as a
statue. Then she turned, all as one body, so that
she faced them, but she still wasn't looking at them.
"It didn't hurt."
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She walked past him, taking her magazine on
the way and dropping it without looking on top of
her backpack as she passed it. She went into the
hotel bathroom and shut the door. A second later,
the sound of the shower began to drum through the
walls.

"That went well," Audra said finally, when Virgil
only stood there looking after her.

"God, I hope we get matched," Virgil said
fervently. He shook himself, looked around with a
new clarity and even greater intensity. "I hope I
get her. Because if we don't, she's going to take it
for like, three days, and then she's going to snap
and kill someone."

"No, she won't," Audra said without thinking.
"She promised she'd do this, so she will. The Griffin
never breaks promises." She leaned out over the
bed to pick up the discarded magazine and leafed
through it for a few seconds, looking up only when
she became aware of a great and heavy silence.

Virgil was looking at her over one shoulder. His
eyes were half-hooded in shadows and there was a
look stamped across his features, one of pity
curdled by cynicism. It made him look older, and
oddly enough, taller. It made him look like his
father.

"What?" Audra heard herself ask numbly.

Virgil went back to staring at the bed. "Yeah.
You know what? She probably will. She'll do
it...and she'll end up hating me for making her
promise to do it."

Audra put the magazine down and swung her
legs off the bed, so disturbed by his words and the
low, emotionless manner in which they were spoken
that she didn't even check the lie of her lower body
before she stood up. "She won't hate you!"

"Maybe we shouldn't do this. I can live with a
lot, but this could change things. I don't want to
change things, Audra. I don't...have anybody in the
world except you and Jenna." One of his hands
rose in wooden jerks to the level of his heart and
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hung there, curled slightly inward, unmoving. "Can
you do this, Audra? Really do this? Can you do it
and still...like me?"

He turned around as soon as the words left his
mouth and stayed there, his back to her and his
hands curled into fists. Even when Audra stood up
and went to him, he didn't move, didn't even
appear to be breathing.

Audra slipped her arms around him, feeling him
cold and stiff as marble, and when he didn't lean
back, she came forward until they were pressed into
a single body. She leaned her cheek against his
shoulder (It was a nice, broad shoulder, too. When
did scrawny Virgil grow that?) and tried to be warm
enough for both of them.

"I can do this," she said, and Virgil shuddered
out a breath and tipped his head back to rest on
hers. "I can do this and still like you. Silly Virgil.
You're not our Master yet, you know. If we didn't
want to do something, we'd say so."

"Yeah, but--"

Audra squeezed him tighter. "Have you ever
known the Griffin to do anything because she was
too polite to refuse?"

Virgil made a quick hiccup of laughter, paused,
and then let all his breath out in giggles. "No," he
said finally, as that sick, stony quality eased out of
his body. "No, I can't even imagine that."

"So relax," Audra said, and stepped away, giving
Virgil's shoulders some comforting pats as she
receded. "It's going to be fine. Three weeks of
sunshine and exercise, intermittent paddling, and to
top it all off, a boatload of doubloons. And we'll all
still like each other. I promise, Virgil. And I can
keep my promises, too."

She sat down on her bed and he sat down on
his, looking into each other's eyes like friends again.
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Chapter Five
* Anchors Aweigh, Bottoms Up *

She dreamed of a small room in a ship at sea.

The walls, the floor, and the ceiling all were
paneled in wooden planks, stained dark and well-
weathered. There was a bed--about half the size of
an army cot, little more than a straw mat covering a
shallow wooden crib--and above it, there was a tiny
round window, the glass so crusted with sea salt as
to render the view a blur of white light and shadow.
There was even a table, nailed into the floor, and a
toy-sized chair to sit before it, and it was there that
Audra sat.

Before her on the table was a child's slate-
board, with two rows of letters printed upon its dark
face. One was a neat and simple spelling of an old
pangram: The quick brown fox jumped over the lazy
dog. Beneath that, an uneven scrawl of the same.

It was an outdated puzzle anyway. The Griffin
knew dozens of shorter pangrams. Audra rubbed
out the letters with a swipe of her sleeve, meaning
to write in a better one, but stopped to stare down
at herself when her eyes registered the rich
brocaded silk that frothed around her arm. She
didn't know what the dress was called, but she
recognized the cut of it easily enough. It was very
French-looking, very fashionable, very eighteenth-
century, and very, very tight around the chest. The
bodice and gathered overskirt were pearl-grey in
color, with a flower print in subdued shades of
peach and lavender. The dress itself was pink,
luridly so to Audra's modern eye, and the petticoats
were glossy white and trimmed with roses. She
was even wearing a charm bracelet of sorts, loosely
looped around her right wrist, from which dangled a
cameo drop pendent tied with what looked an awful
lot like human hair.

This was a very strange dream.
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The door to the cabin opened unexpectedly and
a man entered. Audra, who had seen every Horatio
Hornblower mini-movie on A&E, immediately
understood that she was looking at the captain of
this ship, and further understood that he was a man
of some quality. He was clearly built for working
wear, but he'd taken some pains to smooth out the
rough edges of his appearance, and the overall
effect did not disappoint.

When he saw her, his dark eyes narrowed and
he raked the fingers of one hand curtly through his
blonde hair in a gesture of restrained frustration.
"Isabella," he said.

Aha. Now she knew where she was. Audra
smiled at him, clasping her hands before her on the
table. "Etienne," she countered, quite pleased that
she had remembered the pirate's name well enough
to dream about him. She'd have to remember to
tell Virgil. He'd get a kick out of that.

Etienne DeGuarre took a step toward her in the
claustrophobic cabin and shut the door behind him.
In a low voice, and with a steadily-thickening
accent, he said, "We had a discussion on the subject
of you wandering about abovedecks, non?"

"I have no idea," Audra replied cheerfully.

This was obviously not the answer the pirate
was expecting. "What?"

"Guess I wasn't paying attention," Audra
shrugged.

DeGuarre's brows lowered, darkening his whole
face by slow degrees. "Well then," he said through
gritted teeth. "I can see I shall have to voice my
requests in a manner which makes a greater
impression upon you."

His hand clamped down over her wrist without
warning and in a blur of motion, they exchanged
places. Now he was seated and she was standing,
but only for the second it took for him to settle into
position. Before Audra could even try to pull free,
Etienne gave a sharp tug and brought her tumbling
down over his knee. Her skirts fell up over her
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head, and the unfamiliar weight of their many
layers of fabric came down like a cudgel, effectively
pinning her to the floor. She felt a breeze (how did
such a close-walled cabin come by a breeze
anyway; this was a very strange dream) and
realized that underwear had apparently not been
invented yet. She was completely bare to this man.

And all of a sudden, she realized exactly what
that meant.

"No, wait a minute!" she cried, but that was as
far as she got.

The pirate's huge work-weathered hand cracked
down over her bare bottom, the sound of it like an
explosion in the tiny room. Audra, who had already
been drawing in breath for a good scream at the
indignity of her position, was too shocked by the
intensity and reality of the pain to actually make
any noise at first, but she recovered when the
second spank flattened her other cheek and let out
a piercing tea-kettle shriek.

It had been nearly eight years since she had felt
anything so vivid in the lower half of her body, and
even though this was a sensation she definitely did
not want to feel, it was as though every nerve in
her whole body was locked into the spanking,
savoring it, drawing it out and letting it sink into
every pore for her to experience again and again.
And it was only getting worse because DeGuarre
wasn't stopping.

It was sickeningly, staggeringly unfair that her
treacherous body could remember so precisely how
to feel pain, but couldn't remember how to kick
away from it. Audra's struggles--the weak twitch of
one leg, the stuttering shimmy of her hip--were not
combated so much as utterly ignored, but they did
earn her extra paddling as well as the admonition to
"Hold still, ma desole fille, you know better than
this!"

She didn't know better, she didn't know better
at all, but she did know when to give up. Her body
surrendered to him, falling limp against his lap, and
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she slapped her hands over her face and broke into
tears. As if this were the cue DeGuarre had been
waiting for, he added the force of a lecture to the
physical effects of his punishing hand.

"And now, ma professeur, now I give you a
lesson, and see to it that you learn it well!"
DeGuarre pulled her up from over his lap and bent
her over the table instead, his arm like iron around
her waist as he applied his hard palm to places he
had apparently not been able to effectively reach
from his previous position--the underswell of her
cheeks, the inner slope of her thighs, the tender
crease between her buttocks.

Audra could not scream, could not struggle. She
could only press her hands harder into her weeping
eyes and sob as the spanking scorched on.

"When you take your health abovedecks, you do
not leave the foredeck, you do not get in the way of
my crew, you do not go near the rigging, and you
do not address the men!" On every 'not',
DeGuarre's hand returned the very center of her
bottom and swung with extra force, sending her
slamming up against the table and forcing a
miserable wail of pain from her lips. "And most
importantly, ma cher professeur, you do not!"
CRACK! "Push!" SMACK! "Master Ottah!" WHACK!
"Down the stairs!" CRACK-CRACK-CRACK! "When
he orders you back to my cabin!" He must have
swung from the tips of his toes, because the last
SMACK lifted her completely off the floor and
pushed her partway onto the table. DeGuarre
pulled her back onto her heels, adjusted the lie of
her disheveled skirts, and let his hand rest heavy on
the blistered, throbbing swells of her well-spanked
bottom. "Now," he said, almost pleasantly. "Have
we reached an understanding?"

"Yes!" Audra bawled.

"Are you certain?" he pressed, and gave her a
single swat, by no means as hard as his previous
blows, and yet it awakened such a sting of hornets
that she screamed every bit as loud. "Don't be
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hasty," he was saying. "Really think about it. I
would not want this lesson to slip your mind again.
If it did. I should have to become harsh with you."

"Yes!" she cried again, the word broken into
gibberish by the force of her sobs.

He must have understood her anyway, because
he lifted her off the table and set her on her feet.
"Bien," he said, and then trapped her again. This
time, it was not over his knee, but against his chest,
enfolded securely in the prison of his arms. "Why
do you do such things, ma folle?" she heard him
sigh. "Don't you know that I could not live if I
allowed you to do injury to yourself with these
games? You take advantage of my lenient nature."

Audra sniffed, unable to think past the pain to a
suitable answer. She couldn't keep from rubbing at
herself. The layers of skirt, soft as petals against
her hands, scoured the throbbing flesh of her
bottom without mercy. She felt as though she were
being eaten alive by fire ants down there, and he
was talking about his lenient nature! What she
wouldn't give to be able to turn into the Griffin for
just five seconds! She'd show him a lenient nature!
She'd show him lenient natures all the way through
the damn wall!

But then...if that was really how she felt...why
on earth was she snuggling up to him now? Even in
a dream, that didn't make sense. She looked up at
him, and saw his eyes shut and his features pinched
as if with pain. Any thought of going Griffin on him
dissipated, replaced by a faint swell of regret for
causing his unhappiness. "I'll be good," she
promised.

"Will you?" He opened his eyes, the very
corners crinkling with amusement.

"Well." Audra felt herself frowning. "At least,
I'll be better. You'll just have to take what you can
get."

The un-wisdom of those words didn't exactly
escape her, but DeGuarre only laughed. And then
he put her at arm's length, his hands still tight on
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her shoulders, and shook her. "The ship's docking,"
he said.

"What?"

He shook her again, rattling her whole body, and
then puffed into smoke and blew away.

"What?" Audra thrashed sleepily into a half-
upright position, her eyes stinging from sunlight
and, even more disorientating, her bottom stinging
from that dream-spanking. "What?"

"I said, the ship's docking. Pull yourself
together." The Griffin gave her another good shake
to grow on and then strolled away to lean out over
the starboard rails.

Audra slapped sleepily at her hair and her eyes,
still trying to sit up straight, and then looked down
and realized her legs weren't moving at all. Like
lumps of meat, they lay there, somewhat splayed,
utterly unresponsive. Her face flamed with
embarrassment, and she searched the deck for any
watching eyes, but no one was around except the
Griffin, and she wasn't watching.

Audra glared at her limp lower half, and her left
foot twitched once before the whole useless
appendage rose and swung out over the chair. She
pushed herself around and sat up straight, using
her hands to move her knees into position to take
her weight. She could feel the slow pitching of the
boat moving in the water, a kind of lurching rise and
fall that seemed to emanate from her stomach.
Needless to say, she had spent the first day of
transport hanging over the rails while Griffin braced
her from behind and held her hair. After that, she
had found a very nice Submissive with extra
Dramamine.

Walking really wasn't as horrible as she had
feared. As long as she was looking at the deck, she
didn't have any trouble at all. If she took her eyes
off herself for a second, however, her stupid feet
tried to step out into empty air while the yawning
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deck dropped away, and the only way to handle
that was to try and fall sideways into Jenna instead
of flat on her face on the deck.

She'd wanted to bring her canes, but in the end,
had decided that it wouldn't be characteristic of a
Submissive to show up with a set of heavy wooden
canes. Of course, this was before she'd shown up
at the docks for boarding the Tesoro Pet and seen
simply dozens of perky Submissives milling around
with hundreds of canes, paddles and God-knew
what-all in tow.

But apart from that, it had been a pretty
pleasant voyage. The ship was very appropriate in
a private-joke kind of way: A wooden, tall-masted
pirate-y sort of ship, with plenty of amenities for
those accustomed to cruise liners. Audra stayed in
the cabin she shared with Jenna as much as she
could stand to, and when she couldn't take it
anymore, she would venture out to the deck and sit
and watch the ocean go by. Meals were plentiful
and delicious, and the crew was cheerful and not
overtly perverted. They all wore uniforms with the
word Tesoro on the collar, but Audra couldn't tell if
that meant they were working for the island resort
or just wearing the logo while they made this run.

Thinking of the crew made her look for them,
but the deck was uncharacteristically empty.
"Where is everyone?" Audra asked.

"Am I speaking Cantonese? I said, the ship's
docking." The Griffin shot a look of feral irritation
behind her. "They're all off helping people get
ready to disembark. Are you awake or what?"

"I'm awake." And now that her legs knew it,
she was able to straighten them out and stand up.
She took a few careful steps and joined the Griffin
at the rails. "Is that the island?" she asked, running
her eyes over the jagged outlines of tropical trees
and sun-bright buildings.

"No," the Griffin said sourly. "We were hijacked
by rogue paleontologists while you were sleeping,
and they took us to Jurassic Park. We're about to
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be sacrificed to a spinosaurus, just like I always
knew I would be."

Audra risked a sideways glance to judge the
Griffin's mood, found it distinctly dark, and silently
weighed the merits of continuing this conversation
before plunging ahead. "Something eating you?
Besides the spinosaurus, I mean."

"No." Jenna bowed her head and considered her
hands folded atop the railing. At last, she said,
"Somewhere in between playing shuffleboard and
sipping my third pina colada, it occurred to me that
at this time tomorrow, odds are extremely good I
am going to be getting a spanking, that I'll be
expected to stand still for it, not lip off about it, and
not be looking at Virgil when I turn around. I
agreed to this thing with my eyes open, but now
that I'm here and looking this island in the face...I
just don't know how well I'll be able to concentrate
on pirate treasure when I am being hit."

The last four words were delivered with a
curiously crisp enunciation. Audra suddenly found
herself thinking about her dream, about how it felt
to be so vulnerable over that man's lap, and all the
fury and intensity of being paddled. Not punched in
the face or otherwise smacked around, with all the
horrific emotion that went with that kind of
treatment, but spanked...like a errant child. She
said, very tentatively, very much aware that a
dream-spanking was not in the same league as the
real thing, "It won't be that bad."

"T'll still be getting hit."

"Yeah, but it's just a fantasy, isn't it? His as
much as yours. You can always say no, step back,
find a little middle ground."

"I don't know how. I've never had to
compromise before." Jenna raised her head and
gave Audra a crooked smile. "That's the scariest
thing about all this, for me. For the first time since
I can remember, I'm going to be around people who
do not know me from Adam. No one on Isla Tesoro
has ever heard of the Griffin. No one is going to be
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afraid of me. I don't...I don't know how to feel
about that."

From a distance, Audra heard a cheer as,
presumably, the ship's gangplank was lowered and
the Submissives of the Tesoro Pet were greeted.
When she looked in that direction, she saw one of
the ship's crewmen hovering at a discreet distance.
He saw that he had caught her attention and
mouthed 'Five minutes', then flashed her an O.K.
sign and retreated from the deck. Audra turned
back to Jenna, but she was still looking out to the
horizon.

"I'd be excited," Audra said firmly. "You should
think of it as an opportunity. A chance to be a
whole new person."

"What if I'm no good at it." It was not a
question. The words 'what if' were purely
ornamental.

"Well, then you go home in three weeks and
never have to see any of these people again. But
what if--" And here Audra allowed a little sharpness
into her tone, enough to get a narrow glare out of
Jenna. "--What if you have a great time and make
lots of friends and are able to put spankings in the
same mental category as a game of Red Hands you
play with your ass, at least long enough to sneak
around looking for treasure chests? What if you
find out that you actually do play well with others
and everyone likes you and wishes they could be
your friend? What if you get over yourself for three
whole weeks and stop letting the person you were
in high school anchor your whole emotional make-
up?"

Jenna leaned back in a sudden swoop, planting
one hand on the rails with a loud slap and using the
other to catch Audra by the neck of her tee and pull
her up onto her tiptoes. Audra was eye to eye with
the Griffin now, but at least the Griffin was grinning.
"Do you know how lucky you are that I really can
put aside high school once in a while?" she asked
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cheerfully. "Because if I couldn't, you would be in
serious danger of a whoop-ass."

"I think the time of the whoop-ass has come
anyway," Audra said seriously, and pointed a thumb
back over her shoulder in the general direction of
the gangplank on the opposite side of the ship. "We
need to get going. Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm okay." Jenna lowered Audra carefully
back onto her feet and waited until Audra had taken
an experimental step before releasing her steadying
grip on the neck of Audra's tee. "Thanks for putting
my head on straight, though. Once in a while, I
need that. Once in a very long while," she added,
with a narrowing of her golden eyes. "So don't be
thinking you can just saddle up and ride my ass
every day."

"Wouldn't dream of it." Audra took Jenna's arm.
"Let's go."

They went to the cabin they had shared during
the trip, only to find a crewman there, waiting for
them. Audra sat on the bed while the Griffin
speedily packed their loose possessions, and the
crewman then took their luggage and whisked it
away, leaving the two of them to make their way to
the gangplank alone.

There were three women waiting on the dock
when Audra and the Griffin reached it, one on the
left, one on the right, and one exactly in the middle.
All three wore pretty little tunics the color of the
clear, tropical sky. The one in the middle, an island
beauty with coffee brown skin and dozens of hip-
length black braids, was facing the gangplank, so
that Audra could see the way the top of the tunic
very modestly covered her from waist to throat
(where she wore what looked for all the world like a
dog collar, complete with silver tag), and how the
skirt part was scarcely long enough to cover her
pubis.

The other two were not facing the gangplank.
Indeed, they were folded up like a pair of
pocketknives, their hands locked around their own
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ankles, allowing Audra to see that the tunics were
completely backless down to the belted waist. The
act of bending had pulled their short skirts up,
exposing their round bottoms fully to view. Both of
them were honey-tanned by life on the island, but
their upturned bottoms were red as Tudor roses.

Audra felt flames crawling in her cheeks. She
looked away helplessly, but her gaze was pulled
back in spite of herself. So red! So utterly, evenly,
brilliantly red!

In a desperate attempt to prove that she was
not staring at the bottoms, Audra deliberately
pinned her wide-eyed gaze on the third woman's
serenely-smiling face, and as soon as she did, the
woman opened her arms as though offering an
embrace. "Welcome to Isla Tesoro!" she said, and
her voice was rich and warm as cocoa. "You may
call me Calico."

"Hi, I'm Aud--"

"Please!" Calico swiftly held up one silencing
hand, still smiling. "The resort operates on a strict
code of anonymity. We've found it encourages
openness among the clientele." Calico shrugged to
show she appreciated the paradox, and then said,
"Once you have signed in, no one among the staff
will ever address you by your given name, and of
course, our guests are strongly advised not to give
out personal information of any kind to the other
guests."

"So, what, we're expected to just 'Hey, you'
each other for the next three weeks?" The Griffin
was wearing her puzzled frown, so different from all
the other frowns that came more naturally to her.

Calico laughed. "No, no! You will, of course,
adopt a pseudonym for the duration of your stay.
This will be part of the sign-in procedure. ButI am
getting ahead of myself."

Calico clapped her hands twice and the other
two women instantly released their ankles and
stood up. In perfect unison, they turned, smiled,
and came lightly over--one to Audra, and the other

82



to the Griffin. Audra felt herself being towed gently
but insistently away from Griffin, and she turned,
flustered, into an unexpected kiss on the lips.

"Oh!" said the happy little blonde holding
Audra's arm. "That was supposed to be on your
cheek!"

"That was inappropriate," Calico murmured with
a smile.

"Please see that I am punished," the blonde
chirped.

Calico dipped her eyes in what was almost a
bow. "Certainly, Honeybee, I shall."

"Thank you!"

Audra could feel a sense of unreality creeping up
on her.

"And now, if you please!" Calico returned her
attention to the newcomers, the promise of
punishment apparently concluding that
conversation. She beckoned invitingly, her teeth
very white against the flawless brown of her
beautiful face. "Come with me! Tesoro awaits
you!" She did bow then, almost completely in half,
before heading away up the beach.

Audra and the Griffin exchanged a glance as
their exuberant escorts each wrapped themselves
around an arm and followed after.
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Chapter Six
* Tea Rooms and Whipping Posts *

Calico and her little helpers, Honeybee and
Flutter, escorted Audra and the Griffin up from the
beach, around the tennis courts, and onto a quaint
cut-stone path. Following this eventually led them
to a broad V-shaped garden, which separated the
long triple row of cozy-looking cabins from the
round white-walled buildings that were clearly the
resort's offices. The garden fit every romantic idea
of "tropical paradise" that could ever have occurred
to Audra--lush with flora at the peak of health,
explosive with color, it needed only a few macaws
and a hovering cloud of butterflies to achieve
idealistic perfection.

When they came to the largest of the resort
buildings, Calico stopped at the heavy double doors.
"This is the Rotunda," she announced. "In a
moment, you will go inside to register yourselves,
but first, if you please, take a moment to mark your
surroundings. Here--" She gestured with one arm
to the left, graceful as a hula dancer. "--are the
kitchens and staff services. Beyond them, in the
Tower, you will find the Overseer's offices and
personal quarters." Calico smiled, then turned and
held out her arm again, presenting all the structures
to the right as though they were prizes Audra had
just won on a game show. "Here you will find the
event rooms, the dining hall, the tea room, the
slave quarters, the library, the computer room, the
whipping post, the ballroom, the auction block, and
the gift shop. You see how they are all connected?
You cannot get lost, and in a day or two, you will
know every door as though it hung in your own
home."

Audra frowned, caught the Griffin's eye and
mouthed, 'Whipping post?’

The Griffin, with the same wrinkle of alarm
beetling her own brow, mouthed back, 'Tea room?'
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"Now, I leave you," said Calico. She clapped her
hands once, and the two young things who had
escorted them here promptly released their guests
and stepped back. "I hope to see you again very
soon," Calico said. "Enjoy your stay on our island."
And with that, the three of them sashayed away.

"A ballroom," the Griffin muttered, still looking
gravely concerned. "Do they expect us to dance? I
don't know how to dance."

"Did you completely miss the part where they
said, 'slave quarters?'" Audra asked, exasperated.

The Griffin shot her a narrow look of warning.
"Of course not, but then, I remembered where we
were. Slave quarters, stocks, auction block,
whipping post...all of these things are perfectly
normal here. Tea room? That's what you should be
worried about! All of these overpriced idiots are
going to know how to take tea except you!"

Audra opened her mouth, thought about that,
and shut it again. "I see your point," she said
quietly. "We're never going to get away with this,
are we?"

"Not if they expect us to come to tea. No, just
forget I said that. Relax. We'll do fine." The Griffin
squared her shoulders and faced the double doors.
"Game face on, Audra. We're about to register."

The Griffin put one hand on each latch and
pulled hard, whipping both doors widely open at
once. If Audra had tried that, they would have
been the kind of doors that opened by pushing, and
all she would have succeeded in doing would be to
dislocate both shoulders and fall on her butt.

The Griffin glanced back at her, holding both
doors at their widest. "Are you coming or what?"
she asked.

So Audra went.

Even though she hadn't really known what to
expect when registering, the mundane view in the
Rotunda's main lobby took her by surprise. There
was a neat row of three desks, each of them faced
with a neatly-lettered sign: A-G, H-P, Q-Z. Behind
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each desk was a severe-looking man or woman in
the Dominant's uniform, typing busily away at a
computer. With very few exceptions, the guests
waiting in line looked, to Audra's admittedly
unpracticed eye, increasingly frantic. In fact, from
this distance, it kind of looked like they were being
forced to take some sort of pop quiz. After several
tries, the guest would seem to stumble on the
correct answer, and the Dom behind the desk would
hand over a welcome package in the form of a
plastic bag with little palm trees on it.

Audra joined the other H-through-Ps, fussing in
her pocket for her wallet so that she could show her
ID when that became necessary. Once she had that
in her hand, she had nothing else to do but stand in
line and wait for her turn, but watching the guest at
the head of her queue grow more and more
agitated unnerved her, and she finally plucked at
the nearest Submissive holding a plastic bag and
asked, "What's going on up there?"

"First time?" the Submissive asked with a smile,
and without waiting for an answer, explained,
"She's trying to come up with a name."

"A name?" Audra echoed stupidly, and wondered
why on Earth no one had told her this before now.
She could have spent the entire cruise working on
that instead of watching Jenna play shuffleboard
and getting sunburned. "Can't I just use my real
name?"

"No, you can't," said about three people at once,
and then the Submissive who had been talking went
on, "No one gets to use their real name. That's kind
of the point. And there are certain rules that have
to be followed when selecting a pseudonym, like no
silly names. No Babybrat, no Spanky, no
Rosycheeks, no Smackers...nothing that sounds like
you got it in a chat room. Second, it can't be a
name that's actually just another name, like Sally or
Mary or Bob. Third, unless you have a very good
reason, you can't just translate a name someone
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else is already using into another language, like
using...oh hell, I don't know...."

"Tesoro instead of treasure," the Griffin
volunteered, still without turning around.

"Is that what that means?" the Submissive
asked, eyebrows rising. "I always thought it was
just a gas station. Well, anyway, the last and most
important rule is that all names have to be unique
for this season. Which means you can't use any
name that's already registered by any guest or
staff-member, and as you can imagine, all the good
ones are taken. Everyone comes here wanting to
be Treasure or Trinket or Precious or Kitten...God
save me from all the Kittens," she added, rolling her
eyes, and then walked away.

Audra's mind went instantly blank. Try as she
might, the only words she could dredge up from the
recesses of her imagination were Treasure, Trinket,
Precious and Kitten. Over and over and over.

She moved forward in line slowly but steadily,
wracking her brains for a better name and coming
up empty every time. On her right, the Griffin also
advanced, her gaze hooded and distracted,
occupying herself, no doubt, with one of the many
silent puzzles employed by the mentally-gifted.
Proving Fermat's Lost Theorem or something. The
Griffin never got impatient in long lines. This was
why they always had her buy the concert tickets.
Also because she scared the bejeezus out of
scalpers and got really good seats at cheap prices.
And why was she thinking about the Griffin? She
needed to come up with a name!

The Submissive in front of her suddenly moved
off with his plastic bag, and Audra found herself
staring a Desk-Dom in the face. She had a few
seconds grace during which the Dom monkeyed
around with her computer and Audra's photo ID,
but it didn't help any. Treasure, Trinket, Precious,
Kitten. In desperation, she turned again to the
Griffin, silently pleading for input.
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"Champagne," the Griffin said at once. "It
enhances any celebration and it tickles the nose."

Before Audra could even turn back to her desk,
the Submissives on either side of her had screamed,
"Champagne!" and immediately began to bicker
over who said it first.

"Bitches," Jenna remarked, utterly devoid of
rancor. Then she leaned out of line, brushing
Audra's hair away from her ear, and whispered,
"Pearl."

"Don't call me a bitch!" snapped the flustered
not-Champagne ahead of Jenna in line, and as
Audra bent over to relay her whispered name to her
Desk-Dom, she heard the Griffin's amused reply,
"You're lucky I'm limiting myself to talk, lady. Eyes
front."

The Desk-Dom exchanged a good-humored
glance with the other Desk-Doms, and then all three
smiled faintly in the Griffin's direction before
resuming their typing. There was a second or two
during which the computer hummed, and then
Audra's Desk-Dom nodded and said, "Welcome to
Tesoro, Pearl," and handed her a welcome package.

Audra stepped out of line and went to the
Griffin's elbow, grinning. "Pearl, huh? Because it's
a treasure from the sea?" She thought that was a
very cute play on circumstance, even if she couldn't
say so out loud.

"No." Jenna's voice was low, her expression
difficult to read as she met Audra's gaze. "Because
it's something precious, found within an unfeeling
shell."

Audra could not think of a thing to say to that,
but she didn't have to. The Q-Z Desk-Dom leaned
out to where she could clearly see Jenna and said,
"Get up here. You," she added, narrowing her eyes
at the three Submissives ahead of Jenna who were
just working themselves up to protest. "Hush it.
So." The Desk-Dom ran her eyes expertly up and
down the Griffin's lean frame, and then turned her
palm up. "I haven't seen you before."
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"Nope." The Griffin put her driver's license into
the waiting hand.

"Ha." The Desk-Dom said nothing more until
she'd finished entering whatever it was that needed
to be entered. Then she passed the driver's license
back and fixed the Griffin with a piercing grin.
"Now. I expect a truly stellar name from vyou.
We've had Pearls and Champagnes before, of
course, but not many...and it's been a loooong time
since I've seen someone rattle off two unclaimed
names in a row this late in the season."

"Big deal. I could give you a dozen Submissive-
sounding names," the Griffin shot back, apparently
not able to hear a challenge when it was set
unspoken before her. Or at least, not able to resist
one.

"A dozen, eh?" The Desk-Dom's grin broadened
to Grinch-like proportions and the other two Desk-
Doms stopped typing entirely and turned around to
watch. The Q-Z Dom stood up, unhooked a wicked-
looking riding crop from her belt and slapped it
down on the desk.

That got Jenna's attention.

Then the Desk-Dom reached into her back
pocket, brought out a twenty-dollar bill, and set
that down beside the crop. "A dozen names," she
said. "Unmistakably Submissive-sounding."

The Griffin's eyes gleamed as they narrowed.

"Ten cuts with the crop for every name you give
me that's already in our files. Twenty dollars for
every name that isn't. You have sixty seconds.
Go."

"Precocious. Pegasus. Calliope. Lyrical.
Sugarsnap. Willowisp. Windflower. Ribbon.
Savory. Peppercorn. Surrender. Aurora." The
Griffin leaned over and eyed the Dom's watch. "I've
still got a little time. Should I keep going?"

There was a smattering of applause from the
registered guests and the other two Desk-Doms,
while those Submissives still in line scrambled to
claim at least one of the precious names. The
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Griffin's adversary held her stare for a long while,
still smiling, and finally sat down and began to
search her files. With each name entered, she
shook her head a little harder and smiled a little
wider, and at the end, she opened up her wallet and
started counting out bills.

"If I asked you to do it again, you probably
could, couldn't you?" she said, not really making it a
question. "However. If you want a real challenge,
why don't you come up with something for yourself
that's a little less generic, now that we all know
what a whiz you are?"

Uncertainty settled into Jenna's features. "I...I
do have a nickname," she admitted. "But it's not
very submissive-sounding."

"Hey." The Desk-Dom opened her arms
invitingly. "How dominant-sounding is Cypress?"
Jenna cocked her head. "Must be pretty

dominant. The Romans thought the cypress had
the power to encourage spiritual growth during
moments of pain."

The Desk-Dom's mouth dropped open, her arms
still wide; it only lasted a moment, but there it was,
and everyone saw it. "Okay, I've got to know.
What is it they call you? Encyclopedia?"

"No. The Griffin." Jenna looked mildly
apologetic, which was more apologetic than Audra
had ever seen her look before.

There was a short pause during which Cypress
the Desk-Dom studied Jenna's face. "Suits you,
actually." She typed it in, shrugged one shoulder,
and then hit a few buttons and typed it in again.
"Lemme just run it past the Master database. I
know they get a Griffin now and then...nope, you're
good to go." She fished through a box filled with
welcome packages and brought out the one whose
coded label apparently matched with Jenna, and
held it out. "Orientation will be held in Event Room
1, just down the hall on your left. Enjoy the
novelty, Griffin."
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Audra and the Griffin had stepped away, but
now turned back. The Griffin's face was cool and
wary. "The novelty of what?"

The Desk-Dom met her suspicious gaze with a
knowing smile. "Submission. Ta now. Ten cuts
with a cat if you're late." She turned her attention
on the next in line, adding, "God, I wish I'd thought
to sign up for a Slave this season."

The Griffin didn't move immediately. Audra had
to tug twice at her arm to get her going and even
then, she walked backwards for a few paces before
turning away.

Stepping through the doors of Event Room 1
was like stepping back in time. Suddenly, Audra
was back in high school, reporting to the
gymnasium for an assembly. Age was erased from
the excited guests seated throughout the lecture
hall; they huddled together in the same tight,
giggling cliques that Audra could remember once
belonging to (and then being shunned by) back
when she was a teen. There were seven people on
stage, seated behind a speaker's table, relaxed and
chatting as they watched the auditorium fill up.
Four wore the costume of a Dominant. The three
Submissives were all women; all but one of the
Dominants were men.

The Griffin gave Audra a not-so-subtle nudge to
remind her she was blocking the doorway, and so
Audra led the way to find a seat. Without thinking,
she took them directly to the extreme lower-left
corner that had been "theirs" all the way through
high school. Judging from the faint smile on the
Griffin's face as she sat, the moment of nostalgia
was not one-sided.

Audra sat, arranged her legs, and began to
fiddle uncomfortably with the handles on her
welcome package. Every time the eye of one of
those on the stage slid in their direction, she felt
herself sit up a little straighter.

"I knew I should have brought a book." Beside
her, the Griffin crossed her arms and leaned back,
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settling in for a long wait. "First rule of travel.
Always bring a damn book."

"Just sit there and have deep thoughts."

"How do I spank thee?" mused the Griffin,
without the slightest hesitation. "O let me count the
ways. I spank thee to the depth and breadth and
height my hand can reach, and feeling without sight
thy hind end and flaming ass."

Audra leaned back and stared at her.

Oblivious, or at least seeming to be, the Griffin
went on: "I spank thee to the level of everyday's
most quiet need, by switch and leather strap. I
spank thee freely, as thou does strive for Right; I
spank thee purely, as thou doth writhe in pain. I
spank thee with the passion put to use in thy old
grief, and with thy childhood's faith."

Audra wasn't the only one staring now. The
Griffin's voice was low and rich and golden as
honey, serene and even blissful as she made her
recitation.

"I spank thee with a love I seemed to use to
crimson up thy ass as with paint. I spank thee with
all my breath, smiles and tears of all my life, and if
God choose, I shall but spank thee better after
death."

At least a dozen people applauded, and the
Griffin's body jerked and she blinked around, only
now noticing how many listeners she had attracted.

"That was beautiful!" a grey-haired Submissive
said mistily. "Did you write that?"

"No! That is, I mangled it, but--" The Griffin
was having some trouble collecting herself.
"Elizabeth Barrett Browning wrote it first. One of
her sonnets. It..." She trailed off, looking flustered,
and then faced resolutely front once more. "Should
have brought a book."

It was a long wait after that, during which the
Griffin did not speak, but at last, the door at the
back of the auditorium opened to admit, not a
guest, but one of the Desk-Doms, who flashed a
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thumb's-up sign at the center stage before
retreating again.

One of the Submissives at the table stood,
bowed to the assembly, and adjusted her
microphone and said, "Greetings. My name is
Quiver and it is my happy duty to welcome all of
you to Isla Tesoro! For those of you returning to
our resort, please bear with us patiently through the
orientation process. It won't take long, I promise,
and we'll soon have you out there meeting your
Masters and exploring the island. And if I'm wrong
and we do go long, you'll be meeting your Masters
and getting nicely toasted for tardiness, so it's a
win-win situation." Quiver paused to allow the little
laugh to run the room, and then got down to
business. "Please open your welcome packages and
locate your release forms and official Tesoro pen."

The sound of ninety plastic bags rustling was
bat-like and somehow intimidating as Audra pulled
out a handful of very professional-looking
documents (as well as a pink, blue, and green
ballpoint pen). She ran the practiced eye of a
Technical Writer over the pages, translating the
legal-ese into English, and what she saw before her
was admirably ironclad.

"Page one, please," Quiver began cheerfully.
"This is a very basic non-disclosure agreement that
simply states you may not discuss your time here
with any journalist or other media, up to and
including internet reporters or anyone with a pulse,
and that includes friends, family, and even other
Tesoro guests. Also that you may not yourself write
a book, article, or on-line journal entry describing
your experiences. Naturally, short of implanting
mind control chips in your skulls, this is difficult for
us to enforce, however, I would like to delicately
point out that it is not in the least difficult for us to
track down the source of illicit video or
photography, etcetera, etcetera in the outside world
when we are properly motivated. Your signature
states that you understand and agree to this
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condition. Please sign and date, using your real
name, please, and turn to page two."

The Griffin raised her hand, and Quiver sent a
knowing smile in her direction.

"Yes? Blondie in the corner? I believe you were
about to ask what happens if you don't sign?"

"Actually, I was going to ask for another pen.
Mine won't write." The Griffin waited expertly for
the laughter to fade and for Quiver to come down to
her with a new pen and then said, "But that's a
good point you make. What does happen,
hypothetically?"

"If your forms are invalid, you leave. No
refunds and no exceptions, so if you have any
questions pertaining to this form, you'd better ask."
Quiver returned to her seat. "Okay, page two.
Medical release. Box A. This states that you
undertook the required medical examination and
were declared fit at the time you came to Tesoro.
Just initial to show you understand and agree that
Tesoro has a copy of those exams in our files. I
know you had to do this already in your doctor's
office, but just do it again for our records. Box B.
In simple language, this states you are all aware
that Tesoro is an island resort without full hospital
facilities. We do have a staff of licensed physicians
on call 24 hours a day--"

Here the four Dominants stood. One of them
waved.

"--Who are qualified to administer basic medical
care. In the event of a medical emergency, you will
be airlifted at the island's expense for treatment in
Miami. Initial to show vyou understand that
transport will take at least fifteen minutes and
neither the resort nor its owners are liable in the
event of complications arising from this delay. Box
C only applies to those guests who are taking
prescription medications at this time. You'll have to
check them through Dr. Saxon, so initial Box C to
show that you agree to see Dr. Saxon within 72
hours of arrival. Okay, all initialed? Good. Now
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everyone, read the medical protocols listed on the
bottom half of the page, because it covers the
medical privacy act as well, and sign and date at
the bottom."

The sound of ninety pens scratched on paper
and the doctors sat.

"Page three," Quiver continued. "The sex
clause."

Audra and the Griffin both looked up sharply.

Quiver leaned forward and folded her hands
together so that she seemed to be embracing her
microphone. She smiled. "I recommend you read
the whole thing, of course, but in simple language,
this states that Isla Tesoro is not providing a sexual
service to any guest and that no guest of Isla
Tesoro is required to submit sexual favors to any
other guest. This includes, but is not limited to,
blah blah blah, etcetera, etcetera, unlike our former
President, I think we all know what sex is."

Nervous titters from the audience. Quiver's face
softened and she gazed down at them reassuringly.
"Now believe it or not, some of the people who
come to Tesoro want to have sex and are going to
have sex before they leave."

A smattering of "No!"s and "Imagine that!"s ran
through the assembly.

Quiver laughed and nodded. "This is the reason
for certain blood tests that I'm sure you all
remember taking. However, it is important for all of
you to understand that no Master on this island has
purchased you along with his or her resort pass. In
the bottom of your bags, you'll all find a self-
adjusting ring. Looks a little like a mood ring, and
we all remember those, right? Please bring it out."

Audra rummaged through her bag and sure
enough, there was a ring with a large, flat-topped
cabochon set deeply in a gold-colored setting.

"This is a panic button," Quiver said serenely.
"You are strongly advised to wear it at all times.
Shower with them. Sleep with them. Never take
them off. Please put it on so that you can see the
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stone with your palm turned up. With the ring in
this position, you can depress it with one thumb
even in handcuffs, mitts, or sleeves. You'll notice
the stone is recessed to avoid accidental--"

"Miss Quiver?" A young man in the audience
raised his hand nervously. "I just pressed my
button."

Almost at the same time, a phone on the wall
behind the speaker's table rang, and Quiver laughed
and went to answer it. "Yes," she said into the
handset. "False alarm, please reset. Okay!" She
hung up and turned back to the audience, beaming.
"That's all right, it happens every year, but at least
it illustrates the alertness of our Security team and
the speed of their response. Each individual ring is
keyed to the individual owner of that bag, which
means that our Security team knows it wasn't just
any emergency, it was yours, and they can track an
alert anywhere on this island. Security will always
make an effort to first contact you at the nearest
telephone, and if that doesn't work out, they will
dispatch a team to find you within thirty seconds.
Please initial Box A to show that you received a
ring, and Box B to show that you understand its
function."

Audra did so, then slipped the ring on, pinched it
tight, and turned it palm-inward.

"Now please sign and date at the middle of the
page to state that you understand that sex is not a
service of Tesoro nor a requirement of your stay
here as a Submissive guest. You will have to sign
again at the bottom to state that you understand
and agree that the staff, owners, and operators of
Isla Tesoro are not liable in the event of any sexual
misconduct, but before you do that, please read the
promissory claim at the bottom of this page which
states unequivocally our Zero Tolerance policy on
sexual misconduct. I wish I could say that such
incidents have never happened here. I can't. But
I've been here now twelve years, since the very
beginning, and I can swear to you that the Overseer

96



has personally seen to it that such offenses were
pursued, prosecuted, and punished not just to the
letter of the law, but to the victim's satisfaction. I
can also honestly say that we've never had an
incident since the introduction of the panic buttons,
so at the risk of repeating myself, never take them
off!"  Quiver managed to give the impression of
looking each of them in the eye before nodding.
"Now sign please."

They all signed.

"Okay then, that's done, so if there are any
questions...? No..? All righty, Eggshell will be
coming around to collect your forms, so please dive
into your bags again, where you will find a collar
and tag, and a complimentary costume. Of course,
none of you are required to wear the costume after
today. The collar, on the other hand, is mandatory.
You must wear it whenever you leave your cabin,
and you will be reprimanded if a staff-member sees
you without one. Take a moment to look them
over. You may notice a color difference."

Audra held hers up beside the Griffin's and
indeed, hers was gold while Jenna's was silver.

"I assure you, this is not an indication of the
individual's worth, merely a handy way to tell you
apart, because you see, you are all about to fall into
one of two categories. You silvers are unassigned
at the moment, and you are open to public displays
of discipline by any other silver Master.
Furthermore, your Master may loan you out to any
other silver Master at his discretion or whim. Lucky
you!" Quiver's own tag was silver.

The Griffin was beginning to frown.

"Golds, on the other hand, have been assigned a
Master who you will be expected to serve devotedly
and faithfully. No other Master, not even a staff
member, may discipline you."

One of the doctors, the woman, spoke up dryly
at that. "Although we can certainly keep him or her
informed when you step out of line."
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"You'll note that every Submissive staff
member, or Staff-Sub, as we like to call ourselves,
has a collar as well. And every Dominant, whether
a guest or Staff-Dom, has a belt buckle. Your
assignment to one or the other of these categories,
and any pre-assignment to a particular Master, was
determined by careful examination of your
applications. We've got a terrific success rate, but if
you're dissatisfied with your assignment, simply
report to the administrator's offices for re-
assignment. And by the way, you can have these
tags engraved with your Tesoro name for only five
dollars in the gift shop."

Quiver checked the time, then clapped her
hands smartly. "Okay! If all you golds will come
this way, you'll be escorted by either Eggshell,
Panda, or myself to your cabin to meet your
Masters. You silvers will go with Drs. Saxon, Sage,
Bamboo, and Remedy to be auctioned off. Have a
wonderful time, and I hope to see you around!"

The assembly began to break up as guests
divided obediently into their two groups and went to
stand with the corresponding staff members. Audra
looked at the Griffin helplessly. "I guess this is it."

"Auctioned off." The Griffin was still frowning at
her tag.

"Maybe you'll get Virgil." But it didn't seem
likely at this point, so Audra had to grope blindly for
something more comforting to say. "Maybe it won't
be that bad."

The Griffin turned her unblinking gold stare on
Audra for a few seconds, then swiftly strapped her
collar around her neck, got up, and left.
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Chapter Seven

* Meet the Masters *

Audra was taken to cabin 22, which had,
according to Panda, the most spectacular view of
the gardens. Just how the view of cabin 22 differed
from the other cabins in the front row overlooking
the gardens was not clear to Audra, but she
accepted it on faith.

The cabin itself was nicer than most hotel rooms
Audra had stayed in. The front door opened on a
spacious sitting room with two overstuffed chairs
facing a entertainment armoire, a wide sofa facing
one of those fake fireplaces, a mini-office area,
even a corner bar with two high barstools parked
before it. Her Master had obviously moved himself
in already. There was a broad wooden paddle lying
across the sofa, a riding crop hanging on a hook
beside the bar and, most disturbing of all, a saddle
slung over the back of one of the overstuffed chairs.

Forget butterflies. There were full-grown
dragons swooping around in Audra's stomach.
What did he think he was going to do with that
saddle?!

"I know you're anxious to get started, but let me
just give you the quick tour," Panda said pleasantly,
prancing across the room to demonstrate how a
door worked. "This is the bedroom!"

Mirrored closet doors on either side of the room
caught the two queen beds between them and
made them infinite. Audra walked into the center of
the room, watching a million reflected Audras do the
same, then moved decisively to the right-hand
closet and opened it, destroying the illusion and, to
her surprise, revealing her own luggage.
Orientation hadn't been that long. It had taken the
airplane twice as long just to chuck it down the
baggage carousel as it had taken Tesoro's staff to
carry it to her cabin from the ship.
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"Everything there?" asked Panda, and when
Audra nodded, she turned and showed Audra to the
bathroom.

Those dragons kicked it up a notch as Audra's
eye fell on the massive chrome-and-polymer
contraption perched over the luxurious Jacuzzi tub.
It looked...a little like a harness....

"All right then, I'll let you get changed and
gussied up." Panda strolled back into the sitting
room and picked up the phone. She pushed a few
buttons, glanced at her watch, and said, "Cabin 22,
the package is delivered." Hanging up, she gave
Audra a beaming smile and added, "Ten minutes!
Too exciting! See you around!"

Then she was gone, and Audra was left standing
there, next to the saddle, holding her plastic
welcome bag in both hands.

Ten minutes. Get changed.

Audra peeked into her bag apprehensively and
after several long seconds, admitted to herself that
the very small bundle of shiny white fabric and floss
was indeed her costume. Feeling horribly self-
conscious in spite of the fact that she was alone,
she laid the dainty little outfit over the top of the
saddle and began to strip. She wondered if she
should keep her panties on. The costume was
slinky, but the simple cut and whiteness of it gave it
a look that was almost virginal. Audra's panties, on
the other hand, were black silk with flames licking
up the front and the words "Hot Stuff" in scarlet on
the back. They had looked suitably sexy in the
store when she'd bought them, but now they
seemed inappropriate.

She went to paw through her luggage for
another pair, rubbing nervously at her stomach to
quiet those dragons. There was supposed to be
laundry service on the island, so she'd only brought
ten pairs of panties for the three-week stay. At the
time, she'd thought that was plenty. Unfortunately,
she'd bought them with the Griffin's
recommendations in mind. Three little black
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thongs, three little red ones, one pink lace, one
metallic silver bikini cut, one with "Princess" written
in pink on the bottom and a little crown in a delicate
position on the front, and one boy-brief style with
pink, yellow, and blue stripes because she thought
it had a tropical-island look. None of them went
with  the virginal-slave-girl contraption they
expected her to wear when meeting her Master.

She supposed she could just go bare. That
would make a heck of an impression. The costume
was the exact same design as the one worn by the
Staff-Subs, which meant that most of Audra's
behind would be hanging out in the breeze as it
was.

Well, maybe the silver ones weren't so bad. The
store had carried the same style in metallic gold. If
she'd gotten them, it would have matched her
collar.

Her collar! Audra went swiftly back out into the
sitting room where her welcome package had been
discarded, fished out her collar and put it on. A
little snug. Maybe it was supposed to be. Certainly
it wasn't so tight she couldn't breathe or eat. And it
looked good, she decided, taking a detour into the
bathroom to find a mirror. Cute white collar to
match her white Submissive costume.

And still no panties. Audra returned to her
closet, poring fussily over each pair of panties one
at a time. She thought the silver one might really
be her best choice, but it would look so incredibly
garish next to that pristine white. The "Princess"
one was mostly white. If only it wasn't for the
stupid letters and the crown. Maybe thong was
really the way to go, but should she wear black or
red? Neither would really match, but one of them
had to look better than the other.

Audra headed back into the sitting room to fetch
the costume, thinking she would try on a few
different pairs of panties and pick that way. She
only got halfway across the room before the door

opened.
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'Oh drat,' she thought faintly, watching the man
that entered drop his jaw roughly to the level of his
belt buckle. 'Well, at least I made an impression.'

"Hi," she said. "I'm Pearl." She collected her
regular clothes from the sofa where she'd left them
and started to put them back on.

"Ah, howdy, Pearl. You, uh...." The man
laughed and shook his head hard. "You kinda threw
me for a loop there. You can call me Cowboy." He
took a few steps, and stretched out his hand to her.

Audra shook obediently. 'Cowboy' had
extremely soft hands and a not-very convincing
accent.

"You're not...?" Cowboy frowned as he watched
her step into her jeans and pull them up. "You're
getting dressed? In those?" He gave her neglected
little virgin's costume a wistful glance.

Audra paused, her shirt in her hands, and
thought. 'You don't have to wear the costume after
today,' was how that little speech in orientation had
gone, which implied that she may actually have to
wear it now. And that if she didn't, there might be
a spanking in it for her. Even knowing that it
wouldn't hurt, Audra wasn't too keen to receive that
first punishment.

"I couldn't decide on a pair of panties to go with
it," she explained finally. "Why don't you go pick
me out a pair, uh, Master, and then we'll go."

Cowboy had perked up at the thought of rifling
through her underwear, but stopped at the end of
her sentence and looked back at her, one eyebrow
raised. "Go where?"

"I've got a friend in the slave auction, and I
really want to be there when she's sold. You know,
make sure she..." 'Doesn't kill anyone,' was on the
tip of her tongue, but Audra squelched it with an
effort and substituted, "gets a good one." She
hunted for some submissive behavior, and put on a
wheedling expression. "Please?"

Cowboy wasn't exactly a raging ball of
enthusiasm, but he shrugged and went on into the
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bedroom. By the time Audra had her jeans back off
and was navigating the slender string-straps that
criss-crossed the back of her costume, Cowboy was
back. With the silver panties, she saw. "I was
kinda hoping we could settle in," he was saying.
"See where our boundaries are." His eyes trailed
toward the saddle.

"We can do all kinds of settling after I see my
friend auctioned," Audra announced, stepping into
her panties. "But you should know now that my
personal boundaries stop well short of you ever
using that thing on or near me, barring a truly
phenomenal night of heavy drinking." She tugged
her skirt as low as it would go, scowling, and wished
she'd done more aerobics before she'd left on this
fool vacation. At least she'd gotten a wax.

Cowboy looked disappointed for a second or
two. "Well, who knows?" he said finally, without a
lot of optimism. "Maybe you'll change your mind
once you get to know me. You might like it if you
tried it."

"Unless we're talking about spinach here, the
answer is still no."

"Hang on a sec." Cowboy caught her arm,
looking quizzical rather than accusatory. "Are you
smartin' off to me because you want to earn a
spanking later on?"

Audra blinked, and made a mental note to sound
more submissive. But for now: "Yes," she said,
and gave him what she hoped was a shy smile. "Is
it working?"

"Well, heck yeah! You got some nice sass in ya,
girl!" Cowboy grinned and unexpectedly gave her a
slap to the ass.

It was the sound--crisp and clear as a pistol-
shot--that made her jump. She felt only a faint
tingling sensation, but she rubbed at herself to
reward him. "I can see you're going to have some
good times keeping me reined in," she said, with a
half-hearted stab at humor.
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Cowboy beamed and slung an arm around her
shoulders. "This is going to work out fine," he said,
making what Audra would later consider the world's
worst psychic prediction of all time. "Let's go see
your friend get sold."

Audra's second trip across the gardens to the
main buildings had an even greater unreal-paradise
feel to it, because now there were Master and Slave
couples strolling the grounds as well. All the
Submissives were wearing their little white
costumes and most of the Masters were in some
sort of themed getup. The only dressy things the
Cowboy was wearing were his boots and hat.
Looking out over the gardens at grown men dressed
up as Romans, gypsies, Pharaohs and wizards,
Audra felt intensely lucky.

The slave auctions were held, conveniently
enough, in the Event room adjoining the slave pits.
It was not as big a room as the one that had hosted
the orientation, but it had the same stadium-style
seating and center stage on which most of the lights
were trained. There was a middle-aged redhead on
stage now, in shackles, her chains held by a Staff-
Dom on either side of her, while a third Staff-Dom
used a long switch to point out her obvious charms
to an audience of interested bidders.

"Sundae is a nine-season veteran of Tesoro, my
fellow Masters. She knows how to play the game.
And just look at that fine, full ass! Turn around,
Sundae."

Blushing, but clearly excited, the redhead turned
and even flipped up the back of her short skirt to
show a voluptuous bottom with two cheeks sporting
circles of pink nearly the same color as her
nervously-smiling face.

"Ho ho!" crowed the auctioneer, using his switch
to catch the hem of the skirt and push it back up
before it could curtain the woman's marks. "Has
our little strawberry Sundae been playing grown-up
games on the ship? You greedy little thing! You
bend right over!"
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Cowboy and Audra found a bare patch of wall to
stand against where they would not block the door
as the auctioneer gave Sundae a short count of
hissing strokes with his switch. Sundae jumped and
yelped a little with each one, but she was clearly
enjoying herself, as were all the on-lookers in the
audience.

"You know, I don't think she's the least little bit
repentant," the auctioneer remarked. "So now
someone is going to have to take this naughty little
Sundae home and see to her before she melts all
over. Who will start the bid? A measly thousand
dollars for this delicious little treat!"

"Are they using real money?" Audra asked,
astonished.

Cowboy gave her the sort of look that Audra
might expect if she'd asked if the bidders were
breathing real oxygen. "'Course they are. What'd
you think they'd be using, seashells and beads?"

It was a quiet auction. Little nods and raised
hands were enough to keep the number climbing
and in less than a minute, blushing Sundae was sold
for the sum of a round five thousand to a gentleman
by the name of Brace. The Staff-Doms holding her
shackles transferred her chains into her new
Master's hands and then left the stage, returning in
short order with a diminutive Asian beauty.

"Ladies and gentleman, a treasure from the
Orient," the auctioneer began after bending to hear
a whisper from one of the new girl's keepers. "I
give you Tattletale! Returned to us for the third
time after a three-year absence! Shall we show her
how much she was missed?"

Cowboy leaned over to whisper in Audra's ear,
"What's your friend look like?"

"Blonde, fairly tall." Audra thought about it. "If
you see someone step out who looks like she'd
ought to be the centerfold in Playboy, that's
probably her. Gosh, I hope she hasn't already been
sold."
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The door opened just as Tattletale's bidding
began, and Audra heard a blessedly familiar,
"Excuse me, could I just--uff!" and an equally
familiar thud as Virgil tripped on the first stair and
landed in the lap of a severe-looking matron in
leather. His voice, wounded, floated earnestly up
from between her stiletto boots: "You have very
nice shoes."

Audra ducked out from under Cowboy's arm and
helped pull Virgil to his feet before they could
distract too many people from the bidding. He
thanked her distractedly, brushed himself off, then
executed a flawless double-take, broke out in a
sunny smile, and scooped her up in a bear hug.
"Hey!" he whispered happily. "Who are you?"

"Pearl. You?"

"Claymore."

"How'd you manage that?" Audra asked,
envious.

"I filibustered them with the argument that it
was also a sword. Plus, I had to drop one of the
0's, so you have to call me Claymore instead of
Claymoore," he said seriously, and then his eyes
darted past her to the stage. "Oh, thank God, there
she is!"

Audra hadn't noticed Tattletale being sold, but
brought out in chains to replace her was the Griffin.
She heard Cowboy utter a low, appreciative whistle,
and not a few people in the audience shifted as the
Griffin reached center stage and turned an
expression of badly-banked fire out on all of them.

"Well now," purred the auctioneer. "We have a
virgin here, folks."

The Griffin snorted. "Not unless you've got a
time machine, sport," she said, and the Staff-Dom
holding her right shackle snickered.

"Never been to Tesoro before," continued the
auctioneer, unfazed. He let the tip of his switch tap
against her knee, trail up to her hip, then light away
and flick at the tips of her golden hair. "Fresh-
faced. Unbroken. I confess, I am tempted to keep
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her for myself. But no, my duty is clear, and so
ladies and gentlemen, I give you the Griffin."

"Did you bring any money?" Virgil whispered,
fingering madly through his wallet. "I only have
eight thousand and some change."

It was Audra's turn for a double take. "Yeah,"
she whispered back. "I brought fifty bucks for one
dinner out and some postcards, but it's yours if you
need it."

"So that's your friend?" Cowboy watched with
interest as the Griffin was prodded forward at the
end of the switch. "Let's see those hocks!" he
called.

Audra and Virgil both started, staring at him first
and then with dismay up at the stage where the
Griffin's handlers were turning her. The switch
flicked at her shoulders and Jenna bent, rigid but
obedient. The short skirt of the costume she wore
rode up to her waist, displaying her full buttocks to
the admiration of the audience. That funny hook-
and-moon mark stood out white and shiny against
her tanned flesh.

"I would like to examine the goods," a man
declared, rising from his seat. For one of the
Masters, he was very moderately dressed--white
shirt and dress slacks, polished shoes and a nice
tie--and he carried a long wooden paddle, slapping
it casually against one palm as he strolled down to
the stage.

"And you are, sir?"

"They call me Professor." The man leapt easily
onstage and turned his paddle so that the watching
audience could read the word Detention where it
was burned into the back of the thing. "And I am
very good at examinations." He smiled at the
Griffin. "Of course, they're all pass-fail."

Jenna was turned again so that she could face
her prospective buyer. She looked him square in
the eye and did not flinch although he tried to stare
her down. When intimidation failed, Professor
paced a wide circle around her, letting his gaze trail
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at his leisure down the lean length of her body and
back up again.

"So tell me," Professor said. "Are you Britain's
griffin, @ mindless beast drawn to gold? Or are you
Carroll's griffin, a creature of ancient wisdoms?"

Jenna raised her chin slightly, her expression
stony. "I am my own griffin," she said.

He laughed indulgently. "Not for long."

Audra looked around and saw a broad smile on
Cowboy's face. Perhaps sensing her attention,
Cowboy murmured, "Boy, she's got a shocker
comin', don't she?"

"If she can be taught," Professor drawled,
running his thumb along the line of Jenna's
clenched jaw, "then I suppose I could take her off
your hands. Naturally, I would like to pose a short
test."

"Naturally." The auctioneer folded his arms over
his podium and looked on agreeably as Professor
circled Jenna once more.

"Let's see. We'll make it an easy one, shall we?
First question." Professor stopped when he came to
a point just behind and to one side of her, and
raised his paddle to swing. "How long," he asked
lazily. "Was the Hundred Years War?"

There was laughter from the on-lookers, but the
Griffin never even hesitated. She turned her head
to fix Professor with a steely eye and said, "One
hundred sixteen years."

The laughter cut off. "How long?" someone
asked, and someone else said, "No kidding!"

Professor's smile turned sideways. For a
second, he didn't move at all. Then he swung.

The paddle cracked, deafeningly loud, and the
Griffin's eye's flashed wide as her hips jerked
spastically forward.

Both Audra's hands slapped over her mouth and
beside her, she felt Virgil jump and heard his
strangled-sounding, "Oh my God!"

The Griffin would have spun on her assailant if
her handlers hadn't been holding her chains tight.
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As it was, she could only whip her head around and
glare, her hands curled into claws and her fangs
showing.

"Face front," Professor said evenly. "You
happen to be correct, but posture is like
penmanship, my dear. It counts. And in the future,
address me as sir."

Slowly, as if it took the efforts of well-muscled
men at a stone gear, Jenna turned her head and
faced the front of the room. Her eyes were still
wide with outraged shock and disbelief.

"Second question," Professor continued, once
more raising the paddle. "What do you have when
you have a bilateral periorbital hematoma?"

A sound escaped Jenna, one that would have
been a laugh had she not been so angry. "A black
eye," she said.

That looked crossed Professor's face again--
surprised and meanly disappointed. Once more, he
swung.

BANG!

Jenna roared, her head thrown back and her
hands locked into fists at her side. Her chest
heaved as she took several breaths through gritted
teeth.

"I didn't hear a sir," Professor murmured.

"You are not yet my Master," Jenna snarled,
eyes fixed furiously on the far wall.

"We'll see. Final question." Professor raised the
paddle. "Who was the ninth president of the United
States?"

Jenna hesitated, blinking rapidly, but only for a
few seconds. "William Harrison."

Professor cocked his head. "William Harrison,
what?"

A phone on the auctioneer's podium, unnoticed
until this moment, trilled out.

"William Harrison, ninth President of the United
States!" Jenna countered defiantly. "Hail to the
frickin' chief!"
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The auctioneer reached out and caught the flat
edge of the paddle before Professor could swing.
Still with the handset of the phone to his ear, he
said, "The Overseer says you may not strike if her
answer is correct."

"I'm not punishing her ignorance," Professor
argued, his eyes never leaving the back of Jenna's
head. "Only her insolence."

The auctioneer did not release his grip on the
paddle. He listened for a second or two, then said,
"The Overseer reminds you that you are not yet her
Master."

Professor's face did something strange,
quivering as he fought not to scowl openly. Then
he lowered the paddle and forced a smile. "Not yet,
then," he said. "Open the bidding."

The mood in the auditorium was a heavy one,
but the auctioneer made a game effort, indicating
Jenna's flushed and grim face with a broad gesture
and a smile. "Shall we open at a thousand? A mere
one thousand for the rare privilege of this clever
little treasure? Who will bid a thousand for the
Griffin?"

Virgil's hand shot in the air, but he was hardly
alone and so the bidding began. Professor
remained on the stage, his hand caressing the flat
blade of his paddle and his eyes resting, burning, on
the back of the Griffin's head. He did not speak,
letting the auctioneer keep the tally of Jenna's price
until it hit its zenith with Virgil's offer of six
thousand dollars.

"Going once?"

"Seven thousand," said Professor.

"Will you bid more, my young Master? Seven
thousand one hundred, yes?"

Virgil was nodding and waving frantically, but
Professor merely raised his voice and said, "Eight
thousand."

Virgil looked again into his wallet, lips moving.
With a distinctly nervous expression, he waved for

more.
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"Ten thousand," said Professor, before the
auctioneer could even speak.

Virgil looked at his wallet, looked at Audra,
looked at the stage.

It seemed to Audra that the auctioneer hesitated
somewhat longer than he had for the other slaves,
scanning the crowd for any more offers, but at last,
his hammer came down and the Griffin was sold.

Professor's hand dropped over Jenna's shoulder
at once. "Now you call me sir," he said. "Cabin
63," he added to her handlers, and stepped off the
stage to make his payment.
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Chapter Eight

* Today is the First Day
of the Rest of Your Vacation! *

They left the Rotunda and came back into the
gardens, which were every bit as beautiful as they
were before, but with the memory of Jenna fresh in
mind, it was a pale and ghastly beauty. Audra's
hands kept moving to rub at her belly; it was as
though she had tried to swallow Jenna's humiliation
and now it churned inside of her. She reached out
to pet a brilliant tropical flower and then turned
listlessly to seek Virgil's gaze.

He looked as though a bomb had gone off in
front of him. His eyes were huge, glassy, and
staring. "I can't believe he hit her," he said. His
hands were rubbing at his belly, too. "I just can't
believe that. Did you hear the sound it made?"

Cowboy stuck his head out into the open air,
looking irritated, and Audra realized only then that
they had somehow given him the slip. She waved
sheepishly, and he jogged over to join them.

"Sorry about that," she said, and stepped lightly
under his arm to ward off anger.

Cowboy grudgingly allowed himself to be
placated, but started towing her resolutely in the
direction of the cabins, so Audra hurried up and said
a goodbye to Virgil.

"Yeah, I'd better get going, too," Virgil said
glumly. "My Pet is still waiting to meet me."

"You left her in your cabin without even saying
anything?" Audra asked, and Cowboy turned all the
way around and gave Virgil a look rich with
disapproval. "Come on, Claymore, she probably got
all gussied up and everything!"

"What were you doing at the auctions in the first
place?" Cowboy asked. He was still frowning. "You
already had a girl waiting for you!"

"I didn't want a girl!" Virgil retorted angrily.

Cowboy's face underwent that 'oh' look.
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"I wanted the Griffin!" Virgil finished, oblivious.
He turned around and stomped off, kicking at the
pebbles unfortunate enough to cross his path.

Cowboy looked after him for a long time. At
last, he glanced down at Audra. "Another friend of
yours?" he inquired, looking cautious.

Audra nodded wearily.

"Ya'll sure picked up some strange friends on the
way over." Cowboy resumed his cabin-ward pull
and this time, Audra went along with it. "But I
really liked that little blonde gal. Feisty. OI' Prof's
gonna have a fun time taking her pegs down."

"Friend of yours?" Audra asked.

"Professor? Naw. Never met him. Never seen
him, come to think of it." Cowboy consulted his
memory banks as they walked the rest of the way
to cabin 22. He unlocked the door, still deep in
thought. "I been coming here eight years now, so
it's pretty safe to say he's either new or fresh in
from some other season. I hear the winter months
are more hardcore. Yeah, I'll bet that's it," he said
with growing confidence. "He seemed a little too
familiar with the place not to know what it's all
about. He's just a little more S/M than the rest of
us, is all. Lucky your friend was into that."

"Into that?" Audra echoed.

"S'funny." Cowboy started rolling up his right
sleeve, head tipped thoughtfully to one side. "I'd've
swore a spit-oath that gal never had the paddle
before. Her tastes run more to OTK or straps or
what? Personally, I like a gal that's already in the
right mood, you know?" He shot her a conspirator's
glance and a grin to show he plainly felt she was
that gal. "But I can definitely see the appeal in a
filly that needs to be broken."

"Can you? And you think that was what that
jerk was doing by running that stupid test by her
and then spanking her when she got the answers
right?"

"Aw."  Cowboy shrugged, beginning to look
uncomfortable. "She was having a good time."
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"You think?!" Audra was absolutely astounded
by this off-the-cuff assessment.

"Course she was!" Now defensive, Cowboy's
voice was sharp. "She's here, ain't she?"

Audra couldn't answer that.

"Now I think it's time I did some breaking in on
my own little filly." Cowboy went to the bar, picked
up one of the high wooden stools and the riding
crop that hung on the wall beside it, and turned
around with a severe expression. He plunked the
stool down on the carpet before her and gave it a
tap with the crop when she only looked at it. "Bend
over."

The Griffin's predicament went completely out of
her head. Audra looked at the barstool and
fidgeted.

Cowboy offered her half a smile. "First one's
always a little awkward," he said, not unkindly.
"But it's best to get it down clinical-like instead of
blundering our way through one we mean."

That actually made sense. Although not exactly
quiet in her mind, Audra found she couldn't argue
with his reasoning. Gingerly, she eased herself up
and over and took hold of the rungs on the other
side.

The wooden seat was cool, hard, slightly
concave. Placing herself in the proper position--her
tummy filling the shallow dip in the seat, her hips
flush against the rounded edge--meant lifting
herself on tiptoes. 'I am going to get spanked,' she
thought, and felt a swooping rush of vertigo
throughout her whole body.

"How do you feel about panties?" asked Cowboy.

From nowhere, came the confident thought, 'I
feel they are essential to the proletariat plans for
the working poor!" Through numb lips, Audra said,
"How do you feel about them?"

"I like 'em down." Cowboy's hand patted her
right buttock in a cozy, familiar fashion. "I like to
see what I'm doing, you know?"
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"Okay. Should I..?" Audra shifted and half-
reached around, but he was already there, briskly
rolling her panties down to her ankles. She could
see them through the rungs. All that time and
trepidation spent on wondering what color to wear,
and there they were. 'l am bare-assed to my
Master,' she thought.

"Ya'll are gonna want a safeword," Cowboy
announced sagely. "I like to use 'baseball' myself."

"Suits me," she said. Her voice was a doll-like
imitation of her own. 'I am going to get spanked,’
she thought again.

"You mind starting with a switch? I find it's
easier to work up a good head if you can start with
something that don't hurt as much, but if you'd
rather have a hand-spanking, we can do that."

How very solicitous. Audra squeezed her eyes
shut, feeling absurdly guilty for her lack of
enthusiasm in the face of Cowboy's earnest
consideration. "The crop is fine," she said, and
since it seemed like she should say more, added,
"Have fun."

"Yes, ma'am," he said, with great feeling.
"Remember, 'baseball' if it gets too much."

There was a pause no longer than a heartbeat,
and then Audra heard a whistle-and-snap. 'That
was me,' she thought. She had felt nothing.

Inexplicably, her first emotion was
disappointment.

Cowboy didn't seem surprised by her lack of
response; the crop continued to rain down lightly
over her hind end. She could hear the whisper of
the whippy end gradually becoming shriller and
louder as he swung with increasing force. The slap
and pop of impact began to sound less like a small
child clapping hands for the first time and soon the
noise alone was making her jump a little. Every
third or fourth strike would spur on some bizarre
correlation of sensation--an icy tingle, an itch, and
twice, a deep bite of pain followed by a lingering
bee-sting burn that might well be the true feel of
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the crop. She had yelped both times, and it
seemed to Audra that her cries had put a little extra
vigor into Cowboy's steady arm, but despite a little
wriggling around on her part, the crop never landed
where she could really feel it again.

"You're doing really well," Cowboy grunted,
returning the crop to the hook by the bar. "'Bout
the best-trained little girl I've come across in eight
years."

He came back to her, his hand rubbed over her
bottom, and she could feel it--now soft, now
scouring, now freezing, now nothing at all.
"Warming up nice on your end?" he asked hopefully.

Audra groped for something to say that was
neither weak nor sarcastic. "All over my end," she
said finally, reasoning that humor was always
appreciated. "Can I feel?"

"Sure."

Audra reached back, her fingers going unerringly
to the two places she still felt the slow crawl of heat
and pain. There were little raised patches all over
her bottom, hot to the touch, patches that felt
slicker than her other, unbruised skin. Weird. It
was like reading a replay of her time under the crop
by Braille.

"Can we take this into the bedroom?" she asked
suddenly. "I want to see."

"Yes, ma'am." Their roles reversed; now she
was the Master, and he went obediently before her
to hold the door open. He was eager, excited even,
but he did not touch her as she passed.

Audra shut her closet door, the act almost one
of ritual as the mirror swung around and created
infinity again in the center of the room. She went
to one bed, knelt, and half-lay across the foot of it,
staring into the mirror. Beyond her reflection's left
shoulder, she could see her own bottom, framed in
yet another mirror. It was still pretty pale, although
mottled with pink and red blooms in the places the
crop had struck well.
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She was eerily reminded of physical therapy
sessions back in the clinic, of having to look into
their mirrored walls to see how to move her legs
when she walked. Audra felt dizzy, closed her eyes,
and opened them again already staring at her
reflection.

Cowboy appeared (in tandem with a million
other miniature Cowboys in mirror-land), holding
the riding crop, and Audra raised herself, shaking
her head.

"Don't use that again," she said, and Cowboy
paused. "Use something else. I want to see more.
I want to see it--" She groped inside herself for
words. "--when you paint me."

"Yes, ma'am." He tossed the riding crop onto
his bed and went into his closet, briefly killing
infinity and replacing it with their own two
insignificant reflections. Then he turned around, a
leather belt dangling from one hand, and swept the
mirror back into place behind him. He and all his
other Cowboys came around behind her, wrapping
the buckle ends of all their belts around their palms.

WHAP!

Audra's hips bumped hard against the mattress
as her body instinctively sought escape from the
deluge of scrambled sensations that now lay in a
pink stripe across her bottom. She could feel
patches of heat, cold, tickling pleasure and scouring
pain, all of them tiny little pockets of 'something' in
a wide band of numb.

WHAP! WHAP! WHAP!

Each stripe overlapped another just a little, and
after the fourth was laid down, her whole bottom
was glowing red. Cowboy looked at her in the
mirror, one eyebrow raised, the belt swinging idly
from his fist.

"Keep going," she said. She could feel pain in a
dozen different places, and it seemed to kindle coals
of heat in other places. The itching, the cold, the
tickles--all these phantoms she could ignore. The
pain was real. How many years had it been since
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she had felt something so real, seen it happen right
in front of her? Cowboy laid down another three
stripes, then nudged her further into the bed and
delivered one more to the underswell of her
buttocks where she couldn't see. But she could feel
it...some of it....

"Keep going," she said again. Her hands were
digging in the bedspread. Her eyes were fixed on
the mirror, unblinking.

Cowboy strapped her again, re-coating her
bottom, which had begun to pale to pink with blows
from the belt until she blazed out scarlet once
again.

"Keep going."

He was breathing harder, his own eyes glassy,
as he laid a set of stripes down her thighs almost to
her knees. The sound was rhythmic, like playing
cards in the spokes of a bicycle, but explosive, like
firecrackers. Firecrackers in the spokes of a bicycle.
Just pop-pop-pop and there were three more lines,
blister-bright and throbbing in so many secret
places.

"Keep going."

Cowboy dropped the belt, went out to the sitting
room and came back with the paddle. She heard it
split the air as he swung--dull and low, almost
groaning--and then it cracked into her hard enough
to knock the breath out of her body, igniting a
dozen razor-sharp echoes of excruciating pain in the
place where it hit.

"Faster."

"You can touch yourself if you want," Cowboy
said hoarsely.

Audra shook her head, frustrated by his refusal
to begin. "Faster! All over! Keep going!"

The signals traveling through her stupid spine
were getting more and more confused. Everything
itched now, everything tickled and froze and
crawled and burned, but the pain was sharpest and
now it was everywhere and Audra could pretend she
was feeling exactly what anyone would be feeling.
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She closed her eyes, letting her head sink until she
was nestled on the bedspread, her breaths coming
slow and even, almost seeming to doze even as her
body was shaken and thrown with the steady force
of Cowboy's paddle. For a moment, the pain and
the heat radiating through her seemed almost as if
it would encompass her whole being.

And then, overload. As though an invisible
switch were thrown, Audra's lower half went
completely numb all at once.

She lay there for a little while, listening to
Cowboy's paddle continue its work, feeling herself
jostled and pushed from behind, but it wasn't the
same. She opened her eyes, allowing herself to
lose time as she watched the wooden instrument
whale away on some alien ass, knocking it past red
and into purple as she looked on with indifference.

She had no idea how long it took Cowboy to
wear out. First he started to slow, and finally, he
staggered back and sat down on his own bed,
gazing at her with awe and giving his head little
disbelieving shakes.

Audra reached back to feel. It was like touching
a stovetop burner. Her bottom had been tenderized
so severely it no longer felt like skin at all, but more
like hot plastic. She met Cowboy's eyes in the
mirror. "Help me stand up?"

She could not have managed without him. It
had been years since she had been so completely
dead to sensation. She wondered vaguely if she'd
done some horrible, irreparable damage to herself
and decided she probably didn't care. All or nothing
was okay; half a person was no good to anyone.

"You were wonderful," Cowboy said, forgetting
his accent. He tried to kiss her, but Audra turned
her head, and he ended up with a mouthful of ear
instead. He let go of her awkwardly and stepped
well back, proving that the Master's orientation had,
at some point, included a definitive explanation of
Tesoro's sex clause as well. "Wonderful," he said

again.
119



In the back of her mind, Audra heard the
Griffin's voice hiss, 'Game face on, dammit!' and
she forced a smile and said, "Thanks, so were you."
She even rubbed at her bottom a little to prove it.

They looked at each other from opposite beds.

"I'm going to go look around," Audra said finally.
And when it looked like he might volunteer to come
along, she added, "Maybe see if I can find my
friends."

"Oh. Sure, okay." Cowboy's eyes wandered
around the bedroom. He looked flushed. "Guess I'll
unpack. Or something. See you later."

"Yeah. Later."

Audra left, scooping up her panties on the way

out.
X

The island was all but deserted. The only people
Audra saw as she wandered were wearing the sky-
blue color of the resort's staff, and it seemed to
Audra that they all paused to stare at her, faintly
puzzled, as though wondering why she alone was
not getting in some quality time with her new
Master.

Audra circled the long, wedge-shaped garden,
her bare feet padding light as a cat's on its cut-
stone path. There was a line of sun-bleached
stones as the garden's northern border, standing in
a line so straight they could only have been
arranged by human hand. She tapped them as she
passed each one, like a child at Musical Chairs.
They ran from east to west, smallest to highest, and
when she reached the end, she stepped into the
shadow of the tallest stone and leaned against it.

It was a friendly sort of stone. While she shared
its shade, she became aware of dim sensation
returning. Her body was slow to reboot. As the
minutes crawled by and she stood alone in the
garden, she felt nothing but a weak tingling all over
her lower half. Gradually, that sensation began to
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break into smaller patches of non-coordinating
feelings.

So she was going to be okay after all. Or, if not
okay, at least back to her particular brand of
normal.

Audra slid around to the sunny side of the stone
and basked in tropical daylight for a little while,
knowing she'd ought to get out of the garden before
someone reprimanded her. Of course, as a gold-
tag, the staff wouldn't be able to do anything
personally, but they'd pass on suggestions to
Cowboy, and Audra didn't feel like pushing her luck
with another spanking so soon.

She ran her eyes lazily over what there was to
look at, and stopped when she saw the tennis
courts in the distance.

Virgil's map drifted through her mind. From
what she could remember, the proverbial X had
been just south and west of the tennis courts. She
wondered if there was a marker of some sort. A
skull and crossbones carved on a tree, maybe. It
didn't even have to be that obvious, just any old
thing that a girl could find if, say, she knew what
she was looking for.

Audra walked on over, taking it slow and casual.
She passed no one, although she could hear a
distant, muffled commotion--rhythmic slapping,
laughter, sharp cries--coming from one of the
rooms off the Rotunda. Tesoro was really rubbing
off on her; her first thought on hearing it was,
'Sounds like someone's having a good time'. She
even felt an odd inclination to poke her head in and
watch for a while. She couldn't imagine why, and
not knowing put her in a prickly mood, so it was
just as well that no one else was moving about.

On the other side of the tennis courts, in roughly
the same place she remembered the X being was
the start of a winding asphalt loop that Tesoro
called a 'Nature Walk'. Audra took it, stopping at
each informative plaque to read about the various
species of plant-life she was experiencing, and to
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peer through the dense foliage at the spectacular
view of the sea.

Between her sedate pace and frequent stops for
view-admiring, the trail ate up a sizeable chunk of
time. When Audra arrived back at the starting
point, she was no longer alone. A rosy-bottomed
blonde in a Submissive's white mini-dress was
leaning on the Nature Walk sign, looking out to sea.

'My first friend,' thought Audra, steeling herself.
She started walking over, and was actually within
arm's reach of the woman when she saw the
uneven white mark on the woman's left buttock and
realized she was looking at the back end of the
Griffin.

A startled "Oh!" escaped her, and the Griffin
glanced around.

"Hey." Jenna looked distracted, her voice was
listless. "Looking for treasure?"

"Just walking around. Killing time." Audra's
eyes were taking several swift slips in the direction
of Jenna's reddened backside. "You...got another
spanking."

"Half of one." Jenna resumed gazing out at the
sea. "He gave me fifteen whacks with that paddle
of his, and then he had the goddamn audacity to tell
me I couldn't cum until he told me to. As if," Jenna
added, rolling her eyes. "But did it piss me off
when he told me I couldn't? Hell yes it did. So I
came. Hard."

Audra's eyes fluttered. "Excuse me?"

"I took some tantric classes a few summers ago.
If you're going to do it, might as well do it right."
Jenna shrugged. "Anyway, the Prof flipped out
completely. Told me to put my nose in the corner
and not to move until he came back, and then he
stormed out to the gift shop. I think he means to
get me a chastity belt."

Audra managed not to say anything for five
whole seconds. Then, hesitantly, she asked, "Won't
he just spank you harder when he comes back and

finds you gone?"
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"Probably." Jenna bared her teeth briefly, as
though the impending punishment were something
that could be killed with a swift bite to the throat.
"The way I figure it, it might as well be a
humdinger. That way, the cops'll be more
understanding when I snap and kill the guy."

Audra, alarmed, did not reply.

"Here you are!" Virgil's voice, tight with relief,
preceded the slap of his flip-flops on the tennis
court and then a full-bore crash as he tripped and
fell into a stubby little palm bush. A Scabby Boba,
said the helpful plaque beside it. Known the world
over for its sticky offal-scented sap.

"I was hoping I'd find you h--ugh! What's on
me?!" Virgil reared onto his knees, slapping at his
shirt and succeeding only in smearing it over a
wider area.

Jenna came over, grabbed hold, and yanked the
shirt completely off with an ease that made Audra
wonder, in light of that tantric classes comment,
how much practice she'd had. "Rub sand on your
hands," she ordered. "That'll take it off."

"Yeah, thanks." Virgil rubbed vigorously, then
leapt to his feet. "I figured you guys might be here,
but this isn't the time to start looking around."

"No one's here," Audra pointed out.

"No, but everybody's new!" Virgil insisted.
"Everybody's all jittery and unpredictable! We can't
risk it. We need to go back to my place and study
the map!"

Jenna frowned. "You sure we want to do that
with your girl underfoot?"

"Oh, I sent Snickers to the whipping post," Virgil
said dismissively. "She'll be there for, like, an hour.
Come on."

Neither Jenna nor Audra moved.

"That's not very nice," Audra said uneasily. "It's
her first day."

"Oh, like I know what to do?"

"Boy," growled the Griffin, her brows knitting
dangerously together, "you had some practice!"
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"Not enough! For God's sake, look at Audra!
I'm supposed to do that with, like, fifteen minutes
spank-ass on my dance card?"

Audra clapped both hands to her hind end,
trying in vain to preserve...what, exactly? Her
modesty? Hardly. She'd met Cowboy stone naked.
Yet, this gesture felt oddly protective, and not
understanding it put a sting in her voice as she
snapped, "You don't have to do this, you just have
to do something!"

The sharpness of her tone must have been
considerable. Virgil looked hurt, and the Griffin
turned all the way around to stare at her.

"I'm just saying," Audra mumbled, flushing.
"That's what everyone thinks we're here for."

After a long moment, Jenna nodded. "We have
plenty of time," she said, and stepped back to
include both of them at once in her crisp,
commanding way. "And you're right, Virge--"

"Claymore."

"Whatever. You're right. People are going to be
edgy today, so now is not a good time to go
treasure-hunting in the island's only Nature Walk.
But Audra's right, too. We aren't going back to look
at your map. We've all seen it anyway, and more
importantly, you have got to spend some time with
your girl."

"But--"

"We are undercover here," the Griffin said,
shaping and cutting off each word clearly. "And you
aren't playing along. Sooner or later, that's going
to attract all the wrong kinds of attention. Go to
the whipping post. Stand over her in the stocks.
Be her judge or something. Pick out the proper
implements and come up with the number of
whacks for each offense."

"What offenses?" Virgil demanded, not without a
note of desperation. "What am I supposed to
accuse her of? I just met her!"

"Dude, it does not matter," the Griffin said
patiently. "Hesitation, if she didn't go
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enthusiastically to the stocks. Greediness, if she
did. Disobedience, if she can't keep her own count.
Unruliness, if she cries out too loud. Lewdness, if
she gets turned on. It does not matter, the point is,
you are there, you are taking part, and you are
being her Master!"

Virgil sighed and rubbed at the bridge of his
nose. He nodded.

"On a related note," Jenna grumbled. "I need to
be getting back to my Master."

"Me, too," Audra admitted.

They stood in a loose circle, heads down, hands
almost touching. Anyone looking on might have
thought they were holding a prayer circle.

Finally, Jenna said, "And lose the flip-flops. Rich
people don't wear flip-flops."

"I'm rich," he protested, wounded.

"Rich people with taste," the Griffin amended,
"do not wear flip-flops."

When he'd kicked them off and stood mutinously
holding them in his hand, he announced, "We meet
back here at six a.m. sharp. Everyone else will still
be asleep, because they're all going to stay up
tonight being nervous with each other. I'll reserve
a boat for the morning, we'll re-discover the
treasure around noon and all be out of here by
Monday."

"Not a moment too soon," Jenna grunted.

Audra said nothing, and like her bottom-
grabbing gesture of a minute's before, her silence
felt strangely...protective.
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Chapter Nine
* Digging for DeGuarre *

Six a.m. The traveler-size alarm clock hummed.
Audra, always a light sleeper, rolled over at once
and slapped it to silence.

She was not quite quick enough. In the next
bed, Cowboy groaned and shoved himself into a
sitting position, blinking sleepily around with eyes
that clearly did not remember his surroundings.
"Wha' timezit?" he mumbled.

"Only six." Audra maneuvered herself out over
the edge of the mattress and made her feet jiggle a
few times before trusting them to take her weight.
Her left kneecap felt ice-cold, her right buttock
tickled, and a phantom hand was rubbing the letter
'‘B' over and over on the inside of her right thigh.
Honestly, she didn't think she'd mind her condition
quite so much if only all the sensations would get
along!

Cowboy was looking at her with a fuzzy frown.
She could pinpoint the exact second that his
memory kicked in. His next words had the feigned
western twang of which he was so proud. "Y'all
goin' somewhere?" he wondered, reaching for a
shirt.

"My morning jog," she replied. "Five miles, rain
or shine."

Cowboy made a face and flopped back down.
"Enjoy," he told her, pulling his sheet up to his ears.
And as she opened the bedroom door to leave, he
rolled half-way over again and said, "Come back
here when you're done and we'll go to breakfast
together."

"Kay." Audra slipped out and shut the door. He
was snoring again before she had the straps of her
Tesoro-brand slave tunic sorted out.

She reflected on the weird combination of
intimacy and indifference they displayed toward
each other as she dressed. She found herself
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wondering if this was what marriage must be like.
The thought depressed her.

The sun was already up and too warm, but no
one appeared to be out enjoying it except her. The
lights were on in the main buildings, and what little
movement there was on the island this morning was
in there; the kitchens were firing up for breakfast,
Staff-Subs were pushing rolling carts full of linens to
and fro, Staff-Doms were clustered in little groups
animatedly comparing PDAs with clipboards. And as
Audra passed the garden--reaching out to tap each
standing stone in what was already a comforting
ritual --she looked up to the Tower and saw a man
standing at the window.

Height was difficult to gauge from one floor
down, and the man did not share his window with
anything that could give Audra a clear idea of
perspective, but she had the overwhelming
impression of great size anyway. Perhaps it was
just the blackness of him--his skin was the color of
fine chocolate, his clothes were uniformly jet--
against the well-lit whiteness of the room behind
him. He was broad of chest, solid but firm around
the middle, with a great bald head and very little
neck. He looked like he'd been a damn good
football player once, maybe ten years back. His
hands were clasped comfortably before him on the
head of a cane (massive, meaty hands that made
the cane into a ridiculous child's toy), and he was
looking right at her. His stance was serene, but his
eyes, even at this distance, were intelligent and
very much alert.

'The Overseer,' Audra thought. She waved, just
a little.

The man at the window lifted his chin slightly.
He did not return the gesture, but he did continue
to watch her as she ran away toward the tennis
courts.

Virgil and Jenna were already waiting at the
start of the Nature Walk. Jenna was holding the
square of porcelain that was DeGuarre's map. Virgil
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had a duffel bag slung over one shoulder and was
holding...well, what was he holding?

"It's a surveyor's sight," he explained when
Audra asked, looking as though this should be
perfectly obvious. "I took the tripod from my
camera--"

"I thought cameras weren't allowed on Tesoro,"
Audra interrupted.

"They're not, but they only confiscate the
camera part, and that's fine with me because I only
wanted to keep the tripod. Anyway, I just made a
spyglass out of these two paper towel tubes and
tied them together and then marked sights on 'em
with paper clips. They have levels and straight-
edges and stuff in the paddle-making shop so I
know I got them completely aligned."

"It's like going treasure-hunting with MacGyver,"
Jenna remarked. She was standing back and
peering at Virgil with naked admiration.

"I'm impressed," Audra added when Virgil
turned a hurt eye on the Griffin. "You came so
prepared. You must have been a heck of a boy
scout once."

"Hell, I bet he's still a boy scout."

"Don't be mean."

"Anyway!" Virgil said loudly. "I'm pretty sure
that the X is lined up exactly with that formation out
there--" He pointed through the trees to some
rocks just off shore. "--And with that oak tree, cuz,
you see, this little squiggle on the map looks like an
oak leaf to me and it's the only squiggle of any kind
on the map that isn't actually topographical, and
that's the only oak tree on the island. Or at least,
the only oak tree on this part of the island. I
haven't completely surveyed the entire island. But
come to think of it, that's gotta be the only oak tree
because oak isn't exactly indigenous to the
Caribbean, but then, even discounting DeGuarre's
pirates, there's bound to be some anomalies
because all these islands saw some heavy sailing
traffic. But you know what I think? I think that oak
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tree is the only one on this island because it was
planted there as a clue for us to find! Well, not us,
obviously, but DeGuarre at least. The important
thing is, it's a clue."

"How long have you been up, Virgil?" Audra
asked.

"Since three." Virgil blinked at her, owlishly
confused.

"And how many cups of coffee have you had?"
Jenna asked dryly.

Virgil turned all the way around to blink at her.
"I dunno. More than a few. Why?"

"No reason. Okay!" Jenna rubbed her hands
briskly together. "Let's dig this puppy up! I feel
like getting rich!"

Virgil unzipped his duffel bag and dumped its
contents out on the ground: a couple of garden
trowels and claws, a two-quart size plastic bucket
with a starfish on the side, and three pairs of
leather work gloves.

"You really do think of everything," Audra said,
shaking her head with admiration, but Virgil was
already marching off the path and into nature with
his eye glued to a paper towel tube.

"In the bottom of his closet," Jenna said in an
undertone, "there's a cardboard box for a
microwave filled to the brim with merit badges. I've
seen it."

"Are you guys coming, or what?" Virgil called.

The surveyor's sight may have been homemade,
but that was no reason to believe it wasn't accurate,
and Virgil certainly had every confidence in his
ability to use it. It only took him twenty minutes of
fussy adjustments to declare that "Right here," was
where to dig. They were maybe twelve feet off the
trail, which meant that they were adequately
screened from view, provided no one was actually
close enough to hear the very obvious sounds of
excavation. The three of them set to with their little
gardening tools, and in a very short time, they had
cleared away the precious plant-life and topsoil.
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The sand and rock beneath were far easier to move;
in no time at all, Jenna was hip-deep in the hole,
while Virgil, kneeling, was invisible.

Audra, self-proclaimed Keeper of the Duffel (and
un-official Lookout), remained seated at ground
level, leaning as comfortably as one can against a
palm tree. "How deep do you suppose they buried
it?" she asked.

"Six feet is probably typical," Virgil replied
without hesitation.

"How do vyou figure that, champ?" Jenna
scooped out another pail-ful of sand, passed it to
Audra to be dumped, and then added, "Six feet is
only typical for corpses.”

"Right."

Jenna paused and regarded her friend with
good-humored incredulity. "What do you mean,
'right'?"

"I mean," Virgil explained, with all the patient
elucidation of the sleep-deprived and over-
caffinated, "they probably buried it six feet deep
because it's a pirate chest, you know? As in, yo ho
ho, sixteen men on a dead man's chest? Yoo-hoo,
Griffin, those sixteen dudes are corpses?!?"

"That would make a hole ninety-six feet deep,"
Jenna countered, without batting an eye. "Pirates
do not operate in factors of concurrence."

"Jenna," Audra sighed.

Virgil looked uncertain, thinking hard. "Maybe
they were laid out side by side," he said.

"Then it'd be a hole thirty-two feet wide," Jenna
said at once. "In which case, why provide us with
such a topographically-exact map if they're going to
bury their treasure in the bottom of a crater?"

"Don't mess with his head," Audra chided. "You
know he's had too much coffee."

"I can handle lots more coffee than this!" Virgil
declared, scowling at his would-be benefactor. "You
guys always treat me like a kid! I can drink more
coffee than either of you! I can drink more coffee
than God!"
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"Tough talk, God's been de-caf ever since the
Old Testament," Jenna said sagely.

"He has?" Virgil blinked around at her again.
"Well, then how do you explain Paul's epistle to the
Galatians?"

"That was an apostle's epistle," Jenna reasoned.
"Not God's."

Chunk.

All three of them stopped what they were doing
and leaned over to look into the hole, at the precise
point where Virgil's trowel impaled the sand.

"Is that a rock?" Audra asked finally.

"It didn't sound like a rock," Jenna said.

"It didn't feel like one, either." Virgil began to
scrape carefully around the trowel with his hands.

What he uncovered, what he brought out and
set on the lips of the hole for all three to stare at,
was indeed a chest.

It was a chest about ten by sixteen by four
inches to be precise, and although the heavy thunk
of something inside it would indicate it was not
empty, it was obviously not laden with Spanish gold
either. It was difficult to know what to say. When
all was said and done, Audra didn't think she'd
really expected to find anything, and certainly not
on the first try. But they had found
something...just not the right something.

After a minute or two of silent staring had
passed, Jenna hunkered down and dug a little more,
a bewildered look on her face. Finding nothing, she
stood up and joined the two of them in more
staring, saying, "That can't be it, can it?"

Her question finally stirred some life out of
Virgil, who asked, "Should we open it?"

"I hadn't really considered the possibility of
finding something that wasn't treasure," Audra
remarked. She didn't even feel upset. She thought
that was very brave and good-sporting of her until
she realized she didn't feel anything.
Disappointment, like the paddle of the night before,
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had overloaded her switches and numbed her whole
body.

"Don't panic," Virgil said tersely. "Nobody said
this meant there wasn't treasure." Gingerly, he
picked up his trowel and chipped along the seam
that indicated the two halves of the chest. It didn't
take much to break the lock and rusted hinges, and
then he pried the lid off.

There was a plate in the bottom. A perfectly
ordinary round plate, yellowed with age but
otherwise intact, of a size to compliment a teacup.

The Griffin swore, very softly and sincerely.
Then she hunkered down in the bottom of the hole,
pushing her hands into her hair, and swore again.

Virgil lifted the plate out with the very tips of his
fingers, his face blatantly registering the hope that
this might be some priceless relic, and turned it
over. "There's writing on it," he announced.

The Griffin swore again.

"What does it say?" Audra asked timidly.

"It's a note," the Griffin snarled without looking
up. "It says, 'Thanks for the treasure, suckers, long
live King George'."

"I don't know," replied Virgil. "It's in French."

The Griffin, still without looking up, held out her
hand, palm up.

Virgil eyed the hand suspiciously. "Are you
going to break this?" he demanded.

The Griffin cocked her head just enough to shine
one dangerous gold eye at him. "No, I'm not going
to break it!" she snapped. "I happen to speak
French."

"Oh." Virgil passed her the plate and watched
anxiously as she frowned down at it. "What's it
say?"

"I'm going to kill him," Jenna said in a low voice.

"That's what it says?" Virgil's eyebrows lifted.

"I can't kill him," the Griffin said to herself,
looking off to one side in a contemplative manner.
"He's already dead. Never mind. I'll find out where
he's buried and dig him up and clone him. Then I'll
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kill his clone. Virgil, take this damn thing back
before I break it."

"What's it say?" Virgil asked again, louder than
before.

The Griffin stood up and leaned against the back
wall of the hole, folding her arms in what was an
obvious effort to keep from lashing out with them
and strangling someone. "They are directions," she
said with exceptional clarity. "In the form of a
riddle, leading us to the actual location of the
treasure."

Silence reigned for the little time it took to
absorb that.

"Oh, you're kidding!" Audra cried.

The Griffin exploded out of the hole, slammed
her fists into the tree trunk on either side of Audra's
face, leaned in very close and quietly said, "When I
kid, you will know it because I will laughing like
this: HA HA HA!"

Audra had known Jenna too long to be afraid of
her. "All right, all right, calm down. You're going to
break your hands punching trees like that."

Jenna backed up and looked, frowning, at her
knuckles.

"So...these directions...?" Virgil had the plate
mere inches from his face and was scouring the
writing with his eyes, as though he meant to learn
French by pure force of will. "Do they at least lead
to someplace on this island?"

Jenna flexed her fist a few times, then held her
hand out for the plate again. This time, she read it
without the killing light shining in her eyes. "The
Captain's...dépouilles...The Captain's spoils rest
undisturbed. A...bride's price behind a bridal veil.

The..." Jenna's eyes narrowed and her voice
became hard. "The cyclops will stand guard until
you come."

"The cyclops?" Virgil echoed.
"Le géant a un ceil," Jenna said, thrusting the
offending plate back into Virgil's keeping. "The
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giant of one eye, the freakin' cyclops, yes! Seen
any lately?"

"I bhaven't." Virgil rubbed his chin, by all
appearances taking the question seriously. "But
then, I haven't been all over yet."

"Don't patronize me, boy, coffee or no coffee,
I'll--"

"You'll stand there and shut up for a few
minutes," Virgil said calmly, his tone taking on a
careful quarter-inch of steel. "I'll be the first to
admit that vyour wunique brand of mindless
aggression kept my ass from getting kicked for
years and I thank you, but right now it serves no
purpose, so shelve it, Griffin."

The Griffin's face underwent the smoothing
effects of surprise, and then she took a deep breath
and nodded.

"Whoever wrote that," Virgil went on, "didn't
mean there was a real cyclops running around. I
mean, duh, I shouldn't even have to spell that out!"
Here, he aimed a particularly pointed look at Jenna,
who became intensely interested in cloud

formations. "We just have to figure out the
metaphor," he finished.
"A bridal veil," Audra mused. "You know,

there's waterfalls on this island, I saw them in the
brochure."

"Yeah!" Virgil brightened. "There's a bunch,
actually, all kinda spouting out around a central
artisan well west of here. There's, like, eight or ten
falls, and they all look a lot like a bridal veil. All we
have to do--"

"Is find a cyclops next to one of them," the
Griffin interrupted sourly.

Virgil beamed. "Right!" He clambered out of
the hole and began enthusiastically filling it in, still
holding the plate against his chest with one hand.
"Easiest thing in the world!"

"So the basic plan hasn't changed," Audra said,
tossing the broken chest into the rapidly-shrinking
pit. "Just our timeline."
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"That could be a serious squeeze," Jenna
announced. "Artisan wells are like glaciers. They
creep. The particular 'bridal veil' this idiot is talking
about may not even exist anymore."

"Pessimism is not a virtue, Griffin."  Virgil
stripped off his shirt and used it to tenderly cushion
the little plate before he put it down. "I don't see
any reason to start planning for failure."

"Boy scout."

"Hey, it takes a real man to earn the Eagle
Charge." Virgil dropped back to his knees and
began vigorously repacking the duffel bag. "You
have to be a Star rank and a third-year camper
and--"

"You have to be twelve, Virge." Jenna kicked a
little sand into the hole. "Cyclops. This first mate
of DeGuarre's must have thought he was one funny
dude."

"I think," Virgil said tactfully, "that DeGuarre's
first mate was exercising a little caution. After all,
any idiot can read a map, but only a select few back
then could read, and in French, no less. He was
trying to protect DeGuarre's treasure from any
unscrupulous fellow crewmen who may have seen
him carve the map. The cyclops metaphor may
have even been picked to throw a little scare into
treasure-hunters."

"Oh, all right." Jenna handed Virgil the bundled
plate to take the crowning position in the duffel bag.
"I won't kill the guy's clone. But I'm still going to
grow one and then punch him real hard."

"Fair enough."

The layer of topsoil was carefully smeared
across sand and uprooted flora rearranged. What
was left when they were through was a dimple in
the tangled foliage, completely indistinguishable
from the rest once the three of them were back on
the path of the Nature Walk.

"I consider this a success," Virgil said firmly,
shouldering his surveyor's sight and holding up the
duffel bag as a trophy. "The important thing is, we
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know we're on the right track and no one's been
here before us. So from today on, we need to
commit ourselves to exploring those waterfalls and
finding that cyclops!"

"Check, chief." The Griffin tapped the heels of
her sandals together and threw off a smart salute.
"We'll just leave out a trail of roasted hobbits and
the little tyke'll come a'running!"

"That's the spirit!"

Virgil took off for home, not running in
deference to the fragile plate he carried, but taking
such obscenely long steps that he was actually
bobbing, like a heron in a wading pool.

Audra and Jenna watched him disappear around
the bend, and then exchanged a matched set of
glances.

"Damn it all." Jenna sighed and one hand
strayed back to rub at her bottom. "I wish I was
you."

Audra knew where the sentiment was coming
from, but she laughed in surprise anyway. "I guess
it's true what they say. There's really a first time
for everything."

"I've wished I was you before." Jenna was still
rubbing at her reddened ass, her voice low and
tired, her eyes downcast.

Audra studied her friend carefully for sarcasm,
found none, and said, "Why?"

Jenna's shoulders hitched once in a soundless
single-breath of laughter. It was a wholly
unamused sound. "Because you, my friend, are an
instant success. You don't have to do anything in
your life more complicated or more risky than get
out of bed and put your own clothes on. You hobble
around the street on your canes and people think
you're a hero. You hobble around without them and
people think you're a saint. You, and please don't
think I'm being a bitch here because I'm honestly
not, you were a royal pain in the ass before you got
hurt."

Audra nodded, unoffended.
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"But everyone forgot that the instant, I mean
the instant, you broke your back. Everyone forgave
you. Everyone."

Jenna said nothing for a long time, and when
she finally turned and locked eyes with Audra,
Audra no longer wanted to hear any of this. "No
one ever forgave me," she said. "No one ever will."

"I was a brat," Audra said, trying to shrug. "You
were a bully."

Jenna thought about this and slowly nodded,
looking more tired than ever. "All but three of my
baby teeth were punched out of my head before I
was eight," she said.

Audra looked away. The ocean through the
trees was beautiful. Bluer than anything she'd ever
seen. Bluer than a crayon.

"Kids are cannibals," Jenna said, and came
beside her to watch the sea dance. "They kick you
'till you fall. They eat you when you're down. I
never wanted to be a bully."

Audra reached over impulsively and took Jenna's
hand. After a long, slow moment of nothing,
Jenna's fingers closed around hers.

"You know what I think about when Professor is
spanking me?" Jenna asked. "That, deep down, I
deserve it. He comes up with the strangest, most
oblique reasons to take that paddle to me, and I
have no choice but to bend over and take it, and
that's more or less exactly what I did to practically
everyone I knew when I was a kid. I deserve this.
Maybe not for the same reasons that he thinks I
deserve it, but I do."

Audra leaned her head against Jenna's shoulder.

"Which doesn't necessarily make me grateful,"”
Jenna added.

"Ah well, we can't have everything."

Jenna sighed and slowly disengaged herself from
Audra's contact. "I gotta get back. I was supposed
to meet him at six-thirty and do calisthenics."

"I'm a little surprised he let you out at all."
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"I told him I was going to get him a continental
breakfast. That was, oh, nearly two hours ago."
Jenna flashed a small smile and then headed off.
She looked worn through at first, but in less time
than it took to take ten steps, her gait was once
again the soldier's stride of the Griffin.

Audra glanced at her watch. It was nearly
seven. Time to head back and sneak a shower
before Cowboy woke up all the way and her day
belonged to him instead of her.

The Overseer, if that was really who he was,
was still at the Tower window, and although he had
been looking out over the far side of the island, he
turned slightly to watch her as she passed around
the garden.

Audra slowed to a more decorous pace, looking
up at him. Then she waved.

This time, she saw him smile. He raised one
enormous hand in return, and then he walked away.
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Chapter Ten

* The Game of Musical Masters *

Audra was in the shower more than an hour,
head bent, scrubbing at her fingernails. But long
after all the telltale signs of excavation were
removed from her, she remained under the spray,
her head still down, still scrubbing. In her mind,
the ghost of the Griffin remained: "I've wished I
was you before," and, "Pearl...something precious
found within an unfeeling shell," whispered over and
over.

The bathroom was all fogged up when Audra at
last emerged. She swiped mist from the long mirror
over the sink and stared at herself.

There was a woman there, Seattle-pale, with a
hint of sunburn on her arms and nose. Longish
brown hair, made black and scraggly with water,
but which would dry brown and straight after
brushing, curtained a nondescript face. Eyes of no
particular color peered wanly out from beneath
dripping bangs. It was the face of a stranger, not
alike enough even to be her sister. It exhausted
her to meet her reflection's eyes; she looked down,
instead.

She had small breasts--a cheerleader's breasts--
made festive with freckles. Men didn't want small
breasts. She had a dimple of a bellybutton, a
freakish little outie. Men didn't like outies, either.
She had very little waist, and thunderous, spreading
hips. Men were never going to mistake her for a
supermodel. She had more than that, of course,
but the bottom edge of the mirror generously
shielded her from having to examine what lay in the
unfeeling southlands of her body.

'Pearl," Audra thought. She rolled the word
around in her mind, trying to taste it, to puzzle it
out. She could see nothing precious in her
reflection.
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Audra dried off with a towel, put her hair in
order and brushed it half-dry, and then, thinking of
her sunburned reflection, masked herself with
sunblock. For kicks, she dug through her little
traveling bag of toiletries, and put on all the
cosmetics she carried--a touch of mascara and a
kiss of colorless lip gloss. Then she looked into the
mirror again.

This time she saw Audra, but she still didn't see
Pearl.

Audra backed up to the very edge of the tub and
turned around. She lifted herself carefully onto her
tiptoes, gripping the wall for balance, and craned
her head to see the mirror behind her.

Her bottom was all blotchy. Deep purple in
places, smudgy red in others, and banded pink
across the tops of her thighs. There was no
symmetry to it; she'd been painted with wonderful
abandon. There were even blobs of linen white
back there that actually looked as though they'd
never been touched.

Audra lowered herself back to the safety of flat
feet so she could release the wall and rub at herself.
She'd always been at her best in the mornings, but
she couldn't feel much beneath the cautious
prodding of her fingers. There were places that hurt
a little when she pressed on them, but there were
places that tickled, too. There was no honest
memory here, nothing she could trust. It was as
though yesterday had been erased and her body
was the inanimate photograph that had recorded
the event of a spanking, and then forgotten it.

She closed her eyes, trying to remember what it
had felt like to receive that paddling, to feel fire all
through her. To feel what any other woman would.
Just to feel.

The bathroom door opened and Cowboy shuffled
two steps inside before noticing her. "Oops.
Sorry."
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But he didn't leave. He leaned up against the
doorjamb, scratching his chest hair straight and
watching her. "You look so pretty."

Audra glanced at the mirror through a reeling
sense of vertigo. She couldn't see a pretty woman.
She turned away and began to dress. Her collar
went on first. Her Tesoro slave-tunic was too ripe
to keep wearing. She left it on the bathroom floor.

"Want me to dress you?"

She wanted him to go away. "No," she said,
fighting an unreasonable wave of irritation with little
success. "I've actually been dressing myself just
fine since I was six."

Cowboy followed her to the bedroom and leaned
against the doorjamb. "Want me to shave you?"

By reflex, Audra bent and rubbed her leg, but it
was still smooth as silk.

"No," Cowboy said, smiling crookedly. "I mean,
you know, a shave." He nodded at her crotch.

Audra had been completely naked in front of this
man twice now, and bare from the hips down once
more than that, but this was the first time he'd
made her embarrassed because of it. She could
feel herself blushing and she turned away to hide
her mortification, snatching up a handful of panties
to cover herself. "No!" she snapped.

Cowboy seemed nonplussed by her reaction.
"The thing is," he began slowly, as if this were an
obvious point that only she could not see, "I think
I'd like it better if ya'll trimmed up a little."

Audra's face flamed hot, then freezing cold, then
furnace hot again as she struggled for something to
say. Then her mind spun back and seized on that
stupid fake accent of his, and that was the key that
suddenly made everything too much. Her world
washed out with rage.

"So what?!" she shot back, aware that she was
yelling and not caring in the slightest. "Let me tell
you something, Cowboy, I wouldn't give a wooden
nickel to know what you'd prefer because I did not
come to this island for you!"
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Cowboy was all the way awake now and clearly
he did not know whether to be angry back at her or
merely confused by this outburst. "What are you
getting so upset about?" he demanded. "I ain't
asking you to cut off a toe! I'm just asking you to
trim up a little!"

"Mister, you don't get to ask me to trim my
damn nails, much less my pubic hair! And lose that
stupid twangy talk! You're not fooling anyone, you
just sound like you're spitting out IQ points!"

Cowboy's jaw dropped, then snapped shut only
so he could open it again with, "What, are you on
the friggin' rebound? What is this hot/cold crap you
keep throwing at me?"

"When have I ever run hot for you?" she
snapped.

"What about last night?" Now he was yelling,
but still, it was more baffled frustration than anger
that fueled him.

"What about last night?" she challenged,
punching a fist onto her hip.

Cowboy seemed utterly thrown. He stepped
back, blinking, trying to make his eyes sort through
the conflicting truths of naked woman and naked
hostility. Then he got it, and his whole body
seemed to shrink. "We had something," he said,
with a plaintiveness that almost made it a question.

"Yeah. We did. We had a spanking. That's
what I came here for. Spankings. That's it. I could
write it down for you if you don't think you can
remember."

Cowboy rallied half-heartedly. "Well, call me
crazy, but I like my spankings to have just a
smidgeon of emotion!"

Audra set her jaw against him. "I don't."

She could have pulled a gun and shot him and
got the same look on his face.

"And you can spank me as long and as hard as
you like, but that's as personal as we are ever going
to get," Audra continued, listening to herself twist
the knife with a distant sense of horror. He was
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down, he was defeated, and here she was, kicking
the corpse just to watch it twitch. She understood
the Griffin better in that moment than she ever had
before and it made her want to throw up, but she
still couldn't stop attacking. "You're not my
boyfriend. You're not any kind of my friend. You're
just the guy who spanks me. That's it!"

Cowboy did nothing for a minute or two. He
was looking at the carpet between her feet, and
nothing about him moved except his chest rising
and falling with breath.

"Yeah," he said finally. His voice was subdued,
bewildered, but completely devoid of anger. "Yeah,
that's it."

He turned around and left, closing the bedroom
door quietly behind him and went into the shower.

Audra yanked her clothes on without looking to
see what she was wearing. Her face still felt hot,
her heart was still hammering, and now her
stomach was churning, too. She didn't even try to
fool herself into thinking she was storming out when
she left.

In the shade of the tallest garden stone, Audra
sat and moped. With her knees drawn up and her
forehead resting on them, the curtain of her hair hid
her away from the beauty of the island. She
couldn't smell its fragrant breezes or see the perfect
blue of the sky. She could still hear distant laughter
and talk as the resort's guests began to wake up
and move around, but here in the garden, she was
comfortably locked away in her own little oubliette.

'This is the worst vacation I've ever been on,'
she thought, which was not entirely true. She'd
been to a Star Trek Convention with Virgil once for
a whole week, and the Griffin had dragged the three
of them off on a photo-taking tour of the ghost
towns of Oregon state, which had turned up only
two decrepit old buildings and about a billion
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rattlesnakes--but this one was definitely in the
running.

"Ahem?"

Audra raised her head and saw a Staff-Sub
poised prettily on the garden path, holding a folded
piece of sky-blue paper. "Sorry," she said with a
sigh, and started to get up.

"No, no! You can be in the garden!" the Staff-
Sub assured her.

Audra paused, half-risen, and glanced pointedly
at the nearest Please Stay On Path sign.

The Staff-Sub, following her gaze, shrugged and
said, "The Overseer says you have his permission."

Audra blinked, startled, then bent around the
rock and looked up at the Tower window.

The black man was back. He stayed just long
enough to make eye contact, and then stepped
away and let a curtain close over the glass.

"But...." The Staff-Sub peeked at her folded
blue note. "Only if you're Pearl, right?"

Audra nodded, wondering uneasily what this was
about.

"You've been summoned to the office," the
Staff-Sub said, and held the paper out to her.

Audra took it, opened it with numb fingers, and
read. There was today's date, today's time, and a
form letter with fill-in-the-blanks at appropriate
intervals, and it looked for all the world like a high-
school demerit slip. It was short and to the point:

This is to require that PEARL (her name was
printed in large, neat letters) appear before THE
OVERSEER (also printed in the same hand) at this
place: LOWER TOWER OFFICE and at this time:
IMMEDIATELY.

Summons prepared by THE OVERSEER and
carried by ALLSPICE.

"Do I have detention?" Audra asked, reading the
summons for a second and third time.

"I don't think so," the Staff-Sub (presumably
Allspice) admitted, peeking at the note over Audra's
shoulder. "It doesn't say to meet in the classroom.
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But the Overseer filled it out himself, so it must be
pretty serious. You'd better go right now."

Audra had never gotten in trouble in school
before in her life. Not that she was in school now,
of course, but then, so much of this vacation felt
like a trip back in time. There was a little cold fist
of dread in her stomach as she got up and dusted
herself off, and she knew that despite her efforts to
appear casual, her anxiety was showing on her face.
She just knew Cowboy had ratted her out, but he
couldn't really get her in trouble, could he? For not
shaving her pubic hair?

The offices of Tesoro were well-cooled, and
painted in tropical blues and greens and pinks. The
staff members at work back here didn't seem
surprised to see her, and most didn't even glance
her way. When she asked for the Lower Tower
Office, she was directed with the flap of a hand all
the way down the office hall to a waiting room at
the very end. The room wasn't big, and was
dominated by a pair of dark double doors.

There was also a Staff-Dom behind a desk here,
who cleared her throat when Audra inched towards
a cushioned chair and severely indicated a hard
wooden bench directly opposite the dark doors.

Audra sat.

There was a clock on the wall behind the
secretary, or whoever the Staff-Dom was, one of
those clocks that tick too loud and only has a
second-counting hand so you can see how slowly it
moves. Audra watched the clock and waited, her
fingers tugging and toying with the little gold tag on
her collar. The secretary stared at her at the whole
time.

The phone on the secretary's desk finally rang,
and the secretary picked it up, listened without
speaking, and then hung up and said, "The
Overseer will see you now."

'It can't be that bad,' Audra reasoned. 'He
wouldn't give me permission to be in the garden
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and then punish me." She stood up, checked her
legs, and walked very carefully to the doors.

They swung open before she could knock.

Audra sent an imploring look back at the Desk-
Dom, who merely arched a brow at her, and then
she went inside.

The doors shut soundlessly behind her. The
office was not wide, but was very long, and at the
half~way point, it was divided by a wrought-iron
spiral staircase. On one side, the double doors, a
leather sofa, a tasteful bar; and on the other, a bay
window spilling light on a great monolith of a desk
and an even greater monolith of a man. Audra took
the long walk toward him, and as she got closer,
the man just got bigger.

At this distance, the intensity and acuity of his
eyes was also inescapable. He didn't look at her as
much as into her, and Audra was reminded
dizzyingly of the Griffin, even though Jenna's eyes
were hawk-gold and this man's were black and
bright as pools of ink.

"Hi," she said.

"Sit down, Pearl."

His voice was a rumble of indifferent thunder,
pitiless as the ocean, unyielding as a mountain.
She could honestly say she wasn't mixing her
metaphors; the man was every element, and all his
own Earth.

There was a chair facing the desk, much smaller
than the leather executive-style throne behind it,
and easing into it brought Audra well into the
Overseer's reach. She hoped he would move
around and sit down after she did, but he remained
where he was, looking down at her from his great
height.

She expected a 'Do you know why you are
here?' She expected it so much that when the
Overseer finally asked, "Are you happy here?", she
took a deep breath and said, "Look, he started it,
and I don't see why--wait a minute, what?"

"Are you happy here?" he said again, quietly.
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Audra blinked rapidly, realigning her defenses to
this question. It left her feeling hot, guilty, and she
dropped her gaze to her knees and plucked at
them. She nodded.

"This is not a rhetorical question."

No, of course, it wasn't. The man had probably
never asked a rhetorical question in his life.

"Yes, sir," Audra mumbled. "I'm happy." She
scuffed the toe of her shoe on the carpet, rubbing at
a patch of sand she'd tracked in. "I'm...playing
shuffleboard."

"Mm-hmm." The Overseer moved around and
seated himself at last, then steepled his fingers and
studied her for a long time in silence.

This room didn't have a loud-ticking clock.
Without it, the seconds were like hours, caught in
this man's gaze.

"Cowboy," the Overseer said at last, "has asked
to be released from you."

She knew it. One little argument and he went
blubbing off to the principal. Audra started to nod,
and then said, "Yes, sir."

"Would you like to tell me why?"

"No, sir." Honesty was always the best policy.

"Tell me anyway."

Well, she couldn't say she was surprised. Audra
plucked at her knees again. "He wants a girlfriend,"
she said. "I don't want to be a girlfriend for just
three weeks and then go home like nothing
happened, and I don't want to pretend I am when
I'm not." She'd just leave out the whole shaving
angle.

The Overseer nodded, looking thoughtful.
"Understandable," he said, and Audra's heart
loosened. "Very well, you've been reassigned." He
glanced at his papers. "To cabin 12."

"Yes, sir. That's fine."

"Is it?" The Overseer looked at her, his head
slightly to one side. "You may go," he said
suddenly. "Enjoy your stay."

"Thank you, sir."
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She made it almost all the way to the doors
when his voice rumbled up again.

"Shuffleboard."

Audra couldn't understand why, but she sensed
a trap. "Yes, sir," she said, half-turning. "And, um,
I really like your garden."

"Thank you." The Overseer smiled faintly, and
pushed the button that opened the double doors.

Audra emerged into the well-lit outer office,
feeling eerily as though she'd narrowly (and
perhaps not entirely) escaped him.

"You've been reassigned," the secretary said
crisply.

"Yes, ma'am."

"Guest...Granite. Hm." There was a touch of
respect in the otherwise neutral sound. "Give me
your old room key."

Audra did, and received one for cabin 12.

"Go directly there," the Desk-Dom said. "No
delays. We'll bring your luggage around presently."

"Do you know him?" Audra asked, unsure
whether the question would qualify as a delay.

The secretary eyed her for a few moments
before answering. "More or less. We're not cozy, if
that's what you mean."

"Is he a nice guy?"

The Desk-Dom's face softened, just slightly, just
around the eyes. "He's a nice guy. But then--" A
touch of frost colored the rest of her words. "--so is
Cowboy."

Audra was not comforted.

She left the cool offices for the muggy heat of
the island and walked the long way around the
garden loop until she diverged onto the path that
led up to the cabins. She unlocked her new door,
wondering who was going to be Cowboy's new Pet.
Wondering if she would let him spank her purple the
way that Audra did. Wondering if she'd shave her
pubes and do...whatever it was Cowboy wanted to
do with that saddle. Wondering if this nameless
new Pet would be able to drum up that smidgeon of
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emotion Cowboy found so essential to a working
Master/Pet relationship.

She decided she didn't care. At the end of all
arguments, Audra was the one going home with
pirate treasure. That made her the clear winner in
any arrangement. 'So nuts to Cowboy,' Audra told
herself, and marched on into her new place.

"Just stand where you are," a man's voice
ordered, with authority sufficient to freeze her to
the spot.

"I'm not breaking in," she said, her hand still on
the doorknob. "I'm Pearl. I've been assigned to
you."

"I'm aware of that. Now be quiet. Let me look
at you."

Audra started to turn in the direction of the
voice, and a hand came out of nowhere and landed
a powerful swat on the seat of her jeans. She
wasn't expecting it and, where a normal person
would flinch or jerk back and unthinkingly correct
their balance, Audra was knocked sprawling on the
floor.

"I didn't hit you that hard," the voice said dryly,
and when Audra (tears of embarrassment sparking
in her eyes) tried to get up, a foot pressed down on
her back, flattening her again. "But if you like the
carpet so much, you can stay down there a while
and meditate on the wisdom of introducing yourself
with dramatics."

Audra said nothing. She curled her hands into
fists, bit her lips to keep from making any noise,
certain that any sound she made would break
whatever mental barrier was keeping her from
dissolving into real tears. She wondered if her legs
were splayed. She couldn't feel them and didn't
dare look to see.

"Did you hurt yourself when you fell?" asked the
man eventually.

"No." Audra's voice cracked, but didn't break.
In a rush of indignation, she added, "And I didn't do

it on purpose!"
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"Very well." The foot withdrew. "I choose to
believe you. Get up and take those britches off."

Audra moved to her knees dazedly, finding and
centering herself for the climb to her feet. This was
a nice guy? She unzipped herself, pushed her jeans
to her ankles and then got them hung up on her
shoes. She looked around the unfamiliar cabin,
blinking hard against her swimming vision, to find a
place to sit and remove them.

The voice did not object when she hobbled to
the nearest chair. She could hear his measured
footfalls as he followed just behind her, keeping out
of sight while she worked her legs free. She stood
up again, holding her jeans and shoes against her
chest, feeling more humiliated than she had ever
been in her life. Ms. Lupe may have made her cry,
but at least she hadn't stood Audra in her socks and
panties to do it.

"What did you do to earn this?"

There was a faint tickling sensation emanating
from her right buttock and the sound of skin rasping
over skin. He was touching her, touching her
bruises.

"Nothing," she said. "We were testing
boundaries."

"Ah."

At last, the owner of the voice moved around to
face her. A tall man, an older man, with a great
deal more salt than pepper in his hair and beard,
but the lines that creased his hard features did not
seem like the marks of age so much as
determination. Granite was right. The man was
stone.

"I am not in the practice of taking Pets," he said,
running his eyes down her body with almost clinical
detachment. "I prefer to view the Submissive
guests on this island as a whole, not as individuals."
His eyes slapped up to pin hers. "Is that going to
be a problem?"

"No, sir."

150



"I see you've got a gold tag. I expect
unswerving faithfulness from you."

"Yes, sir."

"I won't return it." The silver of his Master's
buckle pierced her with little spears of reflected
light. "Does that bother you?"

"No, sir."

"Here are the rules." Granite snapped his
fingers and went into the bedroom.

Audra followed and saw the two beds had been
pushed together, with one trapped completely
between the wall and the other bed.

"You will sleep there," Granite said, firmly
indicating the pinioned bed. "And you will not leave
that bed until I release you to do so." He glanced at
her, eyes narrowed, but she only nodded. "You
take breakfast with me promptly at seven," he went
on, apparently assured. "And then you remain with
me until I release you. Your time is your own until
eight in the evening, when you return here to be
cleaned and dressed for dinner. Dinners are formal.
Do you have a gown?"

"No, sir."

Granite nodded once, as though unsurprised,
and raked his eyes down her body again. "I'll see
that you have suitable attire. At all other times
when you are in my presence, you will wear
Tesoro's Pet uniform. You still have vyours, I
assume?"

"It's in the wash."

"T'll arrange for replacements. What you wear
on your own time is your business."

"Thank you, sir." Audra was beginning to feel a
little numb. She found herself wondering if she
asked, if she apologized and got down on her knees
and begged, would Cowboy come and take her
back?

Granite went to his closet (the mirrors had been
covered), and removed a slate-grey duffel bag. He
set this on the bed, and from it brought out seven
items: a wide wooden paddle; a long leather one
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with holes in it; a short whip with dozens of braided
leather tails; another one with only ten tails, but all
of them beaded; a stiff, short strap with a forked
tongue; a device that looked like a rivet-studded
medieval flail; and finally, a supple leather belt,
stained with age and shiny with use.

"Each morning," said Granite, "you will choose
one of these for your punishment. Before dinner,
you will receive however many strokes as I deem
appropriate to your day's transgressions. Is there
anything before you now that terrifies you?" His
eyes stabbed at hers.

"No, sir," Audra whispered.

"In deference to the abrupt manner in which you
have come to me, you will receive no spanking
tonight." Granite moved the objects one by one to
the top of the room's only chest of drawers.
"However, I shall expect you here promptly at eight
to be dressed for dinner. You are dismissed."

Audra uttered a final "Yes, sir," and retreated
from the room. She recovered her jeans and shoes
and put them on, then left the cabin.

It did not occur to her until she was all the way
back at the garden that Granite hadn't once called
her by name.
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Chapter Eleven
* What the Cyclops Saw *

Five days passed, like paper numbers falling
from a cartoon calendar. Audra woke, usually in
response to Granite rising from his own bed, and
selected the implement that would be used on her
that night. Then she would stand, her nose
touching the doorjamb, while Granite used the
bathroom. When he emerged, he would swiftly,
emotionlessly strip her of her night clothes and send
her into the shower.

He made no comment on the condition of her
pubic hair. On the third day, she shaved it off. He
still did not comment.

When she was showered, her teeth brushed, she
would open the bathroom door to admit him and he
would finish drying her (she could never dry herself
enough to suit him). Then he would fasten her
collar on and brush her hair, rub lotion into any
tender (in his view) places, and sunblock
everything.

He would dress her in one of the three identical
Tesoro slave-girl tunics, and one of three identical
pairs of white panties (also from the gift shop). He
purchased a pair of Hollywood-Roman-style sandals
for her that laced up almost to the knee, and he
would not let her put them on by herself. All of
Audra's own clothes were still in her suitcases in the
bottom of her closet.

When he declared her fit for morning company,
Audra would be seated opposite Granite in the
dining hall for breakfast. Before she would be
allowed to feed herself, Granite would give her the
first bite by hand, and hold her cup for her to take
the first sip of coffee. After that, she could hold her
own utensils, but it was a privilege she lost if she
exhibited any of what he considered poor table
manners.
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After breakfast, Granite would walk with her a
little, and he never walked the same route twice.
He took her along the shore, or through the rows of
cabins, down the Nature Walk, or around the
garden (she tapped the stones one by one as was
now customary for her, and Granite said nothing at
the time, but that night, added a count of twenty
with the tawse for disobeying the spirit of the Keep
On Path signs. She did not tell him about her
special permission. She did not tell him much of
anything). He stopped often to converse with other
Masters or to reprimand other Pets. He was not shy
about reprimanding the Staff-Subs, either, and
when he was administering some punishment,
Audra was expected to stand quietly aside, her eyes
demurely downcast.

At some point during the day, Granite would
finally stop and observe her closely, then turn his
back and say, "You are dismissed," as he walked
away.

Audra spent her free time with Virgil and Griffin,
walking the wild paths of the island and following
the roar of running water until they had mapped out
each of Tesoro's waterfalls. At the end of the day,
cyclops-less, Audra would return to cabin 12 and at
precisely eight o'clock, Granite would go into the
bedroom and return with the tool she'd picked out
that morning.

"What did you do today?" he would ask,
meaning, of course, 'What did you do wrong?"

"I was idle," became Audra's stock answer, and
it felt true. They were accomplishing nothing in the
search for DeGuarre's treasure.

Each day, the count of her punishment for this
offense was higher. It was her responsibility to
keep count and she did so in an even, almost
droning tone. He managed to hit her where she
could feel real pain two or three times each night,
and these were the only times she would ever
pause--her eyes closed, savoring normalcy--but
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they were quickly lost amid the tangle of lying
sensation.

After spanking, dinner. She would wear the
very formal, very flattering gown he bought her and
she would sit, uncomplaining, on the bottom he had
just roasted. She was not allowed to feed herself at
all during dinner. After Granite ate, it was back to
the cabin so he could put her to bed.

He never touched her except to feed her, dress
her, or spank her. He seldom spoke directly to her,
and he never called her by name. It was like living
with a ghost, and by the dawning of the sixth day,
Audra was no longer sure which of them was doing
the haunting.

She woke up just as Granite was sitting up, and
rolled over to watch him--his mature-man's body,
grim with strength and well-aged power, thatched
with iron grey hairs in a broad bar down his chest
and under the waistline of his pajama bottoms--and
he looked back at her with every morning's stony
indifference. If he invited comment, she would tell
him what a good-looking man he was...but all he
did was rise and move into the bathroom, snapping
his fingers for her to follow after.

Audra got up, selected the perforated paddle for
the evening, and so began the morning routine.

They left cabin 12 together, she walking just
ahead of him because he said once he liked to look
at her marks. Once was all he ever needed to say
anything.

It was later in the day than they usually got
started. There were dozens of Masters and Pets
already milling about, on their way to or from the
dining hall. Granite nodded to every Master he
passed and stopped twice to order Audra to display
her marks to his acquaintances.

"Oh my goodness," one Pet said in a whispering
squeak, and her Master curiously inquired, "Do you
have to bind her for that?"
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"Of course not," Granite said tersely, and cut
Audra a glance. "Bend over," he told her, and then
stepped away. "Go on."

Audra braced herself against the impending
impact and waited until she heard the pop of the
paddle. The sound was muted; the Master hadn't
hit her very hard.

"That," Granite said, "is a well-trained girl."

"Wow. Not a peep."

"Oh my goodness," the Pet whisper-squeaked
again.

Granite snapped his fingers and Audra
straightened up and turned around, looking away
toward the garden to avoid the eyes of the other
Pet. She hated to see sympathy in them; she hated
to see envy even more. She felt like she was
betraying every other Submissive with exhibitions
like this, as proud as they seemed to make her
Master.

As Granite and the other Master discussed
training, Audra's eyes drifted across the garden,
counting the stones she was no longer free to tap,
and slowly her gaze was drawn further into the
courtyard where a loose crowd had gathered. At
least she wasn't the only one being put on display
this morning.

Granite finally grunted a goodbye and snapped
his fingers to start Audra moving. She walked
towards the crowd in the courtyard, since it was
more or less on their way to the dining hall and she
knew Granite would want to have a look, or at least,
if he didn't, he wouldn't be shy about steering her
away.

But when they got a little closer, Audra was
alarmed to find she recognized one of today's
players--the Griffin stood at the center of a loose
group of Submissive guests. The other Pets were
being cute. "I want to go, too!" one was whining,
prettily pouting at her Master. "I'm tired of boring
old seminars!"
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"TI'll take you on a walk after breakfast," her
Master replied.

"I don't want to go with you!"

A chorus of giggles and agreements rounded out
this daring objection.

The Griffin was not taking part in the rebellion,
and she certainly didn't appear to relish her
appointment as its leader. Her fierce golden gaze
was for one man alone, the man who was her
Master. Following the direction of the Griffin's
glare, Audra found Professor smiling indulgently
back at the Submissives as he tapped his infamous
Teacher's Pet paddle against his leg.

"What is the meaning of this commotion?"
Granite demanded, and at the sharp sound of his
gravelly voice, all the Pets fell quiet.

"Our girl Griffin," one of the Masters said dryly,
"is taking her morning constitutional and, in doing
so, has encouraged a following of mutineers to
abandon the most important meal of the day and
join her."

Griffin's eyes flashed. 'I haven't encouraged a
damn thing,' was stamped into every fibre of her
being, but she only set her jaw and said nothing.

Granite's lips thinned. He clearly recognized, as
Audra did herself, when Pets were acting out for
acting out's sake, and it was well known on the
island that Master Granite did not tolerate mischief-
making. He focused instead on the one person
whose misbehavior was not being play-acted in the
hopes of earning a lighthearted spanking. "Why
aren't you eating?" he asked the Griffin.

"I don't eat breakfast," she said. She was still
glaring at Professor.

"I don't consider that an answer."

"That's your malfunction, friend, not mine."

Granite walked calmly around Audra, rolling up
the sleeve of his Tesoro-style pirate shirt. "Bend
over," he commanded.

Audra couldn't watch the Griffin obey. She
looked at Professor instead, and saw his smile
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broaden a split-second before the gunshot-like
CRACK of Granite's hand on the Griffin's bottom.

There was a short silence, and then Jenna said,
grudgingly but sincerely, "I apologize for my
sarcasm."

Audra, still facing Professor, saw his smile wiped
clean off his face, replaced by an astonishment so
severe it made him look twelve years old.

"Why aren't you eating?" Granite asked again.

"If 1 eat too soon after I wake up, I get
nauseous," Jenna replied.

"Ah."  Granite returned to his place behind
Audra. The matter was, for him, settled. He did
not punish deliberate mischief, and the Griffin had a
good reason to skip breakfast. He was ready to
move on.

And would have, if one of the other Pets hadn't
piped up, "Griffin gets to do everything she wants to
do! Why can't I go for a walk? I've been your Pet
all week long!" and the whole commotion started up
again.  Granite took a step forward, his face
thunderous with disapproval.

But this time, it was Professor, not Granite, who
took charge.

"Now, now." Professor raised both his hands in
a quieting gesture, his eyes glittering as they
moved over the Submissives before him. "I know
the perfect way to determine whether or not you
deserve the day off."

The Pets, almost in perfect unison, immediately
bounced up and down and shouted variations of
"Yay!" and "Goodie!"

All but Griffin, that is. The Griffin merely folded
her arms across her chest, a slow frown building
itself on the stony mask that was her face.

"You're going to perform a little trick for us,
girls," Professor said, and shaped his mouth into
what was easily the most spiteful smile that Audra
had ever seen. "It's a very easy trick. Perhaps
you've done it before. And if you do it now, you
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may have the entire afternoon for your own
pleasures. Agreed?"

The Pets were quiet now, clearly uncertain, but
their Masters were all game and giving consent
either with nods or by prodding their Pet forward
into the sphere of Professor's influence. Audra felt
Granite's hand come down on her shoulder, but to
her relief, it was to pull her back against his side.
However, he apparently had enough curiosity to
watch because he made no move to leave.

Professor lined up his subjects with Griffin at
their center, and then waved a passing Tesoro
Staff-Sub over. He whispered instructions, and
then turned his smile back on the ladies gathered
before him. From his pocket, he produced a quarter
and he held it up for them all to see. "Now, in a
minute or two, you'll have a funnel for this trick, but
you'll all just have to use your imaginations for now.
The idea is this--" Professor theatrically placed the
quarter on the tip of his nose and then cupped his
hands together, palms up, at roughly crotch level.
"Simply drop the quarter into the funnel without
using your hands or your eyes."

Keeping his own eyes tightly shut, Professor
slowly bent his head forward until the quarter
dropped into his waiting hands. He beamed at the
Pets, holding up the quarter again like a magician
after a particularly mind-boggling act. "An easy
trick, I said. Of course, you'll be blindfolded, and I'll
expect you to have your hands behind your backs.
But still, an easy trick."

The Pets were beginning to look cheerful again,
hesitantly smiling and whispering to each other.
The Griffin hadn't moved a muscle. Audra was
beginning to feel distinctly uneasy.

"If you fail," Professor continued, his smile
broadening as the Tesoro Staff-Sub came jogging
back with several stacked funnels in her hand. "You
will be severely paddled, of course, but if you win,
the entire remainder of the day is yours!"
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"Sir?" One of the Pets raised her hand, and
when the Professor's eye fell lazily on her, she
asked, "If our hands are behind our backs, how are
we holding the funnel?"

For reply, the Professor plucked one of the
funnels up and walked over to her. He slipped his
fingers under the waist of her little skirt and pushed
the funnel tightly down until, presumably, the
nozzle was pinched between the girl's thighs.
"Steady?" he said coolly.

The Pet was blushing to the roots of her hair,
sending swift, furtive glances back at her Master,
who was watching with puzzled indulgence. "Yes,
sir. Thank you for showing me."

"Not at all. Make sure you have it under the
skirt and make sure you have it tight. If the funnel
falls, you lose." Professor was passing funnels out
to all the Pets, who giggled as they arranged
themselves. Last was the Griffin, who met
Professor's stare for a long, tense while before
uncrossing her arms and taking her funnel. She did
not break her raptor's glare as she pushed the
nozzle of the funnel under her skirt and caught it
between her thighs. "Comfy?" Professor asked, his
question for the Griffin alone.

"Quite," she said, and managed to growl despite
the handicap of having no r's in the word.

"Oh good." Professor reached into his pocket
again and brought out a heavy black strip of cloth.
"Blindfolds on, ladies. I'm sure we can borrow one
if your Master has left yours back in your room."

Many hands outstretched, offering blindfolds,
and Audra turned, realizing only now that
Professor's little show had attracted quite a crowd.
Her feeling of unease grew and she was painfully
grateful to Granite for not putting her among the
performers. One by one, the Pets were masked,
and they all put their hands behind their backs
obediently.

Only now did Professor raise his hand and give a
little wave, one finger pressed to his lips in warning
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to the watchers for silence. Audra looked around
and saw another Staff-Sub coming their way with a
tray of ice waters in plastic tumblers. Her gasp of
alarm as she finally caught on to what was about to
happen was swallowed by Professor's cheerful
command: "Now concentrate, girls! I cannot stress
that enough! Do not allow yourselves to become
distracted. You will find that we humans rely more
on our sight that we could ever imagine!"

During this time, the Masters had all stepped up
to take a tumbler of ice water, and all stood ready
to pour at Professor's signal.

"Noses out," Professor ordered, and the Griffin
and the other Submissives all tipped their heads
back to accept a coin. There was quite a bit of
jingling in pockets as watchers from the assembled
crowd offered quarters and soon each upturned
nose was balancing a coin. "Now get ready!"
Professor said, and lifted his tumbler of ice water
directly over the wide mouth of the funnel pressed
against the Griffin's groin. "Get set....Go!"

The Masters poured, and almost at once, there
was an explosion of shrieks and flying limbs as Pets
tried to leap back from the frozen water invading
their privates. Audra lost sight of the Griffin in the
mass of raised arms, laughing, and schoolyard
cheers from the crowd, and she shrugged out from
under Granite's grip and pushed her way to the fore
again.

The brunts of this summer camp prank, the Pets
were only just starting to settle themselves. They
had all ripped their blindfolds off or at least yanked
them down, and most of them had pulled their
skirts partly off as well during their spasms of
shock. Still, as they blinked dazedly at the cheering
on-lookers, most of them seemed willing enough to
go along with the joke and some were even smiling
or laughing themselves.

The Griffin was not smiling. She had not
removed the blindfold either, nor taken her hands
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from behind her back. The set of her jaw was
telling enough to the fury boiling within her.

Professor, a man who clearly did not know death
when it stood blindfolded before him, was obviously
disappointed at his Pet's lack of reaction, but his
smile was back as he reached for the funnel at the
Griffin's crotch. "Gentlemen, find your girl's
funnel!" he commanded merrily. "And girls, there
had better be a quarter in it."

All the hesitant humor went instantly out of each
Pet's face. "W-what?" one of them stammered.

"I told you to concentrate, didn't I? I told you
not to be distracted. Now you're all in for a--"
There was a rattle as he tugged the funnel out from
the Griffin's thighs, snipping off Professor's speech
as effectively as a pair of scissors. He looked down
into the mouth of the funnel, gape-mouthed with
surprise. Slowly, as if he could not believe until he
touched it, he reached inside and brought out a
quarter.

The crowd, which had gone stone-silent all this
while, now erupted again in cheers so loud that
players on the tennis courts stopped what they were
doing and craned their heads to see them. The
wet-skirted Submissives all began to laugh again,
and two of them bounced over to clap the Griffin on
the back and ruffle happily at her hair.

Professor was not laughing. He was not smiling.
His brows began to draw thunderously together.

When he looked up again, the Griffin had
removed her blindfold and her golden eyes were
snapping sparks. "Bye," she said, and again, she
managed to growl. She swiveled on her heel and
started to stalk off.

"Stop where you are," Professor snapped,
dropping both funnel and quarter and yanking his
paddle from his belt. "I've had enough of your
insolence, and this time, little girl, you are going to
be punished for it!"

"Later." The Griffin hadn't stopped or even
slowed. "I have the day off."
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She kept going, and Professor, after taking a
few furious breaths, marched himself off in the
opposite direction.

There was a short, awkward silence as the
crowd shuffled slightly apart, and then one of the
Masters cleared his throat and said, "Okay,
Strawberry, you appear to have dropped your
quarter. Run and get the paddle!"

"Oh!"  Red-headed Strawberry stamped her
foot, but ran off all the same, and the general good
mood began to return as the other Pets fell in line
to take what was coming to them.

Again, Audra felt Granite's hand on her
shoulder, pulling her back into his shadow.
"Sadist," he growled, the tones of a man talking to
himself. "No business being here this early in the
year. Breakfast!" he finished, and snapped his
fingers to start her moving.

"Some other time." Audra twisted out from
under his shadow and ran after the Griffin.

When Audra finally caught up to her, the Griffin
was in a clearing at the foot of one of the waterfalls,
having given up furious marching in exchange for
furious pacing. Now she stalked up and down the
lip of the rocky pool into which the falls poured, her
blonde hair streaming out behind her like pale
flames, and she was in full voice.

"That slime-licking vindictive son of a bastard!
That ass-faced, mutant-molesting pile of cold
monkey puke! That--! That--!"

"Jerk?" Audra suggested.

"That jerk! That utter, utter jerk!" Jenna swung
on her, fists raised and eyes snapping sparks. "I
almost don't even mind the spankings, it's that
jerky attitude, that smarmy, patronizing, cheese-
eating bully-boy jerk he thinks is soooo fucking
dominant! And I've got to lap it up! I've got to sit
there and take it when all I want to do is
just...just...AAAAAGHH!"
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Jenna whipped around, seized a boulder the size
of a beach ball and flung it at the nearest tree.

The boulder exploded with a CHOK! and Jenna
wrested another one free of the ground and threw it
at another tree.

THOK!

Another.

WHOK!

And another.

CRACK!

Jenna had half-pried a fifth boulder out of the
ground, but she stopped and blinked around at the
last tree that felt her wrath. "Crack?" she echoed,
her anger slowly ebbing into bewilderment. "Do
trees say 'crack' when I hit them with rocks?"

"No. No, they sure don't." Audra picked her
way carefully through the undergrowth and boulder
debris and peeled some ferns and ivy away from the
tree in question.

She found roots, not a trunk. Roots wrapped
around a pillar of stone, and even through the
parasitical cloak of greenery, she could see some
long-ago effort at carving that gave the pillar part of
a face.

The tree growing out of the top of the stout
stone creature's head made it look eerily familiar to
Audra--it was almost identical to an illustration of a
troll in a copy of Tolkien's Fellowship of the Ring
that Virgil had once given her for Christmas--but
the hand-sized hole in the thing's head proved it
was no troll. It was a cyclops.

"I don't believe it." Jenna was beside her in an
instant, tearing shallow-rooted layers of plant from
the rock until the whole thing was revealed. "Go
get Virgil!"

"You go get him!"

Jenna half-climbed the back of the cyclops,
trying to put her eyes roughly where it's eye was,
and squinted at the falls. Then she leapt off,
uprooted a young sapling that was reasonably
straight and shucked its branches off as she moved
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around to the front of the cyclops. Here, she
shouldered the sapling like a spear, aligned it with
the cyclops' single eye, and threw it.

The sapling arced through the air, passed
through the curtain of falling water, and vanished.

"A cave!" Audra cried. She was clapping like a
kid.

"Seriously, go get Virgil!"

"You get him, you can run!"

"Yeah, I can also climb!" Griffin started to move
out along the wet rocks, her eyes fixed on the
shadow behind the drumming veil of water.

Excitement turned to terror in an instant.
"Jenna, no!" Audra ran, and by some miracle,
managed not to catch herself on any of the choking
vines and roots that clogged the off-trail
underbrush. She seized Griffin's arm and tugged.
"Don't be stupid, you'll fall!"

"I'm not going to fall!" Jenna snapped, yanking
her arm out of Audra's grip. "I've gone rock
climbing a hundred t--AAAH!"

As if watching it in slow motion on television,
Audra watched Jenna's feet slip, watched Jenna
throw herself against the rockface and under the
water, watched Jenna knocked sideways by the
power of the falls, and watched Jenna let go and
topple into the pool eight feel below. She came up
sputtering and was knocked under again at once.

There was an instant of claustrophobic time
rewinding itself. The waterfall actually seemed to
vanish. The rock beneath Audra's feet became the
trestle at Hideaway Lake. Only the water remained
the same...the water under which any back-
breaking rock could be hiding. And for the first time
in seven years, Audra's legs moved without
thinking.

She jumped.
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Chapter Twelve

* Goodbye to You...and You...and You... *

The water closed over her, cool in that first
instant, tropic-warm in the next. It was impossible
to see; the pool was churned to the color of coffee
by the endless drumming of the water, but Audra
felt no fear. She swam, orienting herself to the roar
of the falls, and put out her hands. If she touched
rock, she turned in place and swam out again,
reaching blind in the water.

In seconds, her fingers pushed into something
soft and solid, something that flinched and turned
and seized her. Audra hugged Jenna to her and
pushed hard against the eddying current. She felt
the falls gripping at her, felt the exact moment
when she broke free of them, and then they were
cresting into welcome air, splashing through foam
for the bank.

The walls of the pool were jagged rock, but the
ground underwater was all mud and sediment. It
was hard to find their footing. By the time they
clawed their way up onto the path, they were both
coated in yellow-green mineral-smelling grossness.

Audra flopped onto her back, not caring if the
sun baked her into a little clay golem right there on
the rock. Her whole body was tingling with
adrenaline. She could not believe she'd jumped.

"I can't believe you jumped," Jenna said.

Audra looked at her, and saw an agony of
amazement and regret behind the muddy mask of
Jenna's face. It was a sight deserving giggles, but
in the vacuum of her emotional flux, Audra could
manage only a weary smile. "You'd have done the
same for me," she said.

"No, I wouldn't." Jenna's mud crumbled in on
itself. "You wouldn't have done such a bone-headed
thing in the first place. Audra...I'm so sorry."

She looked so miserable...and so much like a
mud guppy...that Audra couldn't stand it. She sat
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up and wrapped her arms around Jenna, holding her
squishily close. "You don't have to be sorry," she
said. "You're my best friend. Of course I'm going
to jump after you. Just don't make a habit of it,
okay?"

Jenna's hands came up and hugged Audra back.
"Okay," she snuffled.

"What the...? What's going on?"

They broke apart and Audra twisted around to
see a Staff-Dom holding a lunchbag and a Thermos
looking down at them from the path.

"We're having a lesbian experience here," the
Griffin snapped, shoving the wet mass of her hair
back. "Get lost!"

The Staff-Dom's brows peaked. "Can I watch?"

"No!"

"Wait!" Audra struggled into a more or less
upright position. "Do you know a Master called
Claymore?"

"He's with Snickers, right? Sure."

"Can you go find him and tell him where we
are?" Audra asked. When he didn't go right away,
she added, "We promised him a threesome."

"Wow." The Staff-Dom looked openly envious.
"What did he have to do?"

"Beat me at Trivial Pursuit," Jenna answered.

The Griffin's reputation for trivia was already
well-known, thanks to Professor's favorite game of
Test-and-Paddle. The Staff-Dom's face fell,
defeated, but he trotted off, promising to send
Claymore back as soon as he could be found.

"There's no way you're climbing up there,"
Audra said as soon as he was out of sight.

Jenna scraped futilely at her coating of mud and
sighed. "You're right," she said reluctantly. "I need
to think about this."

"Not to mention the machinery you'd need to
build to get the treasure out of there."

"T'll figure something out. Any fool can build a
block and tackle."
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It didn't sound very promising to Audra, but
Jenna seemed optimistic--or at least, as optimistic
as she ever got--and that was good enough. If the
Griffin put her mind to something, she always had
her way in the end. If nothing else, it beat throwing
boulders.

Jogging footfalls crunching up the path put a
halt to this conversation, and Audra climbed back
up to the path on Jenna's steadying arm. But it
wasn't Virgil who came around the bend, but their
friendly neighborhood Staff-Dom, whose face fell
slightly when he saw he wasn't interrupting
anything intimate.

Jenna paced forward to meet him, wearing the
beginnings of a dangerous frown. "I believe I told
you that you couldn't watch," she began.

"Claymore couldn't make it," the Staff~-Dom
explained. "He had to go to the office."

Audra's eyes went immediately to the Staff-
Dom's hand. There, folded for easy portage around
the paper flap of his lunchbag, were two slips of
sky-blue paper.

"So do you," the Staff-Dom continued. He
juggled Thermos, lunch, and detention slips, and
finally held one of the papers out to the Griffin.
"Apparently, you should have cleared your little
threesome with your Master first. The Overseer
filled this out himself. And would you happen to
know a guest called Pearl?"

Audra raised her hand at the same speed that
her heart sank. She accepted her office summons
meekly, nodded at his admonishment not to delay,
and waited in silence until the Staff-Dom had
continued on his way before groaning her dismay.

"Damn!" Griffin's face was comically mortified
under its drying mud mask. "Do you know how
long it's been since I got one of these?"

"High school."

"No one gave me detention in high school!"
Jenna said, with just a touch of contempt. "They
knew better than that by then. But, gosh, it's
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been...the sixth grade at least! And it doesn't even
say what I did." Suddenly, her expression
transformed into one of feral indignation. "If that
jerk got me in Dutch because I didn't drop his damn
quarter, I will rip his shoelaces off through his
nostrils and garrote him with them!"

Trust Griffin to know just how to turn a phrase.

"It says to report immediately," Audra said with
a sigh. "I guess we'd better go."

"Oh, what are they going to do if we're late?"
Jenna snorted. "Not spank us?" But she crumpled
her note in her fist and started trudging for the
offices.

They were coming down the slope from the
cabins when Virgil burst through a door and into the
courtyard. His head was down, his arms stiff, his
gait wooden and too fast. He was upset, Audra
realized with a sinking feeling. Very, very upset.

Beside her, equally alarmed, Jenna blurted, "Are
we busted, or what?"

"I...I don't know. I can't see how." But Audra
began to walk a little faster, faster than she could
really consider safe on the downward side of an
incline. "Claymore!" she called.

Virgil stopped at once, the movement so sudden
that Audra expected him to topple right over. He
waited for them, but he did not turn around.

"Claymore, we found the cyclops," Audra said,
reasoning that this was the best way to bring him
out of whatever scary humor consumed him.

It was a good bet. Virgil swung around, his eyes
wide and bright with hope for a split second before
misery crashed down on him again. "Hey guys," he
said, sighing. He didn't remark on the fact that
they were both covered liberally with sludge.

"Do they know about us?" Jenna demanded,
moving in to grab at his arm when he tried to turn
his back on them again. "Are they kicking us out?"

Virgil was already shaking his head, but when
Griffin asked her second question, his whole face
crumpled. "We aren't being kicked out," he said,
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putting a plaintive emphasis on the 'we'. "I'm being
kicked out. Snickers wants a new Master!"

"Oh." Audra and Jenna said it in perfect,
puzzled harmony, and then exchanged mirrored
glances of unsurprise.

"Yeah. Oh." Virgil's jaw was shaking. Audra
realized with renewed alarm that he was right on
the razor-edge of tears. "She's known me less than
a week and she's had enough and she didn't even
have the decency to write 'Get Lost' on the
bathroom mirror in lipstick. No, she goes prancing
off to the Overseer and fills out a complaint form,
and do you know what he's doing?"

His voice had been rising steadily, and now,
without waiting for either of them to even guess, he
burst out in querulous frustration, "He's making me
take classes! He's--I don't want to talk about it!"

Virgil swung around again, swiping at his face,
and staggered away in the general direction of the
cabins.

Audra wanted to run after him--partial payment
for all the times he'd refused to let her drown in her
own self-mined pathos--but the Overseer's note was
burning in her own hand like a live ember. "Poor
Virgil," she said instead.

"I knew that was going to happen." There was
no satisfaction in Jenna's words, only a heavy
commiseration. "Poor Virgil."

"Yeah, and poor us." Audra started walking
resolutely toward the offices. "I don't know about
you, but I'm guessing I'm in real trouble."

"I've been in trouble since I got here," the
Griffin said, but her tone was not convincing.

Audra wanted to tell her that it was pointless to
show defiance to the Overseer, but she guessed the
Griffin was just going to have to find that one out
for herself. She wasn't looking forward to the clash
of those particular Titans.

The doors to the Lower Tower Office were open
this time, and the Overseer's secretary didn't even
look around from her computer when they came in.
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Audra and Jenna exchanged a glance, held hands,
and then went in together.

The Overseer was standing at the window, his
broad back to them. Audra was not aware that they
were making any noise as they crossed the carpet,
but somehow he knew when they had almost
reached the desk. He turned around, showing no
reaction whatsoever to the sight of them coated in
sun-dried clay. "Sit down," he said.

She sat, ramrod straight, her knees pressed
virginally together.

"I prefer to stand," the Griffin said.

"As you wish." The Overseer moved around to
his own executive chair and seated himself with cat-
like dignity. "What I have to say to you should not
take long." He held out one hand, palm up. "Your
room key, please."

Griffin didn't move. "Why?"

In that one word, behind all of Jenna's efforts to
disguise her emotions, Audra could hear the fear of
expulsion ringing clearly.

The Overseer waited.

Grimly silent, the Griffin pulled her room key
from her belt and slapped it into the Overseer's
palm.

"The guest called Professor regrets to inform
you that he has been unavoidably summoned
home." The Overseer dropped the key into a desk
drawer and then steepled his fingers and looked
calmly up at the Griffin. "He asked me to personally
deliver his apology. He didn't know where to find
you this morning to tell you himself. He has left his
personal number and address so that you may
contact him at your leisure. He has expressed an
interest in bringing you back to Tesoro next
January. He has greatly enjoyed the past week,
and regrets that he could not stay long enough to
play out the taming of you."

Audra slid a glance around to see Griffin's
reaction to the word 'taming'. Jenna's face was
completely devoid of emotion.
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"I dislike allowing my guests to come to Tesoro
outside of their customary season," The Overseer
went on. "Professor has already acquired an
unfavorable reputation for severity among the
guests staying here now. I don't imagine any of
them will be sorry to learn he's left us." The
Overseer leaned back in his chair, studying the
Griffin as from a great distance. "Are you?"

There was a very long silence, but the Overseer
did not ask rhetorical questions, and at last, the
Griffin was compelled to reply.

"I've never been on one of these trips before,"
she said. "I don't know the difference between one
season or the next. I was put up for auction. He
won. He was my Master, and that was all."

"No. No, that is not all."

The Overseer stood up and came around the
side of the desk to tower over Griffin. Audra kept
her eyes down, trying very hard to project an aura
of non-eavesdropping-ness in case that were a
punishable offense, but she didn't need sight to
know he was there. She could almost feel him, as if
he were charged with some invisible force all his
own, and it made her very glad that she was not
the subject of his relentless attention. She would
be soon enough, but for right now...oh yes, she was
very glad she wasn't.

"This island belongs to no Master but me," the
Overseer said, as softly as his terrible voice allowed
him to speak. "My rules are the only rules, and
those rules were set in place for you."

Just for me,' thought Audra. Her mouth went
dry.

The Overseer's hand moved suddenly, but Audra
heard no sound. She risked an upwards glance and
saw him cupping Griffin's chin as tenderly as he
would a child's, keeping her gaze locked with his.
She was astounded. To her, the gesture could only
mean that Jenna Sangriff, the Griffin, had tried to
look away.
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"I would have interceded on your behalf for any
reason," the Overseer said. "I would have sent him
from my island. At the very least, I would have
released you from his control. This should have
been made clear during orientation."

The Griffin did not reply.

"There will be an auction held tonight." The
Overseer released Griffin and stepped back,
although he never took his eyes from hers. "A
small group of silvers who, like you, were not
satisfied with the Masters who won them at the first
auction. Would you like to join them?"

Jenna nodded once, stiffly.

"Then report to the slave quarters. In fact--"
Here, the faintest of smiles passed like a shadow
over the Overseer's face. "--find Submissive Cicada
and tell her you are to be formally prepared for
presentation at auction."

Griffin's brows creased. "What does that mean,
exactly?"

"To begin with, a bath."

Jenna and Audra both looked down at their
mud-caked bodies in unison. Audra felt herself
blushing, and looked around to see a little pink in
the Griffin's cheeks as well.

"Sorry about that," Griffin mumbled. "We were
swimming."

"So I see. You are dismissed, Griffin."

It was clear that Jenna would have liked to stay
and leave with Audra. It was equally clear that the
Overseer had meant it when he told her she was
dismissed. At length, the Griffin backed up, then
finally turned and left the room.

The Overseer returned to his chair, pressed the
button that closed his office doors, then folded his
hands together and looked at her. Just looked at
her.

Audra's eyes went to her knees. She picked at
scales of yellow-green mud.

"Are you happy here?" the Overseer asked.

Audra's heart sank. "Yes, sir."
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"Granite has asked to be released from you."

"I figured, sir."

"Can you tell me why?"

"Because I ran out on him today."

"No."

Audra's chin came up, her mouth open in
surprise. "No?!"

"He asked to be released from you two days
ago."

"What did I do two days ago?" Audra asked
stupidly.

"Master Granite," said the Overseer carefully,
"tells me you don't respond to him."

"That's not true!" Audra protested, but dropped
her gaze when he merely looked at her. "It's just
mostly true. And anyway, he doesn't seem to mind
so much when he's spanking me out in public. He
says I'm well-trained."

"Are you?"

Audra scratched at the dried mud on her elbow.
"I dunno," she mumbled.

A lengthy pause followed as the Overseer
frowned at her and she avoided his eyes. "I'm
going to ask you again," he said at last. "And I
hope you appreciate the significance of my
repeating myself. Are you happy here, Pearl?"

"Yes, sir," she said miserably. "I'm going
hiking...playing shuffleboard...."

"I see." A ghost of a smile interrupted the deep
concern that otherwise held dominion over the
Overseer's features. "Well. As long as you're
playing shuffleboard."

Audra picked at her mud.

A heavy sigh wafted over the desk from the
Overseer's side. "All right, Pearl. I'm going to
reassign you, but I will tell you truthfully it is
against my better judgment."

Audra had not been so hurt by the spoken word
since the second grade, when stupid Marni Satero
called her a booger-head for the first time. "Thank

you, sir."
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"You are dismissed."

Audra stood to go, but only managed three
steps before the Overseer suddenly got to his feet
and said, "Look me in the eye and tell me that you
are happy."

Audra stopped, now facing the double doors
(still ajar, tempting her). She did not turn around.
It was no Griffin-like touch of defiance, but simple
self-preservation. If she had to look him in the eye,
she was horribly, unreasonably certain she'd start
crying. "I'm happy," she said, and tried to sound
like she meant it. "I've gone swimming, and done
some hiking, and I'm--"

"Playing shuffleboard."

"Yes, sir."

Silence.

Leather creaked as he seated himself again.
"Very well. Report to Exam Room 1. Good day,
Pearl."

Audra knocked at the door of Exam Room 1, and
then leaned despondently against the wall beside it
and stared at the carpet. Three masters in eight
days. She wondered if that were some kind of
record.

The door opened and Dr. Saxon stuck his head
out. He saw her, pursed his lips, and said, "Time
flies. Okay. Come on in."

She went, not without some trepidation. She
wasn't exactly looking forward to meeting the
Master who wanted to watch her have a medical
examination. But to her surprise, apart from her
and the good doctor, the room was empty. "Where
is he?" she asked.

"Where's who?" Saxon distractedly scribbled his
signature on a few papers, then looked up, startled.
"Oh! He didn't tell you? I'm he. I'm going to be
your Master."

"I didn't know the Staff could take Pets."
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"Oh sure. In the spring, all the Staff get Pets.
We scoop 'em up out of the slave quarters and
parade 'em around in little gold uniforms while the
rest of the Subbies compete in games for the guest
Masters. But yeah, not so much the rest of the
year, unless there's extenuating circumstances, or
unless there's a reeeeeally special one, like your
friend the Griffin. There was damn near a fist-fight
in the lounge when the Prof came in and said he
was leaving."

"She's going to be auctioned off again."

"Well, that's going to piss Cypress off good and
proper." Saxon signed a few more papers, tapped
his pen, then signed one more with great authority.
"Only guests get to go to the auction."

"Too bad," Audra said, for want of something
better to say. She wasn't in the least surprised by
the revelation that Griffin was once again notorious.
Some people were just built to be noticed.

"Not for me. I like my roses without quite so
many thorns." Saxon swept all the papers together,
rapped them smartly on the countertop to
straighten them, and then dumped the whole pile in
a box marked DO SOMETHING WITH THESE.
"Besides," he said, smiling. "I think you're pretty."

"I'm not really your type," Audra said, and then
wondered why she was objecting. "The only thing
Nordic about me is the exerciser in the back of my
closet."

"Oh, that's okay," he said amiably. "We'll just
pretend I pillaged you. Now to business. Hop up
on the little table. I want to talk at you a while."

Audra looked at the examination table, silently
gauging her chances of a successful 'hop'. She
looked back at Saxon, then reached and pulled his
little doctor's rolling chair over and sat on it.
"Okay," she said.

Saxon's lips pursed again, but he didn't
comment. He boosted himself up onto the table,
planted his hands on his knees and stared solemnly
down at her. "I've read your file," he said.
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Audra steeled herself.

"Cowboy released you on the second day." He
shrugged. "That's not uncommon. We get a lot of
shuffling in the first week. But I'm a little
concerned about his reasons. You told the Overseer
that Cowboy wasn't happy because he wanted to
get chummy and you didn't."

Audra nodded.

"Cowboy said he was releasing you because of a
lack of feeling."

A bubble of shocked laughter burst out of her
and Audra slapped a hand over her mouth. She
took a deep breath, lowered her hand, and said, "I
guess you could say that."

Saxon's pale eyes had narrowed to blade-thin
slits. He said, "Granite also commented on a lack of
connection. Did he also want to get chummy?"

"No. He didn't want to get anything. He didn't
say two words to me if he could get out of it."

"I only mention this because I would like very
much to avoid the same mistakes your other
Masters have apparently made." Saxon sat quietly
a little while, letting Audra avoid his gaze, but at
last, he reached out and nudged her with his foot.
"Tell me how you want to be touched."

Audra's heart thumped once, extra hard, and
then raced double time to catch up. She stared
fixedly at the photo-realistic diagram of the human
sinuses posted on the wall behind him. She
shrugged.

"Do you like to be spanked?" he pressed.

She nodded, flames rising in her cheeks.

"I didn't hear that."

"Yes."

"Yes, what?"

"I like to be spanked," she said, and
immediately pressed one hand to her face, trying
half-heartedly to hide from him, or at least to hide
the blush crawling through her.

"Do you like to be spanked just for pleasure, or
do you like to be spanked for punishment also?"
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"I don't know."

"I know this is difficult," Saxon said. He kept
leaning over into her line of sight, refusing to let her
escape him. "I'l do some, too. I like to spank
women. I do not like to mix my business, which is
the practice of medicine, with pleasure. And as
much as I try not to be judgmental, deep in my gut,
I think that sort of thing denigrates the purpose of
medicine, which is to save lives. But then, I myself
took an oath to do no harm, and I like to spank
women. So really, this is not about what other
people think is right, but about what is comfortable
for you and me. So please tell me, Pearl. Do you
like to be spanked solely for pleasure, solely for
punishment, or a little bit of both?"

"I don't know," she again, a trifle desperately.

"How do you like to be spanked?" Saxon asked.
"Over the knee?"

"No." There was nowhere else to look but at
him. She tried to stare down at her own knees, and
he nudged her with his boot again until she looked
up. "That's too...personal."

"Okay." Saxon gave her a reassuring smile.
"That's a good start. Would you like to be tied?"

"No!" She got to her feet, but there was no
place to pace, so she sat down again. "This is going
too fast. I need to stop."

"No. Would you like to be blindfolded?"

"No."

"Do you have a favorite implement?"

"No."

"What would you like me to use?"

"Not your hand," Audra said quickly.

"Too personal." Saxon smiled again. "I get it.
But what then? Do you like paddles, do you like
switches, do you like straps?"

"Beaded squid," Audra blurted, and flamed red
again. Her face was actually throbbing, it was so
hot.

Saxon gave her another of those comforting
smiles. "Okay."
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Okay? Okay?!? What was she saying?! She
didn't even know what the hell a beaded squid was!
Something very much like panic was closing in
around her heart, stabbing out every other thought
and feeling and then--

And then what?

Audra raised her head, suddenly calm, and saw
not her Master, but just another man. He was no
longer imposing. His questions were just washed-
out words. Paddles, switches, straps... squids...
same difference. She'd forgotten the most
elemental thing.

"It doesn't matter," she said.

Saxon would have had to be blind and deaf not
to notice the change in her. His brows crashed
together, and he stared into her with piercing
intensity. Then, cautiously, he echoed, "Doesn't
matter? You mean you don't care?"

"Of course, I care," she said, but dully. She felt
tired. "But that doesn't matter either."

Saxon leaned back and frowned at her. Slowly,
ominously, a change washed over his entire being,
transforming him by dim degrees from simple island
doctor to the great god Odin. "Did someone hurt
you?" he asked, a quiet roll of thunder.

There was real concern in the way he searched
her face. Audra smiled, genuinely touched. "No,"
she said. "But you're sweet."

Saxon continued to frown at her as he faded
back into normal, perplexed dimensions. "I'm not
getting you," he said.

Bitter humor was the only thing Audra could
seem to feel, and she found herself parroting back
something the Griffin always said whenever
someone said that to her: "Nobody does, baby, I'm
like the wind."

Saxon stared at her, openly astonished.

Audra smiled at him, but she said nothing more.
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Chapter Thirteen
* A Big Bowl of Bitch Flakes *

A major downside to this vacation was waking
up in all these different beds. Audra woke up for
the first time in Saxon's room thinking she was back
with Cowboy because the alarm went off, which
could only mean that she was trying to sneak out
somewhere ahead of him. She rolled swiftly over to
swat it, to the effect that she unthinkingly hurled
herself off the little cot at the foot of Saxon's bed
and thumped heavily to the floor.

"You okay?" Saxon was standing over her in an
instant, helping detangle her from her sheets.

"You have such a nice carpet," she replied, and
immediately understood that this was probably what
Virgil felt like his whole life.

"Thanks...I think." Apparently satisfied that she
had not broken any bones or bruised a spleen,
Saxon stood back from her and combed his beard
out straight with his fingers. "You really don't have
to be up this early just because I am."

"That's all right," she assured him, still lying on
the floor. "I'm kind of an early riser."

"Suit yourself," he shrugged. "You wanna cook
up some coffee and pull a breakfast together while
I'm making myself pretty?"

"Do I want to?" Audra echoed, amused.

Saxon grinned at her. "Hey, I didn't pillage you
just for your good looks." He ruffled her hair as he
passed by in the direction of the shower. "Although
I could have. Nothin' cuter than bedhead first thing
in the morning."

That was a matter of opinion, Audra mused,
watching Saxon's back hair sway as he strolled
away, but it was an opinion she kept to herself
because he really was a nice guy. Definitely the
nicest of the three she'd had so far. Her next
Master couldn't possibly be any nicer.

180



The kitchen was an orderly arrangement of
bachelor's chaos. The coffee was in the freezer,
along with some ice cubes, a bottle of Vodka, and a
bag of fudgcicles. There was a post-it note stuck to
the fudgcicles sternly informing any on-lookers that
these had NO NUTRITIVE VALUE!!! Bread and eggs
were in the fridge, along with a bottle of orange
juice, two bottles of beer, some ketchup, and three
pairs of clean jockey shorts.

By the time she had the eggs scrambled and the
toast buttered, Saxon was padding into the kitchen
with a towel around his waist. He helped himself to
a swig of juice straight from the bottle, stepped into
a pair of shorts, and said, "Mmm, coffee!" before
padding away. When Audra found plates and cups
and finished setting them out on the table, he was
back, in sky-blue pirate regalia and with beard
neatly braided.

"Want to come to work with me?" he asked,
waggling his blond brows at her. "I could get you a
little cushion to sit on, maybe get Thrush to
embroider your name on it. She's got a Singer
sewing machine, should take her less than--"

"No, thank you," Audra interrupted. "It's sweet,
but not necessary."

"Oh. Okay." Saxon ignored the utensils she'd
set out, transforming his toast into a scrambled-egg
shovel with an efficiency that bespoke much
practice. "Well, I'll get you the cushion anyway.
You'll look so cute sitting there under my Type II
Diabetes poster."

"No offense, but that sounds really boring."

"How could I possibly be offended?" he muttered
after a pause. "But you ought to know that my shift
doesn't end until noon, and it usually takes me a
few minutes to get my act together and actually
leave."

"That's fine."

Saxon finished eating in silence, drank off his
coffee, and then said, as though there had never
been a lag in the conversation, "At three, I'm going
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to take you to a seminar on top-bottom
communication, so keep that part of your day free."

"Okay."

"And I want you to think about something while
I'm gone, Pearl," he added, brushing crumbs from
his beard. "My pride can handle a hit. But that
doesn't mean I have to be happy about watching
you set me up to fail you."

Stung, Audra recoiled in her chair. "I'm not--"
she began.

"Yes, you are. And it's not fair to either of us. I
believe you when you say you want to be here." He
paused, his brow beetling slightly. "God knows
why, but I do. All I'm saying is, maybe you need to
think about what you want to take away from this
experience and how you want to go about it,
because time is ticking away and none of us are
mind-readers. You have to give me something."

Audra looked at the table-top and did not
answer. Her face felt hot. Her breakfast was lead
in her stomach.

"I'm not trying to make you feel bad," Saxon
said gently. "But I'm going to spank you tonight,
and I want you to feel something."

"So do I," Audra whispered. A single tear
slicked from her eye.

"Good." Saxon reached out and smoothed the
moisture into her cheek. "Good. TI'll see you
sometime after noon. Have a good day."

Audra nodded, not trusting herself to speak.
She continued to sit hunched at the table long after
Saxon was gone.

Audra sat in the shade of the tallest stone, her
stone, combing out a length of her hair with her
fingers over and over. She could hear people
laughing, shrieking, slapping away on each other,
playing tennis...but all of these were as meaningful
to her as the images on a TV set in the window of
someone else's house. She was just passing time,

182



and the garden was a good a place to do that as
any other.

"Hey." The Griffin came out of nowhere and
plopped down beside her in the shade. "I'm in
absolutely no danger of getting to like this place, in
case you were curious."

"How's the new guy?" Audra asked, pushing her
well-combed hair over her shoulder.

"The knowledge," Griffin mused, "that I could
make that man cry in under two minutes if I wanted
to is a damned heavy burden, Pearl."

"I bet it is."

"His name's Bennu. As in, the Phoenix of Egypt.
Or more accurately, the Phoenix of Judson Scott's
incredibly short career, because I'm pretty sure the
real Bennu was a chick."

"The Egyptian gods were real?"

"Oh, you know what I mean!" The Griffin
slapped at Audra's arm like she was swatting a
mosquito. "So don't be a nuisance. I bet I could
find fifty guys easy who would be willing to put your
sassy ass in its place."

Audra was beginning to feel distinctly cheerful.
"I'll bet you could."

"Actually, Bennu's a little...adrift, to be honest,"
Griffin remarked, squinting in an unfocused way at
her own thoughts. "He must have mortgaged his
damn house to afford me at the auction, and he was
just incredibly thrilled when he won, but then he got
me home and it's like he has no idea what to do
now."

"He hasn't spanked you?"

"Of course he's spanked me. He gave me a
five-minute endurance run with a mahogany paddle,
followed up with an ice-water shower, and then laid
me down on the bed and gave me a solid hour with
a soft flail. Lady, in no small way, I am still getting
spanked.'

Audra stared at her friend, distantly but
distinctly envious. "What did it feel like?" she

asked.
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"The paddle?" Jenna considered the question
carefully. "Five minutes is hard time," she said
finally. "Or maybe I'm just not used to it, although
God knows the Prof did everything in his power to
introduce me. The first couple of whacks you think,
'Okay, that hurts." Then you think, 'It hurts, but I
can take it," and you think that for about five more
whacks. Then you realize that you can't take it, nor
should you have to, because it feels exactly like a
million bees are stinging you right on the ass over
and over and nobody should have to feel like they
have to take that. So you get angry and you fight,
and that is your Master's cue to go faster and get
creative about targeting, and it turns into this game
of who wears out first and you lose. You lose every
time. Pretty soon, you are exhausted and that
paddle is still banging away, and you don't even
scream any more, you just lie there and let it sink
into your bones, and this is not," Jenna stressed,
"the same as 'taking it', because you are not
'taking' anything, you're just too tired to fight.
Then at some point, he quits, and you get about
two seconds of relief before it suddenly feels like
someone has poured gasoline over your ass and lit
it on fire.

"Of course," the Griffin went on lightly, "at this
point, I was hustled in for my ice water shower. My
nipples were bugging out to here! My fingernails
were turning blue! My eyeballs were shrinking, but
my ass felt great!"

Audra grinned.

"But!" Jenna shrugged her shoulders
elaborately. "Bennu put an end to it eventually and
marched me back to the bed, where I had to lie
down with a pillow under my hips and by this time,
to be honest, it's not that bad. Like having a little
too much Ben Gay rubbed on you, only in a socially-
awkward area. Oh, it still hurt, but as long as
nothing was touching it, it's only kinda pleasantly
warm. Well, anyway, here comes the soft flail,
which is pretty much a length of PVC pipe wrapped
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in rabbit fur and filled with sand, attached to a
bicycle handlebar with four or five links of chain in-
between, okay?"

"Okay."

"He whaps that into me and it makes this little
'phud' sound, but it feels like someone has gloved
their hand in hornets and then punched me in the
ass-cheek. And don't tell me that would hurt the
puncher more than me, 'cuz I ain't hearing it. I
can't imagine that the soft flail could ever be used
for punishment on its own, but it made a great
follow up to that damn paddle. One solid hour. Ay
carumba."

"So that's what you call 'Doesn't know what to
do with you', huh?"

"Bennu didn't think of that," Jenna said, looking
surprised. "He's got this friend, Mistress Isis, who
hangs out with him all day and tells him what to do.
About everything. Honestly, it's like he's interning
for her."

"And how long would it take you to make her
cry?" Audra teased.

The Griffin was quiet while she considered the
question. "She hasn't shown me any buttons to
push," she said at last. "I'd have to beat her up
instead, and I'm still not sure she'd cry. That bitch
is meaner than I am."

"That's hard to imagine."

"S'true, though." Griffin glanced at her. "Shall
we go find Claymore?"

"I already looked for him. I couldn't find him
anywhere."

"He's in Master classes. It gets out pretty
soon." Jenna stood up, giving Audra a glimpse of
cherry-red ass bisected by a snow-white thong
before she turned around. She held out her hand,
pulled Audra easily to her feet, and then clapped
her on the shoulder with a smile. "Anyway, I feel
like crashing a party."

"They won't let us in," Audra pointed out.
"We're dressed like Submissives."
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"Yeah." Jenna plucked at the neckline of her
slave tunic, frowning. "That is a problem...but only
a little one. I got lots of clothes. Come on."

It was a short walk from the garden to Jenna's
new cabin, which was in the second row and
therefore had spectacular views of the other rows of
cabins. Jenna unlocked her door, took one step
inside, and then stopped so suddenly that Audra
crashed into the back of her.

"Well, don't just stand there!"™ a woman
snapped. "Either get in or go out!"

The Griffin went in, but she had lost her sense of
humor. Audra tried to stay in her shadow, unseen,
but the door had scarcely swung shut when the
woman spoke again.

"I saw you at the auction, didn't I?"

"Yes, ma'am," the Griffin said stiffly.

"Not you." A gloved hand dropped over Griffin's
shoulder and shoved her away so that Audra could
not hide. The woman who stared her down was
taller than Jenna, but her height was augmented by
her stiletto boots. Her hair was raven-black and
razor-straight, but that and her pointed chin were
all that Audra could make out of her features; the
rest were hidden behind a black mask. She was a
little on the chubby side, but her curves were made
severe in a tight casing of leather.

Isis looked Audra up and down, her mouth
twisted with clear dissatisfaction. "You were talking
to that...that Claymore fellow," she said. "I hadn't
realized you knew each other."

For no reason at all, Audra let a lie spring to her
lips. "My Master knew him. Cowboy."

Isis made a hissy little grunt that might have
meant anything. Her black-clad fingers drummed
on her full hips. "And how do you know our fine
young Griffin?"

"We met on the ship." Audra's face slid into that
well-practiced expression of guilelessness that had
always worked so well at getting time off for
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imaginary doctor's appointments. "She let me
borrow a hairbrush."

Isis narrowed her dark eyes behind her mask.
"Griffin doesn't own a personal hairbrush."

"That's because I have it." Audra didn't blink,
but inwardly, she was deeply annoyed with Jenna.
Who the heck goes on a three-week vacation
without a hairbrush?

"What would you call that, Bennu?" Isis
demanded.

For the first time, Audra's gaze skipped past Isis
and lit on the man who was Griffin's Master. He
had opted to wear Tesoro's Dom-costume, and he
was scarily good-looking in it--blonde and chiseled
and gorgeous. And as Jenna had said, he was
somewhat...adrift.

"I'd call it...unprepared?"

"So would I. Get our Griffin a hairbrush." Isis
never took her eyes from Audra.

Bennu stepped into the other room and returned
at once with a wide wooden-backed brush. The
bristles were almost incidental; the brush had only
one purpose and it had nothing at all to do with the
head. Bennu stood alongside Jenna and waited, the
brush raised and ready.

"Now give it to her," Isis suggested. "Say,
twenty times. Perhaps that will teach our Griffin to
take better care of her things."

Audra tore her eyes away before she had to
watch Jenna bend for punishment. It was hard
enough to listen to the dull pop of wood on flesh,
but she absolutely refused to be an audience as
well. Meeting Isis' hooded, knowing gaze without
flinching was no easier. When Jenna's breath began
to come in gasps and hoarse cries, Audra broke and
looked at her own feet instead.

"Now brush her hair," Isis said, once the sound
of paddling had ceased. "She looks disheveled.
And out of curiosity--" The gloved hand hooked
Audra's chin and forced her to look up again. "Why
are you here?"
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"I...I came to borrow some...." Audra's mind
floundered. "Panties!"

Isis didn't even blink. "Well, well, you didn't
come at all prepared, did you? I see your gold tag,"
she went on, giving it a contemptuous flick with her
fingers. "But I simply cannot allow this woeful lack
of foresight to stand. Remind me to apologize to
Cowboy when I bring you back to him." She held
out her hand, and the hairbrush appeared there as
if by magic.

It wouldn't hurt, or at least, it couldn't do any
more harm than any other spanking, but somehow
the thought of being paddled by this woman was
repellent to Audra. "I'm not with Cowboy
anymore," she blurted. Her hands darted behind
her back, and her thumb found the recessed stone
of her panic button, and prepared to press. "I
belong to Dr. Saxon now."

Isis slowly lowered the hairbrush and tapped it
against her thigh. "I see. Well. You've won
yourself a short reprieve, but I'm sure he'll see fit to
punish you himself, once I've seen him. Bennu!"

With that, Isis stalked away, throwing the brush
into the nearest corner on her way out. The door
slammed open--a phenomenon Audra had always
believed unique to Jenna--then shut, and then they
were alone.

"What'd I tell you?" The Griffin marched stiffly
into the bedroom and began rifling through a closet.
Her bottom was red, shiny, as though literally
polished by the brush. "Total bitch. Sits down
every morning to a two heaping bowls of bitch
flakes as part of this complete breakfast. Bitch.
Here, put this on."

A bikini top and scarf-skirt struck Audra in the
chest, and she caught and cradled them
instinctively. "I'm sorry I got you in trouble."

"I'd have gotten in trouble if you'd come here to
borrow a cup of life-saving insulin." Jenna stripped
off her slave-tunic in one angry motion. "It's like
she goes into physical withdrawal if she can't slap
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an ass every 15 minutes." She stepped into a pair
of jeans, yanked them up with a hiss and a curse,
and topped herself off with a silver bustier and a
pair of leather armbands. "Ready?" she demanded,
turning.

Audra dressed hurriedly. "My underwear's
showing."

"It's supposed t--Oh for Christ's sake, you can't
go around flashing 'Princess' panties when you're a
Dom!" Jenna swooped on her closet again and
threw a silky scrap of underwear out at Audra.
"Hurry up. Virgil's class'll be letting out any
minute."

"Gosh, looks like Isis wasn't the only person
filling up on bitch flakes this morning."

Jenna laughed, her anger defusing instantly.
"Don't knock 'em. They're crunchy and delicious,
and contain eight essential vitamins and minerals.
Shall we go?"

As they walked back towards Tesoro's main
buildings, Audra said, "Have you given any more
thought to the matter of the waterfall?"

"Yep. What's more, I have a plan. But we'll
need Virgil's bed, and more to the point, we'll need
to lose the Masked Marvellette and her Boy Blunder.
I swear those two are actually following me around.
It's like she's half blue-tick bloodhound."

"I'm sorry, did you say 'Virgil's bed'?"

"Yup. We can't use yours because there's no
way we can sneak it out of the Staff residences, and
we can't use mine because my Master and his pal
Cuddles are constantly skipping in and out of my
cabin. That leaves Virgil, who is, to the best of my
knowledge, still unattached."

"Sneak it out?"

"Is there an echo on this island? Look lady, the
whole point of going to find Virgil is so I don't have
to spell this plan out twice. So stop asking me
questions."

"Boy," Audra mock-marveled. "You had those
bitch flakes with a full glass of bitch juice!"
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Jenna tossed her a grin. "Eight ounces a day,
baby. Keeps you regular."

Topping 101 was being held in the Rotunda, in
Seminar Room 6. The doors were propped open,
clearly inviting the curiosity of passers-by as well as
providing a mandatory service for unfortunates like
Virgil. Griffin and Audra slipped inside and made
their way unobtrusively to where their friend sat
despondently taking notes.

"Hey stud," Jenna whispered, sliding into the
seat beside him.

"Hey," he said listlessly, and then performed a
flawless double-take. "What are you doing here
dressed like that?" he hissed.

"We're in disguise."

"Disguise my ass! The whole freakin' island
knows who you are, Griffin!"

"So what have we learned?" the blonde Dom at
the podium asked brightly. "What are the main
elements of Topping? You, the chatty fellow in the
fifth row?"

Virgil jumped, flushing pink to the roots of his
hair, and awkwardly cleared his throat. "Topping,
um, is about control and, uh, communication?"

"That's right. It's about reading signals and
conducting a living fantasy in a safe and
comfortable setting. And we all do this in a nhumber
of different ways, of course...."

Virgil sank back into his seat, rubbing at his
eyes. "I swear, one day--"

"Griffin has a plan," Audra interrupted. "I don't
know the details, but it involves sneaking off to bed
with you."

Virgil slowly drew back and elevated both
eyebrows almost completely off his head. "Okay,
I'll admit you've piqued my interest."

"So I'll see you all tomorrow," the teacher
called. "After which, a select few of you will be
reassigned to your new Submissives."
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Griffin glanced around, frowning, as the students
rose to go in the usual clamor. "Already? That's
gonna pinch our timeline."

"What is this plan?" Virgil asked, giving Griffin's
arm a shake to regain her attention.

"In it's simplest form? We're going to rappel
down the falls and swing through the water into the
cave."

There was a moment of silence, and then Virgil
leaned back and fixed Griffin with an expression of
mock awe. "Wow. Sheer brilliance. I hope you
leave your brain to science."

"What are we rappelling down on?" Audra asked,
more sensibly. "I seem to have left my bat-belt on
my kitchen counter."

"I have a bat-belt," Virgil said, perking right up.
"I built it in shop class, but it still fits. It's got a
batarang and a flashlight and a walkie-talkie and a
little tube for cookies--"

"We're going to use rope," Griffin said firmly.
"From the gift shop. And some good clips and
eyehooks. Just tell the guy behind the counter you
want to tie me up and suspend me from the ceiling,
he'll set you up."

"Why me?" Virgil asked.

"Because you built a bat-belt," Griffin said,
looking pained. "And I have to punish you for that."

"Plus, you brought money," Audra pointed out.

"It's just...." Virgil was starting to blush again.
"I don't want the guy in the gift shop to think I'm a
weirdo."

"Come on, Claymore, look around. The only
weirdoes here are the ones who aren’t buying sex
toys." Jenna raked her fingers through her hair and
then began again. "Once you have the rope and
stuff, go back to your cabin and take the bed
apart.”

"Excuse me?"

"These are hotel beds," Jenna explained. "Just a
couple of heavy-duty sidebars hooked to a head-
and footboard. They pull free fairly easily, and you
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can adjust the length of the bars with pins. Your
job, Claymore, is to take one of those sidebars,
slide it together to its shortest dimensions, and then
bring it and the rope and stuff out to the falls. At a
casual glance, you're just another Master with a
wicked-looking implement out to make a
rendezvous in the woods."

"Oh, I see." Virgil was looking off at the far
wall. "We're going to make a block and tackle.
Then I climb down--"

"I climb down," Griffin corrected. "I've done a
little rock climbing before. More to the point, you're
a man. Men have more upper body strength and if
I get in a pinch, I'm going to need you to keep me
from plummeting to my death. Even if I don't do
any death-plummeting, I'l heed you and your
superior upper body strength to haul treasure out of
that cave once I've found it."

"And put it where?" Audra asked.

"Anywhere, for the time being. The point is to
speedily remove it from the falls so that no one
happens across us while we're using a block and
tackle."

"What am I doing all this time?" Audra asked.

"You have the most important job of all," Griffin
said solemnly. "You are going to park yourself up
the path and keep lookout."

"You know, I think our cover's going to be good
and blown if I suddenly shout, 'Someone's coming,
hide the gold!""

"Yeah, that's why you're going to say, 'Please
sir, may I have a spanking?' instead," Jenna
countered. "Then you'll have a reason to get all
screamy and warn us."

"Genius," Virgil declared.

"I can't do that." Audra's hand rose to her
collar. "I'm a gold. I can't go around begging
spankings off strangers."

"You can borrow my tag."

"What if it's a Sub who finds me?" Audra asked.
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"Say you're using a new paddle and you're
nervous about giving it to your Master until you
know how it feels."

"I don't have a new paddle."

"Claymore," Jenna sighed.

"I'll buy you a paddle," Virgil assured her. "A
big scary one, so you'll have plenty to be nervous
about."

Audra's fingers were still wrapped around her
collar. "But I have a class at three," she said
weakly.

"We've got plenty of time," Jenna answered,
without even glancing at the clock.

It was just after one.

"It still seems a little overcomplicated," Audra
said finally.

"No, it doesn't," argued Virgil. "It's a brilliant
plan. The only thing that could possibly improve it
is a double row of mutant lobsters taking the
treasure out to sea for us."

Jenna stared at Virgil for a long time before
turning to say, "Better overcomplicated and
successful than oversimplified and screwed. This is
going to work. Are you in or not?"

She knew she shouldn't.

"I'm in," she said.
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Chapter Fourteen
* Paddled First, Punished Later *

Being a lookout was boring.

The trails leading to the falls that poured out of
Isla Tesoro's artisan well saw plenty of traffic in the
cool early morning and again at dusk, but during
the heat of the afternoon, the guests were prone to
escape to places with air conditioning. Audra
couldn't think of anyone who would actually prefer a
long hike up a steeply winding path when it was
ninety-four degrees outside when they could be
milling around the climate-controlled Rotunda,
sipping fruity ices and winning door prizes at the
never-ending spank party that Tesoro provided.
She didn't really think she was going to meet
anyone out here at all.

The paddle that Virgil bought was nearly three
feet long. The handle was a masterpiece of
ergonomic design, shaped to accommodate a one-
or two-handed grip, and padded in some space-age
material that would not become slick when sweaty.
The blade was broad enough to cover the entire
bottom of virtually anyone. One side of the paddle
was smooth, lacquered in black and then hand-
painted with hot pink and yellow flames. The other
side, God help her, had a few dozen shallowly-
protruding steel nubs.

It was, all hats off to Virgil, the scariest paddle
Audra could even imagine. In fact, the scariest
thing about it, in Audra's opinion, was the artist's
efforts to make it feminine. That pink. Those soft,
curly flames. Those huge steel nubs.

She was lurking at a curved point on the path.
From here, she could not see the falls, but she could
hear them, could even hear Jenna's "Not so fast,
dammit!" as the hand-crafted block and tackle was
put into use. From here, Audra could also see a
hundred feet down the trail, and if she walked a
little further out along the curve and knew where to
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look, she could peer through the trees and make
out part of the roofs of the third row of cabins.

She spent a lot of time walking back and forth
along the curve, first nervously scanning the trail
for hikers, and then dropping back to watch her
friends at work. She was curiously fascinated by
them, by the way they looked from a distance.

Virgil, at the top of the falls, had his shirt off. His
body was nicely bronzed by a week in the
Caribbean. From here, she couldn't tell how tall or
skinny he was. From here, the man had bulging
biceps and a lean six-pack slab of a stomach
narrowing down into hips neatly packaged by
Tesoro's black pirate pants. From here, the man
was a man. Scrawny Virgil. Imagine that.

And Jenna, rappelling down the rock face in her
silver bustier and skin-tight jeans, only emphasized
the changes Time had wrought since high school.
The top-heavy teenager with the hard-edged,
hungry look had been replaced by a woman with
generous curves and fluid grace.

Audra found her hand (the one not holding an
enormous pink-and-black paddle) lightly brushing
over the dimensions of her own body. She didn't
feel any different. She was the only one who hadn't
changed. And so she retreated all the way around
the curve of the path where she couldn't see her
friends at all.

To her astonishment, she saw somebody coming
up the path. He was in Golites and Tommy
Bahamas, well-equipped with packs and canteens
and even a hunting knife in case he were set upon
by cannibals, and he looked one hundred percent
committed to hiking the hell out of this trail. He
was a Master, and a silver, and he stopped in his
tracks when he saw her.

Audra shouldered her mighty paddle and gave
the skirt of her skimpy outfit a discreet tug,
wondering how to begin. "Hi," she said, figuring
that was always a good start.
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Behind her, Virgil's voice rose to be heard over
the roar of water: "I said, hurry up and get in!"

"Don't rush me, Skinny!" Jenna hollered back.
"I'm not getting stuck just to make you happy!"

Audra pasted on a huge smile and said, "I have
always fantasized about getting spanked in the
great outdoors."

The hiker's eyes darted to her throat, where
Jenna's silver tag dangled from Audra's collar. "Oh
yeah?"

Virgil unleashed a manly scream of pain, and
punctuated it with, "Not so damn fast, okay?"

"What's going on back there?" the hiker asked
curiously.

Audra's mind blanked. She opened her mouth
and out popped, "Anal play."

"How deep does this thing go?" Jenna demanded
of the world at large.

"Let's go over here a little more," Audra
suggested, threading her arm through the hiker's
and leading him back along the trail. "I'm Pearl, by
the way."

"Oh. I'm Scout." The hiker gave up craning his
neck and trying to see around the bend in the path
and focused on her again. "So...about this fantasy
of yours?"

For a moment, Audra only blinked at him.
Fantasy? What fantasy? Oh, that fantasy! "Well,
I've always wanted to be obvious," she hedged.
"Just to be loud and...visible...and outdoors where
anyone could see me. I want to...to hug a tree and
scream all I want and be...." She looked down at
the paddle in her hands, turning it over and over so
she could see the fluffy pink flames and then the
steel nubs. "Can I tell you the truth?" she asked
suddenly.

Scout looked at her guardedly. "Sure."

"I don't really have any idea what I should be
saying to win you over," she said. "But I would
really like it if you spanked me very hard with this
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paddle. Right now. Right here." She reached out
and patted the side of the nearest tree trunk.

Scout rubbed his chin and looked her over, and
then finally shrugged out of his pack and tossed it
on the ground. "Oh what the hell," he said. "I've
always wondered what it would feel like to be a
girl's fantasy."

Figured. The one guy Audra ever tried to
seduce....

She relinquished the paddle and unwrapped her
scarf-skirt, then found a friendly palm tree to hold
on to. She looked up at the sky, azure and perfect
behind a green lace of leaves, and felt the breeze
slide along parts of her unused to exposure. As
bizarre as it was, she actually thought she might be
more comfortable if she were all the way naked
than as she was now, in Jenna's bikini top and
Jenna's panties. She asked Scout if he'd mind.

"It's your fantasy," he said, sounding amused.

It was her fantasy, wasn't it? Audra stripped
out of her borrowed clothing and hugged the tree
again. The bark was rough as crocodile skin, not
that she had any experience hugging reptiles, but it
wasn't an unpleasant sensation. And there really
was a thrill to being out in nature in the buff; she
could feel the sun, the shade, the air. She found
herself relaxing, beginning to enjoy herself, even to
forget the real reason for being here. She gripped
the tree for balance and lifted onto her toes,
thrusting out her bottom for the paddle.

Scout stroked her nether cheeks, but they were
impersonal touches, meant to center them both, to
ground them in their roles. His hands were soft in
places, scoured her in others; she ached, she
itched, she was numb, but it all helped at least to
waken her senses and give her some mental image
of herself.

"Hit me," she said through numb lips. "I want to
feel."

In the open air, the paddle could not CRACK
when it struck her. It hit with a POP instead, a
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curiously hollow sound for such a solid impact. Her
hips were knocked forward, and a scream tore from
her, but she was smiling. She could feel the hurt of
it in four-five-six distinct places, stinging and
burning and sinking deep inside her.

"Oh thank you," she groaned. "Again!"

The paddle popped obediently, opening her up
to more screaming, and the screaming was just as
liberating as the act of undressing. She could be as
loud as she wanted. She was naked on a tropical
island, and she wasn't going to shock anyone. The
paddle swung and swung, thrusting her hips
forward for her as she gave throat with gleeful
abandon to all her pain, pain that was steadily
crowding out all other lying sensations and making
an honest and complete woman out of her. She
had never felt so female, so wanton and wild.

"Yes!" she screamed. She thought she might be
crying, but it felt wonderful. Oh, it hurt, and the
hurt was not magically invisible just because she
was so happy, but the hurt was only the surface.
Underneath was where she reveled, underneath was
where pain and pleasure interbraided. It was her
own heart, unfolding and filling her, made bigger
and brighter with every swing of the paddle.

"Slower," she begged. She was burning all over
already, afraid of overloading her internal switches
and plummeting herself into nothingness. "Be
careful! Make me feel it!"

Scout laughed at her choice of words, but he
obeyed her, measuring out his swing and taking
more precise aim.

After that, Audra did not try to speak. The only
word within her power to say was, "Yes!" and she
screamed it with abandon, letting the paddle
conduct her in and out of thought. But at last,
despite her efforts at pacing herself, her scrambled
senses lost their focus. The numbness came, all at
once, a blankness of body with only a memory of
pain to remind her of where she stood in space.
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She slid down the tree trunk slowly, a sad,
sweet smile still frozen on her lips. If Scout was as
lost in time as she, his next whack would catch her
in the back of the head, but of course, Scout was
the Master of this fantasy. He leaned the paddle up
beside her, knelt in the sandy soil, and put his arms
around her.

Safe. So safe. She couldn't feel any more, but
it was still good to know.

"How was that?" Scout asked, stroking her hair.

"Fine," she said, and because that sounded so
woefully inadequate, she gave him a huge grin and
an enthusiastic, "Great!" that made her sound a lot
like a demented Tony the Tiger. When was she
going to learn to just rub her ass and wince?

Audra pulled away from him, disguising her
awkwardness with the already-awkward ritual of
redressing. "It was a wonderful fantasy," she said,
and meant it. She gave him a perfectly chaste kiss
on the cheek. "Thank you."

"Everything all right here?"

It was Virgil's voice, and when Audra turned
around, he and Jenna were walking towards them.
Jenna was soaking wet and flushed with equal parts
exertion and frustration. Virgil was limping.

All at once, Scout became incredibly flustered,
actually hemming incoherently as he tried
simultaneously to shrug into his backpack and
shake Audra's hand goodbye.

'Anal play,' Audra thought, suddenly recalling
the excuse she'd used to get them away from the
falls. It was very hard to keep a straight face when
Scout's eyes dropped to Jenna's hand, where the
iron sidebar of Virgil's bed dangled. Scout
stammered to a gape-mouthed stop and he just
stared.

Jenna followed the direction of his gaze, and
hefted the bar. Looking puzzled, she gave Virgil a
solid tap to the chest with the source of Scout's
discomfiture. "Go take care of this," she ordered.
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"And then find me some forceps, a hair drier, and a
tube of Ben Gay."

Scout's eyes were now enormous.

"Kay." Virgil took a moment to rearrange his
duffel bag and sidebar, and then jogged off.

"What, ah..." Scout swallowed hard and started
over. "What are you up to?"

Jenna blinked her raptor's eyes. "I'm going to
suspend him from the ceiling and do unspeakable
things to his naked body," she said, utterly
deadpan.

Audra could feel herself starting to smile.

"What are you doing tomorrow night?" Scout
asked, somewhat hoarsely.

Jenna leaned back on her heels and just looked
at him for a while. At last, she opened her mouth,
but before she could say anything, there was a
sharp:

"What are you doing out here dressed like
that?!"

All three of them jumped and spun to see Isis
striding toward them, Bennu close behind her.

"And where is your collar?" Isis demanded.

Jenna didn't flinch, but Audra's hand darted
guiltily to her neck and closed on her borrowed tag.

Isis noticed, and behind the mask, her eyes
narrowed. "Move your hand," she ordered.

"Piss off, lady, she doesn't belong to you," the
Griffin shot back.

"Been fun," Scout said cheerily. "Must be going!
See you around," he added hopefully, to Griffin
alone.

Isis let him go. She had her prey trapped in her
sights already. "Move your hand," she said again,
and unhooked a whippy switch from her belt.

"I said, she doesn't belong to you," the Griffin
snarled.

"If her tag is still gold, she has nothing to fear."
Isis whisked the switch through the air. "But as far
as belonging goes, you would do well to remember
who you belong to. Bennu, your Pet demands
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attention. Take her back to the cabin. Five sets of
ten with the cane, I think, and in between, two
strokes with the martinet and three minutes under a
hot shower. Go. Now move your hand, girl."

The Griffin backed up, her movements hard and
wooden, like those of a statue brought clumsily to
life by an inept magician. On her face was a fury of
helplessness.

"Go on," Audra said with a sigh, and moved her
hand. "This is Griffin's tag," she admitted. "Not
mine."

"And where is yours?" The switch danced in the
air, twitching like the tail of a hunting cat.

It was in Virgil's duffel bag, but there was no
way she was dragging him into this, too. "I left it
with a friend," she said.

"Why did you take it off at all?"

"I wanted a spanking from a stranger, and I'm a
gold," Audra answered, and waited.

Isis flicked her eyes at the Griffin. "What are
you still doing here? Bennu, take your Pet!" Her
gaze came back to Audra. "Who is your Master?
Dr. Saxon, was it?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Well." The switch tapped the air again and
then Isis clipped it once more to her belt. "I think
you have quite a lot to tell him, don't you?"

Audra's heart sank. "Yes, ma'am."

"I think that I'll come with you. Bear testament
to your honesty, as it were. We already know how
your ethics tend to slide when vyou are
unsupervised." Isis caught Audra's arm and
propelled her down the path, dragging her like the
disobedient Pet she was back to her Master.

"Okay," said Saxon, once he'd seen Isis to the
door and shut it. "Let me just...let me get this
straight. You blew me off this morning, you stood
me up at the seminar, and you took off your gold
tag so you could get spanked by a total stranger?"
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He swung around and faced her, his pale eyes shiny
with anger and wounded pride. "Is it going to shock
you when I say that's unacceptable?"

Audra shook her head. She was seated at the
table, knees together, hands tightly folded. She felt
utterly miserable.

"Did you see it as some kind of challenge when I
said my pride could take the hit?" Saxon demanded.
"Or are you just one-upping yourself in the way you
treat your partners?"

She shook her head again.

"I read your file. I know this is your first time
here, but the rules aren't exactly hard to follow."

"I'm sorry."

"You're sorry?! I'm on Staff here! You made a
damn fool out of me today! This is all fun and
games for you, but this is my job! Guests are going
to hear about this! They're going to talk about it for
years!"

"Are you releasing me?" Audra asked shakily.

"Is that what you were angling for?" he shot
back.

"No, I just...I just made a mistake and lost track
of time. I didn't mean to make you so m-mad!"
Her voice broke and the sobs burst out of her.
Audra covered her face and let it all go. "I'm s-
sorry!" she wailed.

Saxon stood over her, looming, glowering,
letting her cry without making any effort to touch or
otherwise comfort her. Her sobs tapered to sniffles,
but she kept herself hidden behind her hands,
ashamed to look him in the eye. He deserved
better than her, she kept thinking. He was the
nicest Master she'd had so far, and he deserved a
whole lot better than her.

"It is the strangest thing," he growled, pacing a
slow circle around her. "In spite of everything, I
genuinely believe you weren't deliberately trying to
insult me. So I'll tell you what I'm going to do. I'm
going to give you a chance to regain my trust."
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He finished this ominous statement again
standing in front of her, and then his huge hand
closed like shackles around her wrist. "You want to
know what it feels like to be a silver?" he
demanded, towing her relentlessly toward the door.
"You want to get a thorough spanking from a total
stranger? Well, okay, Pearl. Your wish is my
command!"

"W-wait!" she stammered, stumbling as she
struggled to keep up with his angry pace.

He didn't wait, but he did yank her to him and
throw her over his shoulder before resuming his
furious stride. Every Staff member they passed in
the upper floor stopped what they were doing to
watch Saxon carry his Pet away like pillaged goods,
and by the time he banged down the stairwell to the
ground floor, they had attracted more than a dozen
followers. That number swelled to three or four
dozen as Saxon hauled her through the Rotunda
and down the hall to a room that had caught
Audra's eye on the first day she'd arrived.

There was a brass plaque just to the right of the
door Saxon kicked open, and that plaque read:
Whipping Post. Audra grappled with Saxon's
shoulders, not struggling so much as trying to see
what awaited her, but his response was to send
three short, sharp swats against her bottom,
catching her by pure coincidence in one of her true-
sensation patches, so that she arched up into thin
air with a shriek of mingled surprise and pain.

In the next instant, she was swinging through
space and set roughly on her feet, with Saxon's ice
blue eyes glaring down into the roots of her soul.
"If you have something to say," he said, very
quietly. "Say it now. We didn't have time to set up
a safeword. All you have to tell me now is 'no'. But
you'd better say it fast."

Audra stood trembling before him, both hands
rubbing at her bottom. "I'm sorry," she whispered.
"I deserve this."
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"I don't know what you deserve," Saxon shot
back, his face breaking to reveal his baffled
frustration. "But this is what you're getting!"

His hands closed around her waist. She was
picked up as easily as a doll and set with a thump
onto a raised dais, and then turned so that she
faced a smooth wooden post, and beyond that, the
open door and the multitude of on-lookers who had
followed them here. Saxon seized her arms and
pulled them up over her head. Her wrists were
locked into iron cuffs, which clamped down on her
almost to the point of pain. The cuffs were
separated by a two-foot bar, which hung from a
huge iron ring secured to the very top of the
whipping post. Once she was secured, Saxon
retreated to a hand crank and took the slack out of
the chain so that Audra was captured at the very
brink of suspension.

Jenna's borrowed scarf-skirt was pulled free with
one quick yank, and Jenna's borrowed panties went
next. Audra's face flamed with humiliation and she
had to bite her lips hard to keep from crying out at
the unfairness of it. She supposed she couldn't
really claim she was a modest person, not anymore,
but she didn't want to be here like this in front of all
these people! There were people she sort of knew,
people she vaguely recognized from ‘around'
anyway, laughing and nudging each other as she
was readied for punishment.

"I don't imagine," Saxon said loudly, as he
crossed the room to a curtained wall, "that there is
anyone here who doesn't know what this woman
has done. That said, I'm sure there are many
Masters who would very much like to express a few
thoughts." He seized the corner of the curtain and
flung it back, revealing a twenty-foot wall covered
entirely in implements of torture--paddles, whips,
straps, canes, rods, switches, fans of reeds, coils of
hose, supple things, stiff things, things with beads
and things with studs, and things Audra could not
begin to name. "Ladies and gentlemen," Saxon
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growled, standing back and folding his arms heavily
across his broad chest. "I invite your comments."

There was no reticence at all. There was, in
fact, a rush of Masters taking first pick of the
implements. Audra shrank against the whipping
post as the first of them approached, eagerly
swinging a length of bamboo as he came. She
cringed, her buttocks clenching in miserable
expectation. She was still stinging from Saxon's
hand, still a little hot (and a little cold, a little itchy,
a little everything) from the paddling she'd had from
Scout. Even knowing that in a few minutes, she
would be completely dead to all sensation gave her
no comfort at all, and no courage. When the
bamboo-wielding Master swung at her, the last
shred of her self-control snapped and Audra bucked
and wailed in panic.

She didn't feel the impact, although she knew it
had happened when her hips slammed up against
the post. But she felt the stripe of white-hot agony
the cane left behind, burning into her like a
branding iron. She yanked mindlessly at her
restraints, and screamed again when the next blow
fell, although she did not feel it or it's effects at all.
The sound of the cane was enough, the whalesong-
like hooting as it cut through the air and then the
hollow WHUP as it hit; the way her hips were
shoved forward was enough, her body responding
to a force outside of her direction, trying to escape
the battering from behind by battering itself on
something in front of it. The crowd was enough.
They were all laughing and clapping and calling
encouragement. No, she didn't need to feel the

ain.
P "Enough," Saxon ordered, when six cuts had
fallen. "Next."

And 'next' was a dominatrix with a three-tailed
whip of metal rings. They jingled when she shook
the whip, screamed when she swung it, and struck
with a uniquely metallic TANG! Audra felt it as cold
the first time, but it was a searing scratch of frost
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regardless, every bit as hellish as the heat of the
cane. The second slap of the whip was invisible to
her senses, but the third licked around her hips and
touched her in a ticklish spot of such sensitivity that
she kicked, screaming, away from it.

"Enough. Next. Where are you planning to put
that?"

"Her thighs."

"Only one, then."

Audra moaned, squeezing her eyes shut so she
wouldn't have to see what was so awful that Saxon
only dared to let it swing once. Whatever it was, it
split the air with a roar and slammed into her body
with a bang equal only to cannon fire. The entire
span of feeling flesh between her knees and
buttocks came alive with horribly intermixed
sensations and Audra shrieked again, kicking and
stamping to try and restore herself to order.

After that was a switching, a count of twenty
called out by the crowd as Audra hung panting in
her restraints, able to feel only pen-thin slips and
scratches of torment. But following that was some
sort of strap, five blows laid to slightly overlap one
another, and now the pain was beginning to flare up
and consume all the rest of what she could feel, and
Audra began to cry in great gasping breaths. She
was completely powerless, completely subjugated.

Next was a wooden cane, ten blows. Next was a
forked tawse, four cuts. Next was a small round
paddle, only three. And next was the blessing of
overload and dead flesh. Audra went completely
limp, sobbing with relief, her face pressed hard
against the whipping post to hide her humiliation
from the crowd as faceless Masters continued to
pepper her backside with blows.

"Enough!" Saxon called. "Enough."

This time, there was no 'next'. Audra felt slack
come back into the chains that held her, and she
huddled against the whipping post, shivering, until
Saxon came and unlocked her. "I'm sorry I
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embarrassed you," she whispered, her voice broken
by tears.

Saxon sighed. He put his arms around her, his
Viking-sized hug hiding her from the cheers of their
audience and putting her into a world that was only
her and him. "It's okay now," he said.

"You're a nice guy," she sobbed.

He made a sound, somewhere between a
chuckle and a groan. "Thanks."

"Carry me upstairs?" she begged. "I can't
walk."

"Yeah, you'll be feeling that for a few days,
won't you?" Saxon put her over his shoulder again,
but gently this time.

Audra clung to him and said nothing, felt
nothing.

She wept.
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Chapter Fifteen
* Back to Class *

Saxon's alarm went off at five-thirty again, and
this time, Audra pretended to sleep through it. He
stood over her cot a little while before he left the
room, and came back after showering and eating to
stand over her again, but she continued to feign
sleep and eventually he left.

Alone, Audra reached around to brush her
fingertips over the burning memories of yesterday's
time at the whipping post. Touching herself turned
the embers into itches. Audra rolled onto her
stomach, hugged her pillow and cried herself back
to sleep.

Saxon's, "Pearl, honey, on your feet," woke her
for the second time.

She rolled over, her head cottony and heavy,
and could not seem to make her eyes focus.
Saxon's broad hands helped arrange her in a more
or less upright position and then there was
something cool and wet at her mouth. She drank,
tasted oranges so tart it seemed to cut her mouth,
and instantly felt more clear-headed.

"I hate to wake you. It's just real easy for
tourists to get dehydrated," Saxon explained,
stepping away from her.

"Thanks." Audra tried to swing her legs out and
stand, but her lower body wouldn't move. She
looked at herself helplessly, too ashamed to reach
down and manipulate herself while Saxon was
watching. "I'll drink as much ice water as you can
pour for me if you'll give me a minute alone," she
promised.

Saxon's brows drew together. He opened his
mouth, closed it, sighed, and turned around.

Audra waited for the door to close, then picked
up her legs one at a time and moved herself into a
position ready to stand. She rubbed and massaged
at herself until she woke feelings and could make
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her brain recognize the useless lumps dangling from
her lower half. She stood, flexed each leg carefully,
and went out to join Saxon. "I didn't mean to sleep
all day," she said by way of greeting.

"You don't look right to me," Saxon replied, his
back to her as he filled a tumbler of ice with purified
water. "I'm not sure it's really dehydration, but
that's what I know how to fix, so...."

She took the water he held out to her and drank
it.

He watched her the whole while, and then took
the cup back and said, "But you don't look right.
Why did you let me put you on the whipping post
yesterday?"

She didn't want to have this conversation. She
tried to turn away, but he caught her wrist and held
her. Even then, she avoided his eyes, but when the
sound of her own breathing became stifling, she
gave up and said, "Because I deserved it."

"Why did you deserve it?"

Audra tugged weakly at her wrist, but he kept
her pinned

Saxon released his hold on her but continued to
stand too close, frowning down at her. "Most of the
time, people like being taken to the post. It gives
them a chance to get put right in a public venue.
I'm told people find it very liberating."

Audra rubbed her wrist and said nothing.

"You were terrified," he said bluntly. "You were
humiliated. Half the time, you were screaming
before anyone even touched you. That is the worst
thing I have ever seen anyone endure in all my
years here. Tell me why you think you deserved
that."

"Because you've been really nice to me, and I
hurt you," she said. "I didn't mean to, exactly, but
I knew I shouldn't have done it and I did it anyway.
But not to hurt you, just...me and my friends were
just...I just wasn't thinking."

"You and your friends, huh?" Saxon put a
meaningful emphasis on the word 'friends', and

209



gave Audra a hard look. "Well, if they're trying to
get you in trouble, maybe you should rethink your
friendship."

"They weren't, we just...." Audra trailed off and
looked away. "I thought you were supposed to
forgive me after last night. Why do we have to
keep talking about it?"

"Because I don't want it to happen again."
Saxon crossed out of the kitchen area and over to
the table, where a pink-blue-and-green Tesoro Gift
Shoppe bag was waiting. He shook its contents out
onto his palm and tossed it to her.

A brand new, shiny gold tag, with the name
Pearl inscribed in delicate letters.

"Thanks," Audra said softly. She put it on, and
set Jenna's silver tag on the kitchen counter.

"Look at me," Saxon commanded.

Unconsciously, Audra's hands crept to her belly
and rubbed, as though she were trying to massage
away the sudden tightness there. She peeked at
him, then away out the window, then back at him,
and away to the Bruce Lee poster on the wall.

"You still look guilty," he said. His face folded
into puzzlement. "Did you do something while I
was gone?"

"No." She could even look him in the eye when
she said that. "I've been asleep the whole time."

"Are you planning to do something?"

Her gaze broke to the window again. "No," she
said.

A long stifling silence lay between them.

Finally, Saxon said, "Get cleaned up and ready
to go. The second half of that seminar on
communication is in half an hour and this time, we
are going."

Audra nodded and retreated from the room.
She collected a new tunic and a pair of the plain
white panties Granite had bought her. After all that
heartache and drama she'd expended on selecting
her outfit for this trip, it occurred to her that she
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hardly ever even looked at her own clothes any
more.

Saxon was waiting on the sofa when she came
out of the shower, dressed and brushed and all
made up. He was holding his head in his hands, the
perfect picture of a man suffering from a hangover,
and he had only to glance aside at her once for her
to understand who the hangover was.

"You want to stay home and talk to me
instead?" he asked, very quietly.

Audra's left bottom-cheek still tickled from
yesterday's exertions at the whipping post. "No,"
she said.

He closed his eyes briefly, the way a man might
react from a slap in the face, and when he looked at
her again, his expression was cool. "All right," he
said. "Let's go."

Staff-Dom Sliver and Staff-Sub Freckles were
hosting the seminar in the room right across the
hall from Virgil's Master class. Audra, walking in
Saxon's shadow, hesitated in that doorway,
scanning the students for Virgil's familiar lanky
frame. She found him in the fifth row, sitting next
to a cute little button of a Pet and looking
uncomfortable. His new Pet was a porcelain-faced
Oriental in a Hello-Kitty sleeveless top and matching
bikini-cut panties. She could easily have passed for
being fourteen years old, but then, in the right light,
so could Virgil.

Years of squandering his life on comic books
suddenly paid off; Virgil's Spider-senses apparently
tingled, and he turned around for no reason at all
and looked directly back at Audra. He blinked,
grinned, and mouthed 'Ten minutes' so elaborately
that it looked like he was trying to eat an invisible
goat.

"Pear|?"

Audra nodded, backed up, and then turned and
rejoined her Master. The lights were already
dimmed in Seminar Room 5, and Freckles was
walking to the speaker's lectern when Audra and
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Saxon found their seats. The rooba-rooba of the
audience silenced as soon as Freckles tapped her
microphone, however, and expectation enveloped
the room.

"Hi there!" Freckles chirped. "So, okay, let's
plunge right in! Yesterday, we did a lot of talking
about misconceptions and stereotypes in the BDSM
world. Hopefully, we all came to terms overnight
with the fact that there is no right and wrong way to
be submissive or dominant, right?" Freckles nodded
primly at the nervous laughter that met this
question. "Right! So let's move on to the real
hurdle of communication. Now, there is no one
skeleton-key solution to every communication
breakdown that occurs in Top/Bottom relationships,
but I've been a Submissive for all of my adult life,
and I've been a paid Submissive for thirty years, so
I feel fairly qualified to make a few observations.
And what I've observed most is that when
communications fail, for the most part, they fail
because at least one of the two people involved has
not clarified his or her rights and expectations.

"It can be very difficult to broach that subject
for the first time," Freckles admitted. She folded
her hands on the lectern, looking very solemnly and
sincerely at each and every member of the audience
all at once. "It can be very difficult to broach that
subject for the fortieth or fiftieth time. From a
Submissive perspective, it can be nerve-wracking to
assert yourself over what you may perceive as
trivialities, even though they are so important to
your emotional well-being, because you are afraid
of being accused of Topping from the Bottom or in
some other way not being a 'real' Submissive. And
from a Dominant perspective," she added, glancing
around at Mistress Sliver, "It can be nerve-wracking
to have to walk that fine line between being a
Dominant and being a jerk every time you play with
someone for the first time. And no matter who you
are, it's always easier to just make assumptions, or
to just tolerate things that are unpleasant while
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secretly resenting them. But it's not healthy, not
for either of you, and so today we're going to
concentrate on how to break that ice, and we'll start
by outlining some very basic rights for both
parties."”

Sliver stood up and went to the blackboard at
the back of the dais. She wrote the words 'Rights of
a Submissive'’ on one half and 'Rights of a
Dominant' on the other.

"You're going to find that a lot of these rights
apply to any relationship," Freckles went on. "But I
think they're especially important in a disciplinary
role, and there's no better place to begin than with
the Submissive's right to set limits."

Sliver wrote that down.

"How many people here," Freckles asked,
looking sympathetic, "have ever been told that if
you use a safeword or if you say that certain
implements are out of bounds, that you are not
really Submissive? That boundary-setting is the
sole province of the Master?" She looked out at the
sea of raised hands and shook her head. "That is so
sad. Honesty is the keystone of any BDSM
experience; every other sensation is linked to it and
depends on it. If you can't have limits, or if you
can't trust those limits to be respected, you can't
ever really relax. You have the right--the absolute
and unbreakable right--to be comfortable."

Audra shifted, looking at the clock above the
blackboard. How many minutes had this eaten up
already?

"And Masters, you have the right to continually
introduce new experiences outside the scope of
those limits, although you have a responsibility to
discuss these changing boundaries with your
Submissive in a safe and reassuring setting. For
example, if your Submissive has an iron-clad 'No
Anal Play' rule, don't go testing her limits by
whipping out a six-inch hitch plug and slapping it
down in front of her, saying, 'Guess what we're
trying out tonight?' That would be the wrong way
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to change boundaries, and a good way to cause
your Submissive to run screaming into the night.
Sit your Submissive down and talk to her. Ask her
what it is about anal play that scares her. Take her
shopping, show her the different toys available, let
her pick the one she wants to start out with. And
most importantly, if she adamantly says no, let her
know that you will respect that limitation, but that
you are interested in anal play if she is ever curious.
Let her set the pace of exploration, in other words,
but know that you have the right--the absolute and
unbreakable right--to introduce new experiences."

A six-inch hitch plug. Audra shuddered, then
leaned over and whispered, "I have to go to the
bathroom."

Saxon frowned at her.

"Come on!" She put on her most plaintive face.
"They're writing these things down, it's not like I'll
miss much!"

"You both have the right to be independent,"”
Freckles continued. "To have your own lives, your
own individual personalities, and to not be criticized
for holding certain things private. There are times
when a Submissive really, honestly, truly does not
need someone looming over him ready to itemize
his taxes, just as there are times when a Dominant
would really, genuinely like to kick back in her
Smurf underoos and watch The Golden Girls without
having to justify herself. Being Submissive or
Dominant is a lifestyle, and it can be a wonderful
thing, but that doesn't mean we have to live inside
a stereotype."

"Please?" Audra wiggled around. "I really have
to pee!"

Saxon sighed. "Five minutes," he said.

"Thanks." Audra got up, picked her way out to
the aisle and walked swiftly from the room.

"You have the right to trust your partner,"
Freckles said, each amplified word dropping from a
speaker on the wall right onto Audra's deceiving
little head. "And to expect honesty from him or her
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in return. This is perhaps the greatest and most
serious right of all."

Audra stopped, her hand on the doorknob and
her heart leaden in her chest.

"Trust is reciprocal," the Staff-Sub insisted. "It
is the most intimate responsibility and the truest
extension of self that you will ever find in any
relationship. Ultimately, it is the trust we have for
our Masters--that they will never truly hurt us, that
they will not abandon us, that they will love us and
protect us--and the trust they have for us which
makes the absolute connection between a Dominant
and a Submissive. Without that trust, we're just
playing, and it's the kind of play that can end very
badly."

'What are you doing?' Audra asked herself
suddenly. 'You're not actually listening to this, are
you? This is not what you came to this island to do!
The only people whose trust you should be
concerned about is Virgil and Jenna and how they
are trusting you to do your part on this treasure
hunt!

"You have the right to expect honesty," Freckles
went on relentlessly.

Audra squeezed her eyes shut, shoved the door
open, and went out with Freckles' voice following
her accusingly into the hall.

The Master class had let out, but Virgil was still
sitting there, waiting for her and chatting with his
new Pet. He got up when she appeared, and
immediately tripped over his feet and toppled into
his Pet's lap, so that his words of introduction were,
"Hey, this is ooomph."

"I'm Pearl," Audra said, holding out her hand
over Virgil's sprawled body.

"I'm Koi," said the Pet, helping Virgil right
himself. "Like the fish."

"Griffin was going to try to sneak out and meet
us at my cabin," Virgil announced, disengaging
himself from Koi. "We should hurry so we can let

her in."
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Audra bit her lip. "I'm kind of ditching my
Master by doing this," she said uneasily.

"It's kind of important," Virgil countered. "We
found another, um..." His eyes darted to Koi.
"Another M-A-P piece."

"I can spell, you know," Koi remarked, looking
thinly amused. "I'm not a puppy. A map of what?"

"Oklahomal!" Virgil blurted.

"It's a scavenger hunt," Audra said, rolling her
eyes. "A bunch of us are in on it. There's, like, ten
thousand dollars for the prize."

"Oh! Gosh, that sounds like fun!" Koi, her eyes
shining with envy and excitement, rose and clapped
her hands. "Let me help, let me help! I don't want
any prize money, I just want to play, too! I'm really
good with spatial relationships and I know the island
pretty well!"

Virgil blinked at her. "You do?"

"This is my third time here," Koi said proudly.
"Well, third time in five years. And my stupid ex-
boyfriend always brought me during the fall season.
Bondage," she added in an aside to Audra. "But I
have dropped that loser, and this year is all about
me! I get to have all the spankings and coddling
and..and spankings that I deserve." She finished
this with an assertive little pouty nod, and then
came all over wheedling again. "So please let me
play on the scavenger hunt! Pleeeeeease?"

"This really isn't a good time for me," Audra
said, resting her hand lightly on Virgil's arm. "I
need to spend some quality time with this guy or
he's going to cut me loose. I'm not really wanting
to take home the Most Masters goldfish."

"They give out goldfish?" Koi asked, her almond
eyes wide.

"Well, you know." Audra gestured vaguely.
"Door prizes."

"Oh. I got a door prize the other night, but it
was just a little bronze paddle keychain."

Audra chewed her lip for a few seconds, not
wholly certain she wanted to know, but just awfully
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curious. Finally, she asked, "What did you get the
prize for?"

"Most minutes with a clothespin on your--"

"Ew," said Virgil, as Audra simultaneously
hissed, "Ow!"

"And all T got was a stupid keychain," Koi
finished. "I wish they did give out goldfish, but then
how would I get it home? Hmm. Well, they should
give out something cute and portable. Like a
hamster or..or a scorpion or something. Can I
please look at your map, Master Claymore?"

"Go ahead," Audra said. "I'll see if I can come
by after the seminar. By that time, with Koi's help,
maybe you'll have figured out where to dig."

"Yay!" Koi cheered, before Virgil could actually
agree. "I get to--what seminar?"

"Top and Bottom Communications with Mistress
Sliver and Freckles."

"Oh!"  Suddenly crestfallen, Koi turned her
pouty face back on Virgil. "Can we please go to the
seminar?"

"I just got out of a seminar!" Virgil exclaimed.

"But this is a really good one and, well, to be
honest, I can use all the help I can get being
Submissive. I'm mostly just good at being tied up
and stuff. I'd really like to know how to be a good
Pet for you. Master," she added, fluttering her
eyelashes.

Virgil scowled. "Oh, for--! Oh, all right. We'll
all go to the damn seminar, and after that--"

"We'll all go look at the map!" Koi sang, leaping
to her little feet. She pranced happily out of the
room ahead of them and ducked into the seminar
across the hall.

Audra and Virgil followed at a slightly less
enthusiastic pace. "She's cute," Audra offered.

"She's going to give me diabetes," Virgil
growled. Then he shrugged (Virgil was not
designed to hold on to frustrations) and smiled
lopsidedly. "But she is cute, isn't she? I could have
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done a lot worse. Scavenger hunt. That was quick
thinking."

"Yeah, Mister Straight-A's, that was quick
thinking. What was that 'Oklahoma' thing about?"

Virgil gave her a sheepish grin, but spared
himself from having to answer by opening up the
door into Seminar Room 5. He slunk off down the
darkened aisle to look for Koi, and she returned to
her place beside Saxon.

"You came back," he observed.

Perhaps it was his not-so-subtle surprise that
put the prickles into her voice when she said, "Of
course."

"This brings us to the act of submission itself,"
Freckles announced from the lectern. "Open and
honest communication is a wonderful and essential
part of a BDSM relationship, but it's not always
possible when you're right in the middle of a scene.
For one thing, many of us are gagged." She waited,
grinning, for the laughter to finish running around
the room, and then relinquished the microphone to
Sliver, who started off crisply with, "Very few Tops
enjoy whacking away on their Bottom, only to be
told, 'Hey, Mistress, you're not doing this quite
right." Likewise, unless a 'stoic endurance' scene
was negotiated beforehand, a grim and total silence
can be extremely disconcerting."

Saxon reached down to catch Audra's hand and
gave it a light squeeze.

"Feedback," Sliver announced. "It doesn't have
to come in the form of a comment card or a system
of numerical award points. A good Top can tell a lot
by the way a Submissive cries out and wriggles
around, but whatever you do, make sure you do
something.  Submissives should be enthusiastic
about surrendering to the will of their Master, but
that doesn't mean they should turn into puppets.”

Saxon squeezed her hand again. Audra pulled
out of his grip.

"Psychological surrender, the mindspace of a
Submissive, is the most important aspect of a
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successful scene. The ability to just relax and let
yourself respond to the experience is essential, both
to you, the Submissive, and to your Dominant, who
relies upon what you do to better control and direct
the scene."

Saxon went for her hand again. This time, she
slapped it away. "I get it already," she whispered
testily.

"What I'd like to do now," Sliver went on, "is
bring up some of you from the audience for a little
role-playing. Volunteers?"

Saxon stood up, his hand coming to rest heavily
on Audra's shoulder.

"No!" Audra tried to twist away. "I'm serious!
Don't put me on display again!"

Saxon leaned down to put his mouth against her
ear and whispered, "I'm not asking you any more,
I'm telling you."

Everyone in the whole room was looking at her.
Even Virgil.

Slow flames crawling in her cheeks, Audra rose
and stiffly preceded her Master to the stage. As she
struggled to step up without overbalancing and
falling over, Saxon took her arm and, with great
determination, pulled her up beside him. He
refused to relinquish her, although his iron grip did
drop to her wrist.

"Face your partner," Sliver commanded. "And
Saxon, why don't you start off with some
expectations."

Saxon turned toward her, still locked around her
wrist. "I expect honesty and respect," he said
unhesitatingly. "And it would be real nice to see
some emotional return on my investment."

Audra felt her blush burning deeper.

"Okay," Freckles said. "And you...um...?"

"Pearl," she said tightly.

"Pearl, what are your limitations? Where do you
draw the line?"

"I draw the line at being dragged onstage in
front of dozens of people and forced to give a
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detailed account of all the ways I fail as a
Submissive!" she snapped.

She yanked hard against Saxon's thumb and
finally broke his hold on her. He went to catch her
again, opening his mouth for a rebuke she was in
no mood to hear, and she hauled back without
thinking and slapped him in the face.

Audra had never hit a single living soul in her
entire life. She was absolutely agape at herself,
clutching at the neck of her slave-tunic and staring
at the hand that had betrayed her. When she dared
to look up, Saxon's face was thunderous and very,
very still.

"Well," Freckles said finally. "At least that was
an honest emotional reaction."

"But not," Sliver remarked, her own eyes
narrowed with empathetic fury, "respectful."

He was going to spank her. Right here, right in
front of Virgil. While the whole class watched and
the teachers gave him pointers.

She jumped back, not even looking to see where
the edge of the stage lay, and Saxon's face lost all
it's anger and flashed wide in shock as he sprang
forward. She felt him catch at her arms, and all
coherent thought was suddenly washed out by
panic. She went windmill on him, slapping and
even kicking, screaming "Don't hit me!" at least
three times before she could get away from him.

She half-jumped, half-fell from the stage and lay
panting, half a dozen people reaching down to help
her up.

'Be cool,' she told herself in Griffin's voice. 'Be
cool, be cool, be frosty as a freakin' polar bear.'

Someone's hand brushed her arm.

Audra came up shrieking and ran from the
auditorium in tears.
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Chapter Sixteen
* Everyone Has Limits *

Audra fled the Rotunda, shoving past startled
faces and calls of concern, and stumbled out into
the blinding sun. She ran past the garden and up
the path to the cabins, miraculously keeping her
balance as her feet flew over the uneven ground.
Once she reached the first row of little buildings,
she could only fall against the nearest wall, utterly
at a loss.

She looked down, just so she wouldn't be
staring mindlessly into space, and watched her
hands clutch and knot at each other. Her gaze was
fixed by the slender band of cheap metal encircling
her ring finger, and she heard herself utter a high,
shaky laugh. 'Way to go, panic button,' she
thought. Of course, even if it had occurred to her to
use it, in the extremity of her terror, she probably
would have 'used' it by wrenching it off and
throwing it at Saxon's forehead.

The mental mention of her Master's name slowly
transformed the emotional boil inside of her into a
solid, heavy mass of dismay.

'What now?' she wondered dazedly. That was a
heck of an exit to try and top. How was she going
to go back and look Saxon in the eye again? She'd
almost rather lie to him, tell him she was drunk or
dropped acid, or anything but just admit she'd
freaked out for no good reason.

He was going to dump her after this. That was
a foregone certainty. Ohhhh, and that meant
another trip to see the Overseer, who by this time
would probably strap her to a sea turtle and dump
her in the ocean just to get rid of her. Which meant
Virgil and Jenna would be on their own for the rest
of the trip, so she'd even managed to ruin that. Not
that she'd done anything horribly useful as far as
treasure-hunting was concerned. Maybe now that
she was leaving, they'd actually find it faster.
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Audra began to cry again, hard but silent tears
that wrung themselves out of her limp body in
flows. She continued up along the walkway to the
very back of the last row of cabins, her only thought
to escape from the sympathy of passers-by, to hide
at the edge of the jungle and just cry until she felt
better.

She was not alone there. Sitting against the
wall of the tenth cabin in, beneath someone's
bathroom window, was Jenna. Her friend's feet
were bare and dirty. Her hair was unbrushed and
loose. Her knees were drawn tight against her
chest and her head down, compressed into the
smallest ball of misery a human could make.

Audra had never seen the Griffin defeated.
Looking at it now stopped her cold and froze the
self-pity from her conscious thought. She tried to
back away, to give Jenna some dignity in the form
of privacy, but her foot scraped on the path and
Jenna looked around.

Mortification was only a shadow flitting across
the Griffin's face before recognition stole in. Then
the Griffin's gold eyes flashed and she leaped to her
feet. "What happened to you?" she demanded. The
tracks of tears were on her own face, but the anger
was all for Audra's pain. "You tell me who, I will
kick his ass!"

Audra started to smile and folded into tears
instead. "Nothing happened to me," she sobbed. "I
had a panic attack in class and just embarrassed
the hell out of my Master...again! What happened
to you?"

The Griffin scowled, reaching around to rub at
her bottom. "Nothing new." She paused and added
hopefully, "Have you seen Virgil? He was going to
try and meet me here at his cabin."

"He was at class with me. His new Pet wanted
to go. I don't know if he'll stay after my hysterics
or not." Audra knuckled her eyes dry, took several
shuddering breaths, and said, "Isis again?"
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The Griffin continued to rub her fingers slowly
over her nether cheeks, her gaze becoming
unfocused and faintly unhappy. Suddenly she
turned and tugged down her shorts, thrusting out
her bare bottom. "Is there a little white mark
anywhere?" she asked, uncharacteristically
tentative.

"Yes." Audra went and touched the hook-and-
moon shape with a finger. Against the blistering
red of Jenna's well-spanked skin, the mark was
shiny and strangely puffed. It almost seemed to be
floating. "What is that, by the way? I've been
meaning to ask."

Jenna pulled her shorts back up and fastened
them slowly. "I didn't know...it left a scar." She
looked away at the thick vegetation that tumbled
out of the jungle. "All this time...."

Audra could feel her whole body trying to shrink
away from having this conversation. "It's...it's not
a tattoo?"

Jenna shook her head once, slowly. Her eyes
remained fixed, unblinking.

She didn't want to ask, but the silence became
claustrophobic. "Did it--Is it--?"

"It's a brand. Courtesy of a big, drunken
bastard named Roy who shacked up with my Mom
for about a year when I was nine." Jenna leaned
against the cabin wall, staring straight ahead and
hugging herself. Her voice was steady, calm, but
her expression still held some element of
unpleasant surprise. "I was pretty invisible around
him most of the time. He didn't say more than
three words to me a day, but he always made sure I
had breakfast in the morning and dinner at night. I
can't say I liked him, but he was definitely the best
of that early bunch. Then Mom and him started
fighting more often. One night, she told him she
could replace him anytime she wanted, just leave
and take me with her. For some reason--and this I
still don't understand, because like I say, we
weren't close--he went completely apeshit. Said
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she was his and I was his and he kept what was his,
and to prove it...."

Jenna trailed off. After several minutes and two
false starts, she said, "I don't remember what he
used. Isn't that funny? I think it was a bottle
opener and just the gaslight on the stove."

Audra inched forward, half-expecting Jenna to
move away, but when she put her arm around
Jenna's shoulder, her friend leaned into the
embrace.

"I haven't thought about that in years," she
said, as if to herself. "And even now, what I
remember best isn't the branding...it's that he
always made sure I had breakfast every morning.
And dinner every night."

"It was Isis, wasn't it?" Audra stroked Jenna's
hair. "She said something, did something...and
dredged it all up."

"She said Bennu shouldn't have a Pet with
another Master's mark. She told him to set up a
branding of his own. I said no, she said yes, I said
the safeword...." Jenna pulled out of Audra's half-
hug. "She gagged me."

"What?!"

"I safeworded. She gagged me. And I...well,
suffice to say, I got away."

Righteous indignation boiled up from every part
of her, putting a shocked-schoolmarm note into
Audra's voice. "You've got to tell the Overseer!"

"Excuse me all to hell, but what for?" Jenna
stomped a few feet away and then swung on Audra
again, as if she needed that little distance to keep
her inner violence in check. "Seriously, Wheels,
what for? Professor was a jerk, Isis is a jerk,
Bennu's hardly there and he's still a jerk, and it
begins to occur to me that I might just be on the
wrong island if I'm looking for someone who isn't!"

"Jenna--"

"People come here to hit other people!" the
Griffin snapped.
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"No, they don't, dammit!" Audra snapped back.
"People come here to relax and be themselves in a
safe place where they shouldn't have to worry about
people like Isis taking advantage of them! You've
got to tell someone what she's doing!"

"I am not going crying to anyone!" the Griffin
snarled. "I can deal with this myself!"

"Yeah, you're doing a great job of that behind
Virgil's cabin!"

"Oh, and what are you doing here? Getting an
early start on your Easter Egg hunt?" The Griffin
turned away, raking her fingers through her hair,
then came back and held up her left hand, palm
outward, displaying the winking fake-stone of her
own panic button. "All that aside, if she'd really
tried to go through with it, I could have used my
button. I chose to handle it my way, but if it makes
you feel better, next time, I'll bring on the Security
goons and let them smack her around for a
change."

Audra managed half a smile at Jenna's grudging
attempt at a truce. "Deal."

The window between them unexpectedly opened
and Virgil stuck his head out and looked at them. "I
thought I heard voices when I got home," he said.
"Are you okay, Audra?"

She sighed. "Yes, I'm fine. Is Saxon upset?"

Virgil hesitated, generating a damning silence
every bit as effective as a resounding 'You betcha!'
would have been.

Audra cupped her elbows in a loose, lonely hug
and looked at her feet. "He's going to dump me."

Koi squeezed her head and one arm out the
window beside Virgil and patted the wall excitedly.
"What are we talking about? I want to talk, too!"

The Griffin looked the moon-faced young Pet up
and down and bluntly asked, "Who the hell are
you?"

"Koi," said Koi, unruffled.

"As in 'shy', or as in 'carp