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			The characters and situations in this book are entirely imaginary and bear no relation to any real person or actual happening.

			Introduction

			Although the nurse was blocking the doorway, she was so surprised by the intrusion Hetty managed to push past her, and the scene that met her eyes when she entered Sir Victor’s bedroom made her gasp in shock.

			Jane was stretched facedown on the bed stark naked, her wrists and ankles tethered to the four bedposts. Sir Victor sat helpless in his wheelchair, but in his right hand he held a long riding whip he was quite capable of wielding from his position.

			‘What is going on here?’ Hetty cried, although the question was rhetorical. She was sufficiently familiar with his lordship’s depraved tastes to know exactly what was taking place. Then suddenly strong arms seized her from behind.

			‘Interfering little cow!’ Nanny Baines hissed in her ear.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			‘Please, may I take a short break now?’ Hetty pleaded.

			Leo threw a questioning glance at the man wielding a riding crop over his wife’s bare bottom. With her skirt and petticoat hoisted up and tucked into her waistband, Hetty had been posing for over an hour while her husband worked on another of his saucy drawings. The man posing with her was known to the residents of Montmartre simply as Milord, and he was paying handsomely for the privilege of having his secret vice portrayed in charcoal and paint. One could only guess at the circumstances that had forced him to leave his native land and take up residence here in the French capital.

			To Hetty’s utter relief, the English nobleman gave a curt nod and lowered his whip. He took the opportunity to light up a cigar while she hurried to the latrine outside on the landing. When she returned, the attic room was filled with pungent smoke.

			‘Only another twenty minutes or so,’ Leo announced, ‘then I shall be finished.’

			‘In that case, let me renew the roses in this lady’s delightful cheeks,’ Milord suggested with a lazy smile, and puffed a smoke ring into the air.

			Hetty would have liked to refuse. The thick leather crop had already painted several welts across her tender posterior, yet she had no option but to submit. If she allowed him to beat her he would give her an extra tip, and they could really do with the money. So she hitched up her skirt and resumed her pose.

			Within seconds, a smarting blow struck each of her buttocks, making her wince as the hot pain swept through her nether regions and inflicted even sharper pangs of humiliation on her soul. She did not feel it was right she should have to demean herself in this way, yet the run of bad luck she and Leo were suffering since their return from England was reducing them to desperate straits.

			They had made a reluctant visit to the land of their birth because Lady Alice – Leo’s mother and Hetty’s former mistress – begged them to do so. The lady’s husband, Sir Victor, had been injured in a riding accident and his wife was finding it hard to manage the estate. She wanted her son to return permanently, but Leo refused after a heated argument with his father. On the journey back across the Channel, they were robbed of their money and jewellery, returning to Paris more or less destitute. Leo had been left some money by an uncle, but the family solicitor put a bar on him receiving it, at his father’s request. This was illegal, but the lawyer was in Sir Victor’s pocket and there was nothing Leo could do about it. Hetty was also left a small legacy, but the money she believed to be such a generous sum did not go far, and now she and Leo were obliged to eke out a living any way they could. For Hetty, this meant doing a stint at the laundry when there was enough work to go around. In addition, Leo was using his artistic skills to produce lewd illustrations for the gentry, with Hetty obliged to pose in the scandalous scenes.

			Milord was obviously well pleased with the souvenir of his visit when it was finished. ‘You have captured her likeness perfectly,’ he commented, still puffing on his cigar. ‘I particularly like the expression on her face, a subtle mixture of pleasure and pain.’ He looked from the drawing to its lovely subject, and under the mesmerising influence of his intense stare Hetty could only gaze back at him in helpless excitement. He laid his cigar butt delicately on the edge of a nearby saucer and felt in a pocket for his card case. ‘I am holding a little party tonight,’ he informed them, handing Leo his card. ‘I should be honoured if you and your wife would attend. The guests are carefully selected and all share my tastes, in every respect. I am sure you would find yourselves completely at home. You may take a cab to my door and I shall instruct my doorman to pay your fare.’

			Hetty saw a look of disgust pass over her husband’s face. ‘We would not wish to be beholden to you, Milord, or to be the objects of your guests’ curiosity,’ Leo replied frostily. ‘You will have to find some other entertainment for tonight.’

			‘It was not my intention to insult you,’ Milord said mildly. ‘It was my way of repaying you for services rendered, but if you are too proud to accept, so be it. You shall have your fee and no more.’

			As he left, the English lord took Hetty’s hand and kissed it with slow fervour. ‘Such a shame you will not be able to come, madam.’ His dark liquid eyes gazed into hers as he added in a voice too low for Leo to hear, ‘I should reward you well, for you understand my deepest desires… completely.’

			‘What did he say?’ her husband snapped the instant their visitor left.

			For some reason, she felt the urge to dissemble. ‘He was just thanking me for being such a good model.’

			He gave a churlish growl, tore the nobleman’s card in two, and dropped the halves into a wastepaper basket. Then he approached his wife and put his arms around her. ‘My dear, I am so sorry you had to submit to the gross tastes of such a man as he. I fear he is noble in birth only. His lust for the whip sickens me.’

			‘That is a little unfair, Leo,’ she retorted lightly. ‘You understand those attractions more than most, after all.’

			‘Only with you, my dear, and in private. To stand by and watch a stranger abuse you in such fashion is painful in the extreme for me.’

			‘Perhaps because it puts you in mind of the bad old days back at Longton? You have not been the same since we returned from England, Leo.’

			He sat down in one of their two chairs, picked up the smouldering cigar butt and took a few puffs from it as if he needed them to fortify his spirit. ‘It is true,’ he admitted, ‘things have been worse since then, and not just because we have been reduced to near penury. Mother told me in her last letter that the estate has been falling into rack and ruin since father’s accident, and she longs for me to return permanently to take charge. But I cannot bear to think of you being in reach of that dreadful man again, Hetty. I cannot even entertain the idea.’

			‘Even though he is crippled and in a wheelchair now?’

			His scowl deepened. ‘I talked to Eric, his valet, while I was there. Apparently, my father still puts on those devilish shows of his even though he must remain a spectator. From what I managed to glean, Sir Victor seems more debauched than ever now he is confined to a wheelchair.’

			‘Your poor mother,’ she murmured, coming to sit on his lap.

			‘Yes, she worries so… but we must not allow ourselves to be concerned about what is happening at Longton, Hetty, we have problems enough of our own. The rent is due at the end of this week, but now we have just enough money to pay it, thanks to Milord.’ He pronounced the man’s title with the utmost scorn.

			‘Is that all we have, dear?’ she asked anxiously. ‘I mean, will there be nothing left over for food?’

			‘Precious little, I fear. Unless you can get more washing or another rich client comes along we shall all but starve come the week’s end.’

			‘Then why not consider going to that party tonight?’ she ventured to suggest. ‘We are sure to be richly rewarded if we take part in the… activities. You know how generous such decadent aristocrats can be to those who satisfy their peculiar whims.’

			‘No, Hetty,’ he said firmly, ‘we shall not stoop so low as to mix with a bunch of degenerates. I brought you away from Longton to escape all that. If I allow you to take part in their disgusting revels, you will be treated no better than a prostitute. Walking the streets of Montmartre would be more honest!’

			She knew he could not be moved when his mind was made up, so she was silent. Although they were poor, he still had his pride and was fiercely protective of her, his precious wife, only letting her work as a model when he could be present to chaperone her. Tonight was the first time he agreed to let her pose in quite such a demeaning manner, and she guessed he was already regretting it. Only dire straits could have persuaded him to accept the perverted nobleman’s offer, but that was as far as he would go.

			As the evening approached, however, she found the temptation of Milord’s invitation gnawing away at her thoughts, and when Leo went to the privy, she rescued the card from the wastebasket and pieced it together on the table. The address was in a fashionable part of town near the Opera, and she imagined the house would be grand. There would be food and wine such as she had seldom tasted since leaving Longton Hall, and the mere thought of fancy gourmet dishes made her mouth water; they had lived too long on beans and bread and onion soup. She wondered what would happen if she defied Leo and went to the party by herself. If she returned with a fat purse, and perhaps some scraps from Milord’s table, surely her husband would forgive her…

			Leo returned wearing a particular look on his face Hetty thought she recognised. He poured them both a glass of wine from a half empty bottle almost turned to vinegar, then pulled her to him and sat her upon his knee again. ‘My dear,’ he began gently, ‘it is a long time since we had a visit from your brother, George. I would so very much like to see him again. Do you think there is any chance he might drop by?’

			A slow smile spread across her face. She knew just what her husband had in mind, and she was of a mind to give him satisfaction. It might also prove useful later… ‘I think there is every chance,’ she replied. ‘He is visiting Paris just now, as you know, and has promised to call on us when he has a moment.’

			‘Good.’ He lifted her up off his lap, walked over to his drawing board and put up his folio. He leafed through it until he came to a sketch of a slim young man, bearing a striking resemblance to Hetty, bending over a gym horse. The boy’s trunks were around his ankles and he was being flogged by an older youth with a sweep of fair hair across his brow, while other young men looked on from the sides of the gymnasium, all of them wearing only trunks.

			She came and stood behind him to look over his shoulder. ‘That is one of your better sketches, Leo,’ she remarked proudly.

			‘I agree, my dear, and I shall never part with it. The scene was inspired by tales your brother told me of his school days.’

			‘Perhaps he will have more tales to tell when he visits us.’

			‘I hope so, Hetty, I do hope so.’

			While he continued to contemplate his handiwork, she slipped away into the curtained area serving as a bedroom and pulled a trunk out from beneath the bed. Inside was a set of men’s clothes. She took out the trousers, shirt, jacket, socks and shoes, then stripped off her gown and hastily donned the male apparel.

			She had not done this for a while and the men’s clothing felt both strange and familiar on her body. The crotch of the pants chafed against her tender female flesh, and her delicate breasts felt a bit stifled by the rough shirt and heavy jacket. Even so, she experienced a sense of exultation; it was wonderful to be posing as George again. She pinned her hair securely up on her head before covering her abundant locks with a wig. Finally, she was ready for the fun to begin.

			When she stepped out of the makeshift bedroom, Leo was stretched out on the couch with his hands behind his head. He feigned surprise, sitting bolt upright as Hetty appeared. ‘Hood heavens, it is George!’ he exclaimed. ‘How good to see you at last. But where is Hetty? She was here only a moment ago.’

			‘I passed her on the stairs,’ she improvised in the gruff tone she used for her alter ego. ‘I gave her some francs and she went to fetch some provisions. I have no wish to impose on you.’

			‘George, you are thoughtful as ever. I was just saying to Hetty I hoped you would call soon, and here you are. Sit down, old chap, and tell me everything you have been up to on your travels. We had a card from you in Italy… Rome, was it not?’

			‘Ah yes, the eternal city.’ She sat down on a chair and spread her legs in the way she always did when impersonating her fictional brother. ‘The nightlife is superb there, Leo. Perhaps it is as well Hetty is not here just now. What I have to tell you is not fit for a lady’s ears.’

			Leo sat on the edge of the couch and waited eagerly for George to continue.

			Hetty paused, making him wait. She enjoyed taking her time and letting her imagination roam free. She loved to delight him with naughty stories that roused his blood and made him eager for the sport to come. ‘You know what they say, Leo,’ she began, ‘when in Rome do as the Romans do. Well, I did just that, and in a way which might surprise you. I fell in with an Englishman I met in a bar and we began to swap histories. To my amazement, the chap turned out to be one of your schoolfellows.’

			‘No!’ Leo’s eyes grew big and round and she knew their mundane troubles had been forgotten as he slipped willingly into their mutual fantasy. ‘What was his name, George?’

			‘Carruthers, Algernon Carruthers. I believe he was head boy in the year above yours?’

			‘Indeed,’ Leo nodded, ‘I remember him well, a tall imposing sort of youth with dark curly hair.’

			‘Well, his hair is still dark though flecked with grey and he has become somewhat portly. Too much fine living, I dare say, since he is now with the diplomatic service. But when he heard of our acquaintance, he clapped me on the back and said he would take me to a special club he frequented, a place devoted to the particular tastes of public schoolboys in the expatriate community. Naturally, I was intrigued, so I agreed to go along.’

			Hetty enjoyed inventing stories for Leo’s eager ears. She had done so many times before, weaving a tissue of fantasies out of her own scant knowledge, using her imagination to flesh out scenarios she knew would tickle his fancy. This time, she recounted a nocturnal journey through the back streets of Rome and a hidden entrance to ancient catacombs where another misunderstood and persecuted sect – the early Christians – once met sheltered from the wrath of a hostile society.

			‘Algernon had to use a secret password to be admitted,’ she went on as George, ‘but I was accepted as his guest, so we passed into that secret world unhindered. It was called The Order of the Divine Flagellants, a secular society run along quasi-religious lines. We were led into a changing room where we had to strip and put on dark robes and eye masks, then our echoing footsteps were heard along dark passages before we were finally invited to remove our blindfolds.’

			Leo asked almost breathlessly, ‘And what did you see?’

			‘A vast rocky chamber lit by torches in sconces, a great company of men ranged on seats against the walls, and in the middle of the chamber was a form of stage on which four women in nuns’ habits lay prostrate.’

			‘So the scene was set for some kind of drama, was it?’

			‘Indeed. The men began to intone in low voices, making an eerie noise that echoed around the rock-cut temple like some demonic choir. I felt the hairs upon my neck prickle, but the women on the dais lay immobile, apparently indifferent to the atmosphere of menace building up around them.’

			‘What were the men chanting?’

			‘Some Latin words Algernon clarified for me but, not having had the benefit of a classical education, I could not begin to guess at their meaning. The chorus was growing louder in a slow crescendo, and I wondered what would happen when it reached its climax. I confess I was feeling very excited by the strange proceedings, caught up in the strong atmosphere of anticipation.’

			‘I can well imagine,’ Leo murmured.

			‘Suddenly, there was a fanfare from behind the scenes and a man in black appeared. He was a formidable figure, dressed as a monk but wearing an executioner’s mask, and a leather whip of the cat o’ nine tails variety hung from his belt.’

			‘The Flagellants,’ Leo breathed excitedly.

			‘Indeed. The chorus from the onlookers swelled to an ominous peak, the Latin chant repeated over and over until the sound disturbed my mind, and through it all the four nuns lay prone and passive. Then the grand master stepped forward, distinguished by his red robes, golden flail and popish crown. He began to declaim, and the dramatic circumstances have resulted in his words being almost indelibly written upon my memory. I shall try to recall his speech verbatim.’

			‘Please do.’

			‘He lifted his golden flail, the seal of his office, and proclaimed, “You see before you four fallen sisters of our order, sisters who have dared to repeat secrets of our ceremonies outside this natural fortress which for centuries has preserved The Divine Flagellants from prying eyes and ears. Only you, the initiates of our order, can understand our divine purpose and the sublime nature of our arcane rites. To reveal them to the uninitiated is to risk the wrath of our God, the most sacred Lord of the Flagellants”. At that, a huge noise went up like the roar of a ferocious animal and I shivered in my robe.’

			‘Did you fear for your own safety, my dear George?’

			‘No, for I had Algernon’s assurance no harm would befall me. In any case, everyone there was staring in utter loathing at those motionless women and cursing them with the most dreadful oaths. Such was the power of the crowd’s wrath that I felt myself being drawn into it and even found myself uttering similar curses, although neither the Order nor the women meant anything to me.’

			‘Yes, the magnetic force of a mob can be terrifyingly powerful,’ Leo agreed. ‘But go on, please, describe the punishment, I beg you.’

			‘The man in black had the task of preparing the women to be flogged, and I watched it all with an eager excitement of which I am now somewhat ashamed.’

			‘You have no need to feel shame, George,’ Leo assured him. ‘It is evident from your account the whole procedure was designed to rouse such feelings in even the most resistant heart. Even I am growing aroused hearing it all second-hand. But pray, continue…’

			‘The habits of the four nuns who were lying facedown were raised to display their naked posteriors. All the men present had their eyes fixed on those four pairs of buttocks, and I guessed that, like me, they were comparing their charms. The first nun had an ample arse, fleshy and sagging, but the second had a fundament that was trim and taut as a ripe fruit, and I guessed she was somewhat younger. It was an intriguing game to guess their respective ages from the appearance of their derrières alone.’

			‘And the other two?’

			‘One of them afforded a great surprise, for she possessed skin of a dusky hue. The fourth girl’s flesh was pink and dimpled, quite luscious to behold. I could tell every man in that rocky chamber was very excited at this point, and that excitement grew even more intense when the man in black commanded the first nun to get up on all fours and receive her thrashing.’

			‘Did they not have to repent first?’

			‘We were informed by the Grand Master that the nuns remained obdurate and this was why they had to be chastised. At a signal from him, the raucous crowd fell silent and a small choir of men sitting at the far end began to hum a canon. Their droning voices formed a low, somewhat eerie background to the proceedings. The flagellant unhooked the implement from his belt and stood poised over the first of the nuns, whose bottom was now raised high in the air, her fleshy cheeks tensed in anticipation of the impending correction.’

			‘Is that what they called it, correction?’

			‘Yes. The Grand Master said the aim of all such correction was to set the footsteps of the offender firmly back upon the straight and narrow path. He then instructed his servant to administer the first blow. There was a sharp intake of breath amongst those around me as the leather thongs bit repeatedly into the nun’s quivering buttocks, producing a pattern of red stripes. We watched her whole body flinch as the sharp pain passed through her, yet she remained motionless on all fours like some tethered beast.’

			‘How many lashes did she receive?’

			‘The sentence had already been passed, six strokes for each women. By the sixth blow, the unfortunate victim half collapsed and a great sigh of relief escaped her lips when she was permitted to lie down again. Yet her buttocks remained exposed, the pale globes crisscrossed with crimson stripes reminiscent of sacred stigmata acting as witnesses to her agony and humiliation. The Grand Master then stated that the dignity with which she received her punishment should be a lesson to the other nuns, and I could have sworn the dusky-coloured woman was trembling in anticipation while the other two remained perfectly still and quiet.’

			‘Who was to be chastised next?’

			‘The young nun with the tight round buttocks. There was something almost jaunty about the way she raised herself to her knees, waggling her behind a little as if to tease the onlookers. I heard a few smothered laughs and lewd whispers passed through the crowd. She was the youngest, to be sure, and I had the distinct impression the saucy wench actually relished baring her bottom to a roomful of lascivious male eyes.’

			‘Are you daring to suggest,’ Leo feigned surprise, ‘she might even have been enjoying the harsh punishment meted out to her?’

			‘It is possible. She certainly gave that impression. She spread her legs wide when commanded to lift up her lower regions, displaying her sex in a most immodest manner. I heard gasps and sighs pass amongst the spectators, and when the cat was raised there were cries of “give it to her good and proper” and “spare not the lewd creature”. The man with the whip bowed to the crowd, a cruel smile on his lips, and delivered a stinging lash across both the girl’s bottom cheeks that made her squirm, whether with pain or excitement it was impossible to tell. The next three strokes made her gasp in obvious agony, and when at last she was commanded to resume her former position, she continued to press herself against the wooden platform, writhing and moaning in a fit of extreme passion.’

			‘What of the other two nuns?’ Leo asked eagerly. ‘Were they punished with equal severity?’

			‘No, they were not. The dark-skinned woman was given lighter strokes, for as her rotund posterior received each taste of the whip she uttered a Latin phrase Algernon told me meant I give thanks to you.’

			‘Gratias tibi ago,’ Leo translated.

			‘Yes, that was it. I suppose the woman’s expression of gratitude was enough to earn her a lighter sentence. At any rate, her chastisement was soon over, but then the last nun, like the second, seemed more inclined to relish her punishment.’

			‘Tell me more, please.’

			‘She had the most delightfully pert buttocks, I must say, and her smooth skin took the flail well. At each stroke, a resounding clap filled the cave and there were some sporadic rounds of applause from the men, who by now were becoming quite rowdy. When four strokes had been administered, the man in black commanded her to lie prone again, but to everyone’s obvious surprise, she did not immediately obey. Instead, she turned around and let her hood fall away, revealing a face of uncommon beauty. She gave a little enigmatic smile, and as her hands reached back to rub her sore bottom, she thrust out her ample breasts beneath her habit, making for a very fetching sight, indeed. The Grand Master rose from his seat looking outraged and she quickly fell to the floor, but not soon enough to escape his wrath.’

			‘What happened?’ Leo breathed. ‘Did he order her to receive more lashes?’

			‘No, he said she must be stripped and bound, and we all watched, spellbound, as the black nun’s habit was torn off her, exposing her nubile form to dozens of male eyes. The place was so silent at this point you could hear your own heart beating. The young woman was truly afraid now, and the combination of fear and the sudden cold made her nipples stand out on her magnificent breasts, making her a sight to behold.’

			Leo groaned and Hetty knew the stimulating tale was exciting him. She felt aroused as well, her sex throbbing urgently beneath the rough serge trousers. Although she longed to take him to bed and demand her conjugal rights, she knew it was too soon; their little charade must be pursued to the very end.

			‘The Grand Master ordered she should be blindfolded,’ George went on, ‘and then she was led around the room for each man to fondle and probe. The humiliation of this punishment should have been immense, but all the while there was that small, mysterious smile on her lips, as if she was enjoying every minute of it. When it came to Algernon’s turn, he thrust his fingers into her quim and her arse at the same time while his lips fondled one of her nipples, and I distinctly heard her issue a low moan of pleasure at the rough treatment.’

			‘And you, dear George, did you get a taste of this delicious fruit yourself?’

			‘I did. She came to sit upon my lap, and by then I was feeling so excited and nervous all I managed to do was lick and caress her bosom. Then another man grabbed hold of her and my turn was over. At the end of what was supposed to be a humiliating ordeal, she was led back onto the platform to join her fellow nuns. The Grand Master then announced all four women were pardoned for their transgression and the ceremony appeared to be at an end.’

			‘How extraordinary,’ Leo murmured. ‘They certainly go to extremes in foreign parts.’ He rose from his chair in a state of obvious tension. ‘Tell me, George, did you ever wish to be that man in black yourself during the course of the proceedings?’

			‘Oh Leo, if only you knew how I longed to wield the lash. It would not have been the first time, as you know, but to have such a theatre in which to act out my secret desires… I am quite agitated now just imagining it.’

			‘Then perhaps we should do something about that. What if I were to dress in robes, George, and lie prone like those nuns. Would that satisfy you?’

			‘Perhaps, but I suspect it would satisfy you even more. Do you have the wherewithal to re-enact such a scene, Leo?’

			‘Where there is a will, there is a way,’ he replied with a smile. ‘Sit over there with your back to me, George, while I find all the accoutrements, and do not turn around until I give you the word.’

			Hetty did as she was told, staring at the picture of the boys in the gym still displayed on the easel while she waited. She knew her husband’s desire to be flogged stemmed from his public school days, and she was happy enough to oblige him. Yet she was also not averse to being physically chastised herself on occasion, as posing with Milord today had shamefully reminded her. Usually, once she did the honours she began to long for the same punishment herself. So much the better, she thought, since tonight she would first play the active part with her husband and later submit to similar treatment herself at Milord’s party.

			When she was finally given permission to turn around, she saw her husband was wearing an old nightgown of hers and looking coy. She covered the floor between them in a few manly strides. ‘What is this?’ she demanded gruffly. ‘You have dressed yourself up in your mistress’s finest ball gown while my back was turned? Is this any way for a lady’s maid to behave?’

			‘Err… no,’ Leo simpered, hanging his head and playing his part to perfection. ‘I am so sorry, sir…’

			‘You must be punished,’ she said sternly. ‘Kneel there by the bed and say your prayers. Beg the good Lord for forgiveness, then I shall administer your penance.’

			Leo got down on his knees and pretended to pray. While he did so, she looked around for a means of chastising him, and noticed the hazel switch near the door. They used it to scare pigeons and stray cats off the roof, but now it would come in handy for another purpose. She removed her jacket, rolled up her shirtsleeves and picked up the supple wand. ‘Hitch up your skirts!’ she commanded in George’s deep voice.

			Slowly, Leo obeyed, revealing his man’s firm rump, and as she approached him he tensed his muscles so his shapely buttocks appeared even more defined to her appreciative eyes.

			‘I hope you will take this correction to heart,’ she told him. ‘Your insolence shall never go unpunished, so mind you behave yourself in future. But harsh words are not enough; you need to be properly punished in order to learn your lesson.’ She raised the flexible rod in her right hand, her bosom heaving beneath the white shirt. She brought the switch down hard upon his pliant flesh, heard him gasp as she saw his body recoil beneath the blow, and watched a red stripe appear across the pale skin of his left buttock.

			‘And again,’ she announced. This time, the stinging blow fell on his right cheek, but Leo’s bottom was braced against it and the rod landed with a resounding crack.

			‘One more…’

			He gasped loudly this time beneath the impact, and then gave a low moan of fulfilment as he fell facedown across the bed. ‘Thank you, George,’ he muttered, pulling himself up onto the mattress and slipping beneath the sheet. ‘Forgive me, but I am exhausted now. Hetty will make up a bed for you in the corner when she returns. Make yourself at home until then. Do not give me another thought, I shall sleep all the more soundly for that welcome diversion.’

			He pulled the sheet up over his head and Hetty knew this was her cue to change back into her own clothes. This time, however, she would not follow the usual script. She was determined to take up Milord’s invitation, and it would be safer to travel alone through the streets of Paris as George. Slipping silently out of the apartment, she crept downstairs, her heartbeat loud in her ears.

			Chapter 2

			Hetty had never been out alone on the streets of Paris at night, but her bold stride attracted only a few curious glances as she descended to the square below the Sacré Cœur where a cab could usually be found. Dressed as George she felt strangely confident, but her heart was still thudding in her chest as she gave her instructions to the driver and climbed up into the dark interior of the hansom cab.

			As the horse began clopping slowly over the cobbles, she felt obliged to shout to the driver, ‘Come on, man, I have not got all night!’ the way a true gentleman might.

			Soon they were trotting at a faster pace, heading south through the narrow streets towards the Seine, and she sat back in the leather seat reflecting on what she was about to do. She left Leo sound asleep, but there was every chance he would wake in the night and find her gone. Her only alibi was her friend Marie, a sickly woman she could say she had gone to visit and found in such a bad state she felt obliged to remain at her bedside all night.

			Her thoughts drifted to what awaited her in reality at the end of her journey. There was the possibility Milord would fail to recognise her and refuse to admit her in men’s clothing. It was a risky venture, for she did not have the money to pay for the carriage ride there, let alone for the journey home, and a cold fear took hold of her as she contemplated being stranded in the heart of Paris with no money.

			Fortunately, before the full implications of her predicament could sink in, they reached the street near the Opera where Milord had his residence in exile – a large house set well back behind black wrought iron railings and an imposing gate. A man was stationed in a small hut just inside the grounds, and he promptly unlatched the gate when he saw the cab pull up.

			‘Wait a moment, cabbie,’ Hetty said with all the authority she could muster, and approached the gatekeeper. She showed him the visiting card, apologising profusely for its being torn in half as the man peered at her suspiciously.

			‘What name shall I give to Milord?’ he asked.

			‘Err… tell him Monsieur Leo, the artist he was with this afternoon, has accepted his invitation after all.’ She knew there was no point in referring to herself as ‘madam’ whilst dressed as a man.

			It seemed to take an eternity for the man to return from the main house, but his step was light and he went straight up to the cabbie to pay the fare while Hetty breathed a sigh of relief. Even so, she was filled with trepidation as she followed the gatekeeper up the gravel path to the great oak door. There were lights in all the windows and she could hear music drifting from inside the mansion. When the door opened and the full impact of the scene burst upon her senses, she let out a gasp of amazement mingled with fear, for she had never seen such a gathering in her life, not even at Longton.

			There were about thirty men in the room, some in fancy dress and others wearing more sober evening attire, and mingling amongst them were women whose bold demeanour, heavily painted faces and revealing clothing suggested they were all ladies of the night. But she hardly had time to feel out of place when Milord suddenly appeared before her dressed in the elaborate costume of an eastern potentate with a jewelled turban perched on his head.

			‘I was told to expect my new friend, Leo, the painter,’ he said, his wry expression suggesting he knew exactly who was standing before him. ‘Instead I find his younger brother has paid me a visit. How delightful. I trust your brother and his lovely wife are well?’

			‘Very well, thank you, Milord. Leo told me you would not mind me taking advantage of your generosity in this way.’

			He laughed in a richly mocking tone. ‘Now that all depends,’ he said archly.

			‘On what, Milord?’ She tried to conceal her anxiety.

			‘On whether you are going to be a good sport and join in our fun and games.’

			‘Oh yes, I shall indeed,’ she declared with all the enthusiasm she could muster.

			‘Then first we require you to dress more suitably for the occasion. We have more men than women here tonight, as you see. I trust you will not be averse to dressing as a woman to even up the numbers? I am sure we can find you some suitable clothing. Therese!’

			A woman standing nearby instantly broke off her conversation and floated to his side. She was wearing a low-cut gown that revealed most of her full bosom, and her legs were shamefully visible beneath the diaphanous folds of her skirt.

			‘Come, chérie,’ she said, taking hold of Hetty’s hand with a knowing smile. ‘We shall find you some costume that will make you look très belle!’

			Hetty followed her meekly into an antechamber where an assortment of fancy dress was arrayed on hangers. Therese took her duty seriously, examining various outfits with care before choosing a black and pink bouffant skirt with a black lace corselette, black mesh stockings, pink silk garters adorned with rosettes and a pair of high-heeled black slippers.

			‘I think you will look very fine in this, chérie. Come, let me help you put it all on.’

			Hetty had never worn such extravagant and daring clothing before, and she became quite passive as Therese began removing her male clothing.

			‘Oh, so you are already in disguise!’ the woman exclaimed, giggling. ‘Then you know how to wear feminine clothing. First the corset… let me lace you in.’

			Hetty was unused to her waist being constricted quite so tightly. At first it was hard for her to breathe, but she forced herself to take shallow breaths and speak in a whispery voice Therese pronounced to be very sexy.

			When she was fully attired, the woman led her over to a pier glass on the opposite wall so she could view the full effect, and Hetty gasped to see herself dressed in such provocative garb. Her breasts were pushed high by the constricting corset, and her hips were thrust forward by the unnatural pose the high heels obliged her to adopt. When Therese added some rouge to her cheeks and lips, it was as if she was looking at an entirely different young woman.

			‘You look quite delicious, my dear.’ Therese curled one of Hetty’s fair locks around her finger. ‘I am sure all the gentlemen will fall for you instantly, and I shall be insanely jealous.’

			‘Tell me, Therese, what will happen tonight? I have never been to one of Milord’s parties before.’

			‘Well, that is quite obvious, but do not worry, ma petite, just be sweet and obliging to all. They may wish to play a little rough with you later, but it is all in fun and you will come to no harm, I promise you.’

			‘A little rough?’ Hetty repeated, frowning.

			‘Oh, just a few strokes on the derrière, that sort of thing, all quite playful, and if you let yourself go a little you might even enjoy it.’ Laughing softly, she led Hetty back into the crowded ballroom, where a few couples were waltzing in a cheek-to-cheek fashion that seemed quite improper. But she had known all along this was hardly going to be a conventional soirée, and she allowed herself to be taken into the centre of the throng and introduced to Lord Faulkner, a handsome young man with a rakish appearance.

			‘I have not seen you here before, have I?’ he asked with obvious interest. ‘Where on earth did Milord find a pretty thing like you?’

			‘In Montmartre, my lord,’ she responded demurely.

			‘Oh I say, very bohemian! Tell me, are you some kind of artist’s model?’

			‘You could say that…’

			He bent close enough for her to smell the musty, exotic scent of his cologne. ‘You do not pose in the altogether, by any chance?’

			‘I have been known to do so,’ she replied just as softly, her eyes twinkling. She found she was rather enjoying being the focus of such a handsome man’s attention. For a moment she felt a pang of guilt as she thought of Leo lying innocently in bed at home, but then reminded herself she was doing this for their sake, to help get them out of their current financial difficulties. And the more she ingratiated herself with these rich dandies, the more likely she was to achieve her goal by the end of the evening.

			The nobleman’s gaze swept across her up-thrust bosom like a caress, and Hetty felt the heat rise in her cheeks. She felt very exposed, both physically and emotionally; the buzz of excitement in the room was infectious. The atmosphere was one of heady anticipation, and as the music swelled to a crescendo the guests on the dance floor followed it in a frenzy of exhilaration. Then Milord held up his hand and the small band of musicians brought their music to an elegant finale before promptly taking themselves and their instruments out of the room. The dancers whirled around one last time and formed an expectant semi-circle around their host.

			‘Now, my friends, we have reached the moment you have all been waiting for,’ he announced in a clear voice that thrilled through Hetty’s shamefully tingling body. ‘I promised you a very special auction and you shall have one. But first, I would like all the ladies to assemble over here beside me, while you gentlemen must back off a ways. Come, come…’ He clapped his hands briskly and Hetty followed the rest of the women as they herded around him like a flock of obedient sheep. His eyes feasted on their very obvious charms for a few moments, drawing out the suspense, before he went on.

			‘You, my pretty creatures, are the precious goods offered for sale this evening, while you,’ he turned towards the men with a smile, ‘are to be the bidders. Dig deep into your pockets, gentlemen, for it is all in a good cause. These charming ladies will have given you excellent service before the night is over, service for which you are paying in advance. Now then, which of these beautiful slaves shall I put up for sale first? Ah yes, the lovely Therese. I can see you are eager to display your charms, my dear.’ He led her chivalrously up to the platform the musicians had vacated and made her stand on a low stool so all could see her. ‘Now then, what bid do I hear for this exquisite creature?’ he began the proceedings in an efficient tone.

			‘Let us have a better look at the goods!’ someone shouted.

			Milord raised one elegant eyebrow. ‘Can you not see what a high quality slave we have here?’

			‘Show us her breasts!’ another man yelled, and a cheering chorus of approval travelled around the room.

			The noble auctioneer gave a show of reluctance, but the crowd insisted, so he stepped forward and unlaced Therese’s red satin basque, allowing her ample and perfectly shaped breasts to fall out of their chemise and stand proud. Her dark nipples hardened, and even though she feigned a coy expression, Hetty sensed she was enjoying herself immensely.

			‘Ten francs a tit!’ someone cried, rousing a grumbling chorus of disapproval.

			Another gentleman demanded to see her arse, but at first Milord ignored him. Only when several others took up the request was he obliged to take it seriously. He then made Therese bend over and lifted up her voluminous skirt and petticoat to expose her bloomers.

			‘No, her bare arse,’ the man insisted.

			With a sigh, and much theatrical rolling of his eyes, Milord pulled down the baggy drawers to reveal a pair of firm pink buttocks, which wiggled provocatively at the assembly.

			‘Twenty francs a cheek!’ someone called, and the room filled with laughter. The atmosphere was growing more raucous by the minute, and Hetty felt her pulse quicken with unwilling excitement wondering what would happen when it was her turn to stand on the platform.

			The bidding continued, until a handsome young blade offered a hundred francs for Therese and his bid was accepted. He strode up to the platform to claim his prize, but Milord held up his hand.

			‘First we must ensure the slave is biddable.’ He beckoned to a servant hovering nearby, and selected a supple cane from the instruments offered to him on a pink velvet cushion. ‘We must make sure we can discipline our slave girl, n’est-ce pas?’ He handed the cane to the woman’s new master. ‘A girl who will not subject herself willingly to correction is hardly worth ten francs, let alone a hundred. Put Mademoiselle Therese to the test, if you please.’

			Hetty watched with growing excitement as the woman was made to bend over a low stool with her bare bottom exposed. The man who was about to claim her surveyed his purchase with relish, licking his lips. His right hand held the cane aloft, and then it came swishing down across her defenceless buttocks, cracking against them with a resounding smack that elicited a ripple of appreciative murmurs from the assembly. Twice more the cane fell, making Therese writhe and moan as her breasts swung freely over her loose corsage from the force of the impacts. Hetty could understand why the men present found the spectacle attractive. She was feeling quite aroused herself, and yet her pleasure was tainted by fear of being treated in the same harsh manner when it came her turn to be auctioned off.

			After the correction was performed and Therese’s new owner pronounced himself well satisfied, Milord suggested she should now show her gratitude to her new master. This time, it was the man’s turn to perch himself on the stool while his new slave knelt before him and unbuttoned his trousers with deft fingers. Kneeling with her back to the audience, the evidence of her recent ordeal was clearly visible on her buttocks in the form of deepening red welts. And it was obvious the man had found the experience of chastising her very arousing for his member appeared in all its glory, stalwart and imminently serviceable. Therese took the scarlet tip of his cock into her even redder mouth and began fervently licking and sucking it. A low groan passed through the male section of the crowd as they imagined how her agile tongue would feel when applied to their own genitalia, while Hetty merely felt embarrassed. It was a long time since she had been forced to witness such a lewd scene as this, and it reminded her of the debauched parties at Longton Hall where her depraved father-in-law sated his lust on any available female in as many ways as his fertile imagination could devise.

			The partygoers cheered as the lucky recipient of Therese’s attentions groaned his ultimate fulfilment, and breathily proclaimed himself well satisfied with his new slave. He sheathed his manhood back in his trousers, stood up, and handed over a small purse to Milord, who ceremoniously passed it on to Therese. She slipped the purse into her cleavage, and then the pair stepped off the platform and disappeared through a door, doubtless to further their mutual acquaintance in private.

			Hetty watched in trepidation as their host’s dark eyes scanned the room looking for his next victim. Although she tried to shrink into the crowd, she felt all too conspicuous in her black and pink creation, and the high heels also made her stand out quite literally. Inexorably, Milord’s gaze fell upon her and this time did not move on.

			‘Mademoiselle!’ he called peremptorily. ‘Step up on the podium, s’il vous plaît.’

			Hetty’s legs threatened to dissolve beneath her. She tottered towards him on her precarious heels and nearly twisted her ankle, but there was no lack of willing male hands to prevent her from falling and help her on her way. Slowly she ascended the three steps until she stood beside the master of ceremonies feeling very shy and awkward. Therese, obviously accustomed to such lewd displays, had conducted herself with a certain sensual bravado, and Hetty tried to emulate her now by holding her head high, but she failed miserably; one whistle from the crowd and she was blushing and hanging her head in shame. Her bashful attitude only seemed to encourage the bidders, however, and she was astonished to find her price going up by leaps and bounds. When it reached one hundred and fifty francs, Milord looked quite pleased, and she guessed he had taken a gamble by inviting a naïve young woman to this sophisticated gathering, a gamble that was now paying off handsomely.

			The man who finally claimed her made her heart sink, for he was by no means young and handsome, as Therese’s master had been. In fact, he reminded her a little of Sir Victor, her former tormentor, with his complexion ruined by port wine and pox, his fat paunch and his leering expression.

			As before, Milord selected an instrument from the sinister pink cushion. This time he decided upon an innocuous looking slipper, perhaps to spare the ingénue undue pain. Little did he know what her poor long suffering posterior had endured in the past at Longton.

			The room fell silent as she was obliged to bend over the stool and raise her skirt and petticoat. Milord then pulled down her cotton drawers to reveal her bare bottom, and Hetty braced herself for the inevitable. The old gaffer who had bought her huffed and puffed his way up the steps onto the platform, and she doubted he would have the strength to put much effort into her correction, which was a blessing. Yet when the first of her three allotted blows fell, she realised at once the old man’s lust for administering discipline was lending an unnatural burst of energy to his aged arm. The slipper made such a thwack as it landed against her defenceless cheeks all the air was knocked out of her lungs as she gasped in shock. Then a further moan of agony escaped her lips as the painful consequences – once referred to ironically by Sir Victor and his cronies as the ‘afterglow’ – set her lower regions aflame. The next stinging blow increased her ordeal and a deep shame was added to her physical pain. The third whack brought tears of agony and humiliation to her eyes, but she blinked them back furiously, and when Milord pulled up her drawers again, she fancied he gave her inflamed buttocks a brief caress as if to make amends for her suffering.

			‘One hundred and fifty francs,’ he repeated. ‘For that sum I think monsieur should have the privilege of enjoying mademoiselle in private.’

			There were angry cries of ‘Pas encore!’ and ‘Zut alors!’ from the crowd, but to Hetty’s relief, their host stood firm. He handed her the heavy clinking purse, and she clutched it gladly as he ushered her and her new master off the platform without subjecting her to further public embarrassment. No doubt he considered she had endured enough, yet she was uncertain what would happen next as the old man offered her his arm and she was obliged to allow him to escort her from the room.

			‘Now you will come home with me,’ he said as soon as they left the ballroom, his voice quavering with emotion.

			‘Go to your home?’ Hetty surveyed him with horror. ‘Oh no, I cannot!’

			‘That is the bargain,’ the old man informed her, somewhat testily. ‘You are being well paid for your services, mademoiselle. Do you wish to make a complaint?’

			‘No,’ she said hastily, remembering she was only doing this for the money, after all. ‘I just wondered how we would get to your home, and how far away it might be.’

			‘It is not too far, and I have my own private barouche,’ he said with pride. ‘Now tell me your name, please.’

			‘I am called Louise,’ she lied.

			‘And you may call me Raoul.’ His knowing smile suggested he suspected Louise was not her real name, and she guessed he had not given her his real name either. He led her out into the cool night, and when she shivered, he put his own cloak around her shoulders. His four-wheeled carriage was waiting for them in the street outside, the horses pawing the ground impatiently. When they had climbed up into the double seat the driver pulled the top over them, hiding them from view, and a moment later the horses set off at a steady pace.

			‘Now, my dear, we are quite alone,’ Raoul said, pushing aside the cloak to grasp one of her breasts through her gown. ‘You are making an old fellow very happy, you know, and no doubt I shall be quite delirious with joy before the night is out.’

			‘Where are we heading, sir?’ she asked innocently, a plan of escape slowly forming in her mind.

			‘I live in the Rue La Fayette. Of course, that is only my town apartment. I have a chateau in Burgundy, and…’

			He went on and on about his properties and Hetty soon lost interest. Her spirits had risen when she realised their destination was but a stone’s throw from the attic she shared with Leo. If only she could give this old lecher the slip… but first she must allay his suspicions by making good use of her feminine wiles.

			‘Raoul, hold me close,’ she urged him breathlessly. ‘I love to be in your arms.’ Closing her eyes, she prepared herself to endure his intimate caresses. His groping fingers found their way into her dress to her bosom, and he pinched her nipples so hard it made her eyes water. But she stopped herself from crying out, gripping the small moneybag all the more tightly to remind herself why she was putting up with such treatment. ‘I think you are quite excited, Raoul, are you not?’ she cooed. ‘Let me feel your manly vigour.’

			‘I am not sure quite what state I am in,’ he hedged, and she knew he was not yet stiff, perhaps unable to attain a tumid state by reason of his age.

			‘No matter,’ she said sweetly. ‘If you are slow in coming to the boil, I shall put a head of steam on you, never fear.’

			He chuckled as he fumbled with his fly and then led her hand to his cock. It lay bent and wrinkled in his trousers, but she fondled it gently as she forced herself to kiss his withered cheek.

			‘We shall soon have him looking lively,’ she promised. ‘By the time we get to your home, he will be up and ready for the sport that awaits us both.’

			‘My dear Louise, I am starting to believe you,’ he sighed. ‘Such clever little fingers and such luscious lips… I knew when I made my bid tonight I had picked the best of the bunch.’

			Hetty felt almost sorry for him even as she pretended to grow more passionate, pressing her lips to his and doing her best to ignore his fetid breath. As she embraced him, she felt something hard press against her arm and guessed it was his pocket watch. A wicked plan evolved in her mind, and she began murmuring distracting endearments whilst continuing to play with his flaccid privates and dotting his parchment-dry cheek with kisses.

			Then the carriage gave a sudden lurch as the horses trotted over a hole in the road, and Hetty found her opportunity. She surreptitiously grabbed for the watch and pulled it free, deftly transferring it to the same hand clutching her moneybag so she could continue playing with his limp cock. His ancient organ began twitching to life beneath her ministrations, and in order to distract him further, she began paying him extravagant compliments. ‘Oh, Sir Raoul, your manliness grows by the second,’ she cooed softly. ‘Seldom have I been so impressed by a man of your age.’

			‘Really?’ He sounded childishly pleased. ‘I do try to keep myself in trim.’

			‘You succeed well, sir, and I am sure once we are alone in your bedroom you will have no difficulty in satisfying me completely.’

			‘Oh, if only…’ he sighed wistfully.

			‘Such a sweet little fellow… here let me give him the kiss of life.’ She bent her head to the task, although it made her quite ill to think of taking such a vile little worm into her mouth. But a quick glance aside told her where they were in Paris, and she knew this was the nearest they would come to her street. She sucked his flaccid organ until it stirred a little in her mouth, causing him to emit a loud moan of surprised pleasure. She licked and mouthed it for a few more seconds, and then replaced her lips with her fingers to give him a long and passionate kiss on the mouth. He seemed near to fainting with anticipation as she pulled away, his penis showing increasing signs of life, and she knew she could risk no more of this dangerous foreplay.

			The carriage slowed to round the corner of the Rue de Bellefono, a street she knew well. She opened the door on her side, and before the horses increased their pace leapt out onto the road, slamming the door closed behind her. A roar of outrage like the sound of a bellowing bull followed her for a few yards as she darted along the gutter in her treacherous heels. She paused to kick them off and kept running in her bare feet. She could hear Raoul yelling instructions to his coachman to follow her, so she slipped into an alleyway, one of a warren of narrow passages running between the apartment blocks.

			It was easy to find her way through the labyrinth and give her pursuer the slip, and at last she arrived at the tall building where she and Leo had their humble residence. She nodded to the concierge, who stared at her wide-eyed, clearly dumbfounded by her attire, and then she raced up the stairs until she arrived, panting breathlessly, at her door. She retrieved the key from beneath the mat and let herself into the apartment.

			Faint moonlight shone through the skylight, filling the room with an eerie glow. She heard Leo stir in the curtained-off bed and desperately hoped she could quickly strip off her damning costume and slip in beside him before he noticed she had been gone. As she started undoing the laces of her basque, however, the curtains were drawn back with a rasping sound. ‘Oh!’ she exclaimed, startled by her husband’s abrupt appearance.

			‘Is that you, Hetty?’ His voice sounded harsh. ‘Where the hell have you been?’

			‘I… err… I was just up the road, dear.’ Her original idea of using her ailing friend as an alibi now sounded ridiculous considering the fantastic clothes she was wearing. She wondered how much of a tissue of lies she could weave, something along the lines of Marie having given her the clothes, but it seemed pointless, so instead she decided to try and placate his wrath by showing him the fruits of her labours. ‘See what I have brought back for us, my love?’ She held up the purse full of money in one hand and the pocket watch in the other. The gold of the expensive timepiece gleamed with almost magical brightness in the moonlight as he approached her, and snatched it out of her grasp.

			‘What the deuce is this, a gold watch? Where did you get it?’

			‘From my secret admirer,’ she teased, but her feeble attempt at a joke fell on deaf ears as his expression turned thunderous, sending lightning flashes of fear through her heart. He had never before struck her in anger, yet she could believe he might do so now.

			‘Do not lie to me, woman. Where have you been? And why are you dressed in those shameless clothes? You look like a strumpet.’

			Hetty realised then she had no option but to confess all to her irate husband.

			Chapter 3

			She had never seen Leo so angry. Standing before her reflecting the pale moonlight with his white nightshirt, his hair ruffled and his eyes staring at her from dark, cavernous sockets, he looked like some demented ghost. She shivered in her bare feet, longing for him to hold her close, but she feared tenderness was the last thing on his mind.

			‘I – I went to that party,’ she confessed quietly, ‘the one Milord invited us to.’

			‘What? Then how did you come by this watch?’

			‘It is a long story, Leo. I got it from a man who paid good money for me…’ As soon as the words were out, she knew she had made a big mistake.

			‘Then you have been whoring!’ he shouted.

			‘I will tell you all about it if only you will let me get into bed, Leo. I am freezing.’

			‘Of course you are, you have been walking barefoot through the streets with your clothes hanging off, you shameless woman. Why have you come home at all? Why not stay out the whole night and pick up a few more customers?’

			‘It was not like that, truly it was not!’ She was near to weeping with exhaustion, fear, and an overwhelming sense of shame, yet she realised the ordeal she had been through already was nothing compared to the one she was facing now. And worst of all, she could not understand what it was possessed her to deceive her dear husband. Then she remembered, and offered the moneybag to him again as a feeble excuse. ‘I went to the party because I knew it would be full of rich people and we are destitute, Leo. I was only trying to get us some money so we could buy food this week…’

			He grabbed her wrist and dragged her over to the bed. She dropped the purse full of coins onto the floor with a condemning clatter as he shoved her across the mattress, and quickly crept beneath the covers, shivering, as he sat beside her and pinned her hands down over her head.

			‘Now,’ he said grimly, ‘I want to know what happened. Every detail, do you hear me?’

			She began speaking hesitantly, but then as he merely listened intently she warmed to her story. ‘I took a cab dressed as George,’ she began. ‘I thought it would be best to go out alone as a man, but when I arrived at Milord’s house – a big mansion it was, almost as big as Longton Hall – he made me go with this woman and change into these clothes I am wearing now. I had never worn such fine garments before, but they showed off my figure in a way that made me feel a bit shy in them. Then the woman took me back into the room where there was music and dancing.’

			‘It was a regular kind of party then, was it?’ Leo interjected. ‘Just eating and drinking and dancing?’

			Hetty wondered if she could get away with saying it was, but she knew from experience her husband would worm the truth out of her eventually, so it was best to come clean from the start. ‘Not exactly,’ she admitted, and seeing his eyes glint with renewed interest, she took her tale up again almost eagerly. ‘They had some entertainment planned, a slave auction in which all the women had to be bid for by the men.’

			‘Really?’ His face was grim. ‘And how much did you fetch, you little slut?’

			‘A hundred and fifty francs,’ she whispered, yet she could not prevent a note of pride from creeping into her voice.

			Her husband’s scowl deepened. ‘And what did you have to do for that, you little harlot?’

			This was not the gentle man she knew and loved. He was staring at her with hard, cruel eyes, his mouth set in a sneer and his fists clenched painfully around her wrists. It was his father’s blood coming out in him, and she shuddered to think where this might lead. Yet she was obliged to continue telling him everything. ‘Milord said slaves should be subject to their masters so we must all be beaten into submission. I had to lean over a stool and raise my skirt while my drawers were pulled down so everyone could see my naked bottom.’

			‘Indeed.’ There was naked lust in his eyes now, and again she suspected he might have inherited some of Sir Victor’s debauched tastes, a thought that made her shudder with apprehension – and something else. ‘What were you punished with?’ he demanded.

			‘A slipper. I thought it would not hurt so much as a whip or a cane, but it stung me quite badly.’

			‘And that was all you had to do for such a large sum of money?’

			‘I think the man who bought me thought otherwise. As soon as my punishment was over, he led me from the party and into his private carriage. My mind was working hard, I can tell you, trying to think of a way to escape, but I had to please him as I did so, just to distract him…’

			‘Please him, you say? How did you please him? I want all the details, Hetty.’

			‘Well… he was an old man and his cock was quite limp even though I could tell he was excited by touching my breasts, and so forth. I took his member in my hand and fondled it a bit, but no life stirred within it. Then, while he was kissing me and murmuring compliments, I managed to filch his watch from out of his waistcoat. It is a gold one, Leo, and worth a small fortune, I dare say.’

			‘So, not content with whoring, you are a petty thief as well?’

			‘I did it for us, Leo, only for us! I could not bear to think we would be without bread on our table come the end of the week. You know the money we got from this afternoon’s sitting will all go to paying our rent, you said so yourself.’

			‘There are more honest ways to earn a living than theft and prostitution,’ he replied coldly. ‘I never thought my wife would sink so low. You disgust me, and I need to vent my spleen on you. Get out of bed and take your punishment.’

			The prospect of being beaten twice in one evening appalled Hetty, yet she could see her husband meant business. Once Leo made up his mind there was no stopping him, so she resolved to do as he wished in the hope it would all be over as soon as possible and he would not be angry with her any more afterwards.

			He made her kneel beside the bed with her bottom cheeks exposed, and she held her breath, waiting for the inevitable onslaught. But he took his time about it. She could hear him rummaging about trying to find a suitable implement, but eventually he stepped up behind her. She turned her head to see what he was going to punish her with, and gasped when she glimpsed the leather belt in his hand. ‘You will not use that on me, Leo, will you?’ she begged.

			‘Consider yourself lucky it is not the buckle end,’ he snarled, wrapping the belt menacingly around his clenched hand.

			Closing her eyes, she prepared to receive her punishment, her buttocks clenched against the stinging blow she knew was coming. She braced herself against the mattress, and flinched as the strap hit her full across her tender cheeks. Three times the belt burned into her quivering flesh, and after the third blow she collapsed weeping across the bed. She could feel her husband fumbling behind her, and before she realised what was happening he penetrated her without any preliminaries, the hard length of his cock stabbing her and killing what remained of her dignity as he plundered her most sensitive recesses. The rigid dimensions of his erection and the unprepared dryness of her pussy resulted in another painful few minutes for her as he rode her vigorously, showing her no mercy. In addition, she could feel his wiry pubic hairs tickling the flaming cheeks of her bottom, adding to her profound discomfort. But then gradually her inner muscles began relaxing around his strokes, surrendering to his rough invasion, and her cries of protest softened into moans of reluctant pleasure. His ruthless possession of her boasted a manly vigour and a lusty purpose missing from their lovemaking of late, and aroused by his relentlessness, she dared to wriggle her bottom from side to side as he thrust into her quim.

			‘Do not wiggle your buttocks at me, you shameless wench.’ He leaned back so he could deliver a sound smack to her bottom cheeks. ‘Are these the whorish tricks you learnt on the street, you shameless harlot?’

			She burst into tears. ‘I have done nothing bad, Leo,’ she sobbed. ‘Please believe me!’ But she sensed her plea falling on deaf ears as he pounded his way to a tumultuous climax deep inside her. She felt his hot seed deliciously filling her womb, and although part of her was relieved the ordeal was at an end, another part of her still craved satisfaction.

			He pulled out of her, slipped into bed, and almost at once began snoring gently, oblivious to her and to everything else in the world.

			Warily, Hetty got up off her stiff knees and went to the basin where a jug of cold water stood. She drenched a flannel cloth and held it against her inflamed buttocks, relishing the soothing coolness. She dipped the soft material in the water again, and pressed it to her aching vulva. The rough treatment she had just received at Leo’s hands disturbed her, for he was usually gentle and considerate, yet she had to admit to also being intrigued by this dark and almost brutal side of him. She feared she might have awoken a sleeping ogre who would now appear more frequently in their married life, and the thought sent a thrill of trepidation through her as she began to dread the morning. What mood would be moving in her husband’s soul once the sun came up, repentance or further indignation?

			Somehow, she managed to fall into a fitful sleep beside him. She opened her eyes at first light, and got up without waking him. If she made coffee from the last of the grounds, perhaps the congenial beverage would put him in a better mood.

			He woke as she was boiling water on the little stove, and his mood seemed little changed as he glared at her from the bed. ‘I cannot believe you would stoop so low,’ he muttered. ‘To abase yourself like that, and to steal as well. Do you think you are fit to call yourself my wife? I should have been heir to the Longton Estate if it were not for you. A fine Lady Carstairs you would make, whoring and slutting like the common peasant you really are.’

			‘Leo, that is unfair!’ she protested, resisting the urge to thrust the mug of coffee at him as he sat up to accept it. ‘I have made a mistake, that is all.’

			‘Yes, and a damn big one. What if that old gent reports the theft of his watch to the police? It is hardly safe for you to venture out of here now, since he lives dangerously nearby. Have you thought of that, you stupid ninny?’

			Hetty admitted she had not. Of course, he was right, it would not be safe for her to venture forth in daylight in case she was recognised. It began to dawn on her then just what a fool she had been last night.

			‘I have half a mind to thrash you again,’ he went on sourly. ‘But what is done cannot be mended. We need to get rid of those fancy clothes in case the police search this place. The watch will have to go, too.’

			‘Where will you take it?’ she asked meekly.

			‘To the pawnshop. That way the old gent might stand a chance of getting it back, if he can identify it as his, but I am running a risk whatever I do with it.’

			‘I am so sorry, Leo, I did not mean to land you in all this trouble. I really thought I was doing something to help us. I did not think.’

			His expression softened. ‘Well, perhaps I will not beat you again, this time. But if you ever do something so foolish—’

			‘Oh no, I promise I will not. Please say you forgive me, Leo.’

			‘Come here.’ He set his mug down and propped himself more comfortably against the pillows. ‘You can do something to make amends. I have a cock on me hard enough to stir my coffee with. Bring me off now, as quick as you can, and I will forgive you.’

			It was a task Hetty was not averse to. Although she was still a bit sore from his summary taking of her the night before, she knew she could give him good service with her lips and hands. She pulled back the bedclothes and exposed his firm member. It still smelled faintly of her pussy’s musky depths mingled with the scent of his own bodily secretions, but she ignored her slight distaste and licked the bulbous tip while she grasped the solid shaft between her thumb and fingers. Slowly, she moved the skin up and down, feeling his erection growing even harder in response to her caresses as his juices oozed from his glans between her lips.

			‘Faster,’ he grunted. ‘Put some beef into it, woman.’

			She obeyed, licking and sucking up and down his shaft with ever increasing fervour, and as she did so, the pulse of desire began throbbing between her own nether lips. With deft fingers she squeezed the root of his penis while with her other hand she fondled his balls, all the while keeping up the rhythmic play of her lips and tongue. It was a technique guaranteed to produce quick results, and after only a few minutes he began moaning and gasping and groaning his ecstasy as he climaxed. She received his full offering in her mouth, swallowing his warm and beloved essence with only a slight grimace of effort.

			Afterwards he invited her to snuggle in his arms and they lay contentedly together listening to the sounds of the city awakening on the street below. Sweet relief filled Hetty’s soul, even as she wondered how long it would last.

			Leo went out early that morning and returned just after noon, after pawning the watch and using the money to buy food. He told Hetty he had also been looking for work, but there was none to be had. On his way in, the concierge handed him a letter from England, which he opened in front of his wife. His expression was grave, but she knew better than to enquire after its contents; he would tell her in his own good time. Meanwhile, there was bread and cheese to devour and wine to drink. They feasted together, and after lunch he seemed to be in a better mood.

			‘I could go and see if there is any washing to be done,’ she suggested. ‘Maria says she will put in a good word for me.’

			‘No, you stay indoors today.’

			‘But Leo—’

			‘No buts. In any case, something has cropped up that may save both our skins. The letter was from my mother. She has taken my advice, sensible woman that she is, and hired a nurse for father. But the estate is still proving troublesome. She has been unable to find a competent manager and now she is inclined to meet my conditions.’

			‘What conditions?’

			‘The conditions I set her for our return to Longton.’

			She gasped. This was totally unexpected. They had left the place under a cloud, with Sir Victor swearing he would disinherit his only son. On their last visit, both Leo and his father seemed adamantly set against any kind of reconciliation. Lady Alice pleaded with her son, but without the promise of a regular allowance Leo told her he could not consider returning to his family home. Now, however, it seemed things had changed. He brought out the letter and read it to her. Lady Alice said her husband had agreed to pay his son a salary for managing the estate. It was his way of saving face, no doubt, by turning his son into a hired hand.

			‘I believe this is an offer we cannot afford to refuse,’ Leo said soberly. ‘No matter how much I loathe my father, I must consider mamma’s interests, and yours, too, my dear. It is my fault you sank so low last night. I should have been able to provide for you. This way, I shall be able to keep you in a comfortable and secure home.’

			Tears sprang into Hetty’s eyes in response to her husband’s kindly tone. Wondering if he had truly forgiven her, she knelt at his side and kissed his hand. Yet there was a heavy feeling in her heart caused by the thought of returning to Longton Hall, the scene of her humiliation at the hands of Sir Victor. Even in his invalid state she did not trust him, and the thought of having to set eyes upon him again made her feel ill.

			‘I shall make sure you have as little as possible to do with my father, Hetty,’ Leo promised, as if reading her thoughts. ‘You will not have to return to your post as my mother’s maid, either. She has already engaged another young woman. If… no, when, for my mind is made up… when we return to Longton, you shall live like a lady. After all, if I remain there and inherit, you will be Lady Carstairs, mistress of the household some day.’

			‘But Leo, the very thought of returning there—’

			‘I know, I know.’ He stroked her hair gently. ‘But it will not be like before, I promise you. And I fear we have no other option now. There is no decent life for us here in Paris. I will not have you reduced to selling your body and thieving, and I am sick and tired of trying to sell my drawings to decadent men who secretly despise me for catering to their dubious tastes. It will be better for both of us if we return to England, and Longton.’

			Hetty was glad she and Leo were friends again and could see a way out of their difficulties, but the thought of returning to Sir Victor’s domain still upset her intensely. She hoped there would not be too high a price to be paid for this reconciliation between father and son…

			Chapter 4

			Longton Hall was just as Hetty remembered it, in her worst nightmares. It loomed out of the mist, its gothic towers and crenulations suggesting dark corners and obscure passages within. She shuddered and drew her cloak more tightly round her as the carriage wound its way through the lanes, now giving a glimpse of the ‘old pile’ as Leo disrespectfully called it, and now allowing a few moments’ grace when, with the house out of sight, she could imagine they were simply going for a ride on an English country road.

			All too soon they were drawing up before the front doors, where the members of the household were assembled to welcome them. As they descended from the carriage she caught a fleeting glimpse of Lady Alice standing before some female servants, but her gaze was soon riveted on the wheelchair-bound figure of Sir Victor. His face wore a twisted smile intended to be welcoming, but she could not see that grimace without imagining him, whip in hand, indulging his base appetite for cruel flagellation.

			Behind him towered a giant of a woman Hetty had not seen before, but there was no welcoming smile on her face, only the grim look of stoically borne duty. She heard a surprised gasp from her husband, and when she turned towards him, it was obvious Leo was staring at the same woman, his expression one of barely concealed horror.

			Lady Alice stepped forward, smiling nervously at her son. ‘My dears, you are here at last.’ She stated the obvious in a tone which made an effort to be genial, but which rang painfully false. ‘Let me introduce you to the new members of our household.’ She bestowed a slightly warmer smile on Hetty. ‘Here is Jane, my personal maid and your replacement.’

			A pretty young woman moved forward and gave a brief curtsey. Hetty liked the look of her at once. There was a complete absence of guile in her lovely face, which was lit up by a smile that made her blue eyes shine like sapphires. She immediately hoped they might become friends.

			‘Now, Leo, I see you are most surprised to see whom I have engaged as your father’s nurse,’ his mother finally acknowledged his expression. ‘It is many years since you saw Nanny Baines, is it not?’

			Hetty realised Leo was still in a state of shock when he merely mumbled a greeting to the formidable nurse. She was puzzled by his reaction, but when her turn came to be introduced to the woman, all she received was a formal nod.

			The long serving members of the household greeted the young couple more warmly. Sir Victor’s effete valet had left his employ, presumably because Nanny Baines now performed all his former functions, but Mrs Saddler was still the cook and had kept her faithful kitchen staff with her.

			Hetty was glad to get inside and take off her damp cloak. She was then invited to take tea with Lady Alice and Jane in the drawing room. Sir Victor was not going to be present, and with luck she might be able to avoid him entirely during her daily life at Longton.

			‘So, my dear, how do you feel being back here again?’ her former mistress enquired as she poured fragrant lapsang souchong into a porcelain cup.

			‘It is… rather strange,’ Hetty admitted. ‘I left as a servant and now I am returning as Leo’s wife.’

			‘That is so, but remember I am still first lady here.’ The firm response was only somewhat softened by an ironic smile.

			‘Yes, of course,’ she hastened to reassure her hostess. ‘I would not wish to usurp your position, Lady Alice. Yet I do wonder what my position here will be, since I feel I belong neither upstairs nor downstairs, but somewhere betwixt and between.’

			‘I am sure you will be of great help to your husband, my dear. He will need help now he is to be running the estate by himself. You always struck me as a level-headed girl, Hetty, and that is what is needed here now to get things back on an even keel.’ She sighed abruptly. ‘I am afraid things have been allowed to run to seed.’

			‘But am I to have no proper status in the household?’ she persisted.

			‘I am afraid we cannot afford to provide a lady’s maid for you. Still, I am sure you are used to making do, and you always manage to look well turned out. I am sure we can devise some duties for you if you wish to keep yourself occupied. These days, I am often indisposed and would be glad of someone to discuss menus with the cook in my place, or occasionally to play hostess when Sir Victor entertains his friends.’

			This last remark struck terror into Hetty’s heart. She knew exactly what kind of entertainment the debauched squire liked to offer his guests. Lady Alice always withdrew after dinner and played no part in the lewd proceedings that followed, but Hetty doubted she would be allowed the same leeway.

			Lady Alice leaned forward and patted her hand. ‘I am sure you will be happy here despite all that has occurred in the past. Leo and my husband are reconciled, and Nanny Baines takes good care of Victor. She was my son’s nanny, you know, until he left for boarding school when he was nine years old. Now she is looking after his poor father. A case of “from cradle to grave” most likely.’ She laughed breathlessly, and suddenly her hand flew to her forehead. ‘Oh dear… sudden laughter plays havoc with my headache. I think I shall retire now, but you need not come with me, Jane. Have a little chat, the two of you. I am sure you will enjoy comparing notes about this house and its occupants.’

			The mistress of the house rose and left the drawing room wearing an odd little smirk on her face, and for a few moments there was an awkward silence between the two young women, broken only by the light clatter of cups on saucers as they finished their tea.

			Finally, Hetty decided to take the initiative. ‘How long have you been here, Jane?’ she asked politely.

			‘Just six months, miss. There was another girl before, but she proved… unsatisfactory.’

			‘And how do you find it here?’

			Jane’s beautiful eyes darkened slightly. ‘Very good, thank you, miss.’

			Hetty knew she was being given a stock reply, the answer the girl thought she wanted to hear. ‘Jane, you need not pretend to me.’ She drew her chair closer to hers. ‘I have been in your position, too, as you know. And please call me Hetty when we are alone. There is no need to be so formal.’

			‘Thank you… Hetty. Well, I must say, I found it all very strange at first. I came from a house that was more… well, more ordinary.’

			‘There have been strange goings-on within these walls, Jane, make no mistake,’ she said grimly. ‘And I have been both privy and party to them. But let me hear your impressions of the staff and family, beginning with Lady Alice.’

			‘Well, Miss Hetty, she is quite kind most days and only once really lost her temper with me. That was when I told tales on Sir Victor.’

			‘Why? What had he done?

			‘He made so bold as to pinch my bottom as I was passing by his chair. I thought I had better report it to my lady, but she told me I must be lying because he was the perfect gentleman and an invalid besides. That was when she said a scolding was not enough.’

			‘And how did she punish you, Jane?’

			A delicate flush spread over her features. ‘She… she spanked me with her hairbrush.’

			‘In private?’ Hetty queried relentlessly.

			‘Yes, in her bedroom. She made me lay facedown on her big bed while she pulled down my drawers and gave me what for. It stung so bad I never dared say nothing about Sir Victor to her again.’

			‘And would you have had cause to tell her anything more, Jane?’

			Tears brimmed in her eyes. ‘Oh yes, Miss Hetty, I am afraid so.’

			She did not wish to push the girl too far, so she enquired about Nanny Baines.

			‘Oh she is a tyrant, that one! She rules everyone with a rod of iron, including Sir Victor. She is a real tartar, and no mistake.’

			Now Hetty thought she understood her husband’s trepidation when he first caught sight of the woman. As his old nanny, she must have ruled him with a rod of iron, too. ‘Has she disciplined you, Jane?’

			‘Only with harsh words and a slap on the cheek. That was the day Sir Victor wheeled himself into the stillroom.’

			‘Ah…’ Hetty remembered the stillroom well. Its location – at the end of a dark passageway and far from the main body of the house – made it the ideal spot for a clandestine encounter.

			‘He started to make free with me,’ Jane continued, ‘as I stood at the bench. I was shocked, but not altogether surprised since he had already pinched my bottom.’

			‘What did he do this time?’ Hetty surprised herself with the note of eagerness in her voice. She did not understand why she should feel so keen to know the details, but somehow it made her feel better. Perhaps it was the knowledge she was not the only one to have suffered at Sir Victor’s wandering hands.

			‘He…’ Jane swallowed the memory of her emotions in order to continue speaking calmly. ‘He lifted my skirt and stroked my bottom quite intimately. I begged him to stop, but he would not, and all the while he was saying… things.’

			‘What kind of things?’ she enquired gently. ‘Remember, Jane, I have also suffered at that man’s hands. You will not shock me. Feel free to speak plain.’

			‘But I have not spoken of it to anyone,’ she looked thoroughly miserable, ‘not after Lady Alice would not believe me.’

			Hetty’s heart went out to the girl. She squeezed her hand in sympathy, and waited.

			‘He said I had a nice round bottom, and that he would love to see it laid bare before him. I told him that was rude talk, and he said he knew it was but could not help himself. He made me feel it was my fault, as if I somehow encouraged him.’

			‘It is not your fault, Jane.’ She was angry now. ‘That man is a lecher and a rake. I had hoped after his accident he would be a reformed character, but it is obvious he is just the same as when I left.’

			‘I do not know what to do, Miss Hetty. I am so frightened every time I go down to the stillroom. I am terrified he will suddenly appear.’

			‘Do not worry, from now on I shall come with you,’ she promised. ‘Just come to me each time you need to go there and I will make sure you are not alone.’

			Relief and gratitude shone out of Jane’s jewel-bright eyes. ‘Oh thank you, miss!’

			‘Whatever happens, you may confess it to me, and if I can do anything about it, I will. I am your friend now, Jane. I know what it is like to feel alone and persecuted, but now I have some clout here. Even though I am not mistress of the house, I am married to the heir, and that counts for something.’

			The conversation satisfactorily ended, Hetty decided to take a walk around the garden. She found Leo there talking to the head gardener, and he asked her to accompany him on a tour of the grounds. ‘Things are in a sorry state,’ he told her. ‘But two heads are better than one. Perhaps you can help me sort out the priorities.’

			Soon, however, she was obliged to face her nightmare memories again. There, looking somewhat more ramshackle than when she last set eyes upon it, was the infamous summerhouse, scene of Sir Victor’s obscene revels. ‘Oh Leo,’ she said faintly, ‘that terrible place! Let us not go near it, please.’

			‘On the contrary.’ He grasped her hand and half dragged her towards it with determined strides. ‘It is time we faced our ghosts, Hetty. You and I have a perfect right to inspect the building, and inspect it we shall. Do not let the past haunt you, my dear.’

			She acquiesced for her husband’s sake, watching nervously as he unlocked the padlock with a key from the bunch hanging from his belt. The ancient door creaked menacingly as it swung open and the interior of the building was dark, but through a hole in the roof a faint shred of sky could be glimpsed that shed an eerie light on the messy floor.

			‘Let us have some more light,’ Leo declared, and reaching up to the sconces on the wall soon had several of the thick candles lit. In the flickering illumination, Hetty could distinguish the accumulated rubbish – old birds’ nests, rats’ droppings, shredded upholstery and scraps of paper. There was a musty smell, too, that made her wrinkle her nose.

			‘Well, things have come to a pretty pass here,’ he observed, walking over to the bookcase and unlocking it. ‘Hmm, the books seem in good condition still, as they have been kept under glass. Some of them are quite valuable, I believe. We may not approve of their contents, but that is no excuse for neglecting them. I think we should inspect them more closely to make sure the pages are not foxed or the covers damaged by damp or rot.’

			She followed him over to the bookcase, and in the candlelight refreshed her memory of some of the titles on display. There was Spare Not the Rod, a treatise on the rearing of importunate young women. She flipped through its pages and studied some of the drawings of girls in various stages of undress being disciplined by a variety of implements. Next to it on the shelf sat Barbaric Beatings, which was similarly illustrated, as was Sweet Agony, a novel by Father Ignorantine, which according to the foreword was about the salvation of fallen women through ‘penitential punishment’.

			Leo was walking around the room scribbling in his notebook. ‘I think we may turn this into a proper summerhouse,’ he remarked. ‘Somewhere pleasant for the ladies of the house to take their ease, the way it was first intended. We shall purge the place of its shameful history, Hetty, my dear. Wait and see.’

			‘I wish you could do the same to my memory.’ She linked her arm affectionately through his. ‘I would like it swept clean of all dark cobwebs and refurbished with pure, innocent thoughts.’

			He kissed her cheek. ‘Are you pleased to be back?’

			‘Yes and no. I love the house and gardens, and Lady Alice is being kind to me.’

			‘She wants to keep us here.’

			‘The other servants are respectful, too, and I like Jane a great deal, I think she and I could be friends, but—’

			‘Good! You need a companion, Hetty. I am sure you already miss the few friends you had in Paris.’

			‘Yes, but… tell me about Nanny Baines, Leo. I understand she had charge of you when you were a child?’

			His face darkened. ‘I only hope she is being as cruel to my detestable father as she was to me,’ he muttered in a voice so laden with venom she was astounded.

			‘Why?’ she breathed. ‘What did she do to you that was so terrible?’

			‘Another time,’ he said curtly. ‘But mind you, do not get on the wrong side of her, that is all. Now let us extinguish these sconces, I have seen enough here, and return to the house.’

			They entered by the side door and made their way to the front hall, where Hetty was surprised to be met by Jane.

			‘Excuse me, Miss Hetty, but you said to tell you when a certain order was given…’

			Leo took leave of his wife with an absent kiss and strode off in the direction of the library.

			‘What is it, Jane?’

			‘The stillroom, I have been asked to go there and fetch lavender water for her ladyship, and you said—’

			‘I know what I said and I shall keep my word,’ she replied with a smile. ‘Come, let us go together now.’

			The pair of them ventured into the long dark corridor at the back of the house, leading to the old dairy and stillroom and from there to the stables. Hetty knew the latter used to be a favourite haunt of Sir Victor in the days when he could still ride, but she hardly expected to find him lurking there now. Everything seemed quiet as they entered the stillroom, and she sat gazing out of the small window at the park outside while Jane measured out the required amount of toilet water, pouring it into the fancy glass bottle belonging to Lady Alice. Witnessing the operation, she found herself possessed by a nostalgic mood. How many times she had performed that same task, always with one ear and one eye open for the evil intruder. ‘Stopper it up well,’ she advised her successor. ‘You know to keep it in the dark, Jane? All perfumes lose their potency if exposed to light and air.’

			‘Yes, Miss Hetty,’ she replied dutifully, but suddenly the cork flew from her fingers and rolled into a dark corner beneath the bench. ‘Oh dear!’ She put the bottle on a shelf and went down on her hands and knees to search for it while Hetty drew back, afraid her interference was making the girl nervous and clumsy. Then she heard a strange sound, a rhythmic squeaking that seemed to be coming closer, and before she had quite worked out what it was, the door was pushed wide open and the chair-bound figure of Sir Victor filled the threshold. He did not see Hetty, for his beady eyes were fixed intently on Jane’s upturned bottom.

			‘What have we here?’ he gloated hoarsely. ‘Young Jane upon her knees? Oh happy hour.’

			Hetty held her breath, not daring to make her presence known, as Jane glanced over her shoulder with an expression on her face reminiscent of a frightened rabbit. ‘Oh sir, you startled me.’

			Sir Victor pushed on the wheels with his palms and slid further into the room, his eyes still glued to her bottom.

			Jane scrambled to her feet and made an awkward curtsey.

			‘You make a pretty sight, my dear, a sight for sore eyes. You know of my penchant for a pretty arse, Miss Jane.’

			‘Y-yes, sir,’ she stammered, and glanced at Hetty, who up until that moment had remained out of Sir Victor’s line of sight.

			He swivelled round abruptly to face her. ‘Ah, it is the shrew from France,’ he barked disdainfully. ‘She has airs, that one, but she is as much of a slut at heart as you are, Jane dear, and she loves to have her pretty rump smacked. Do you not, my dear?’

			‘No, Sir Victor, I do not,’ Hetty replied coldly. ‘And as for putting on airs, I am the same woman I was when I left here.’

			‘Dear me, then we shall have to watch our P’s and Q’s.’ He sneered and beckoned to Jane. ‘Come here, child, and let me whisper a few secrets in your ear. You will soon learn that Lady Muck is no better than you are.’

			Hetty feared she was about to be humiliated, but then Jane suddenly showed her mettle. ‘I beg your pardon, Sir Victor,’ she said coolly, ‘but Lady Alice is waiting for her lavender water. I dropped the stopper under here, so I must search for it, if you will excuse me.’

			He gave a low, animal growl but said nothing. Instead, he sat watching while she groped beneath the bench, her bottom thrust high in the air and her long black skirt riding about her slender calves.

			Loathing the lascivious look in his eye, Hetty tried to distract him with conversation. ‘I understand your nurse, Nanny Baines, used to be employed to look after my husband.’ She strove to keep her tone light and conversational. ‘It must be nice for you all to have her working at Longton Hall again.’

			‘The woman is a harridan,’ he snapped, ‘so best beware of her. One day the pair of you shall get a tongue lashing from her, I dare say, and who knows what else. I would not like to argue with a woman of her size. Fortunately, I am exempt from the worst excesses of her temper, being a vulnerable invalid.’ He tossed her such a comic, self-pitying leer that Hetty almost laughed aloud. Yet the implications of his words were quite plain and gave her cause for concern. It seemed Nanny Baines was not averse to administering punishment of a corporal nature. If so, she would see to it Jane never bore the wrath of such a formidable woman. She had already appointed herself protector of the girl against Sir Victor, and if she had to take a similar position against his nurse, then so be it.

			Jane found the cork at last, scrambled to her feet, sealed the bottle and slipped it in her apron pocket. ‘Excuse me, Sir Victor, I need to return now,’ she said politely, but he moved the wheelchair only a grudging few inches out of her way, and Hetty realised what his game was the minute Jane tried to squeeze past him. There was no room for her to do so, so she was all but stuck with her body in close proximity to the man’s wandering fingers. She gazed in horror as his palm smoothed its way down Jane’s slim buttocks and gave her right bottom cheek a good hearty pinch through her skirt.

			‘Ouch!’ she yelped.

			Hetty was beside herself with anger and loathing. ‘Leave her alone!’ she cried. ‘How dare you touch such an innocent girl?’

			‘Ah, you see yourself in her.’ He leered. ‘Well, she has a prettier face and a nicer arse, you can be sure of that.’

			Sickened, Hetty took hold of the wheelchair and pushed it bodily out of Jane’s path. The girl squeezed past and hurried off without a backward glance, leaving Hetty to face her old tormentor alone. ‘You should be ashamed of yourself,’ she said tightly. ‘What will it take to cure you of your disgraceful ways? I should have thought immobilisation would have been enough, yet you seem as depraved as ever.’

			He looked straight up into her eyes with a kind of yearning expression that almost wrung pity from her heart. Then his hand, warm and heavy, clamped over hers where it rested on the arm of the chair. ‘My dear, such times we had, such times,’ he murmured wistfully. ‘It has not been the same since you left. I do what little I can to keep up appearances and delight my old friends, but as you see, I am a pale shadow of my former self.’ He sighed theatrically and she saw the wart on his cheek quiver as his moustache trembled. ‘You could make an old man very happy, you know, as once you did.’

			His hand reached up with surprising speed and clawed at one of her breasts, but she slapped it down and pushed his chair away with all her might, then walked down the dark passageway as quickly as she could, and soon reached the safety of the main hall.

			She went straight upstairs to Lady Alice’s room, where she found Jane with her mistress. ‘Excuse me, my lady,’ she said, ‘but I think Sir Victor may need assistance. I believe his chair has become stuck in the door to the stillroom.’

			‘Really?’ his wife said. ‘Whatever next? Well, do not come running to me in the future, my dear, for I can do nothing about it. Go fetch Nanny Baines. She has the strength of ten men and is used to the wayward behaviour of that contraption.’

			‘Where shall I find her?’

			‘In her room, of course. Oh never mind, I shall go just this once, but do not bother me again. I have as little as possible to do with Sir Victor these days. He is such a trial.’ She put down her needlework and left the room.

			‘Stuck in the stillroom door, you say?’ Jane asked, and giggled.

			‘Well, not exactly,’ she smiled, ‘but I had to say something to get her out of the way. Now I know what you have had to suffer these past months, Jane dear, I am determined you will suffer no more. When Sir Victor tried the same tricks on me he found he had met his match, and I shall do my utmost to protect you.’

			‘Oh miss, you are so kind!’ She stood on tiptoe and planted a spontaneous kiss on Hetty’s cheek.

			The girl’s lips were warm and soft and waves of pure pleasure coursed through Hetty’s body, taking her by surprise.

			‘Well, do not forget, if ever you need me, just ring or send for me… I must go now.’ She left hastily, flustered by the strange turmoil assailing her insides. It was time to find Leo. She needed someone to confide in and he was her only powerful ally in this strange and often hostile household.

			Finding him in their sitting room, she relaxed somewhat. They had been given light and airy chambers on one side of the house near Lady Alice’s apartments. The sitting room boasted a view of the park and was furnished with a variety of pretty ornaments and landscape paintings. Coming up behind him as he pored over the accounts sitting in a big armchair, she planted an affectionate kiss on top of his head.

			‘Hetty, my love.’ He half rose to greet her, but then settled back in the chair with the heavy ledger book still open across his lap. ‘What have you been up to this past hour?’

			‘What has your father been up to, more like,’ she retorted.

			‘What? You are not telling me he is up to his old tricks again, are you?’

			‘Yes. Being chair-bound has not affected his appetites in the least.’

			‘Hmm. I suppose he is eating well, too?’

			They both laughed, and she perched jauntily on his knee after he closed the big accounts book and placed it on the table beside his chair. Then he slipped his arms round her waist and buried his head in her breasts. ‘Oh Hetty, I was dreading returning here,’ he confessed. ‘But now we are home again, I must admit I feel a certain relief. But if father is going to make life miserable for you—’

			‘Have no fear, Leo, he will not, for I shall not let him. It is Jane I feel for. She has been the object of his indecent assaults ever since she came here, just as I was.’

			‘Hmm… then we must think about how to prevent him. He is still nominal head of the family, his indisposition notwithstanding. Perhaps the answer lies with Nanny Baines. It is vital we get her on our side, Hetty. With her help we may teach him how to behave. She certainly knew how to instil good behaviour into me when I was a boy, and I do not mean just with reprimands, stopping pocket money and the banning of minor privileges, either.’

			‘Really? What do you mean then, Leo?’

			‘She was an expert in the art and craft of physical torment, Hetty, corporal punishment with refinements. Her methods were quite ingenious, so I am sure she could invent ways to make life a misery for that old lecher, my father.’

			Hetty grinned. ‘Then let us make her acquaintance straight away. I will grovel and flatter, if necessary, to get in her good books.’

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 5

			Hetty was missing Paris. After all the colour and vivacity of French city life, Longton Hall seemed intolerably dull. Although Sir Victor once deemed his son unfit to manage his land, the training Leo had received was now bearing fruit. With his father incapacitated, he rose to the challenge and spent long hours out of doors seeing to the drainage of the land, the repairing of fences and the felling of trees. However, being unused to outdoor life, he was exhausted by the end of the day and usually retired early. So the days and evenings stretched long and empty before Hetty despite her efforts to keep busy. She had a daily interview with the cook to discuss the menu, and there were occasional afternoon visitors to entertain, such as Lady Cosham and her spinster daughter. She also had recourse to the library, but there were few novels and rather too many scientific tomes for her taste.

			Once a month she wrote to her family in her round, childish script knowing her brother would be able to decipher her words and read them aloud, but there was little news to report. By now she should have started a family, but she had not yet conceived, and with Leo too fatigued to perform his conjugal duties at night, there was little hope of such a happy event in the near future.

			She missed the sensual side of married life greatly, but she was unwilling to put further pressure on her already harassed husband. Instead, she dreamed of Paris and how happy they were in the first flush of their wedded bliss. To please him, she had often dressed as George, and for some reason he seemed to find it easier to confide in her when she wore men’s clothing. He also liked her to chastise him, pretending to be a schoolboy with George posing as his sixth form idol. She would put all her strength into beating his bare arse, but he only urged her on with ‘Harder! Harder!’ After these little scenes, their lovemaking had always been more passionate than ever.

			To relieve her boredom, and because she genuinely liked her, Hetty spent as much time as she could with Jane. The girl was pleasant and chatty. They came from similar backgrounds, although rural life in the north sounded harder than down south, where Hetty was born and where the weather was more clement.

			Lady Alice apparently noticed the budding friendship between them, for she summoned Hetty to speak with her in private. ‘Jane is a good girl,’ she began, ‘but she lacks some of the finer points. I wonder if you would do me the great favour of training her a little. She does not dress my hair as well as you used to, and my wardrobe is not as well kept, either. Sometimes she fails to get a stain out or she irons my lace and ruffles carelessly. She is neglectful of my footwear and the toilet water she makes is not so strongly and sweetly scented as yours. You know how I love a good strong toilet water of lavender or rosemary, but hers are weak and fade quickly. I think she is not following the recipe faithfully.’

			‘I will do my best, Alice.’ Hetty was glad of the opportunity to spend more time with Jane. As well as enjoying her company, she also wanted to protect the girl from further indignities at the hands of Sir Victor.

			It was in the capacity of Jane’s advisor and protector that she had her first real encounter with Nanny Baines. The nurse kept mainly to Sir Victor’s quarters, away from the family and the other servants; Hetty only caught occasional glimpses of her as she wheeled her charge around. But early one morning, when she and Jane were in the stillroom together, the formidable nurse suddenly loomed in the doorway.

			‘Lady Alice told me you would be here,’ she announced. ‘Sir Victor is almost out of Hungary water and will need more soon. Make sure it is good and strong.’ She glared at the pair of them in such a way that Hetty found herself feeling guilty even though she had no cause to. Something about Nanny Baines made her blood run cold and she was relieved when the woman turned and left as abruptly as she had arrived.

			‘That woman,’ she muttered. ‘Have you had much to do with her, Jane?’

			‘Very little, but she has found cause to scold me on several occasions. I do not think she has ever given me a pleasant word.’

			‘I doubt she is capable of it. She is a real sour puss, that one, and her size and strength make her seem more of a man than a woman. But I suppose you would have to be strong to turn Sir Victor and lift him in and out of his wheelchair. No doubt she is good at her job.’

			‘Hetty,’ Jane said anxiously, ‘what is Hungary water?’

			‘You have not made it before? Never mind, I shall help you.’

			‘But what is it for?’

			‘It was invented for a Hungarian queen who lost the use of her limbs.’ Hetty knew a great deal about herbs and their uses. Being fascinated by the topic, she often consulted the old Herbal in the library. ‘Sir Victor must believe it will cure his paralysis. I dare say he uses it liberally on his legs, so we will need to make a good quantity.’ She scanned the shelves, where jars, crocks and bowls held the precious harvest of herbs, spices and dried flowers. ‘I think everything we need is here.’

			She instructed Jane, and watched as the girl weighed out the dried ingredients – rosemary, lavender, wallflower, mint, rose petals and lemon peel. Then she showed her how to pound cloves and cinnamon in the pestle and mortar, and as she worked with Jane’s small hand in hers, she detected a faint flush on her cheek that made her heart start beating faster.

			When the dry mixture was prepared, she showed Jane how to measure the alcohol for steeping, and then it was all poured into a crock and well sealed. ‘You must check it every few days, and if the scent is not strong enough you must repeat the procedure with fresh ingredients.’

			‘Oh, thank you for showing me all that, miss.’ Her sweet mouth pursed to bestow a kiss, and to Hetty’s surprise instead of pecking her cheek Jane kissed her full on the lips.

			Now it was her turn to blush as familiar feelings swept through her body. She was accustomed to experiencing such arousal when Leo caressed her, but not when another woman kissed her, and it made her wonder what Jane was feeling. One glance at those rosy cheeks and bright eyes suggested she had found the experience somewhat titillating, too.

			Embarrassed, she ordered Jane in a businesslike tone to tidy the shelves. ‘You will be all right here now? I have not yet discussed today’s menu with cook.’

			She averted her gaze. ‘Yes, Hetty,’ she murmured, ‘and thank you so much.’

			Later, Jane informed her that Nanny Baines had returned to the stillroom and, finding her alone, threatened her with punishment if the Hungary water should prove unsatisfactory to Sir Victor.

			‘Do not fret, Jane, it will turn out to be the very finest of toilet waters.’

			‘Miss Hetty… will you allow me to dress your hair? Lady Alice has been very critical of my hairdressing of late and I think I need more practice.’

			‘Why certainly, Jane, let us sit in front of her ladyship’s dressing table so we can see ourselves in the mirror.’ Hetty knew Lady Alice was in the village doing charitable work that afternoon, so it was safe to be in her room and take the liberty of using her dressing table. She sat down on the silk covered stool, took the pins out of her hair and let it tumble down over her shoulders.

			At once Jane plunged both hands into her mane. ‘Oh Miss Hetty, you have such beautiful hair, so thick and glossy…’ She bent over and pressed a handful to her cheeks, her eyes closed and her expression blissful.

			Watching her in the glass, Hetty felt a shock of excitement that was strangely erotic. ‘Err… Jane, dear, shall we get started?’

			Jane snapped out of her strange sensual reverie with an embarrassed, ‘Oh yes, Miss Hetty,’ as she straightened up. ‘Should I begin with the brush?’

			‘I used to give Lady Alice a hundred strokes to start with.’

			Once her hair had been brushed to gleaming perfection, she instructed Jane in the art of curling and pinning, combing and plaiting. The touch of the girl’s soft fingers, which sometimes brushed against her ears or the nape of her neck, sent shivers of unaccustomed delight down her spine. She had not felt so sensually aroused since the early days of Leo’s courtship. Then a covert glance in the mirror showed her Jane had fallen into that oddly blissful trance again caressing her hair. The room was silent save for the gentle ticking of the carriage clock on the bedside table, and Hetty felt an almost unbearable tension coiling inside her. She wanted to make small talk, to ease the powerful feelings hovering below the surface of her restrained behaviour, yet she hesitated to break the spell. The girl’s gentle touch was making her breasts swell and her nipples strain against the light constraint of her camisole. She shifted her thighs restlessly, and became aware of the throbbing button of flesh nestled in the nook between them above the warm moisture of her pussy. Her desire was growing by the second and becoming almost unbearable, yet she was ashamed to reveal how she felt, and even more afraid of doing anything to ease her frustration. If Jane rebuffed her advances, if she was shocked and disgusted, she would go tattling to Lady Alice and then everyone would learn Hetty’s shameful secret, including Leo and Sir Victor. The consequences would be utterly disastrous. Therefore, she kept a tight rein on her feelings and maintained an air of propriety. In any case, how could she set herself up as Jane’s protector against the wicked Sir Victor if she subjected her to similar improprieties herself? It was unthinkable. She must preserve a correct distance between them at all times…

			‘There, Miss Hetty, what do you think?’ Jane finally broke the awkward silence. She lifted the ebony hand mirror lying on the dressing table and showed Hetty her handiwork.

			‘Very good, Jane, you have pleated it beautifully and set the combs well.’

			‘But your hair is so easy to work with, not like Lady Alice’s. Hers is so thin and dry.’

			‘Have you made up any of her favourite pomade?’

			‘No, I did not know the recipe, Miss Hetty. There is still a little left in the pot.’

			‘Show me.’

			She opened a drawer and drew out a small earthenware pot Hetty recognised as the one she had filled with pomade when she was last at Longton. There was only a tiny smear left in the bottom.

			‘Good gracious, Jane, you are not still using this?’ She held it up to her nose. ‘Ugh! It is far from fresh and should have been thrown away ages ago. Come, let us go to the stillroom and make up a new batch. You will find her ladyship’s hair much easier to handle if you use some fresh pomade.’

			As they neared the stillroom, their footsteps echoing on the flagstones, Hetty felt her heart fluttering with apprehension. She knew now the place continued to be a favourite haunt of Sir Victor’s, even in his wheelchair, and of the fearsome Nanny Baines as well. They both seemed to possess a kind of sixth sense about when the room was occupied by a young, vulnerable woman.

			She closed the door behind them and settled down to show Jane how to make the kind of scented hair cream Lady Alice preferred. As time passed, and no one appeared to disturb them, they were lulled into a sense of false security heating up herbal essences on the little stove with purified lard and olive oil. Soon the room smelt pungently of rosemary, elderflower and camomile.

			‘Clean the old jar thoroughly,’ Hetty instructed. ‘You will need to use soda and pumice to get rid of the grease.’

			Then suddenly the door of the stillroom flew open and Nanny Baines filled the threshold with her impressive bulk. ‘I thought I would find you here,’ she said almost accusingly. ‘Is that Hungary water ready yet?’

			Before Hetty could intervene Jane reached for the bottle. ‘Yes, Nanny Baines.’

			‘Then come with me,’ the nurse ordered brusquely. ‘Sir Victor wishes to have it applied to his limbs.’

			‘You mean… you mean he wants me to apply it?’

			‘He asked expressly for you. Your hands are more gentle and softer than mine. Come, girl, what are you waiting for? The poor man longs for some relief.’

			Hetty felt a sense of foreboding as she watched the ill-matched pair disappear down the corridor, Jane clutching the bottle to her breast and half running to keep up with the taller woman’s long strides. She tidied up the stillroom and went up to her room feeling strangely listless. After drawing the curtains, she lay down on the bed to rest, but shortly thereafter was roused from her nap by her husband.

			‘Hetty, dear,’ he murmured, sitting on the edge of the bed and caressing her cheek. ‘Asleep in the afternoon? Do you have a headache?’

			‘No.’ She smiled up at him. ‘I suppose, truth to tell, I was feeling rather bored.’

			‘Well I could do with a rest myself,’ he declared, taking off his boots and stretching out beside her. ‘I have been struggling in that lower field all afternoon, but have made little progress. The summerhouse is coming along well, though. All the rubbish has been cleared out and the roof mended. It will dry out when we get some fine weather and—’

			She planted her lips on his to silence him and gave him a lingering kiss. ‘I do not want to hear another word about the affairs of the estate,’ she told him. ‘It is all you ever talk about these days. I would rather know more about what is going on inside this house than outside of it. Nanny Baines, for example.’

			‘What about her?’

			‘You said it would be a good idea to get her on our side, yet she seems distant and formal whenever I meet her. How has she been with you?’

			‘Much the same,’ he admitted. ‘You would never think she spanked my bottom when I was a child, or fed me with a spoon or tucked me up at night. I have watched her with father and she treats him like a big baby, too, yet he seems to relish it.’

			‘Right now she is making poor Jane rub Hungary water into his limbs, and heaven knows what else. I am anxious about the girl, Leo. You know how lecherous your father can be and she is such a pretty thing.’

			‘Is she? I had not noticed.’

			‘That is not like you, my love. When we were in Paris you could not keep your eyes off the French girls. I used to be quite jealous.’

			He sighed, and held her closer. ‘Things were so different then, Hetty.’ He planted a kiss on her forehead. ‘Although we were dirt poor towards the end, we had more time for each other. I did not realise how much time we would be spending apart here.’

			‘Nor did I. Oh Leo,’ she sighed, ‘I miss our intimacy so much…’

			‘I have been wondering… about our old friend George. What if he paid us a visit soon?’

			She giggled. ‘He cannot, Leo, poor George has no clothes to wear. Would you have him turn up naked?’

			‘By no means, he shall have some fine new clothes. I have been thinking, now we have some more money we could go into town together and you could try on some clothes for him.’

			‘What, in public? Have you taken leave of your senses, Leo?’

			‘No, you could borrow some things of mine just to fool the shop assistants. What do you say, my love, are you game?’

			It sounded like a most wonderful adventure, and just the thing to allay her boredom at Longton. She nodded enthusiastically, but then became aware of a strange longing that seemed to come out of nowhere and filled her with a peculiar sense of regret…

			And the truth suddenly revealed itself to her with a shock. She wanted to go into town with Jane as well as with Leo. She wanted Jane to see her dressed as George, to admire the fine figure she cut and become enamoured of her.

			‘Hetty, you have gone very quiet. Is something wrong?’

			‘No, Leo, I am fine,’ she replied with false brightness. ‘When shall we go?’

			‘I thought tomorrow afternoon would be lovely.’

			‘Tomorrow afternoon it shall be, then.’

			But as they settled down for a quiet nap together, she felt the same wistful longing fill her soul. She moved restlessly against him, desiring his body even while she thought of Jane’s. He began caressing her sleepily, and soon his ardour grew.

			‘My love, remove your outer garments,’ he whispered.

			She did as she was told, and soon his eager hands were fondling her breasts, making her nipples peak with desire. Her hips moved all the more energetically against his, and soon his hands were parting her thighs, seeking the soft dampness of her sex.

			‘You are ready for me,’ he observed. ‘Alas, I wish I could say the same about my own useless organ. It is as washed out as the rest of me, I fear.’

			‘Then find other ways to pleasure me,’ she begged softly. ‘I am hovering on the brink and it will not take much.’

			He obliged her by gently parting the lips of her labia with his fingers while caressing the sensitive swell of her clitoris with his thumb. She could feel her juices flowing as he rubbed her firmly in the spot guaranteed to afford her the keenest sensation, and she moaned as she felt the rapid rise towards ultimate bliss carrying her away on it. She arched her back so her mons was thrust firmly against his wrist, and with practiced ease repeatedly circled her hips feeling a hot tingling surging through her lower body. Frigging her clit hard with the tips of his rigid fingers, from time to time he stopped and thrust them into her, filling up her cunny with as much of his hand as he could. Then he pulled them out again and resumed his concentrated caressing of her feminine seed, bringing her nearer to bursting with fulfilment each time, and at last she felt the first exultant waves of a climax cresting through her pelvis. ‘Now, my love,’ she gasped, ‘put them inside me now!’

			He penetrated her with his bunched fingers again and she groaned aloud as an orgasm blinded her with an intense, stabbing rapture. ‘Oh Leo,’ she sighed, as the wonderful feelings slowly faded and left her flesh glowing like a candle. ‘I have not felt like that in such a long time…’

			He held her close. ‘I am sorry, Hetty. I know I have neglected you. I could plead overwork, and it is true I have been very tired after so much manual labour, but there is another reason.’

			She opened her eyes and stared at him in concern. ‘What reason, Leo?’

			‘I do not know if it is because of what happened in Paris, or whether it is because I have lost the urge for some other reason, but my appetite for love has been very low ever since we returned to Longton. That side of life has been quite out of my mind.’

			‘Perhaps it is because we are living with your father and mother, Leo. It must be strange to be married and yet still under the same roof where you lived as a child.’

			‘There may be something in that. You are wise in the affairs of the heart, Hetty, but we shall see how we get on tomorrow on our shopping spree. Perhaps the return of dear George will prove my salvation. After all, he used to help me a great deal when I was last at Longton.’

			Chapter 6

			Messrs. Atkinson and Broadbent stood on the corner of the main square in the little market town nearest to Longton Hall. The men in Leo’s family had shopped there for generations, and he was welcomed kindly by old Mr Broadbent and his young assistant, Roger.

			After the usual pleasantries, Leo introduced Hetty as his friend, George, who was in need of some casual attire for a country house party. She was feeling self-conscious in her husband’s clothes, especially since the shirt was too large and had to be pinned beneath the jacket. She was also wearing elastic bands around her arms to shorten the sleeves, and her hands were tingling because her circulation was half cut off. Fortunately, there were no other customers in the shop.

			Broadbent said, ‘Measure the gentleman’s inside leg would you, Roger?’

			She felt her pulse racing as the young man knelt beside her and applied the tape measure. His hands brushed against her in a stimulating fashion, and it was all she could do not to gasp self-consciously as sexual excitement coursed through her. In a kind of trance, she obeyed his instructions to raise her arms and then her legs and then to turn around. Her collar size was taken, and watching the procedure, Broadbent commented on her slim build.

			‘I think, if sir will excuse the suggestion, that he would be better advised to try one of our youth’s jackets. There are some serge trousers to match this one. Or would sir prefer a more casual outfit? This tweed jacket is very popular in this particular shade of green, which I am sure will be very becoming with sir’s colouring. We also have a range of checked suits.’

			Hetty had never received such assiduous attention while being fitted for clothes before. She could see Leo was trying hard not to laugh and she felt a similar urge come over her she hastily covered up with a cough. ‘Um, anything you say, Mr Broadbent,’ she muttered, and was ushered into a changing cubicle with a pile of clothes.

			She tried on several combinations until she found the one she preferred – a checked suit in sage green tweed with a cream shirt and a dark green tie – and when she emerged from the changing room there was a brief flurry of applause from the three men.

			‘Suits you, sir, right down to the ground,’ Roger declared.

			‘Perfect!’ Leo approached her and fingered the sleeve of her jacket as if to assess the quality of the material. ‘I can hardly wait to see you in this at home.’ He took advantage of his proximity to whisper in her ear, ‘Dear George.’

			The bill was paid and the pair of them returned to Longton by carriage in high spirits, and no sooner had they entered their bedroom than Leo begged her to put her new outfit on while he went about some business, promising to return in ten minutes. She gladly obeyed and waited breathlessly for his arrival, admiring her new look in the mirror. With her hair tucked beneath a cloth cap and her breasts bound beneath the shirt, she could easily be taken for a young man. She assumed a jaunty stance and twirled an imaginary handlebar moustache.

			When Leo reappeared he embraced her warmly. ‘George! To what do we owe the honour of this visit?’

			‘I am calling on some relatives up north,’ she replied in a deep voice, ‘and I came to see Hetty. Is your wife at home?’

			‘Alas, not at the moment, she is accompanying Lady Alice on a visit, but she will be back shortly. Meanwhile, sit down here, George, and tell me all your news. Have you had any adventures lately?’

			‘Oh, one or two.’

			Leo drew up another chair and leaned forward eagerly, his hands clasped on his knees. ‘Then tell me about them at once. You are such a rogue, George, and so beloved by the ladies. I love to hear about your escapades now I am a staid married man and not permitted such liberties.’

			She smiled. ‘Did I ever tell you about delectable Delia? She is half Greek and dark of colouring with the most exquisite black hair and eyes. But her father, Dimitri, is very strict with her and she leads him a merry dance. Not even the thought of a beating can stop her sneaking out of her bedroom at night when a young man has taken her fancy.’

			‘And I suppose you were one of those young men?’

			‘Naturally. I courted her with billets doux dropped into her basket when she was out shopping in the village. Soon she was hot and panting for me, so I wrote suggesting a rendezvous at midnight. I was there in the moonlight throwing pebbles at her window, and she was ready for me. Oh, the sight of her leaning out of her window in her pretty embroidered nightgown with her raven hair tumbling over her décolletage… I tell you, Leo, you would have fainted with desire, as I nearly did.’

			‘Tell me more,’ he pleaded quietly, his breath hot on her cheek as he leaned in closer.

			‘Soon she was in my arms and my hands were roving all over her exquisite form.’ Hetty was feeling excited beneath the constricting trousers as she pursued her tale. ‘She had breasts like pumpkins and a bottom like two well filled cushions. I could hardly wait to discover more of her charms. We crept away to a nearby barn, where I had already prepared a bed for us with blankets thrown over the straw.’

			‘A veritable romp in the hay,’ Leo commented with a smile.

			‘Yes, and not for the first time, so far as Delia was concerned. She was bold as brass, stripping off her nightgown at once to display her charms to the full. Already her large brown nipples were enticingly hard and her full breasts heaved with anticipation. I could scarcely keep my eyes off them and soon my hands were caressing them. She moaned and sighed as my lips sucked on her tumid teats, then she got down on all fours like a beast and waggled her behind at me.’

			‘A clear invitation.’

			‘I thought so, and began undoing my fly buttons in order to take her from behind, but she shook her head and slapped her bottom to give me the idea. I looked around the stable and saw a riding crop hanging on the wall. I pointed to it, and she nodded vigorously.’

			‘She wanted you to whip her arse?’ Leo asked in mock disbelief.

			‘Precisely. So I seized the whip and knelt down behind that divine posterior. She arched her back and thrust her buttocks out even more provocatively with her thighs spread apart, so I could see the dark rose of her anus and beneath it her sweetly pouting labia. You can imagine how hot I was for her, yet I realised if I did her bidding and lambasted her first my satisfaction, and hers, would be all the greater afterwards.’

			‘So you applied the whip?’

			‘Yes, I raised the leather in my right hand and brought it down sharply upon her up thrust bottom. But then the voluptuous sigh of pain issuing from her lips caused me to stay my hand I was so moved.’

			‘How did she respond to the delay?’

			‘By urging me on even more fervently. Therefore, I kept bringing the crop down sharply on her shapely arse until a red lattice was patterned upon it. Her tender cheeks must have been smarting terribly. Her groans were louder now, and as she moved her hips from side to side, I could see her heavy breasts swaying like bells beneath her. My lust for her was extreme, so throwing aside the whip I tore off my nether garments and fell upon her. My hands clasped the full ripeness of her bosom as my rigid tool found the hot slot into her sex, and thrust deep. She cried out as I impaled her and jerked her hips back and forth in a practiced manner, squeezing me all the while within.’

			Leo pretended to be shocked. ‘The dirty creature!’

			‘Yes, and she received her comeuppance when the barn door suddenly burst open and her irate father strode in. I shot my load hastily and withdrew as she collapsed across the hay and rolled onto her back. There she was, her naked sex exposed to the gaze of her own father, yet she stared up at him saucily from her bed of shame. I tell you, Leo, I was astounded by her temerity.’

			‘He must have been furious.’

			‘Indeed, I have never seen a man so beside himself with rage. His cheeks were purple and the veins stood out in his neck and forehead. I thought he would have a heart attack, but instead he picked up the riding crop from where I had so carelessly thrown it and advanced on his daughter.’

			‘What did she do?’

			‘On all fours again, she tried to crawl away like some frightened animal. But with a great roar he lunged at her retreating buttocks and managed to deliver a couple of vicious strokes across them. I decided to make my exit while he was so distracted, for I feared I should be his next victim. The cries of that shameless girl followed me out of the yard and into the road.’

			‘And did you ever see her again?’

			‘No, Leo, I was too afraid to return.’

			‘Well, you had your fun with her, anyway. I wish I had been there to witness it, but your account was graphic enough to get me fully aroused.’

			‘Really?’ Hetty smiled, feeling gratified. It was some time since her husband had sported an erection, and forgetting herself, she placed her hand on his knee.

			‘George, what are you thinking of?!’ Leo exclaimed, leaping to his feet in mock consternation.

			‘I am sorry, Leo.’ She cast her eyes down demurely. ‘The thought of your arousal must have induced me to take a liberty, but I meant nothing by it, I assure you.’

			‘I should hope not. At school if a fellow placed his hand on another fellow’s knee it implied only one thing.’

			‘Really?’ She stared up at him, feigning innocence. ‘And what might that be?’

			‘That he was a damned sodomite, of course. I should be horrified to think you had such tendencies, George, and even more disgusted to think I had evoked such feelings in you. Swear it is not true.’ He seized the leather-bound volume beside the bed. ‘Upon the Bible, George, place your hand on the cover and swear you have no such filthy designs upon me.’

			Hetty hesitated. ‘What should I swear, Leo?’

			‘Repeat after me – I do solemnly swear…’

			‘I do solemnly swear…’

			‘Upon the Word of God…’

			Hetty repeated everything he said until ‘that I harbour no secret desires to perform any act of an effeminate nature, whether it be by committing impious sodomy or any lesser impropriety upon the person of Leonard Carstairs’, then her voice failed her and she hid her face in her hands.

			‘What is this?’ came Leo’s harsh reprimand. ‘Do you find it impossible to swear such an oath, George?’

			She nodded mutely.

			‘I am shocked, George, shocked to the core. Does this mean you do harbour lewd fancies regarding me?’

			‘I know not, Leo,’ she replied, sounding genuinely confused. ‘I mean, it is nothing specific, nothing I can explain, yet I cannot swear I have never had any improper thoughts regarding you. I could not perjure myself in that respect.’

			‘You have thought of me in that way?’ he demanded angrily.

			Even though she knew it was all a game, she felt her blood run cold. She had not forgotten that night in Paris when he beat her for attending Milord’s party.

			‘Tell me, George, along what murky path have your private fantasies run? I must know.’

			There was an imperiousness command in his voice that brooked no hesitation on her part. ‘Well, Leo,’ she began slowly, ‘you know you have been a good friend to me, and I have few male friends. We have been close, intimate you might say, and have shared experiences in this house other men have no inkling of. Your depraved father has put us through many experiences of a dubious nature—’

			‘Yes, what of it? Get to the point, man.’

			‘The point is, Leo, that I am very attached to you and sometimes attachment would like to express itself more physically.’

			‘Physically? How so?’

			‘I – I am not sure.’ She felt decidedly uncomfortable, as if she really was a man acknowledging unfamiliar feelings towards his own sex. Then she suddenly thought of Jane and realised there was a close parallel in her real life. ‘I know it is wrong, Leo, to feel attracted to one’s own sex, and yet one has to believe the evidence of one’s own body. I confess that, sometimes, when I am in your presence, I have strong feelings of sexual excitement.’

			‘And you believe I am responsible for these feelings?’ Leo thundered. ‘How dare you suggest such a thing?’

			‘I am sorry.’ She averted her gaze.

			‘Do you know what we used to do when we caught a pair of queers at our school, George? We used to make them drop their pants and then tied them up, face-to-face, with their cocks bound together. Then we would take turns beating them on their bare buttocks with whatever implement we chose. I believe some of those depraved buggers actually enjoyed the experience.’

			‘How terrible,’ she gasped.

			‘I am of the opinion a good beating is the only way to cure such perverse tendencies. What think you, George?’

			‘I am sure you are right, Leo.’

			‘In that case, you will have no objection to receiving such chastisement yourself? After all, you have admitted your shameful secret.’

			He had her cornered; all she could do was nod her assent.

			He made her lower her trousers and kneel by the bed while he opened the wardrobe. ‘You used the same implement on Delia,’ he said. ‘So it seems fitting you should now have a taste of my riding crop. This devil must be beaten out of you, for I know from experience he will not leave of his own accord. Brace yourself, George, and remember this will hurt me as much as it hurts you.’

			She held her breath, anticipating the peculiar combination of burning pain and hot arousal a whipping always evoked in her. The first blow had her writhing against the bed in agony, yet her sex was soon throbbing with lust as the rough material of her trousers, bunched around her thighs, caressed her damp labia.

			Leo panted with exertion as he lambasted her, making her wince as the cruel leather thong bit into her naked flesh. She bit hard into her lower lip to keep from screaming, yet her body felt passionately alive and her soul was exhilarated. She derived a singular thrill from subjecting herself to her husband’s will in this manner, her passionate responses a perverse kind of puzzle she did not fully understand. Once more, she endured the intriguing mixture of painful indignation and gratifying humiliation, partly longing for him to stop while another part of her urged him on with her submission.

			After six stinging strokes, Leo said he would spare her further torment. ‘We have shown the devil what for,’ he declared. ‘If he dares to return, he will know what to expect.’

			‘Yes, Leo,’ she replied meekly, totally enamoured of him and in need of his comforting touch. ‘May I go and see if Hetty has returned yet?’

			‘A good idea,’ he agreed with a smile of satisfaction. ‘Tell her to come here after you have seen her, please. I shall be waiting.’

			She hurried into the little dressing room next door, where she carefully took off her masculine garments. Then she put on her own clothes, combed her hair, refreshed herself with eau de cologne and presented herself to her husband once more.

			‘Ah, Hetty my dear,’ he greeted her warmly. ‘Did you see your brother?’

			‘Oh yes, George and I had a nice chat.’

			‘Good. And how are you feeling now?’

			‘Much better, thank you, although I had a slight accident earlier today.’

			‘You did? My poor Hetty, tell me about it.’

			‘I slipped and fell in the garden and landed on my fundament. It is really quite sore.’

			‘Dear me, let me take a look. Remove your skirt and lie on the bed.’

			As usual, she did as he told her, and heard him grunt in sympathy as he studied the extent of her injuries. Then he opened the drawer of the dressing table where she kept her comfrey cream. Her body ached for his touch and she was gratified to feel his cool fingers smoothing the cream into her smouldering buttocks.

			‘There, that is much better, is it not?’ he asked gently. ‘You shall soon be able to sit down without discomfort.’ His fingers slipped casually into the deep cleft between her bottom cheeks as he worked the cream into her skin, and for a moment she wondered, despite his earlier ranting against buggery, whether that was his intention. He had never tried to force an entry into her that way, but now, as he titillated the rim of her arse with his slick fingertips, such curiously debilitating sensations awoke in her sex and fundament she almost desired it. Yet even more she longed for him to enter her in the conventional way. Her pussy ached for him and the little bud standing sentinel over her moist passage was growing ever more needy. She pushed her mound hard against the counterpane and wriggled her hips in frustration.

			‘You crave satisfaction, wife, I can see that,’ he murmured in her ear, still caressing her bottom with lazy strokes. ‘And I do, too. This afternoon’s work has awakened my appetite and I am raring to go. Spread your thighs and prepare yourself.’

			When he speared into her from behind, she gave a cry of pleasure and soon they were rocking and bucking in rhythmic accord. His hands came round to grasp her breasts and tease her nipples through the thin material of her blouse while she fumbled with the buttons and opened it for him. The tweaking of her naked nipples sent wild flurries of sensation through her, hastening her approach to orgasm. She knew her husband was also close to climaxing from the breathless sounds he made, and the thought of him shooting his hot seed into her excited her even more. She squeezed her inner muscles around his thrusting erection, heightening her own pleasure. In the throes of ecstasy she arched her back, groaning with animal passion, and he joined her with a muffled bellow of relief as his cock spurted and his hands squeezed her breasts. Then, his energy completely spent, he collapsed on top of her.

			The contact was painful since her bottom was still sore from his beating, and sensing her discomfort, he rolled off her so they ended up on their sides in each other’s arms. For a while they remained contentedly silent, then he kissed her and said, ‘I am so glad we did that, Hetty. I was beginning to fear I had lost the power, like my poor father.’

			The remark intrigued her. ‘Are you quite sure he is impotent, Leo?’

			He looked surprised. ‘Well, I have always presumed so. But I suppose the fact that he is in a wheelchair need not necessarily imply failure in that other department.’

			‘At least he cannot chase after some poor innocent girl now.’

			‘Like Jane?’

			At the mention of her name, she was aware of a warm flush creeping up into her face and looked away guiltily. ‘I suppose so,’ she mumbled into the pillow.

			‘You are concerned about her?’ He lay back with his hands beneath his head. ‘She does remind me of you when you first came here. She has that same sweet innocence about her.’

			‘But I am not so innocent now, am I, dear husband?’ She tried to divert the conversation away from Jane. ‘I know how to satisfy you, and in more ways than one.’

			‘You certainly do, but enough of this decadent dalliance. I must get up and be about my duties again.’ He rose and dressed himself, but after he left, she still lay musing on the bed. Their talk of Jane roused her curiosity about what might have happened to her that afternoon. While she was sporting and playing with her husband, Jane had been obliged to apply Hungary water to Sir Victor’s immobilised limbs, and perhaps to that other part of a man sometimes referred to as his ‘third limb’. The possibility that the perverse lord of Longton was not impotent after all thoroughly disconcerted her.

			Chapter 7

			It was some time before Jane was seen again, and when Hetty encountered her in the corridor outside Lady Alice’s room later that afternoon, she was alerted by the girl’s cowed expression and dejected posture. Before she could enter her mistress’s chamber, Hetty hurried up to Jane and stayed her hand as she reached for the doorknob. ‘Are you busy?’ she asked gently. ‘What happened? Can we talk?’

			Jane shook her head, her mouth tight and her eyes downcast.

			‘We shall take tea together in my drawing room later,’ Hetty insisted. ‘Tell Lady Alice… tell her I want to show you how to take care of hairbrushes and combs. That will satisfy her.’

			Jane nodded miserably and Hetty could not help fearing the worst. She spent the next half hour in a state of agitation, and when the tentative knock finally came at her door she rushed to open it. ‘Come in, my dear, I have the kettle on and there are crumpets to toast on the fire.’

			While Jane sat near the blazing coals and pronged a crumpet, Hetty made tea in a kettle set on a little spirit-stove in the corner. She insisted on this small independence from the servants, having been used to making do for herself in Paris. On a chilly day, there was something intensely satisfying about the making of tea and the toasting of crumpets and she wanted it to remain a private pleasure.

			Secure from interruption, the two young women settled comfortably around the small hearth. ‘Now, Jane, you must tell me everything that happened with Sir Victor,’ she began firmly. ‘Do not fear my embarrassment. Remember, I have been in your shoes and know everything about that man’s debauched appetites.’

			‘Oh Hetty,’ Jane sighed, ‘it was dreadful!’ She burst into tears, burying her face in her hands.

			‘What did he do, my dear?’ Hetty put a comforting arm around her shoulders, resisting the urge to comfort her with a more intimate embrace. ‘Here, have a sip of tea, it will give you courage.’

			When Jane had calmed down somewhat, she began to tell her story in a quiet, hesitant voice. ‘I went up with Nanny Baines, as you know, taking the Hungary water. He was sitting there in a big leather chair with his feet on a footstool and a plaid shawl covering his limbs. I thought nothing of it at first since he looked every inch the invalid. I even began to feel sorry for him.’

			‘Your sympathy is wasted on the likes of him,’ Hetty interjected tersely. ‘It is never wise to lower one’s guard with a man like Sir Victor.’

			‘Then that Baines woman,’ she wiped away a tear with the back of her hand, ‘lifted the blanket up to his knees and told me to rub the water into his bare feet and legs. I obeyed, of course, still thinking nothing of it, really. But as I knelt beside him, I could feel him stroking my hair as if I were some little lapdog. I ignored it, but then he started caressing my neck and I began to feel more and more uncomfortable.’

			‘But you continued massaging his legs?’ Jane nodded, slipped a crumpet off the toasting fork and handed it to Hetty, who smeared it liberally with butter and handed it back. ‘Eat up, Jane dear,’ she urged.

			There was a pause while both of them ate and drank their tea. Hetty noticed Jane’s chin was slick with butter and leaned forward with her napkin to wipe it. The girl smiled at her gratefully, and at once improper feelings rose in her bosom she did her best to suppress, telling herself she must retain the girl’s trust at all costs. ‘Come on then, Jane,’ she said gently. ‘What happened next?’

			‘Nanny Baines came up to pull the blanket higher over his thighs, right up to his loins, and I saw his… his you know…’

			‘His phallus, Jane. There is no shame in giving the male organ its rightful name.’

			‘Yes, his… phallus was completely exposed.’

			‘What state was it in, Jane?’ she enquired, trying to sound matter-of-fact.

			‘What do you mean, state?’

			‘Surely you know a man’s organ may be in one of two states, Jane, small and shrunken when at rest, or large and stiff when prepared for the deed of procreation. So tell me, what condition was Sir Victor’s phallus in?’

			Jane’s eyes filled with tears again, and fearing she had spoken too bluntly, Hetty once more rose to put a comforting arm around the girl’s shoulders. ‘I told you, Jane, there is nothing to be ashamed of. You did no wrong, I am sure of it.’

			‘I think his organ was not swollen up, not then, at any rate. But Nanny Baines urged me to continue rubbing the lotion into his thighs and the… the thing began to move. I squealed in fright when I saw it twitch like a live thing.’

			Hetty could hardly suppress a smile, but she did her best as she resumed her seat. ‘So you continued to apply the Hungary water?’

			‘Yes, and Nanny Baines stood over me the whole time. She said I was doing very well, and Sir Victor said he felt thoroughly invigorated. I wanted to be pleased by their praise, but I could not help feeling secretly alarmed at having him exposing himself to me like that.’

			‘You were right to have doubts, Jane. Nothing that man says should be taken at face value, I know. And it seems he has that dragon as his accomplice now. They make a formidable pair. But pray, continue.’

			‘I thought I had finished when I reached his loins, but then Nanny Baines said I should apply some of the water to Sir Victor’s… phallus.’

			‘How did she put it? What were her exact words?’

			She frowned, trying to remember. ‘I think she said, “his lordship’s privy parts need attention, too. Make sure you apply the water liberally”. Then Sir Victor added, “it will do me a power of good”, or something to that effect. I was shocked. I could not believe they were expecting me to take such liberties.’

			‘Did you refuse?’

			‘At first. I scrambled up and faced Nanny Baines, for I was too confused and upset to speak to Sir Victor directly. I told her I could not possibly perform such an intimate act for his lordship. She drew herself up and stared down at me with those horrid dark eyes of hers boring into me. I thought I would faint I was so frightened.’

			‘What did she say?’

			‘She accused me of being insubordinate and threatened dire punishment, even dismissal. She said it was my duty to obey her. She said I must do anything she asked without question. She terrified me.’

			Hetty felt anger smouldering in her bosom. She was remembering her own ordeals at the hands of Sir Victor, and how alone and vulnerable she had felt. ‘Did you give in, Jane?’

			She nodded, her expression miserable. ‘It was hard at first touching his… his organ. Worse, too, because I was nearer to him now and his hand was creeping towards my chest. As I rubbed the scented water into his phallus he began caressing my breast, and then he pinched my nipple so hard I could not prevent myself from crying out. I heard Nanny Baines laugh behind me and she said, “you will get a lot worse than that, girl, if you do not behave yourself”. I hated her so much at that moment, and him, too. Oh Hetty, what on earth shall I do? I cannot brook such painful humiliation again.’

			‘I shall think about what to do later. First I need to know exactly what happened, in every detail. Speak freely, my dear, you have my full understanding and sympathy.’

			Jane took a deep breath and resumed her narrative, obviously hating every minute of it but driven by an equally strong urge to unburden herself of the distasteful memory. ‘Sir Victor began to issue instructions on how to massage his parts. I tell you, Hetty, I began to feel like… like a woman of the night servicing a gentleman for money. His organ began to stiffen a little, but then it began to shrink again, and that is when Nanny Baines ordered me to do something that… oh, I cannot even bear to speak of it!’

			‘You must, Jane. I must know the full extent of that evil pair’s demands on you.’

			‘She… she told me the Hungary water was not strong enough to fully restore him. She said that by now Sir Victor should be feeling as strong as the stallion that had thrown him, but he was still too weak. It was my duty to… to restore his manly vigour.’

			‘And how were you to do that?’

			‘By applying my lips and tongue. That woman told me the saliva of a virgin was most efficacious in a condition like Sir Victor’s, and I should deem it an honour to serve my master in such a fashion.’

			Hetty felt her blood boil as she heard how the dreadful Baines woman had tried to take advantage of Jane’s ignorance. ‘Did you obey her?’ she whispered, and held her breath.

			‘No, for I knew it was wrong. They were trying to deceive me, to make me fall into sin. And when I refused, the dreadful woman said she had no option but to punish me severely.’

			‘Oh dear.’

			‘She made me lean across Sir Victor’s legs, and then she raised my skirt and petticoat. All the while he was caressing my bottom through my drawers and I was blushing with shame. Then Nanny Baines found a cane she said she always used on Master Leo when he was a naughty boy, and I quailed at the sight of it.’ Her lower lip trembled. ‘She brought it down upon my fundament three times, each more painful than the last. Oh Hetty, it did sting so! And by the time she finished I could feel… oh it shames me so to think of it, let alone speak of it.’

			‘What did you feel, Jane? You must tell me.’

			‘I could feel Sir Victor’s phallus thickening and stiffening beneath me as I wriggled in pain on his lap. He was breathing hard, too, puffing so much I thought for sure his heart would give out.’

			‘It would serve him right if it had,’ Hetty muttered beneath her breath.

			‘I am still sore from my ordeal.’

			‘You poor, dear girl,’ Hetty cooed, and remembering how comforting the comfrey cream had been for her own similar condition, she thought to offer it to her friend, but then she shrank from the thought of applying it herself. Part of her wanted to rub the sweet smelling ointment into the girl’s tender backside, but that would be entering into dangerous, unknown territory. Her attraction to Jane meant she must exercise caution. ‘I shall give you some cream to rub into your chafed skin,’ she said briskly, rising to fetch the pot. ‘Now toast yourself another crumpet and we will think about what we can do concerning this situation.’ She thought of asking Lady Alice to intervene. After all, Jane was her personal maid and should not brook such treatment from that bully of a nurse. Yet she felt she could not trust the woman. Alice had been remiss in not protecting her from the predatory head of the household, taking the attitude that her husband’s affairs were his own.

			Then there was Leo. She could ask him to speak to his old nanny. He would doubtless be as shocked as she was to hear of the ill treatment Jane had suffered, and yet she was loath to bother him. His head was so full of other business, and he seemed quite in awe of that formidable woman whenever her name came up in conversation. They had talked of getting Nanny Baines on their side to make a stand against Sir Victor, but she was sure now this was never going to happen.

			That only left one other person to confront the tartar. ‘I shall go and see Nanny Baines myself,’ she declared, spreading a generous portion of butter over Jane’s warm crumpet. ‘After all, I am her superior in this house and one day, if all goes well, I shall be lady of the manor here. She must listen to me.’

			Hetty’s heart was beating swiftly beneath her pin-tucked blouse as she walked down the corridor towards Sir Victor’s private quarters. She felt as though she was stepping into the lion’s den, and her first knock at the door was so tentative it was barely audible even to her. She knocked more loudly, and Nanny Baines suddenly loomed on the threshold.

			‘Mrs Carstairs,’ she declared coldly. ‘How may I help you?’

			‘I should like to speak to you for a few minutes, please.’

			The woman made no attempt to stand back and let her in. ‘I am afraid it is not convenient at the moment. I am in the middle of giving Sir Victor a blanket bath.’

			‘This will not take long,’ she insisted.

			‘But I must continue with my task or the water will grow cold,’ the nurse insisted even more firmly.

			Hetty felt as though she had been put in her place, even though her place was, theoretically, above that of an employee. Perhaps the woman knew of her humble origins. No doubt Leo’s runaway marriage to a servant had been talked about far and wide for months, and the other servants would have taken delight in informing Mrs Baines of the details. At any rate, she was not being afforded the respect due to her rank as the young master’s wife. ‘Then I shall return in ten minutes,’ she informed the nurse in a brittle tone. ‘Perhaps we may speak in private then.’

			The woman gave a curt nod and shut the door so quickly Hetty felt as though it had been slammed in her face. She was furious, and looking forward to their confrontation even less now, but she was determined not to let the bully cow her.

			She spent the next ten minutes in the library, where she did her best to calm the angry feelings in her heart. It would not do to lose her temper and her dignity in front of that ogress. When the library clock chimed the quarter hour, she knew she must return to face her, but she viewed the prospect with trepidation.

			This time Nanny Baines seemed ready for her. Hand on hip, she opened the door and bade her enter in a cool tone, leading the way into her own private room. It was a sparsely furnished, stoical place with only the bare necessities in evidence. ‘So, Mrs Carstairs, what is it you wanted to talk about?’

			‘Your treatment of Jane, Lady Alice’s maid.’ She decided to get straight to the point. ‘I found her in a distressed state this afternoon, and she told me something about the way she had been treated by you and Sir Victor.’

			‘Indeed?’ The salt-and-pepper brows shot up interrogatively, but there was no sign the woman was in the slightest bit disconcerted. ‘And what exactly did she tell you?’

			‘Mrs Baines, let us not prevaricate. I know very well what a lewd appetite Sir Victor has for young servant girls, having myself been the object of his unwanted attentions. I would have expected a woman in your position to protect an innocent maid like Jane, yet instead I discover you have acted as your master’s accomplice. Do you deny it?’

			‘I am sure I do not know what you are alluding to.’ The woman drew herself up to her full height. ‘The girl was insubordinate and needed punishing, that is all.’

			‘I believe that is not all, Mrs Baines,’ she persisted, her tone level. ‘You made an improper suggestion to the girl and then beat her when she would not comply. On both counts you have overstepped the mark.’

			‘Really, Mrs Carstairs? I should have thought you were in no position to complain about improper behaviour. From what I hear, the time you spent here before your marriage was filled with all kinds of dubious dalliances.’

			‘We are discussing your present conduct towards Jane, not mine in the past.’ Now it was her turn to draw herself up indignantly. ‘And in future, I would appreciate it if you protected the girl from Sir Victor’s advances instead of encouraging him.’

			Mrs Baines abruptly seized her by the shoulders with both hands and peered closely into her face. Her eyes were small and hard as pebbles, and Hetty shrank from their prying, insistent regard. ‘I know what you are, Miss Hetty,’ she said in a low, conspiratorial voice. ‘You are a jumped-up little tart who has inveigled herself into the heart and bed of an innocent and noble youth. Sir Victor has told me about some of the sport he had with you when you were no better than that girl you now defend so vociferously.’

			‘What?’ She pulled herself free. ‘How dare you intimate I was to blame for what happened? That debauched master of yours is the one who seduced me and introduced me to his sordid friends and had his wicked way with me. Leo was my protector then, but even he was not immune from his father’s disgusting tastes. We returned here most reluctantly, at the behest of Lady Alice, but the past haunts me still, and I cannot bear to see that young girl being abused as I once was.’

			‘Abused, you say?’ Baines sneered. ‘She was punished for refusing to obey me and carry out a simple duty for the master. I will not brook disobedience, Mrs Carstairs, not from anyone under this roof.’

			‘We must all obey our immediate superiors, but not when we are expected to perform tasks that are demeaning or degrading, Mrs Baines. Respect has to be earned. Jane was within her rights to refuse to service Sir Victor in ways she found disgusting, and you were wrong to command her to do so and then punish her for retaining her self-respect. That is all I have to say to you now, but if anything like this ever happens again, I shall be obliged to report it to my husband.’ She turned on her heels and made for the door.

			‘And much good will that do you,’ the woman muttered.

			Hetty forced herself to ignore the slight against Leo, but she returned to her room with the words haunting her like a malevolent echo. She knew now the Baines woman was far from being on her side. If anything, she was her enemy. Together, Sir Victor and his nurse made a formidable team, like two depraved devils whose chief delight it was to take out their frustration on innocent and trusting victims.

			The urge to go and find Leo and tell him what was transpiring in his home was very strong. Ignoring her earlier scruples, she decided this was a job for a man. That Baines creature was half man herself, and Hetty knew she was no match for her, either in spirit or brute force. The woman’s will was obdurate and she would serve her vile master to the end, indulging his whims and joining in his perverse fantasies. The mere thought made her want to scream with anger and frustration.

			She found her husband in the lower field talking to Bill, the herdsman. He looked up, surprised to see her, and Bill doffed his cap respectfully before retreating.

			‘Hetty, what is it?’ Leo asked gently. ‘You look seriously perturbed.’

			‘It is your father and that infernal woman! Between them they have gone beyond the pale, Leo, and they must be stopped from going any further.’

			‘Why, my love, what have they done to you?’

			‘To me not much, apart from being disrespectful and insolent, but they are guilty of gross indecency towards poor Jane. You remember how your father relishes young girls’ bottoms and loves to see them chastised? Well, that dragon of a nurse ordered her to perform fellatio upon your father, and when Jane refused, she put her over his knee and spanked her.’

			‘No!’ Leo’s eyes widened with horror. ‘Such behaviour is not permissible unless by mutual consent, as with you and I, my love. Are you quite sure about this?’

			‘Yes, and when I confronted Baines just now, she said the girl was disobedient and deserved to be punished. You must do something, Leo. Nip this dreadful behaviour in the bud before it gets worse.’

			‘You know I have no real sway in this house, Hetty. Father still rules the roost. As for Nanny Baines, she knows me too well of old. It would be hard for me to have any authority over her now.’

			Hetty was intensely disappointed; it sounded as though her husband was shirking his duty. ‘Leo, please do this for me. I am concerned for the girl’s safety. Remember how you tried to protect me when I was in her position?’

			‘I was in love with you, Hetty. That makes all the difference. No man will shrink from protecting the woman he adores.’

			His words struck a strange chord inside her. Was that why she was so keen to protect Jane? Did she adore her? The thought dumbfounded her.

			‘So, my dear, the best thing you can do is to be of succour to the girl and keep her out of harm’s way as much as possible. Comfort her when she falls into my father’s clutches, and tell her all men are not like him. It may be her good fortune to find a nice husband like me one day.’

			She could hardly believe her ears. His complacency and lack of concern shocked her so much that as she walked back across the fields to the house she found herself almost hating her husband too. As a result, she was all the more determined to protect Jane herself.

			As she began ascending the central staircase, Lady Alice appeared at the top of them. ‘Ah Hetty, there you are. May I have a word with you, please?’

			She followed Alice into her apartment. Her former mistress closed the door behind them and invited her to sit down before she, too, seated herself and announced with a grave expression, ‘I have received a bad report concerning Jane from Nanny Baines.’

			Once more, Hetty was utterly astounded by the nerve of that woman. Such was her indignation that for a moment she could find no words to reply.

			‘It seems she made the Hungary water far too weak for Sir Victor’s needs,’ Lady Alice continued, ‘even though she was expressly told to make it as strong as possible. Furthermore, when asked to rub it into his poor aching limbs, the girl apparently refused. Can you credit it? Surely she must realise a man in my husband’s position is entirely dependent on the goodwill and good offices of his servants to make life bearable. What on earth was she thinking of, insulting a poor invalid like that?’

			‘Perhaps there was more to it than that,’ Hetty suggested tightly, still finding it hard to contain her anger.

			‘How do you mean?’

			‘Forgive me, but you know very well Sir Victor is given to making free with the servant girls, pinching bottoms, and so on. I dare say he took some liberty with Jane which caused her to want to keep her distance.’

			‘Hmm, you may be right, but surely Nanny Baines would know the rights and wrongs of the case?’

			‘I think Mrs Baines probably relishes the power she has over your husband. Who knows what really went on? I would not put it past her to be in league with him.’

			‘Surely not!’ Lady Alice looked shocked. ‘She is the soul of propriety, otherwise I would not have entrusted my dear little Leonard to her when he was a baby.’

			Hetty sensed she had overstepped the mark. As far as she knew, Lady Alice had never been on the receiving end of Sir Victor’s debauched appetites since they had always slept in separate bedrooms even before his accident, and she could recall only one or two occasions when he approached his conjugal duties with anything resembling enthusiasm. His wife knew of his depraved gatherings, of course – she was the first one to first dress Hetty up as George so she might attend Sir Victor’s private parties and spy on the proceedings – but presumably she believed all that degenerate activity had ceased once he found himself confined to a wheelchair.

			As for Mrs Baines, Hetty supposed the woman must appear prim and proper to those who could not adequately interpret her behaviour. They would regard her domineering manner and sharp tone as the marks of an efficient nurse, not of a cruel and ruthless woman with a lewd appetite.

			‘Well, if Jane was rude to Sir Victor, my lady,’ miserably, she conceded defeat for the moment, ‘she must make her apologies. I shall ensure she does so, if you wish.’

			‘Yes, thank you.’ Lady Alice sighed wearily. ‘I do not wish to be bothered with such matters.’

			‘Shall I get Jane to make you some tea?’ she suggested, and received a fond smile in return.

			‘Ah Hetty, you know my needs inside out. I confess that, much as I like Jane, she is nowhere near as sensitive and thoughtful as you were, my dear.’

			Obliged to seek Jane out after leaving Alice’s rooms, Hetty did so with a heavy heart. She had no good news to give her. It seemed the girl’s reputation was sullied in all quarters, and Leo would not be her champion. So it was left to her to be Jane’s sole defender and protector in the perilous world of Longton Hall.

			Chapter 8

			The only advice Hetty felt she could give Jane was to avoid Nanny Baines as much as possible, but when she told her as much, the girl burst into tears.

			‘Oh Hetty, how on earth shall I do that? If she summons me to Sir Victor’s apartments, I must obey.’

			‘I know, dear, but please let me know whenever that occurs, if you are able. Then, if you are delayed too long, I shall find some pretext to call there myself.’

			It was the best Hetty could do, even though she knew it was not enough. Holding Jane close to comfort her, those familiar feelings of desire nearly overcame her again, but she steeled herself and resisted the urge to kiss and fondle the pretty creature. And control proved even more difficult when Jane herself planted a soft wet kiss on her cheek and murmured, ‘Hetty dearest, I do not know what I should do without you now.’

			A week later, the event both young women feared finally occurred. Nanny Baines insisted on Jane fortifying the Hungary water, and Hetty showed her how to make it good and strong. When the call came for her to bring the new distillation to Sir Victor’s apartments, Jane hurried to tell Hetty about it. Her face was flushed and her tone anxious and Hetty did her best to reassure her.

			‘I shall allow just ten minutes by the library clock,’ she told Jane. ‘If you have not emerged by then, I shall knock on the door and demand entry. Do not worry, I shall not desert you in your hour of need.’

			Pale and trembling, Jane went off to obey the nurse’s orders whilst Hetty made for the library, where she waited for what felt like the longest ten minutes of her life. At last she ventured forth and made for Sir Victor’s quarters. Creeping up to the door of his apartment, she put her ear to it and then her eye to the keyhole, but she could hear and see nothing. Perhaps, her business concluded, Jane had already been dismissed.

			She was just turning away when she heard a noise from within the room; a faint cry she recognised as Jane’s, and it was enough to spur her into action. She banged her fists on the door until it was finally opened and Nanny Baines’s impassive countenance loomed over her.

			From her reticule, Hetty produced a small bottle of toilet water and brandished it in the nurse’s face. ‘I heard Sir Victor wanted some strong Hungary water and I have just the thing,’ she declared. ‘This is a special recipe I made myself.’ Although the nurse was blocking the doorway, she was so surprised by the intrusion Hetty managed to push past her, and the scene that met her eyes when she entered Sir Victor’s bedroom made her gasp in shock.

			Jane was stretched facedown on the bed stark naked, her wrists and ankles tethered to the four bedposts. Sir Victor sat helpless in his wheelchair, but in his right hand he held a long riding whip he was quite capable of wielding from his position.

			‘What is going on here?’ Hetty cried, although the question was rhetorical. She was sufficiently familiar with his lordship’s depraved tastes to know exactly what was taking place. Then suddenly strong arms seized her from behind.

			‘Interfering little cow!’ Nanny Baines hissed in her ear. ‘You are not yet mistress of this house. That honour belongs to Lady Alice. As for this part of the house, I am mistress here, and no one enters without my express permission. You are trespassing, Mrs Carstairs.’

			‘Leave her be, Baines,’ Sir Victor said calmly. ‘I know her of old and she is no threat to us. If I spread some of the secrets from her past, her reputation would be so sullied she and my son would be the laughingstock of the neighbourhood.’ He raised cynical eyes towards Hetty with a sardonic smile. ‘And we do not want that, do we, my dear? Not when you and that milksop husband of yours will be lording it here at Longton after I die.’

			‘Are you trying to blackmail me?’ she demanded, her voice quavering with indignation.

			He laughed. ‘Nepotism and blackmail, the two great forces which oil the wheels of society.’

			Her attention was drawn back to the bed, from which muffled cries were emanating, and she realised Jane had been gagged as well as bound.

			Sir Victor noticed her staring at the helpless girl and sniggered again. ‘Does this charming scene remind you of anything, Hetty? Of my wonderful parties, perhaps, where all kinds of diversions were enacted for my enjoyment and that of my guests? Well, I am about to indulge one of my private pleasures. Will you stay and watch, or will you leave us in peace and say nothing about it to any living soul? The choice is yours.’

			Reluctant as she was to witness Jane’s pain and humiliation, Hetty felt she must stay. Perhaps her mere presence would be enough to soften the blows for the wretched girl. It was too much to hope she might be able to intercede on her behalf.

			‘She was insubordinate,’ Nanny Baines was kind enough to explain Jane’s current position. ‘And now she must be punished for it.’

			‘Yes indeed, but do not imagine I shall spare her just because you are a witness, Hetty,’ Sir Victor warned. ‘Maybe the sight will remind you of former punishments and, dare I suggest, former pleasures, too?’

			Hetty cursed him beneath her breath. The old rogue would never change. He prided himself on understanding women’s secret needs and desires and, she had to admit, he often divined them correctly. Yet she was not here because she wanted to take pleasure in Jane’s suffering. The thought was too disconcerting to even consider, yet she knew it was somewhere near the truth. But what her soul truly ached to do was comfort the girl afterwards, to soothe her tender young flesh with gentle caresses and loving kisses…

			‘Nanny, please wheel me closer to the bed,’ Sir Victor commanded.

			‘Certainly, sir.’

			Once he was positioned within striking distance, Hetty’s eyes widened with fear as she saw him raise his right hand and shake the whip so the long black thong rippled like a malevolent snake.

			‘Three strokes, I think,’ he said. ‘What say you, Nanny?’

			‘The bare minimum, I would say. Her refusal to supply you with the comfort a man in your tragic circumstances deserves was mean-spirited. The slut does not know the meaning of generosity or kindness, so she must be treated severely.’

			‘I think you are right. Please hold my chair steady, Baines, else my exertion might cause it to topple.’

			The woman came to stand behind him, her hands grasping the back of his wheelchair, and Hetty stared, aghast, as the old man let fly with the whip, using all his strength to inflict a stinging stroke across Jane’s vulnerably exposed buttocks. The girl let out an agonised yelp as the biting pain struck home, and while Sir Victor prepared to deliver a second blow, a long red stripe appeared on her smooth white skin.

			‘Enough!’ Hetty demanded, unable to bear the sight of her friend’s suffering. ‘This punishment is too cruel!’

			‘That is for me to judge,’ Sir Victor remarked, unperturbed.

			But catching him off guard, Hetty seized the whip from his hand and rushed to release Jane from her bonds. Nanny Baines approached the bed with a furious expression, but Hetty held her at bay by cracking the whip in her direction. The nurse retreated, glaring.

			Sir Victor laughed softly. ‘Well, the wench has spirit,’ he said, sounding amused, ‘we must grant her that.’

			The knots were securely tied and she had the devil of a job undoing them whilst keeping an eye out for Nurse Baines. When the woman tried to grab the whip from her, she slipped lithely out of reach and managed to give her a crack across the knuckles with the black leather tip. The nurse proceeded to suck her sore fingers, staring balefully at her, but Sir Victor offered his ally scant comfort.

			‘Let the pair of them go this time,’ he advised. ‘We shall catch them anon, and their punishment shall be all the more extreme, eh Nanny?’

			But Baines was speechless and Hetty was nearly finished releasing Jane. She had untied the girl’s hands and was working on the knots around her ankles with the whip handle held between her teeth. At last Jane was free, and despite her pain, she rolled rapidly off the bed and scrambled into her clothes, which were lying across a nearby chair.

			‘Come, Jane,’ Hetty said, taking her hand and half dragging her towards the door. ‘Let us leave this den of iniquity.’ She tossed the whip back into the room as they slipped through the door and slammed it closed behind them. Out in the corridor she paused for a few seconds, panting and distraught, and Jane put her arms around her, weeping softly.

			‘Come, Jane, we must not be seen like this.’ She pushed her away gently. ‘We have been through a terrible ordeal, but I have some brandy in my room that will revive our spirits.’

			Soon the pair of them sat sipping tots of brandy, yet Hetty could see Jane was extremely uncomfortable, even on a padded chair. ‘What you need is more comfrey cream,’ she suggested. ‘Did you find it helped last time?’

			‘Oh yes, thank you, but that brute lashed me right across my back before you arrived as well as lower down, and I doubt I shall be able to reach the welts myself.’

			Hetty hesitated. She longed to treat the girl’s back and buttocks herself, but feared she would be unable to control her desires if she did so. Yet she could not leave her to suffer, not now she had appointed herself the girl’s friend and defender. ‘Very well,’ she said at last, ‘I shall do what I can.’

			Jane reached unselfconsciously for the buttons of her blouse, undid them, and stripped it off. She then slipped out of her skirt and camisole and stood in her undergarments.

			Hetty assumed she would stop there, but then, to her utmost embarrassment, Jane took off her camisole as well and stood before her with her bosom exposed, clad only in her drawers. Hetty tried to avert her gaze, but her eyes were inexorably drawn to the perfect young breasts tipped with rosy nipples beginning to pucker from exposure to the cool air.

			‘You had better lie facedown on my bed, Jane,’ she murmured, her voice slightly hoarse with suppressed excitement.

			Jane did as she was bid, and Hetty could not help but sigh as she studied the vivid evidence of punishment emblazoned in the lovely young woman’s soft flesh. Tenderly, she pulled down her drawers until the full extent of her welts was exposed. ‘I shall try to be as gentle as possible,’ she whispered. ‘But this may hurt a little.’

			‘I do not mind, Hetty dear, for I know you are only trying to help me. You were so brave standing up to them like that. And you gave Baines a nasty sting across the knuckles. She is probably sucking them now and glowering.’ She giggled, then suddenly rolled over onto her back and pulled Hetty down into her arms.

			Hetty’s heart began beating so loudly she was sure Jane must be able to hear it, but then soft lips were pressed eagerly to hers and she could think of nothing else but their sweet taste and feel.

			The kiss ended all too soon, leaving Hetty in a spin, but Jane evidently thought nothing of it for she rolled over onto her stomach again with a contented sigh, and waited.

			Hetty plunged her fingers into the green ointment and rubbed it over her palms, still trembling with excitement. Hoping the rhythmic action of stroking that slender back would calm her down, she began applying the medicament gently over the raised red lines marring the girl’s smooth flesh.

			‘That feels so good,’ Jane whispered.

			Hetty gazed down at the peach-like perfection of her buttocks and began stroking them too, the skin beneath her slick fingers feeling like glossy silk. It was so tempting to continue massaging and caressing her, she was almost glad when their sensual reverie was interrupted by the sound of the servant’s bell.

			‘That must be for me!’ Jane exclaimed, hastily getting off the bed as Hetty stood up. ‘Thank you for doing that, miss, I am sure I shall be quite healed by morning.’ She shrugged on all her clothes and was gone, leaving Hetty feeling strangely bereft.

			About an hour later, she was considering taking a walk in the garden to assuage her restlessness when Leo suddenly appeared. He looked tired, but his expression brightened when he saw her. ‘My dear, I have been thinking of you all day.’ He smiled at her rather sheepishly. ‘Well, of your brother, George, actually. Do you know when we might expect another visit from him?’

			Quick as a flash, she replied, ‘How strange you have been thinking of him, for I expect him at any moment. I received a letter by the late post saying he would call in on his way back from Yorkshire. He should be here for tea.’

			‘In that case, why not ask him to drop by the summerhouse? We shall take tea there. I have to work on the refurbishment, but I shall be glad of a break at around five o’clock. You will arrange our tea for then, will you not, my dear?’

			‘Of course. I am afraid I shall be otherwise occupied myself, but I shall ask Jane to bring it.’ She was thrilled at the prospect of changing into her male attire, and as soon as Leo left, she took out her new clothes. He had sent for a wig by mail order, and she tried it on now eagerly knowing it would transform her into a man even more effectively.

			Hetty arrived at the summerhouse ahead of the appointed hour with her men’s clothes parcelled up beneath her arm.

			When she unlocked the door the place still smelt damp, but the roof had been fixed and the floor repaired. Leo had thrown some covers over the shabby sofas and put cushions on the chairs, giving the place a cosier atmosphere.

			There was a screen to one side she decided to change behind, and as she drew nearer, she saw the pictures decorating it were all suggestively erotic. There was a woman in her underwear leaning out of a window and calling down to one of her lovers while, unseen by him, another man stroked her bare buttocks beneath her raised petticoats.

			In another scene, a man with rolled-up sleeves was delivering strokes of the cane upon the bare bottom of an attractive serving maid whose expression suggested she was finding the experience very exciting.

			Another tableaux showed a rosy-cheeked milkmaid bent over the lap of a brawny youth sitting on a milking stool, his hand raised as if about to spank her.

			There was also a picture of two aristocratic looking ladies strapped to whipping frames with their exquisite gowns hiked up around their waists to expose their pert buttocks, and a pair of equally fine gentlemen were brandishing long whips over them.

			Hetty stepped behind the provocative screen, removed her clothes and dressed up as George in his new finery. By the time she was stuffing her long hair beneath the wig she could hear Leo opening the door.

			‘George, are you in there?’ he called.

			‘Yes, Leo,’ she answered gruffly, emerging from behind the screen.

			His eyes brightened at the sight of her. ‘George, how very good to see you again.’

			They embraced fondly and moved over to the most comfortable sofa.

			‘I have ordered tea to be served here,’ Leo announced, ‘but first I want to hear all your news. You have been visiting relatives in Yorkshire, I believe?’

			‘Yes, and real country bumpkins they are, too. My cousin is the local blacksmith and his wife runs the village school. They say she rules the children with a rod of iron, perhaps one of her husband’s making.’

			Leo laughed heartily at the little joke, and waited to hear more.

			‘When she is at home, however, she is completely under her husband’s thumb. I found it strange that a woman who could be such a tyrant in one sphere could be so subservient at home.’

			‘Does he beat her?’ Leo asked, unable to keep his keen curiosity in check.

			‘I should say so! While I was there I witnessed two such beatings, and for quite trivial misdemeanours. The first time I confess I was much surprised. We were having supper and Louise accidentally spilled some soup down the front of my cousin’s shirt while she was serving him. Instantly, Bob rose to his feet in a rage quite disproportionate to the offence. He swore at her, calling her a clumsy cow.’

			‘Did you attempt to intervene?’

			‘Of course, after all, anyone can have an accident. I tried to calm him down with reasonable words, but in vain. He claimed she was always spilling and breaking things and must be taught a lesson, and before I was fully aware of what was happening, he had seized the besom by the back door.’

			‘To use upon her?’

			‘Yes, indeed, and Louise seemed to know exactly what was happening and… you will find this strange, I know, Leo, but I must tell it as I saw it. She did not make any attempt to evade punishment. On the contrary, she seemed almost eager for it.’

			‘Why do you say that?’

			‘Because she promptly leaned over a stool and raised her plain woollen skirt. She wore no petticoat, only a pair of serviceable red flannel bloomers beneath which I could discern a plump posterior.’

			‘Did she seem fearful or apprehensive at all?’

			‘Not at all, although she did plead with her husband to go easy on her with the broom. I seconded that request, but Bob merely snarled and made some remark about it being the right instrument for a witch like her. Then I was forced to witness his attack upon her defenceless bottom. He beat it violently, the stinging branches of willow falling not only upon her buttocks, which were barely protected by her bloomers, but also across the tops of her naked thighs, which soon bore a red lattice of marks.’

			‘Did she not cry out in pain?’

			‘Indeed, but they were more gasps and moans than screams. And most extraordinary of all, when Bob faltered and stayed his hand, being rather out of breath on account of his stoutness, she begged for more, declaring she had been a wicked girl and must be sorely punished, inspiring him to resume his chastisement for a few more minutes.’

			‘How did the poor girl seem afterwards?’

			‘Chastened, but in a peculiarly sly way. She was even more subservient to her spouse for the rest of the evening and seemed to bear him no ill will, yet I noticed strange glances passing between them, as if they were engaged in some secret conspiracy. They certainly made an odd couple.’

			Leo was giving Hetty his rapt attention, and she revelled in it. Often when she was with him as his wife his manner was abstracted, as if the cares and concerns of managing the estate were uppermost in his mind, but now she had him hanging on her every word.

			‘You mentioned another occasion…’ he prompted.

			‘Ah yes. The second time was when the curate came to tea. He was a nervous type and I had the distinct impression he was rather enamoured of Louise. The visit was full of rather stilted small talk and I found it quite tedious, until the point where Louise spilled some tea onto the curate’s trousers.’

			‘My word! I am sure your cousin must have been incandescent with rage at that.’

			Hetty nodded. ‘He concealed it, of course, but made her sponge the man’s trousers thoroughly, and I could tell the curate was becoming quite excited by her ministrations. Bob apologised profusely, excusing his wife by saying she was very nervous at being in the company of such a distinguished man. Then he admitted to being in the habit of chastising her physically when she was clumsy or careless, and to my utter amazement, he invited the curate to administer the chastisement himself.’

			‘No!’ Leo’s cheeks were flushed with excitement.

			‘Yes, and when the curate protested it was not his place, Bob said he was sure the punishment would be all the more effective if delivered by a man of the cloth.’

			‘And did the curate consent?’

			‘Not initially. He said it would be the first time he had beaten anyone, let alone a young woman. But I could see he was inordinately excited by the idea. Bob said he usually made use of an implement, a rod or a broom, to punish his wife, but in this case he felt the curate’s own hand would be most efficacious, provided that same hand were used upon the woman’s bare flesh. The curate started at this and began to protest, but Bob overruled him.’

			‘Really? How?’

			‘By threatening to beat her himself with a forged iron rod. At this, the curate jumped to his feet in horror. “Oh no, you could not be so savage”, he cried. “Then do the deed yourself, sir”, Bob insisted, and seeing himself cornered, the curate reluctantly agreed and Bob bade his wife prepare herself.’

			‘How did she seem?’

			‘Excited, one might almost say thrilled, at the prospect of physical contact between the curate’s lily- white hand and her own fair fundament. She bent over the stool as she had many times before, and willingly lifted her skirt and pushed down her bloomers. The curate approached her nervously, his gaze fixed on the two pale globes of her bottom. I must say they looked very inviting, utterly smooth and unblemished. Her buttocks were round and firm, and she was lying with her thighs slightly open so you could see the slit purse of her sex quite clearly. I think it was her pussy rather than her arse that drew the man’s fascinated gaze. I am sure it was the first time he had seen such a sight.’

			‘Indeed, I should hope so, considering his calling.’

			‘You could have cut the atmosphere in that parlour with a knife. Bob was grinning from ear to ear at the prospect of viewing his wife’s punishment at another man’s hands, but I began to doubt whether the curate was man enough for the job. He was trembling and exceedingly pale, yet he raised his right hand and managed to give the woman a gentle slap across her nether cheeks.’

			‘Was that the best he could do?’

			‘You might call it an experimental smack. Bob urged him on, and the second blow rang out as the flat of his hand met her unprotected flesh full on. Louise gave a deep sigh of satisfaction, as if she was being kissed or caressed rather than punished, and that seemed to encourage the curate because he started spanking her repeatedly, apparently revelling in the sharp, clean sounds. She responded by writhing and moaning in a way more suggestive of extreme pleasure than pain. I tell you, I was astonished by the spectacle.’

			‘How many of the curate’s slaps did she receive?’

			‘I lost count. There was no stopping him once he got started. He was clearly enjoying himself, and she was too, spreading her thighs so as to display more of her pouting nether lips, which I could see were getting quite wet.’

			‘The little minx. But how did it all end?’

			‘Bob finally announced she had been punished enough.’

			Leo sighed. ‘Thank you, George, that was a charming tale.’ He drew out his pocket watch and frowned when he saw the time. ‘But I am parched and want my tea. Where is that tardy serving maid? It is already five past five. If she is much later we might have to punish the girl for her poor timekeeping. What say you, George?’

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 9

			A few minutes later there was a tentative knock at the door. Hetty smiled and made an effort to compose herself as Leo called imperiously, ‘Come in!’

			Jane entered bearing the tea tray and wearing a deeply apologetic look on her face. ‘I am so sorry to be late, sir. Nanny Baines caught me in the hallway and asked where I was taking the tray. I told her to the summerhouse and she gave me a strange look. She wanted to know who had ordered it.’

			‘And did you tell her?’ Leo asked, sounding amused.

			‘Yes, I said Mrs Carstairs, and she let me go.’

			‘Capital.’ He laughed and looked at Hetty. ‘She will assume the girl meant Lady Alice.’ But then his demeanour grew sober. ‘I forgive your lateness on this occasion, Jane, since you were obliged to answer Nanny Baines’s questions, but do not make a habit of it or…’ He winked at George. ‘Or we might have to devise some suitable punishment.’

			Jane said nothing, but merely set the tray down on an occasional table nearby. As she did so, Hetty saw her eyes flit to the decorated screen. She took in the obscene images at a glance, blushed to the roots of her hair, and hid her confusion by pouring out the tea.

			‘Will you take lemon, sir, or milk and sugar?’ she queried, looking at Hetty.

			For one breathless moment, Hetty stared back daring the girl to recognise her, but her disguise held; Jane’s eyes showed no glimmer of recognition. In her gruffest voice, Hetty replied she would take milk but no sugar.

			‘This is the room Sir Victor once used to entertain his guests,’ Leo informed the girl in a more friendly tone. ‘It has fallen into disrepair, so I am having it done up. This young gentleman is George Addleston, my wife’s brother.’

			‘Oh?’ Jane nearly dropped the teapot in surprise. She set it down carefully, and gave a deep curtsey.

			‘Did you not see a family resemblance?’ Leo asked, a mischievous glimmer in his eyes.

			Jane met Hetty’s gaze. ‘Oh yes, sir, now you mention it, there is a distinct likeness.’

			‘My sister speaks very well of you,’ Hetty could not resist commenting.

			‘Thank you, sir, she has been very kind to me.’

			‘You may leave us now,’ Leo told her, perhaps fearing that if the pair became too familiar the game would be up. ‘Do not worry about collecting the tray, we shall bring it back to the house with us and leave it in the hall.’

			‘Yes, sir, thank you, sir.’ She dropped another curtsey, but before she left her glance sped around the room and took in the cupboard, which held various rods, whips, shackles and blindfolds.

			‘Now she is gone, we may feast our eyes on some of my father’s book collection,’ Leo suggested, setting down his teacup. ‘You are interested in art, George, are you not? Move that tray and set it on the floor, will you? We shall need that table.’ He brought a couple of large volumes over and put them down on the low table. ‘I do not believe you have seen this one,’ he said, opening to the title page.

			The book was called The School of Hard Knocks. Inside were scenes of public school life, each one involving a flogging of some kind. Some illustrations showed younger boys being caned by older ones, while one depicted a fearsome matron reminiscent of Nanny Baines wielding a rod over the backside of some miscreant. But there were a couple of illustrations towards the end showing the headmaster inflicting corporal punishment upon a young woman.

			‘Ah… how this puts me in mind of my own schooldays,’ Leo sighed. ‘Sometimes, George, I feel quite an itch in the seat of my pants and I long for someone like Crabtree, my old idol, to inflict similar punishment upon me.’

			Hetty recognised her cue. ‘Perhaps I could provide that service for you, Leo? I am no handsome hero like your head boy, but I am capable of wielding a rod and a cane.’

			‘Really?’ He managed to sound both surprised and grateful at the same time. ‘Would you really do that for me, dear George?’

			‘Absolutely. I understand the attraction of such rituals perfectly, having witnessed them many times. What would you have me use as an instrument?’

			‘Come over here.’ Leo strode to the cupboard and flung open the double doors. Inside, the implements were neatly stored – whips, straps, flails, cuffs and blindfolds hung from hooks while cricket bats, cudgels, truncheons and rods were neatly stacked in the corners. ‘Make your own choice,’ he said.

			Hetty surveyed the selections open to her, and finally reached for the cricket bat. She wielded it experimentally, grasping the handle with both hands.

			‘Come over here, George,’ Leo urged, ‘where I may lean over the arm of the sofa, and give me what for.’ He lifted his coattails and bent over, arranging his tackle in a comfortable position and hugging a cushion in his arms. ‘Now, do your worst.’

			Hetty promptly gave him a great whack on the arse that nearly propelled his body onto the sofa. At the second blow he gave a low moan, and she was about to deliver a third whack when she heard a knock on the door and turned around, the bat lifted in mid-air.

			‘Who the devil can that be?’ Leo demanded.

			The door opened a few inches and Jane’s face and hands appeared. ‘Excuse me, sir, but I forgot to bring the seed cake…’ Her eyes grew round with amazement as the sliced cake slid off the plate she was holding, and she stepped into the room and scooped up the crumbs in confusion, muttering, ‘I am so sorry, sir, so sorry, I did not mean to intrude, please forgive me… I beg pardon, gentlemen…’ She made a hasty exit.

			‘Confound the creature!’ Leo bellowed, pushing himself off the couch and rearranging his coattails. ‘Does she not know to wait before entering?’ He rushed to the door and Hetty feared the worst, but running to his side she peered over his shoulder and saw Jane racing across the grass towards the house with the crumb-laden plate in her hands.

			‘She meant no harm,’ she assured him. ‘When you responded, she must have taken it as a signal to enter. She had no idea what was going on.’

			‘How much do you think she saw?’ he asked worriedly.

			‘Not much, she probably thought I was merely demonstrating my batting swing. At least you still had your trousers on.’

			‘Thank God. George, can we trust that wench to be discreet?’

			‘I am sure we can. She does not strike me as the kind to gossip.’

			‘I hope you are right. But I shall return to the house now. I am in no mood to continue after that interruption, and I expect you will want to see your sister before you go.’

			But it was Jane Hetty really wanted to see. Leo left her alone in the summerhouse to change back into her own clothes, and when she finally emerged it was growing dark. She hurried back to the imposing haven of Longton Hall, where faint lights were beginning to glow through the mullioned windows, but instead of going straight to her own apartments she made for Lady Alice’s room, where she hoped to find her personal maid.

			She was in luck. While the mistress of the house was with her husband, Jane was busy laying out the evening gown and jewellery Alice would be wearing for dinner.

			‘Oh Hetty,’ she exclaimed, ‘I have met your brother!’

			‘You have met George?’

			‘Yes, and what a fine young gentleman he is. He was in conversation with your husband in the summerhouse and I had to wait on them for tea, only…’

			She moved closer. ‘What is it, Jane?’ She touched the girl’s arm to encourage her to speak.

			‘I am afraid I did not make a good impression. I was late, for one thing, although I explained it was not my fault since Nanny Baines detained me, and when I returned with some cake I had forgotten I… oh dear. The gentlemen startled me and I dropped the cake on the floor and I was so embarrassed I ran away. Dear Hetty, do you think your brother will think ill of me? I should hate that, for he seemed such a charming young man.’

			Hetty studied Jane’s flushed cheeks and her beautiful eyes, which resembled sapphires they were so feverishly bright, and the impossible thought struck her that the girl had developed a crush on George. Then a few moments’ reflection convinced her this was not so impossible after all. There were few eligible young males at Longton and Jane was of an age to dream of romance, but how delightfully ironic she should fall for the spitting image of her closest friend. ‘I am so glad you took a liking to my brother,’ she began, deciding to test her theory. ‘George is a dear friend of Leo’s, you know. I should like us all to get along together. Do not worry about your mishap. I shall speak to my husband and brother, singing your praises, and I can promise there shall be no bad report of you. Tell me, though, did you find dear George a manly sort of man, the kind who might win a maiden’s heart? I should so like to see him settled with someone like you, Jane.’

			Now her eyes shone with a piercing light. ‘You would?’ she breathed.

			‘Of course, he deserves someone sweet and kind like you. I am sure you made a good impression on him.’

			‘He… he is quite a sportsman, is he not?’

			Hetty could hardly stifle a giggle. ‘Oh yes, he is a fine cricketer and excellent at rowing, too.’ But there was no time to expand on the virtues of her fictional brother because Lady Alice returned and required dressing for dinner. Hetty went to her room to do likewise, but suddenly the door was flung open.

			Leo appeared, flushed and breathless. ‘My dear wife,’ he clasped her to his chest, ‘your brother has been telling me such tales in the summerhouse that I can hardly contain myself now. Please, unlace your corset and let me gaze upon your twin beauties.’

			She willingly unlaced her corset, and he grasped her breasts hungrily while kissing her passionately on the lips. She could feel his groin pressed hard against her belly and knew he was aroused, but there were only a few minutes before the dinner bell was due to sound. She began protesting that Sir Victor had invited guests that evening, but he smothered her mouth with more kisses and hiked up her petticoat with one hand while unbuttoning his fly with the other.

			‘Lower your drawers, woman,’ he commanded.

			She did as he told her, and his cock thrust into her unceremoniously. The force of his penetration caused her to fall back across the bed as he knelt over her, sliding vigorously in and out of her, and she was delighted to feel the smooth working of his prick caressing her inner flesh and stimulating her sensitive sex lips. He pinched one of her nipples hard and she felt her desire for him soaring to new heights, engendering a longing that could only be assuaged by total satisfaction. She squeezed his solid member encouragingly and felt the rippling beginnings of a climax; a delicious warm glow heralding a blaze of glory. And just as the final dinner bell reverberated through the house, she felt a blinding wave of fulfilment sweep through them both with inexorable force and they climaxed together, clinging to each other as a rush of pure joy engulfed them. Then they lay spent and still as flotsam on the comfortable shore of their matrimonial bed.

			‘We shall be late for dinner,’ she said at last, sitting up.

			‘And how tongues will wag,’ he remarked with a satisfied smile. ‘You will have your wanton mood written all over your lovely face, I dare say.’

			‘Help me with my clothes,’ she begged.

			He fumbled with her laces and buttons while she secured the stray wisps of her coiffure and eventually judged herself presentable.

			As they walked down the main staircase, she could sense the eyes of the servants on them, and the knowledge they were being regarded somewhat scandalously sent a delicious thrill through her pleasantly warm pussy.

			In the dining room, Lady Alice and the guests were assembled standing behind their chairs, with the exception of Sir Victor, who sat in his wheelchair at the head of the table with Baines looming behind him. All eyes fell on the young couple as they entered arm in arm and Hetty blushed, but held her head high as Leo made their excuses in a bold and somewhat casual manner. ‘Our apologies for being late, but my wife had an attack of the vapours. She is quite well now, however.’

			Nanny Baines glared at them down the length of the table and Sir Victor coughed peevishly. ‘I suppose we must excuse you on this occasion,’ he said. ‘But you know how I detest keeping my guests waiting.’

			‘I am sorry father, mother,’ Leo replied smoothly, bowing to each in turn.

			Everyone sat down and there was a parson present who said grace, then the meal commenced. As usual, Lady Alice had her old friend Lady Cosham for company together with her vapid spinster daughter, and glancing at the other four male guests, Hetty thought she recognised them from the old days.

			There was the hateful Mr Reid, with his waxed moustache and beady eyes, she had once seen cruelly whip a young woman in the summerhouse. Another gentleman was addressed as Sir Anthony and more than once she watched him, cat in hand, striking a pair of fair young buttocks with sadistic abandon. Memories returned with demonic power, tormenting her so she could scarcely manage to sip her mock turtle soup.

			The remains of the first course were whisked away, and a flurry of activity behind the table announced the second course was about to be served. She noticed Jane amongst the staff and gave her an encouraging smile, but as she watched the girl serve Sir Victor some oyster patties, Hetty saw her grimace. The look Jane gave her afterwards spoke volumes, and she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt the old rogue had taken some liberty with her person beneath the cover of the white damask tablecloth. ‘The beast,’ she muttered beneath her breath.

			At that moment, Miss Cosham enquired loudly across the table, ‘And how do you find Longton after Paris, Mrs Carstairs? A dull old place, I will be bound.’

			‘It suits me well enough,’ Hetty responded civilly.

			‘Ah yes, there is no place like home,’ Lady Cosham observed pointedly, ‘especially when one may live there free from the worries of subsistence.’

			‘Yes, mamma,’ her daughter put in tartly, ‘but some of us should like to see a little more of the world some day.’

			The barbed small talk continued. Hetty would once have found it amusing, but after being made aware of Jane’s ordeal she had other matters on her mind. In the past, it had been Sir Victor’s habit to arrange some form of obscene entertainment for his guests after dinner, and she imagined he had a similar plan brewing tonight. Once upon a time, he would not have hesitated to involve her and Leo in his bawdy revels, but she guessed he would not have the nerve to suggest such a thing any more. His evil eye had clearly fallen on poor innocent Jane instead. She was marked out as entertainment for him and his disgusting friends, and the mere thought was enough to give Hetty indigestion.

			As she toyed with the main course of baked calf’s tongue, she made her plans. She would keep a close watch on Jane, both during and after the meal. If she was ordered to stay behind and serve the port or to attend the guests in the summerhouse, she must find a way to spy on the proceedings and ensure her friend remained unharmed. She was determined not to let the girl down.

			The meal dragged on, the trivial talk between Lady Alice and Lady Cosham almost driving her mad with boredom. She would have preferred to join in the conversation her husband was having with the parson. The reverend gentleman had been a missionary in India and had some fascinating tales to tell, but she only caught teasing snatches of his stories, for she was constantly being asked for her opinion on whether muslin or silk was cooler in hot weather, or whether camphor, cedar wood or tobacco was the best preservative against the ravages of moths.

			At last the dessert of fresh and candied fruits, mixed nuts and macaroons, came to an end and the ladies rose to leave the table. Hetty lingered, her eye on Jane, who was clearing away the dishes. Then Nanny Baines, at a signal from her master, wheeled his chair over to the window.

			‘It is a pleasant night, so I think we shall take our port in the summerhouse,’ Sir Victor announced. His tone was casual, as if he had only just thought of the idea, but Hetty guessed he had planned it all along. She watched with growing anxiety as he propelled himself towards the end table where Jane was collecting the cutlery, and she quickly made for the door as if to leave the room, which brought her closer to where Jane was standing, and able to eavesdrop.

			‘When you have finished here, bring port, cigars and nuts to the summerhouse,’ Sir Victor requested pleasantly.

			Hetty knew now that she must get to the summerhouse first and conceal herself so she might spy on the proceedings and, if necessary, intervene when they became intolerable for poor Jane. For a moment she considered letting Leo in on her plan, but then deemed it unwise, so following her husband across the hall she caught his sleeve. ‘Leo, I think I shall go to the library for a book to read. I have some letters to write as well and the light is better in there.’

			‘Should you not wait until morning, my dear? You will harm your eyes if you strain them too much.’

			‘I shall sit right by the lamp, do not worry, Leo.’ She felt bad lying to him, but it was Jane she cared most about right now, and the sooner she could conceal herself in the summerhouse, the better. Fortunately, Leo did not question her further, but merely placed a loving kiss on her forehead.

			Hastily, she slipped out of the house through a side door and made her way to the summerhouse through the kitchen garden to remain unobserved, taking a circuitous route towards the octagonal building. She knew a spare key to the padlock was kept under a stone near the door, and it was only a moment’s work to unlock it and enter. Then she slipped her hand through a side window and snapped the padlock shut again.

			Looking around the dim interior, Hetty realised her best vantage point would be behind the decorative screen in the corner, since it had narrow gaps between the hinges through which she could see. It was by no means a secure position, but she could think of no reason why anyone would want to move the screen or step behind it. All the same, she decided to take further precautions. She found Leo’s easel in another corner – stored there to use out of doors for landscape painting – dragged it behind the screen and draped a peacock-blue cloth from a chaise lounge over it. In an emergency, she could hide behind that, too.

			Scarcely had she finished her preparations when there came a rattling at the door, and peering round the screen she made out the dim shape of a man in evening dress. Behind him followed the other male guests, and as the door was thrown open, Sir Victor was wheeled in by Nanny Baines, who was giving orders to the servants behind them to light the candles and the oil lamps.

			‘We shall have some sport tonight, gentlemen,’ their host declared with a jovial laugh. ‘The filles de joie will be here soon and our revels shall begin. But first, where is the girl with the port? I warrant we shall have some sport with her, too, before the night is out.’

			‘Not if I can help it,’ Hetty muttered to herself.

			Chapter 10

			There was an atmosphere of intense excitement in the summerhouse. Hetty was seated on a stool behind the screen squinting through a crack at the party of gentlemen, which included, much to her surprise, Mr Dawkins, the curate. She thought that he, at least, would have been excluded by Sir Victor on some spurious grounds, but he was there with the others and showed no particular disquiet about the prospect of a night of debauchery.

			There was a knock at the door and Jane was let in bearing a silver tray on which the port decanter, glasses and cigars were arranged. It was a heavy tray for her to carry so far, and she placed it on a low table in front of one of the sofas with an audible groan of relief. Hetty could see she also looked apprehensive; she kept her gaze averted from all eyes staring in her direction, and would obviously have hurried out again at once were it not for Sir Victor wheeling himself up to her side and barring her way.

			‘Now, my dear,’ he said in a peremptory tone, ‘your task is to perform an act of circumcision for each of my gentleman guests.’

			Hetty was astonished. What on earth did the dirty lecher mean by that? The mere thought made her blench. It was soon apparent, however, the reference was only a little joke as he handed Jane a silver cigar cutter and demonstrated how she should snip the end of each man’s cigar in turn before handing it to him.

			Jane looked relieved, but only just a little. Hetty could see her fingers trembling as she selected a cigar from the box, wielded the alien implement, and then approached Sir Anthony, the guest closest to her. He gave her an evil smile as she handed him the cigar, and instructed her to place it between his lips.

			‘I think she may require a little lubrication of the lips first, Sir Anthony,’ Mr Reid commented, and the other gentlemen guffawed.

			‘Let it slip in nicely, my dear,’ Reid continued, ‘and then get it all fired up and ready to go.’

			The laughter rang out louder and Hetty could see Jane was frightened of the filthy chuckles. She obviously knew they were teasing her, playing with her innocence as cats play with a mouse.

			There was another knock at the door, loud and peremptory, and four ladies in extremely low-cut gowns entered the summerhouse. Their heavily made-up eyes flashed in the dim light, their flesh had a translucent appearance from all the powder coating it, and their lips were red as cherries.

			‘Ladies, welcome all,’ Sir Victor said cheerfully. ‘I want you to meet young Jane, my wife’s personal maid. Pretty little thing, is she not?’

			The women crowded around Jane, stroking her hair and examining her figure closely. Hetty could see the girl was acutely embarrassed by their attentions and by their comments on her slim waist and firm breasts. One woman rubbed the flat of her palm over Jane’s buttocks, and then gave them an experimental slap.

			‘Now, Helena, you must wait your turn,’ Sir Victor scolded her. ‘All things will come to she who waits, my dear. Is that not right, Baines?’

			The nanny nodded, but her gaze was impassive. If she derived any secret pleasure from her master’s lascivious games, no trace of it was allowed to appear on her forbidding countenance.

			Sir Victor had the new arrivals line up before him then he wheeled himself slowly down the row, inspecting each woman in the manner of a military general. His gnarled hand reached for the first prostitute’s bulging bosom, he groped the second between the thighs through her skirt, and he made the third turn around and lift her skirt so he could caress her ample buttocks. When he came to the last lady of the night, he paused as if deep in thought then said, ‘Dorothea, I choose you to give a lesson in submission to young Jane here. First choose your master and then the means of your subjugation. This shall be an object lesson in voluntary surrender to the will of another. It may teach her to be more obedient in future.’

			‘Oh yeth, thir Victor,’ her lisp was so exaggerated it was clearly an affectation, a perverse parody of youth and innocence, ‘if it be thy deethire.’

			‘It is my desire.’

			Dorothea chose Reid as her master.

			‘It is for you to choose the implement of your punishment,’ Sir Victor reminded her. ‘You know where they are kept.’

			‘Yeth, thir, thank you, thir.’ She sashayed towards the cupboard with a provocative swaying of her hips.

			From her expression, it was obvious Jane was terrified. Hetty felt truly sorry for her, but it was not yet time to intervene.

			Dorothea reached into the cupboard, brought out a short-handled riding whip with a long braided lash, and paraded back to the centre of the room with it.

			‘Ah, the Longton Quirt.’ Sir Victor nodded his approval as Dorothea posed with the whip in both hands, holding it high above her head, her bosom heaving. ‘Well chosen, my dear. You have selected the instrument often used to protect the honour of my family.’

			‘What is the story behind it, Carstairs?’ asked Sir Anthony, obviously torn between curiosity about the legend behind the whip and eagerness to witness the flogging.

			Sensing the impatience of the company for some action, Sir Victor promised to tell the story later and turned towards the man who had been chosen to chastise the fair Dorothea. ‘Now, Mr Reid, if you will do the honours we shall all be very gratified.’

			Reid took the whip from Dorothea, who stood motionless, her head bowed. At once her master took up a superior attitude, looking down his nose at her in a haughty fashion. ‘Wretched girl, are you prepared to admit to the shameful deed you were discovered performing last night? Speak true, wench, or cries of agony will be wrung from your flesh.’

			‘It ith true, I am a wicked, shameleth creature, mathter.’

			‘Confess to your disgusting sin at once.’

			‘I am tho ashamed…’

			Reid seized her roughly and pulled her red satin gown down, revealing full breasts spilling over the cups of her black corset. He snatched at the laces, and amidst her faint and false cries of protest succeeded at last in fully exposing the creamy mounds with their pert pink nipples cresting to hard peaks. ‘Now you need not be ashamed,’ he told her, ‘for you stand almost naked before me. I have deprived you of your modesty, so you may speak freely of your secret sin without the taint of shame. Tell me and these other gentlemen what act you performed last night under cover of darkness.’

			Dorothea put on a further show of bashfulness, hanging her head and blushing in a most convincing manner. ‘I – I touched mythelf,’ she whispered.

			‘You touched yourself where?’ he demanded. ‘Speak up, girl. Pretend you are in a court of law and the penalty for whispering is a sound whipping.’

			‘I touched mythelf in a private plathe, thir, a plathe no chathe woman would ever think of touching.’

			‘And where might that be?’ His tone was threatening.

			Still cowering from him quite convincingly, her hand fluttered vaguely between her thighs. ‘Here, thir.’

			‘Show us. Pull up your skirt and show us precisely where you touched yourself.’

			With excruciating slowness, Dorothea raised first her scarlet skirt and then her black petticoat to reveal she was not wearing drawers. Her dark, curly bush was exposed for all to see and Hetty’s eyes flew to Jane’s face. The girl looked increasingly horrified and dumbstruck by the vulgar behaviour she was being forced to witness.

			‘Here, thir,’ Dorothea repeated, her forefinger probing between her full labia. ‘Like thith, thir.’ She continued to rub herself slowly, closing her eyes, an expression of blatant enjoyment on her painted face. The men watching began murmuring and making low noises of approval. There was a hiatus in the proceedings, during which Dorothea seemed to be in a world of her own and the men stared at her pleasuring herself as though mesmerised. Even Reid seemed fascinated, temporarily abandoning his pose as master and falling under her thrall. But when her finger gathered speed and she began moaning and swaying with ecstasy, he abruptly remembered his role. ‘Cease this disgraceful act of self-abuse at once!’ he shouted.

			‘I am thorry, thir.’ She slowly removed her finger from her sex, opening her eyes as she did so. ‘I got carried away, thir.’

			‘You will be carried away by the time I am finished with you, for you will not be able to walk,’ he snarled, in a tone that made Hetty’s blood boil.

			Dorothea stood silent and submissive again, but she made no attempt to rearrange her skirt, which remained hitched about her waist. Reid ordered her to turn around, and her pert round buttocks were exposed to the room as she did so, eliciting a spontaneous burst of applause from the onlookers.

			‘Now then, prepare yourself for punishment,’ Reid commanded. ‘Kneel before Sir Victor, since you have chosen his family heirloom to be the instrument of your chastisement.’

			Hetty watched as Dorothea knelt before the wheelchair. Through her spy hole she could see the old man’s hands placed to receive the woman’s bare breasts as she positioned herself on her knees, and he immediately began fondling her nipples.

			‘Wield the lash a few times to test the action,’ Sir Victor advised. ‘It is a bit of a devil that one, with a mind of its own.’

			Reid cut a few experimental strokes through the air. The heavy braided lash reared like a cobra, curling and twisting as if with a life of its own. When he got up a good rhythm, he took a few paces forward and aimed the instrument at the twin-lobed pink cushion of Dorothea’s posterior.

			A scream rang out through the summerhouse as the pointed tip of the lash caught her naked flesh. The second time the whip bit into her bottom, she was more prepared for it and only moaned ambiguously, caught between the exquisite pleasure of having her nipples tweaked and the agonising pain of being whipped. The third lash had her writhing in Sir Victor’s grasp, but whether in the throes of an orgasm or in an extremity of agony Hetty found it impossible to determine.

			When informed three lashes were to be the extent of her punishment, the woman collapsed against the wheelchair in a position of extreme lassitude. Jane looked utterly appalled by the scene and Hetty longed to put her arms around the girl and comfort her with hugs and kisses.

			‘Carry that disobedient little whore over to the chaise lounge,’ Sir Victor ordered Mr Reid. ‘While she recovers, I shall regale you all with the most fascinating tale associated with the Longton Quirt.’

			The men drew their chairs around his very much like children in a nursery about to receive a bedtime story. Hetty could only see the lower half of Sir Victor now, and Jane’s face was all but hidden from her view. She did not dare shift her position too much, however, for fear of discovery, so she had to be content just to listen like the rest of the company.

			‘Hand me the quirt,’ Sir Victor said. ‘It will help to remind me of the story.’ He began stroking the worn leather braid resting in his lap almost lovingly. ‘Ah… how many scenes of crime and punishment has this antique horsewhip witnessed, gentlemen? The one I am about to describe occurred in the seventeenth century.’

			‘The whip is that old?’ Reid asked in surprise.

			‘Indeed, and the tale concerns a young daughter of the house who refused to marry the gentleman her father had chosen for her. Instead, the little hussy preferred to lie in the stable with the well-endowed livery lad. A handsome fellow by all accounts, and one used to rogering any village girl he could lay his hands on and slide his prick into. Of course, Lady Anne knew nothing of his philandering. All she knew was that Thomas loved her and her alone, and worshipped her body like a priest adores his god.’

			‘Were they discovered in flagrante?’ Sir Anthony enquired.

			‘You are jumping ahead of me,’ Sir Victor protested peevishly. ‘First you should know that Lady Anne’s parents were worried about her. She seemed pale and restless; displaying those symptoms which had they known about the stable boy they might have recognised as a bad case of lovesickness. Instead, they thought she must have some wasting illness and called the physician.’

			‘Was she examined?’ Reid asked with relish.

			‘Indeed she was, and suspecting the true nature of her sickness, the wily old doctor tested her virginity. On finding it vanished, he secretly informed her parents their pretty daughter was no longer the maid they took her for, for someone else had taken her!’

			The gentlemen laughed and the ladies of the night tittered.

			‘A plan was laid to have the girl followed discreetly, and that very night she made for the stable, where by the light of a full moon she could be seen sporting in the hay with Thomas, her humble lover. The romp was long and involved since they had been lovers for a while and knew each other’s preferences. It seemed Lady Anne had honed her tongue on the whetstone of his fine fat cock many a time, while he had perfected the rustic art of honey suckling, much to her delight, I am sure.

			‘Only after several lightning storms of passion had surged through the pair in the barn did they grow bolder and, heedless of the dangers of producing a bastard, their coupling became even more vigorous. First Thomas probed her from above, then they made a pair of loving spoons, then she got astride him and rode him home. They took such an age over it the servant who was sent to watch them had time to go back to the house and fetch her parents, who could barely contain their disgust at being forced to observe such a debauched scene. In fact, they were so disgusted they could not believe their eyes. They had to stare hard at the couple for a full twenty minutes before they were convinced their wanton daughter truly was rolling in the hay with a commoner.’

			Laughter filled the summerhouse, until Sir Victor held up a hand for silence. ‘At last the pair were overpowered by his lordship and dragged back to face an impromptu court in the great house. There was no hiding their guilt. The question was how they should be punished. Anne’s poor father dreaded laying hands upon his own sweet girl even though she had sinned grievously and needed correction. He thought about punishing the lad instead, but reasoned it would make Anne feel all the more tender towards him out of pity. He wondered if he should summon the suitor who had been promised Anne’s hand in marriage and allow him to vent his disappointment upon the varmint who had stolen his future bride. It was an attractive option, but once again the old man feared Anne would pity her illicit lover all the more as a result.’

			‘Quite a dilemma,’ someone murmured.

			‘Indeed. But the solution proved to be his lordship’s downfall, as you shall hear. In the end, he reasoned the best way to punish the pair and ensure they were parted forever was to force the lad to whip Lady Anne sorely, so she would come to hate him. The Longton Quirt was therefore put into Thomas’s hand and Lady Anne was prepared to receive seven strokes of the whip from the man she loved most in all the world.’

			‘Harsh,’ commented Sir Anthony.

			‘But in the circumstances, quite justified, I am sure you will agree. For in those days, as to a lesser extent in our own times, a girl who lost her virtue was regarded as soiled goods and few men would look at her, let alone take her to wife. For the wretched father, this was a tragedy.’

			There were murmurs of assent.

			‘So picture the scene, if you will… the reluctant stable lad with the whip forced into his hand and the delectable buttocks of his erstwhile lover, Lady Anne, bared and thrust up before him. No doubt she was trembling, the tears coursing down her fair cheeks. Yet there seemed no escape from this terrible punishment. At a word from her father, who was near to tears himself, the young lad raised the whip and landed a half-hearted lash across his sweetheart’s bare bottom. The girl yelped, although the blow had not been as painful as she feared. But then her mother, who was even more incensed than her father by her daughter’s shame, commanded Thomas to put more strength into it.’

			‘And did he?’ Reid queried lustfully.

			‘Indeed he did, for there was no escape. Perhaps he reasoned the harder and faster he performed the dreaded deed, the sooner it would be over for both of them. He set up a fine rhythm of lashes, stinging the tender flesh of his beloved until her pretty posterior was covered with red stripes and the girl was gasping, moaning and panting in agony.’

			‘Poor thing,’ one of the ladies commented mockingly.

			‘After seven strokes were administered, Anne collapsed in a heap and her lover rushed forward. Impulsively, he cradled her in his arms as if afraid she might be dead, but when her eyes opened their expression was not at all one of hatred or disgust. Instead, she gazed on him even more adoringly than before, her eyes shining with the light of love. And in that instant the young man acted. He lifted her up and ran with her across the hall, kicking his way through the great oak door and sprinting back to the stables. Before anyone could catch up with them, the pair were on horseback and riding off into the night.’

			A cheer broke out around the summerhouse and Sir Victor smiled. ‘Yes, my story has a happy ending. The pair fled abroad, and legend has it they lived a happy and contented life as man and wife. Lady Anne would only disobey her husband when she craved the feel of his hand upon her bottom or the stinging taste of the whip, which would lash her into a frenzy of longing and desire so strong she would reach the heights of ecstasy the instant he plunged into her. Alas for her poor father, however. He thought a whipping from her lover would make her hate him forever, but instead it had quite the opposite effect.’

			‘And what of the Longton Quirt?’ one of the women asked.

			‘It was never used again in the lifetime of that family, but kept strictly under lock and key. Strange superstitions grew up around it. Some said one taste of the whip was enough to make any woman fall for the man who wielded it. Others swore the whip had been rubbed with witch’s ointment, to make Lady Anne immune to its sting. And there was another curious tale suggesting the girl already had a taste for the whip, nurtured by the stable lad in their private revels. It is true whips were hanging on the walls of the stable where they made love, so that was certainly a possibility.’

			‘A fascinating tale,’ Mr Reid murmured.

			‘Well now, which of you young ladies will be next to confess your wicked ways?’ Sir Victor turned to the three women who remained standing, and they smiled and simpered at him, basking in his attention. ‘I know you all look as though butter would not melt in your pretty little mouths, but you have secret sins to share with us tonight, I am sure. Helena?’

			A woman in a green dress, her dark-blonde hair caught up in a heavy bun, stepped forward and curtseyed to the assembly. ‘At your service, gentlemen.’

			‘Mr Dawkins, as the only man of God present, will you take this lady’s confession?’

			‘I shall be delighted.’ He looked around the room. ‘Let that screen be brought forward so I may listen unseen to Miss Helena’s sins as in the confessional.’

			‘Splendid idea,’ Sir Victor declared.

			Panicking, Hetty slipped from her stool and threw the turquoise cloth over her, crouching behind the easel to hide herself before the screen was moved, but her clumsy efforts were in vain. The cloth would not cover her skirt, try as she might to pull it down, and the easel tottered and clattered to the floor as she struggled with it. She looked up to see the screen being folded back, and the amazed face of Mr Dawkins staring down at her.

			Chapter 11

			When the cloth was whisked away and Hetty’s crouching form revealed, a gasp of collective astonishment filled the summerhouse. She bowed her head, trembling with shame and fear, but Sir Victor’s stentorian tones forced her to look up again, and the gloating look on his face as he wheeled his chair towards her was the worst thing of all.

			‘Well, well, well, if it is not my dear son’s lovely wife.’ He sneered. ‘Gentlemen, I am sure some of you will remember little Miss Hetty?’

			There was a murmur of assent.

			‘Are you not going to invite her to join our revels?’ Sir Anthony asked.

			Hetty caught her father-in-law’s eye, noting the lustful gleam in his dark irises and the lascivious curve of his thick lip beneath his moustache. The shadows cast by the flickering candles and oil lamps made his wart-covered face look mottled and pale and more repellent than ever.

			‘Of course,’ Sir Victor replied. ‘You will join us now will you not, my dear? I am sorry I did not issue an invitation, but I naturally presumed you would be with your husband at this late hour.’

			A snigger went around the room and Hetty’s blush deepened. She caught sight of Jane, whose hands were clasped in astonishment over her bosom, and remembered it was for her sake she had risked this humiliation. She could not leave her in the lurch now. ‘Y-yes, Sir Victor, thank you,’ she mumbled.

			‘Then come and sit by Mr Reid on the couch while I think up some suitable entertainment for you.’

			Hetty’s legs almost gave way beneath her as she made her way to the couch, where Mr Reid took her hand and kissed it as she sat down beside him. ‘So pleased to make your acquaintance again, Mrs Carstairs,’ he said mockingly.

			‘Some port wine for our unexpected guest,’ Sir Victor ordered, looking at Jane.

			The girl hurried to do his bidding, but as she approached the sofa holding the decanter and a full glass, Hetty saw that she was trembling and her heart went out to her. ‘I am here to help you, Jane,’ she whispered as she accepted the glass. ‘Do not be afraid.’ But Jane’s hand was trembling so much she dropped the heavy decanter and port wine spilled out across the floor.

			‘Disgraceful!’ came Sir Victor’s instant condemnation. ‘The careless slut shall be punished for this!’

			Hetty saw tears trickling down Jane’s cheeks and stood up indignantly. ‘The girl could not help it,’ she snapped. ‘She has been shocked and frightened by what she has witnessed here this evening and her nerves are wrecked. How dare you treat her as you used to treat me, as a sordid plaything in your disgusting games?’ She could almost hear her racing heart and felt her bosom heaving with emotion, yet she stood rooted to the spot, her head held high. It felt good to be speaking out as Jane’s champion.

			‘Baines, get the girl,’ Sir Victor ordered, his tone one of barely controlled fury, and as the woman bore down on Jane he wheeled himself up beside the sofa. ‘As for you, Mrs Carstairs, it ill behoves you to criticise my behaviour when you are living under my roof. Is this how you repay me, by spying on my private party and accusing me of ill-treating my servants?’

			Hetty could see he was thoroughly enjoying the situation and felt sickened by his pleasure.

			He wheeled around to face his guests, seeking their approval. ‘I think we shall have to think up some punishment for this pair of insubordinate hussies, what say you, gentlemen?’

			‘Hear, hear!’ came the enthusiastic reply.

			Hetty looked at Jane, who was weeping freely now, her arms pinned behind her by the formidable Nanny Baines. As usual, the woman’s face was blank as she asked, her tone perfectly neutral, ‘What would you like me to do, Sir Victor?’

			‘If this were medieval days, we would give them a taste of the Longton Quirt.’ He stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘Well, we shall do the next best thing. Fetch a couple of bridles from the cupboard, Helena.’

			Smiling, the woman fetched the bridles and the reins from the collection in the cupboard, and then Sir Victor commanded Hetty and Jane to get down on all fours.

			‘We shall not,’ Hetty protested, horrified by the idea of such public humiliation.

			‘Oh yes you shall. Reid, Baines, lend a hand here. We will have this pair of wayward fillies put to work before they know it.’

			To Hetty’s horror, she saw Baines push Jane to the floor and sit upon her while she accepted a bridle from Helena. At the same time she felt Reid’s strong arms grappling her to the floor, forcing her down by the shoulders until her knees gave way beneath her. A foul-tasting metal bit was thrust into her mouth, muffling her furious cries of protest, and the bridle was slipped over her head.

			‘Now bare their hindquarters.’

			She felt her skirt and petticoat being hitched up around her waist, and then her bloomers pulled down until her buttocks were exposed. She heard Jane sobbing and wished she were able to comfort her, but there was nothing she could say or do. The girl’s pert bottom was laid as bare as her own, and would soon no doubt receive the same punishment.

			‘Excellent,’ she heard Sir Victor declare in the throaty tone of lust she remembered well. ‘Now give me the reins and the whip.’

			In a horrid flash, Hetty guessed what his evil plan was – he intended to make her and Jane pull his wheelchair behind them. She glanced at her fellow victim. Jane was looking pale but dry-eyed now, staring vacuously straight ahead. She seemed to have entered another world, finding some private escape route into a remote and inviolate corner of her soul.

			There was much manoeuvring of the wheelchair, and then she felt the odious man tugging at her reins, pulling on the bit in her mouth. She felt she was about to gag and tried to scream.

			‘That is more like it,’ Sir Victor said gleefully. ‘I need good, strong-spirited creatures. Giddy up now, my pair of beauties. Giddy up!’

			The crack of the whip made Hetty quail as she felt its sharp sting first on her right buttock and then her left. It had the desired effect on her, however, as well as on Jane, making them want to get away from the pain and hence forcing them to crawl forward on all fours with the heavy weight of the wheelchair beginning to move behind them.

			‘Clear a path,’ Sir Victor cried, evidently enjoying himself immensely. ‘Tally-ho!’

			Hetty and Jane pulled their laden chariot awkwardly at first, until they found their rhythm, and then the wheels rolled smoothly as the pair of human ponies moved in unison, travelling at a steady pace. It was rough work. After the first tour of the room Hetty’s knees began to burn and her thighs ached from the constant strain. She could tell Jane was also growing fatigued, and out of consideration she slowed the pace, managing to murmur around the bit, ‘Easy does it…’

			‘Faster, you lazy bitches!’ Sir Victor gave them each another brisk taste of the whip. ‘That will teach you to slacken on the job!’ Hetty squealed, but the brutal charioteer merely guffawed as Jane began sobbing again.

			And their ordeal was to be prolonged. As they passed the cheering group of men the second time their sore buttocks were slapped and pinched mercilessly, adding insult to injury. They did at least escape the whip for a while, but when they were approaching the third circuit, Sir Victor decided he would prefer to travel at a gallop.

			‘Baines, bare the breasts of my fillies and adjust the harness,’ he commanded.

			How Hetty despised the woman as her beefy hands opened her blouse and camisole, and then roughly pulled her breasts out into full view. The nurse treated her delicate flesh as if they were a couple of bread rolls in need of a good kneading, tugging at the nipples to force them between the straps of the harness, and with the leather cutting into her and the reins digging into her armpits, she felt most uncomfortable, indeed. She glanced at Jane, now similarly harnessed, and even as she sympathised with her plight, she felt a strange stab of desire as her eyes fell on the girl’s pale and lovely breasts, their outline distorted by the leather straps so they appeared even more plump and taut, crested with stiff pink peaks.

			They were helped to stand, and after some final adjustments were made to the harness by the impatient fingers of Nanny Baines, Sir Victor bade them pick up their feet like prize fillies in the show ring and forced them to gallop as fast as they could around the room. He administered light touches of the whip upon their naked bottoms, making them jump even higher and run even faster. The wheelchair was drawn around the summerhouse at a breakneck pace, with the men and women cheering it on.

			Despite herself, Hetty felt strangely exhilarated as she pranced along at Jane’s side. They glanced at each other occasionally, and she could see the same perverse and unwilling excitement reflected in her companion’s eyes as they puffed and panted, running at top speed over the floor, dodging chairs and tables as they went.

			‘Yoiks!’ Sir Victor cried triumphantly. ‘Tally-ho!’

			Then Jane stumbled and fell, and as she lay panting on the floor it was obvious she was suffering from extreme exhaustion. Her bosom was heaving, her breaths coming in short gasps.

			‘She is slightly winded, that is all,’ Sir Victor decided. ‘A moment to recover, then off we go again. Tally ho!’

			But Jane would not, could not, rise again, and when his command went unheeded, Sir Victor used the whip on her, but that only made her curl in on herself. Hetty yelled around the bit, outraged.

			‘The bitch is slacking,’ came the unpleasant voice of Nanny Baines from just behind them. ‘Shall I give her a slap for malingering?’ The woman did not wait for her master’s reply, but delivered a stinging blow across Jane’s unprotected bottom. A high-pitched wail emanated from the girl that sounded more animal than human, and Hetty realised Jane was at the end of her tether. She struggled desperately with her own harness, and managing to work her way out of it, she quickly began undoing her friend’s bonds. Nanny Baines tried to stop her, her grip as strong as a man’s, and Hetty felt herself weakening, but fired by indignation she bent over and bit the woman’s forearm.

			‘Cripes!’ Baines gasped. ‘The cow bit me! Give me the whip, master, and I will show the little whore what for.’

			But Hetty was too quick for her. While Baines turned to take the whip she finished releasing Jane, and grabbing her hand, pulled the lethargic girl to her feet and made for the door with her. The male spectators were enjoying the drama, mostly lying at their ease with a moll to hand, and none of them reacted in time as the pair of fillies made their escape, opening the door and running out into the night.

			The exhilaration Hetty felt whilst galloping in harness with Jane was nothing to what she experienced now as the cold night air filled her lungs and wafted against her face, cooling her perspiring body and clearing her head. ‘Quick, we must make a dash for it,’ she urged, afraid her companion would not be able to manage the trip back to the kitchen garden.

			‘I am fine, Hetty, do not worry about me.’

			They let go of each other’s hands as behind them trailed the irate cries of men cheated of their entertainment and the hope of further sport. Hetty’s eyes were fixed on the dark silhouette of the brick wall surrounding the kitchen garden and the dark house looming beyond it, for surely no one would dare follow them there. Yet as she glanced back over her shoulder she saw the loping figure of Nanny Baines in hot pursuit. ‘Baines is after us,’ she gasped. ‘Can you run any faster, Jane?’

			The girl moaned. ‘I’ve a terrible stitch in my side…’

			There were still a good hundred yards to go, and as Hetty looked back fearfully she could see the nurse gaining on them. ‘Just get yourself through the gate into the kitchen garden, Jane,’ she said, a plan forming in her mind. ‘Then you can rest. It is not so far now. Be strong.’

			They both staggered across the grass for the last few yards, and Hetty clung to the handle of the wooden gate for a few seconds to catch her breath. She prayed the gate would not be locked, it seldom was, and their luck held. After pushing Jane inside the garden she looked around at the neat plots for some stick or tool she might use against the avenging nanny. Her eye alighted on a spade thrust into the soil and she hurried to pull it out.

			‘What will you do?’ Jane asked, terrified.

			‘Do not fret, I shall not kill the beast,’ she responded briskly, taking up her position to one side of the entrance. She could hear Baines panting as she approached the garden, and held the spade so the handle formed a hurdle just inside the gate.

			Hetty heard Jane gasp in fear as the woman opened the gate and barged straight in. She did not see the spade handle and promptly tripped over the obstruction as Hetty had intended her to, falling heavily to the ground with her legs splayed. Quick as a flash, Hetty dropped the spade and sat between the woman’s broad shoulders facing her feet. She pulled up the thick serge skirt to reveal a pair of pink flannel bloomers, and she promptly pulled these down to expose the great pale moons of the woman’s bottom like a doubled reflection of the real moon above them. ‘Jane, grab the whip!’ she commanded, and Jane picked it up from where it had landed after flying out of the nurse’s grasp. ‘Now give her bottom a good whipping. Do it, Jane.’

			‘Oh no,’ she protested, shrinking back, ‘I could not possibly…’

			‘You can and you will. Did she have any scruples about applying the whip to your poor defenceless body? Did she hesitate before submitting you to the vilest humiliations? No, she did not, not for one moment. So go to it, Jane, while I have her prone. Give her a good taste of her own medicine.’

			The hefty woman was heaving and bucking in an effort to free herself, but Hetty held her down firmly, reaching back to shove her face into the dirt.

			Slowly Jane approached them again, whip in hand, and Hetty watched with great satisfaction as she lifted it high.

			‘Do not spare her, Jane. Remember what torments she has inflicted upon you.’

			As if in a dream, Jane brought the lash down sharply across the ample buttocks. Baines groaned and cursed, struggling all the more, but Hetty took another handful of her greasy hair and forced her face hard into the soil. ‘Eat dirt,’ she hissed, ‘you evil crone.’

			Jane thrashed the woman again, and there was a muffled cry from the face on the ground. ‘You will be punished for this most severely,’ she gasped, ‘the pair of you! How dare you treat me this way?’

			‘We might ask the same of you,’ Hetty countered. ‘I wonder what Lady Alice would say if she knew how you encourage Sir Victor in his disgusting revels. If I were her, I should dismiss you on the spot.’

			This remark abruptly seemed to knock all the spunk out of the nanny. When Hetty let her go and stood up, the older woman immediately scrambled to her feet, but then she merely stood there looking almost abashed. ‘You will not tell her, will you?’ she asked tightly.

			‘Not unless you misbehave again,’ Hetty answered sternly. ‘Now get you gone!’

			The two young women watched as the ungainly figure ran off, stumbling across the grass towards the door leading into the house. Then Hetty giggled and hugged Jane impulsively. The girl felt soft and warm in her arms, and she had an urge to kiss her satin-soft cheek she somehow managed to suppress, but the desire remained deep inside her.

			‘Who would have thought it?’ Jane murmured in wonder. ‘A great tyrant like her brought low.’

			‘All bullies are cowards at heart,’ Hetty told her, squeezing her hand fondly. ‘But let us go inside. We have been through a terrible ordeal tonight and need to rest.’

			Jane turned towards the house without pulling her hand away, her lovely face beaming in the moonlight. ‘Oh Hetty, you were so brave. I shall never forget how you helped me.’

			‘I could not do as much as I would have liked, Jane, for we were outnumbered. Only a real man could have stood up to Sir Victor and all those so-called men. They are lechers and rogues who care only for the satisfaction of their own vulgar appetites.’

			‘We could have done with a man like your brother,’ Jane remarked shyly. ‘I could tell the moment I set eyes on him that he was a brave and upright gentleman. He would have shamed Sir Victor into letting us go unharmed, I am sure of it. What a pity he is no longer here.’

			Hetty, gazing at the naked admiration on Jane’s face, was suddenly determined to appear before her again dressed as George in his fine new apparel, and the idea excited her so much she could hardly speak, but she knew she must prepare the way. ‘George will be returning soon, Jane. He… he is visiting relatives further north, but has promised to come back to Longton in a few days. If you wish, you could meet him again.’

			‘Oh, how I should love that!’

			Hetty smiled. ‘I am sure he will be equally pleased.’ They entered the house by the side door. ‘How are you feeling now, my dear?’ she asked as they stood at the foot of the stairs.

			‘All the better for having whipped that dreadful woman.’

			‘Yes, indeed, but I meant how is your poor body? If you are still sore and smarting, I can give you some more comfrey cream.’

			‘I – I should like that, Miss Hetty.’

			Instinctively, she knew Jane wanted her to apply the ointment like the last time. Her heart raced keenly at the thought of performing such an intimate service for the girl, and when she offered to do so, Jane’s eyes lit up.

			‘Oh, would you? I should much prefer it if you did. It is easier to relax and forget one’s pain when someone else ministers to your needs.’

			They crept up to the landing, walking silently past Lady Alice’s door to Hetty’s apartments. Leo would be deeply asleep by now, so it was safe to take Jane into their sitting room, where a chaise lounge would provide an adequate bed. She threw a cloth over the fine velvet so the cream would not spoil it, and then bade the girl remove her nether garments and lie facedown while she fetched the cream from the bedroom.

			In the darkened room Leo lay dead to the world, so it was an easy matter to open the drawer of the bedside table and remove the pot of cream. When she returned to the sitting room, Jane’s beautiful buttocks were fully exposed and shining like marble caressed by a finger of moonlight reaching in through the window.

			‘Beautiful,’ Hetty breathed. ‘Your bottom is like alabaster, dear Jane. I am reminded of some exquisite statuettes I saw in the Louvre museum in Paris.’

			‘Oh miss, you are so worldly-wise,’ she sighed. ‘It must be wonderful to have lived in a foreign country. You must tell me all about it sometime.’

			‘That I will.’ Hetty smiled, storing up the promise in her soul with a sense of anticipation. For now, however, the pleasure was keen and immediate as she smoothed the cream into Jane’s delicate skin. Her buttocks were deliciously firm and smooth to the touch, and as she rhythmically applied the herb-scented salve, the girl gave a long and voluptuous sigh.

			‘Oh Hetty… it is almost worth enduring the pain of a whipping to feel your tender fingers upon my flesh afterwards.’

			Emboldened, she parted Jane’s twin mounds to peer into the dark chasm between them and catch a glimpse of the little puckered hole of her anus. She was curious about the girl’s anatomy, so similar to her own and yet, when viewed from an external angle, so alien. Below the cleft of her bottom lay the pink folds of her sex, glistening slightly in the moonlight. A knot of desire formed deep within her gazing at the sweetly pouting pudenda, and her pulse began racing in earnest as she let her fingers gently probe the soft nether lips. Jane moaned even as her thighs drew together in a seemingly involuntary gesture, and Hetty guessed she had gone too far, so she returned to smoothing her fingers over the taut globes of her bottom as she sensed Jane relaxing beneath her caresses again. ‘There, I think that will do,’ she announced reluctantly.

			Jane rolled over onto her back, fiddling with the buttons of her blouse. She manoeuvred herself out of it without sitting up, and then opened her camisole, revealing her gorgeous bosom. ‘Please, Hetty,’ her rosy nipples stood instantly to attention, exposed to the room’s cool air, ‘will you also rub some into my breasts?’ she asked sweetly. ‘They are so chafed from the harness.’

			‘Yes, of course.’ Her voice almost caught in her throat as her suppressed desire nearly got the better of her. She plunged her fingers into the pot and produced two good dollops of cream.

			Jane held her breasts in her hands, and Hetty began smearing the cream in circular motions around the stiff nipples. The girl closed her eyes, an innocent expression of ecstasy on her virginal face. Warming to her task, Hetty rubbed the nipples themselves as well, relishing their hard and yet yielding texture beneath her fingertips. With a sharp intake of breath Jane threw back her head, sighing, and Hetty longed to take her in her arms to kiss and caress her. But then she recalled her promise. It was George who must win that privilege, George who must seduce this lovely creature and claim her as his own. Jane would never countenance such behaviour from another girl, of that Hetty was quite certain. ‘There, you are done,’ she said, almost brusquely. ‘I hope you will feel better in the morning.’

			Jane opened her eyes slowly, and Hetty almost lost control when she saw the blatant desire smouldering in them. She rose quickly, to avoid temptation, and then made much of screwing the top back on the jar.

			‘Thank you, Hetty,’ Jane whispered, readjusting her clothing. Then she rose reluctantly from the lounge and planted a tender kiss on Hetty’s cheek, a kiss so sweet it left Hetty feeling both aroused and bereft.

			Chapter 12

			Three days passed before Hetty could consider dressing up as George again, and during that time Sir Victor was conspicuous by his absence at the dinner table. It was given out by Nanny Baines that he had caught a chill and was confined to his bed, but Hetty guessed the truth was he could not face her or Jane and so was keeping out of their way. She was not sorry. It would have been tedious to respect the social niceties in her dealings with him, and yet she did not feel she could tell Leo about what had happened in the summerhouse.

			The fact was she did not believe she could trust her husband to remain silent, and a confrontation between father and son was the last thing she wanted. Apart from the horrors of the night when she and Jane were harnessed to Sir Victor’s wheelchair like ponies, she had found a kind of peace at Longton Hall. If she were honest, she had to admit Jane was largely responsible for her newfound sense of ease and pleasure. It was a long time since she had felt such closeness with another girl, and the prospect of being with her while disguised as George was particularly exciting.

			In her male persona, Hetty seemed to have the power to inspire confidence and intimacy. It worked well with Leo – she fancied they would never have married had it not been for George’s good offices – and she was intrigued by the prospect of approaching Jane in the same fashion. When she was dressed as a man, she suspected the girl would grow as fond of her and desirous of her company as Leo had. She imagined Jane would confess her deepest secrets to George and admit her most cherished desires, and she could hardly wait to hear them.

			Her chance to transform into her handsome brother came when Leo and Lady Alice had to go away to York on some business to do with the estate of a distant relative. They planned to stay overnight and, with Sir Victor still allegedly confined to his sickbed, Hetty judged the coast was clear. She pondered long and hard over the best location and circumstances for the meeting between Jane and George, realising it would seem odd if she did not also attend as Hetty, which would be impossible. She had to contrive a chance meeting between them in a place where the other servants seldom ventured. Yet to have a young man conversing freely with a young woman without a chaperone was unthinkable.

			The problem vexed her, but in the end she decided Jane could be sent to work in the summerhouse, supposedly on orders from Nanny Baines. Hetty would deliver the order sympathetically, recognising there would be many ghosts for Jane to exorcise. She would say she was unable to accompany her to the summerhouse due to some other pressing business, and as Jane set to work cleaning and tidying that den of inequity, George would suddenly appear as if by accident while on a country walk. The rest would have to be played by ear.

			Lady Alice and her son left early in the day for York, and all morning Hetty was in a frenzy of anticipation, playing and replaying in her mind the scene she intended to contrive in the summerhouse. She delivered the supposed message from Nanny Baines to Jane at three o’clock, and then watched with satisfaction as the girl crossed the wide expanse of grass towards the summerhouse carrying her cleaning materials. As soon as she disappeared inside, Hetty went to change into her male attire.

			She took special care over her appearance and made free with Leo’s Eau de Portugal, which gave her a seductive, citrus-like aroma. By the time she came to fix the handsome brown wig securely on her head, the illusion was complete. Staring at herself in the long mirror, Hetty thought she cut a fine figure of a man and almost fell in love with herself. Surely Jane would be equally smitten.

			It was a fine afternoon, which would give credence to her story that George was out for a stroll and simply chanced to step into the summerhouse. As she meandered towards the building, she felt a warm glow of anticipation. The prospect of making love to Jane, of tenderly kissing and caressing her, filled her with joy.

			Once she reached the door she heard sweeping sounds coming from within. She coughed loudly, and opened the door a fraction. Jane looked around, startled, a slight shadow of apprehension darkening her lovely face, but when she saw who it was her whole body visibly relaxed and a shy smile touched her lips. ‘Oh… Master George… good afternoon, sir.’

			‘It is a very good afternoon, indeed,’ Hetty replied in her deepest voice. ‘Do you mind if I come in for a moment, Miss Jane? I can see you are busy.’

			‘Oh no sir, do come in, I would love to take a short rest.’

			‘My sister has gone into the village, and with Leo and Lady Alice away as well, I am at a loose end, so to speak. I have walked all around the estate and am ready to sit down. Is that sofa clean?’

			At once Jane fussed around with her feather duster and plumped up the cushions. ‘There, sir,’ she declared with pride. ‘You may sit yourself down now.’

			‘Only if you will sit beside me, Miss Jane.’

			‘Oh sir, it would not be proper. If Nanny Baines caught me in here with a young man…’

			‘Then she would be envious, no doubt.’

			Jane giggled.

			‘Come, my dear.’ George patted the sofa beside her right thigh. ‘You can trust me. I know in what high esteem Hetty holds you, and I would do nothing to harm your reputation.’

			Eagerly Jane took her place beside George, and Hetty had to quash an urge to place her arm around the girl’s shoulders. Telling herself she had all afternoon, she began leading the conversation in the direction she had planned. ‘Tell me, Jane, do you have a sweetheart?’

			She blushed becomingly. ‘Oh no, sir…’

			‘What? Never?’

			‘No, sir, no man has ever made so bold.’

			‘I can hardly believe that.’ Hetty adopted an expression of exaggerated amazement. ‘There must be many young men at Longton and hereabouts who are secretly in love with you, Jane. Roger, the stable lad, for instance?’

			‘No sir, I would never encourage him. They say he flirts with village girls and…’ She blushed again beautifully.

			‘And?’

			‘I will not repeat idle gossip,’ she said primly.

			‘Perhaps you aim higher than a mere stable boy? Indeed, you deserve a man of more refinement. Someone more like myself, perhaps?’ Hetty rested her arm casually along the back of the sofa. ‘I have often dreamed of finding the perfect woman,’ he went on dreamily, ‘someone pretty but modest, like Wordsworth’s Lucy, “a maid whom there were none to praise, and very few to love”.’

			‘Oh, Master George, do you love that poem? I adore it, and all of Mr Wordsworth’s works. I have an old book your dear sister gave me, and I read a poem every night by candlelight before I go to sleep. I am sure it brings me sweet dreams.’

			‘Tell me, what does a girl as sweet as you dream of, Jane?’

			She looked embarrassed. ‘All kinds of things.’

			Hetty decided to take the bull by the horns. ‘Of a chance encounter with a young admirer in a summerhouse, perhaps?’

			‘You are teasing me, George,’ she protested breathlessly.

			Hetty was pleased to note she dropped the ‘master’. They were getting on more intimate terms and she must be careful not to spoil things. Rising from the sofa, she stretched her arms over her head and then looked around. ‘Well, this is a nice little place. What is it used for, do you suppose? Does Lady Alice take tea here?’

			‘Oh no,’ Jane said quickly, ‘her ladyship never ventures in here.’

			‘Really?’ Hetty feigned surprise. ‘Then who makes use of it?’

			She frowned slightly. ‘His lordship.’

			‘But Sir Victor is confined to a wheelchair.’

			‘That is true,’ she looked decidedly uncomfortable now, ‘but Nanny Baines wheels him over here sometimes. She asked me to clean and tidy the place, so I suppose he is planning another visit soon.’ She rose and smoothed down her apron. ‘I had better be about my duties now, Master George.’

			Hetty knew she had inadvertently broken the seductive spell, and was moved to employ drastic measures to bring the girl back into her thrall. ‘No, my dear,’ she put both hands on Jane’s shoulders and gently pushed her back down onto the sofa, ‘please grant me a few more minutes of your time, I beg of you.’

			Jane obeyed, but sat nervously on the edge of the cushion.

			Hetty resumed her place beside her. ‘I have a confession to make,’ she said.

			Fear and apprehension openly warred with hope and joy on Jane’s face.

			‘My dear Jane, I have heard such good reports of you from my sister. Not that I needed any, for I can see with my own eyes what a charming and delightful creature you are. Please, do not look away. Shine that bright blue light from your eyes upon me so you may see into my soul and I may see into yours through those clear windows.’ Hetty knew she was laying it on with a trowel, but Jane, unsophisticated in the ways of the world, was vulnerable to the romantic approach. Pressing home her advantage, she lifted the girl’s hand to her lips, and kissed it fervently.

			‘Oh George,’ Jane breathed. ‘I had no idea…’

			‘You are a dear, innocent child and I long to reveal to you the secret treasures of love, Jane.’

			‘Oh! But we are all alone and—’

			‘Yes, we are alone in this secluded bower with the delights of nature all around us. And love is also natural, is it not? Every swan must seek its mate, every fox must find its fate.’

			‘How charming!’ Jane exclaimed. ‘Who wrote those lovely lines of poetry?’

			‘I did,’ Hetty said modestly.

			‘You are yourself a poet?’ she gasped, enraptured. ‘How marvellous!’

			‘Yes, and I should love to compose a poem to you, dear Jane. But alas, I cannot.’

			Looking both intrigued and disappointed, she asked, ‘Why not, George?’

			‘Because I have so little to base it upon.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I have lain awake at night thinking about your face and your figure, but all I have to inspire me is your outward appearance and the impression I have gained from your sweet voice. I know you so little, Jane, yet I feel we are already soul mates. I am sure I could write you consummate love poetry if only…’

			‘What more do you need?’ she asked softly.

			‘A kiss, dear girl, just one kiss will feed my poetic imagination, I am sure. If you could show me some mercy, and for the sake of my art be my muse and allow your sweet lips to meet mine…’

			‘Yes,’ she whispered passionately. ‘Willingly, sir…’ She practically threw herself into his arms and a passionate kiss ensued.

			‘Mm… lips that look like cherries and taste like honey,’ Hetty whispered, nibbling Jane’s earlobe. ‘A bosom that smells of flowers and brings to mind a bee’s suckling… to suckle like a hungry bee upon her blooming breast…’

			Jane moaned softly as Hetty’s fingers fumbled with the buttons of her blouse, but she made no attempt to stop her. Soon her left breast was exposed, the pink nipple already swollen into ripeness, and Hetty took it slowly into her mouth. Jane moaned louder, her thighs shifting restlessly beneath her skirt, and while she licked and suckled Hetty caressed her hip and the side of her bottom.

			‘Oh George,’ Jane sighed, ‘no man has ever done this to me before. I had no idea it could be so… so wonderful to feel like this…’

			Hetty’s lust was growing, and encouraged by Jane’s lack of resistance, she soon had both the girl’s breasts to play with. Her hands and lips teased the stiff nipples in turn, eliciting more erotic noises from Jane, which gave her the impression she could take things even further. The lovely virgin was clearly in a state of deep longing for physical pleasure, but there was no telling how far she would permit George to go on this first encounter.

			A few more deep kisses and Jane permitted Hetty’s wandering hands to slip beneath her petticoat and caress the sleek silk of her naked thighs. Boldly, she let her hands brush against the girl’s warm mound, feeling the dampness dewing the fleshy pouch of her vulva. She pressed her palm against it more firmly and detected the distinct little button of her clitoris, which must by now be throbbing with unfulfilled desire. There was a corresponding pulse between Hetty’s own thighs, a crying need she longed to sate with some mutual sex play, but she judged it to be too soon. Reluctantly she withdrew her hand, as though George had suddenly become aware of what he was doing. She wanted to remain on good terms with Jane. If she went too far on this first occasion, she feared there would never be another opportunity for such pleasure.

			‘Oh my dear Jane, whatever must you think of me?’ she said, hastily readjusting the girl’s skirt and then quickly buttoning her blouse. ‘I am so sorry. Please, forgive me, my dear, for taking such liberties.’

			‘Oh no, George,’ she looked dazed, ‘do not feel—’

			‘But I do feel, Jane. I have such very strong feelings for you, my dearest girl. It is only natural I should wish to express them, yet I have taken advantage of your innocence. I am a very wicked man and should be severely punished for my improper behaviour. To force myself upon you when you were alone and defenceless… I have dishonoured your purity and for that I should be physically chastised.’ She leapt up from the sofa and looked around the room in a feverish state, pretending to be searching for something as she deliberately approached the cupboard.

			‘What is it?’ Jane asked, bewildered. ‘What are you looking for, George?’

			‘Something for you to punish me with.’ She flung open the cupboard doors with a dramatic gesture, revealing the assorted whips and rods within. ‘Ah… this must be where the riding equipment is kept. Just the job. You shall teach me a lesson I will not forget, Jane. Now, which would be the most efficacious implement, do you think?’

			Jane hurried to his side, and put her hand on his arm. ‘No, George, it is not you who should be punished, it is I. I am the one who has led you astray. I made no attempt to stop you, but only encouraged you. I am a shameless hussy and must be severely whipped.’

			‘You? No, my dear, never.’

			To Hetty’s amazement, Jane then reached into the cupboard and brought out a short-handled whip. ‘This, George, use this to scourge me and I shall thank you for it. I am the one who needs to learn a lesson. I was taught men cannot rule their own appetites where women are concerned, so it is up to us women to control them,’ she explained fervently. ‘I truly believe that, and I have failed us both this afternoon. Punish me severely, please George, do not spare me.’

			‘But this seems so harsh, Jane. Have you ever been physically chastised before? Do you fully understand what you are asking me to do?’

			Jane led Hetty back to the sofa. ‘Yes, George, I have been whipped before, by Sir Victor, and for no real fault of my own, so I detested the humiliation and the unjustness of it. But with you it will be different. I will know I fully deserve my punishment and that you are delivering it justly.’

			‘You really mean it, Jane? You really wish to make amends for leading me astray?’

			‘Oh yes,’ she responded fervently, her eyes wide with adoration. ‘I shall lie facedown upon this sofa and you may whip me three times.’ She handed him the whip. ‘I think that would be fair.’

			‘Very well, if that is really what you wish me to do, my dear.’

			‘It is, and I shall sincerely thank you for it afterwards, sir.’

			Hetty decided she had played her reluctance to the hilt. She put down the whip so she could slip off her jacket and roll up her shirtsleeves, praying her bound breasts would not be too visible beneath the fine white material. Jane hardly looked at her, however, as she hitched up her skirt and removed her bloomers before lying facedown across the couch. Her pulse racing, Hetty lifted the whip over the proffered buttocks.

			‘Do not spare me,’ Jane murmured, her face buried in a cushion. ‘Three good strokes, please, sir.’

			The first stinging lash bit into the smooth rotundity of her bottom, making it quiver and leaving a red imprint. She let out a cry of agony and wriggled her hips furiously, pressing her mound hard against the plush sofa.

			Hetty knew from her own experience that she was probably deriving a keen satisfaction from the rough pressure of the cushion, the sensitive little bud between her sex lips still hot and swollen from their foreplay.

			She delivered a second blow, and this time her victim’s cry was low and throaty, possessing a very obvious sensual note. She rubbed herself against the sofa as if trying to assuage her pain, and Hetty’s desire to resume their erotic play was almost overwhelming. How hard it must be for a man to contain his urges, she thought wryly, especially when the woman of his desire was behaving like a cat in heat.

			She obeyed Jane’s wishes and gave her a severe final lash that elicited a shriek of misery from her followed by more frantic writhing. Then, throwing the whip down, she sat beside her on the couch and pressed her face against her red and overheated bottom cheeks, inhaling the intoxicatingly musky scent of her arousal. ‘Please forgive me, Jane,’ she muttered hoarsely. ‘I have hurt you terribly.’

			‘Yes, but it was well deserved, sir. Do not reproach yourself.’

			‘When I was a boy if I fell and hurt myself my mother would always kiss it to make it better. May I do the same with you?’

			‘Of course, sir…’

			Hetty pressed her lips to the taut flesh of her buttocks, softly kissing and licking them while Jane’s hips worked subtly to press her mons against the couch in a correspondingly rhythmic fashion. She was apparently pleasuring herself, and the thought brought Hetty’s own need into sharper focus. As her lips travelled softly over the delicious bottom, her hand crept to her fly and began rubbing her sex through the man’s trousers, feeling her clitoris responding eagerly to the friction of the rough tweed…

			Suddenly the door of the summerhouse rattled imperiously. ‘Are you in there, Jane?’ Nanny Baines demanded impatiently. ‘Cook told me you had been sent here on my orders, but as you well know, I gave no such instructions and you are needed at the house.’

			Finding it unlocked, Baines flung the door open and stood on the threshold staring aghast at the scene before her. Hetty received a fleeting impression of wide eyes and an open mouth – the perfect music hall caricature of a dumbfounded woman – before she collected her scattered wits and pulled down Jane’s skirt as she rose hastily from the sofa.

			‘Depravity and debauchery!’ came the booming accusation from Nanny Baines’s powerful lungs. ‘Shame on the pair of you! How dare you make use of Sir Victor’s private summerhouse for your obscene antics? And who are you, sir, if I may ask?’ Her large bosom heaved with indignation. ‘My master shall know of this right away. Come back to the house with me directly.’

			‘It is not what it seems, Mrs Baines.’ Hetty was terrified, but as George she felt obliged to put on a show of defiance. ‘My name is George and Hetty is my sister. I am here visiting her and Leo, and whilst out for a walk in the grounds, I heard Miss Jane’s cry as she tripped and fell while she was cleaning. I ran in to help, and was just administering some first aid.’

			But the nurse’s eagle eye had spotted the abandoned whip on the floor. She glanced around the room, and saw that the cupboard door was ajar. ‘Any wounds she might be suffering are more likely to have been deliberately inflicted,’ she commented dryly. ‘Lift up your skirt and petticoat, Jane, I wish to inspect your posterior.’

			Hetty tried to intervene, but she was pushed roughly aside and Baines did not wait for Jane to comply with her order; she simply tugged the girl’s skirt and petticoat up herself. The fresh welts were still clearly visible and she emitted a ‘Hah!’ of satisfaction as her suspicions were confirmed.

			‘What occurred between Miss Jane and myself in this place is a private matter,’ George said coldly, and knew instantly her words had been a mistake.

			‘On the contrary,’ Baines pointed the tip of the whip at her in a threatening manner, ‘you are a guest in this house, Master George, and Jane is a servant. You have both abused Sir Victor’s generous hospitality, and you will pay for it dearly. Make yourself decent, girl, if that is at all possible, and then you shall both come with me to see Sir Victor. It grieves me to vex him with such matters when he is an invalid, but he must know what disgraceful conduct the pair of you are guilty of under his roof.’

			Hetty knew if she wished to extricate herself from the situation, she could do so easily. She only had to run back to the house, change back into her own clothes, and then report her brother had suddenly departed Longton on urgent family business. However, she could not let Jane down. She had got her into this mess and she would stand by her whatever the cost.

			So resignedly she followed Nanny Baines through the summerhouse door, and managed an encouraging wink at Jane.

			‘Do not fear, my dearest,’ she whispered, ‘I shall be standing up for you. Be brave.’ But despite her manly exterior, Hetty was feeling anything but brave. Both Nanny Baines and Sir Victor had good reason to extract vengeance on Jane, and she doubted she would be able to prevent the girl receiving further punishment. If she did manage to intervene, she feared it would only be at great cost to herself.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 13

			Sir Victor was sitting in his wheelchair wearing a smoking jacket and inhaling a fat cigar. The smoky room reeked of tobacco and Jane coughed as she entered, which only seemed to enrage Nanny Baines further. She seized the girl by the neck and shoved her down to her knees before the surprised master of the house.

			‘I found this pair of reprobates in your summer pavilion, Sir Victor. Imagine that, sir, in your private sanctuary. They were defiling the place with their foulness.’

			‘Really, nurse?’ Hetty saw the old man’s eyes gleam with interest. ‘Tell me more.’

			Baines pretended reluctance, but Hetty could tell she was dying to go into detail. ‘I cannot, Sir Victor. Their behaviour was altogether too lewd to be described.’

			‘Now come, Baines, I do not have to order you to reveal all, do I? If these miscreants have done wrong, I need to know about it so the punishment may fit the crime.’

			‘Well, Sir Victor, I went to the summerhouse because I had reason to believe Jane would be there. Now I see it was all a ruse implemented by this audacious young gentleman to get Lady Alice’s girl alone.’

			‘Ah yes, her ladyship is in York with this gentleman’s brother-in-law.’ He leered first at Jane and then at Hetty.

			‘At any rate,’ Baines went on, ‘I entered the place thinking to find Miss Jane hard at work with her brush and pan, but instead I found…’ She frowned.

			‘What did you find, Baines? Come, you may speak freely. If this pair of degenerates can practice debauchery, they can surely bear to hear their disgusting deeds described. Spill the beans, Baines, every last one of them.’

			The nurse coughed and continued putting on a show of reticence, but finally she launched into her tale. ‘Well, as I said, I found the pair after they had been engaged in their liaison for some time. Heaven knows how they might have proceeded had I not interrupted them. Miss Jane was lying facedown upon the sofa with her nether garments hitched up, and Master George was bestowing filthy kisses upon her naked posterior.’

			‘Disgraceful behaviour for an innocent young virgin like Miss Jane, I agree.’ Sir Victor’s eyes shone with lascivious amusement. ‘Do you think this wicked lad seduced her?’

			‘I do not know how far they had gone before I entered, but I saw a whip lying on the floor near the couch, and I swear the young lady’s nether regions were crisscrossed with red stripes.’

			Sir Victor removed the cigar from his mouth and blew a lazy smoke ring. ‘So, we may assume physical chastisement had taken place. But to what end? Had the young lady committed some gross misdemeanour?’

			‘I do not know, Sir Victor, I have simply related what I witnessed.’

			‘In that case, we must enquire of the young man. Master George, did you have good reason to apply the whip to Miss Jane’s buttocks? Answer me straight, if you please.’

			Hetty was in a dilemma. She did not wish to get Jane into worse trouble than she was in already, so she shook her head. ‘Not on my own account, Sir Victor.’

			‘Then why did you whip her, you scoundrel? Surely not for the sheer pleasure of seeing her arse redden with your stripes?’

			‘No, Sir Victor.’

			‘Then why, boy?’

			‘Because she requested it.’

			Sir Victor gave a brief snort of a laugh and looked down at Jane. ‘Is this true? You asked this chap to whip your naked bottom, girl? Explain yourself.’

			‘I – I thought I had done wrong, sir.’

			‘Wrong? How?’

			Hetty sensed Jane was struggling to invent a story. ‘I had not cleaned the summerhouse thoroughly, sir. I left a pile of dirt behind the screen and beneath the sofa. When Master George saw it, he said I should be punished and asked me whether I would prefer to be whipped by Nanny Baines or by him.’

			‘That is true,’ Hetty broke in, keen to corroborate the story.

			‘Then we must ask why you were so keen to inflict such a penalty on the girl,’ Sir Victor stated reasonably. ‘Was this for your own perverse satisfaction? It would seem to me you simply wanted an excuse to kiss the girl’s arse afterwards.’

			‘You may be right, sir,’ Hetty agreed, hoping she had succeeded in diverting all the blame onto herself.

			The lie seemed to work. After a telling-off from Sir Victor, and instructions to complete the cleaning of the summerhouse forthwith, Jane was allowed to leave the room. However, George’s ordeal was not yet over, it seemed. Nanny Baines was dismissed with thanks for bringing the matter to her master’s attention, and then Hetty found herself quite alone with Sir Victor for the first time in ages. As far as she knew, the master had never discovered the secret identity of her brother. Only Leo and Lady Alice knew the truth, and it was in the interests of both parties to withhold the information from Sir Victor. Now, however, she feared exposure. There was an evil glint in the old man’s eyes as he surveyed her, and she knew he was hatching some plan that would involve her in one form of depravity or another.

			‘Sit yourself down, George, and let us talk, man to man,’ he said at last, pointing to a nearby armchair.

			Hetty did as she was told, remembering to spread her thighs in a masculine fashion as she seated herself.

			‘Now then, I want the truth about young Jane. How far did you get with the wench? Have you rogered her yet, and if so, how many times?’

			‘I – I cannot speak of such things, Sir Victor, it would be improper.’

			‘Improper my arse! We are alone. No one shall hear us. And you may as well know I would tup the maid myself given half a chance. Mind you,’ he gazed dolefully down at his lap, ‘half a chance is about as good as it gets these days.’

			‘I am sorry for your infirmity, sir.’

			‘It is the very devil, especially as my desires have hardly diminished. A case of the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak. You cannot imagine how frustration sets in under such circumstances. It is like being in a hell of one’s own making. And tempting creatures like Jane, with her damnably pretty face and trim figure, only make it worse.’

			‘Then I shall not add to your torment by describing my encounter with her,’ Hetty said primly.

			Sir Victor reached out and grabbed her hand urgently. ‘No, no, you do not understand, young man. It is my aim to recover my lost potency by any means available to me. When I hear such stories, I feel a stirring, faint but encouraging, and I wish to strengthen my responses. I am sure that in time I will be able to regain my manliness if I try hard enough.’

			He heaved such a big sigh Hetty almost felt sorry for him. ‘Perhaps Lady Alice…’ she began, but was interrupted by a dismissive snort.

			‘That old trout could do nothing even if she were of a mind to arouse me. I have had more excitement from one of Baines’s blanket baths than I ever got from my wife’s bed. No, the woman is past it, so I must look to younger flesh to reinvigorate my body. When I was your age, I could enter Onan’s Olympics twenty times a day and still be left with enough juice to take a dash in the housemaid’s bloomers. Ah, those were the glory days…’

			Hetty smirked. ‘I am sure you were very virile, sir.’

			‘Still am at heart, boy, still am.’ Sir Victor sighed again and took another puff from his cigar. ‘So give me a thrill now and tell me all about Jane. Is she as innocent as she looks, or are the fires of Venus burning strong in her inner temple? Speak frankly.’

			‘I have not ravished her, sir, and I believe her to be a virgin still. Yet I know she is a warm and tender female who will make someone a wonderful wife one day.’

			‘Rubbish, boy, do not give me any of that mealy-mouthed nonsense. I want to know if you have seen her titties or felt her cunny. What is she like, man?’

			Seeing he would not be content until she had gone into detail about Jane’s feminine attributes, Hetty elaborated, hoping to get it over with as soon as possible. ‘She has lovely full breasts, with pink nipples I have licked and sucked a little.’

			‘Good, good, and below the waist, did she let you venture there?’

			‘I have stroked her silken thighs and felt the heat of her sex, but nothing more.’

			‘But you would like to, would you not? You would like to grope through the undergrowth and plunder her picnic basket, admit it.’

			Hetty allowed herself a rueful grin, for the old lecher was right. ‘Well, yes, I suppose I would.’

			‘And you might have got there if that Baines woman had not interrupted your revels?’

			‘I am not sure, sir. It is a big step for a girl like Jane to lose her maidenhead.’

			‘That is what they are all led to believe, but once that step is taken things look a good deal different, I can tell you. A slice off a cut cake is never missed. You may go back again and again, and they will thank you for it as they get to like it more and more. Take it from one who knows. I have cracked the cherry of many a girl under this very roof. And a good number of them have later thanked me for removing all the terrors of their wedding night and letting them know what to expect from their husbands.’

			Hetty marvelled at the man’s self-deception. Had he forgotten the fate of poor Sarah, who had been used by him and then dismissed when she became pregnant? And what of Hetty’s own lost friend, dear Rose? She was punished for standing up to him and left Longton for London, preferring to walk the streets rather than be subjected to Sir Victor’s tyranny. The man was a monster, yet he would never admit it, even to himself.

			‘What is going through your mind, young sir?’ He noticed Hetty’s thoughtful demeanour. ‘Perhaps you envy me? I dare say you have not made so free with the girls as I have, is that it?’

			She nodded, biting her tongue.

			‘Or do you perchance prefer the company of your own sex? Some fellows do, and I must confess I often weary of the company of women now I cannot take full advantage of their charms. A young chap like you might easily take my fancy…’

			The remark horrified Hetty. In her disguise she had assumed herself safe from his physical advances, but it seemed no limits could be placed on Sir Victor’s depraved sexual appetites. He was looking at her lasciviously, his eyes roving over her face and body as if trying to discern what lay beneath her clothing. If he decided to find out, he would be in for a serious surprise.

			‘You put me in mind of Dick Palmer, a boy at school,’ the old lecher mused. ‘I went to Ramwell, a minor public school in Hertfordshire, and we had a few unusual customs and rituals I found quite exciting at the time. Indeed, when I recall those scenes I still find myself growing agitated, even after all these years and in my present disabled state. In fact, I have a mind to re-enact some of them here and now.’

			Hetty’s extreme disquiet must have shown on her face because he laughed gruffly. ‘First, however, young fellow, I shall be obliged to punish you for making free with one of my household staff. Kindly ring for Baines, if you will.’

			Her soul was in turmoil. She was unwilling to face her punishment, and knew that if she rushed from the room Sir Victor could hardly follow. She might escape to her own quarters and divest herself of George’s garments and be safe as Hetty again. However, if she put into operation her emergency plan and announced her brother had left in a hurry, there would be no more sweet encounters with Jane.

			These thoughts sped through her mind, but she soon decided to see the ordeal out. When Jane heard George had taken his punishment like a man, surely she would be even more kindly disposed towards him. So she rose to press the bell in the wall, and almost immediately the heavy stride of Nanny Baines could be heard approaching down the corridor.

			‘Ah, Mrs Baines,’ Sir Victor declared as she stepped into the room. ‘George here has been misbehaving with the servants and needs correction.’

			‘Do you recommend the Ramwell double indignity, sir?’

			‘Indeed I do. Prepare us both, if you would be so kind.’

			Hetty’s mind and pulse were racing. Her main fear was disclosure. If her identity was revealed, Leo might be dragged into it and Lady Alice as well. Now she began to regret not heeding her first instincts and making good her escape.

			Baines walked up to Sir Victor and, to Hetty’s amazement, opened his smoking jacket and revealed his privates. Then she commanded Hetty to lower her trousers.

			Terrified of exposure, but knowing a refusal would not be tolerated, she contrived to lower her pants while keeping her underwear concealed beneath the tail of her shirt. But then her heart quailed when Baines barked out a further command. ‘Underpants down.’

			Somehow she was able to bare her bottom while continuing to hold her shirt over her genitals, and without further ado, Baines forced her to kneel in front of Sir Victor’s wheelchair. His pathetic tackle was now fully exposed, pale and wrinkled but with the tip crowned by a drop of clear liquid. Hetty shrank from the sight in distaste.

			‘The Ramwell double indignity is a punishment reserved for the most severe misdemeanours,’ Sir Victor explained. ‘Sexual abuse of female members of the staff falls under that category, and is the crime of which you stand accused. How do you plead, guilty or not guilty?’

			‘Guilty, sir,’ Hetty admitted reluctantly, since there seemed little point in prolonging the torture.

			‘The double indignity consists of two forms of humiliation, one active, one passive. The culprit will be obliged to perform the service of fellatio upon a senior male, in this case myself, and while the act is being performed to the best of your ability, several strokes of the cane will be administered to your naked buttocks, a task to which Mrs Baines is well suited. First, however, you are obliged to thank me and her for bestowing upon you this singular punishment, which under the circumstances may be considered a merciful and light sentence.’

			Nanny stepped up behind Hetty and gave her shoulder a rough push. ‘Say it,’ she commanded. ‘Give thanks, you miserable sinner.’

			‘Err… thank you, Sir Victor.’

			‘No, Carstairs,’ he said furiously. ‘I am Carstairs, stupid.’

			‘I thank you, Carstairs, and Mrs Baines, for giving me such a light sentence…’ The mere thought of putting her mouth anywhere near his disgusting organ made Hetty want to retch, but she could see no alternative. Only the thought of Jane, dear sweet Jane, and their lovemaking that afternoon – which now seemed so long ago – gave her the courage to endure this trial.

			‘Head down, boy, and lick your lips,’ Sir Victor ordered. ‘I cannot bear a dry mouth. Give it plenty of tongue, too, and vary the pace. The old rascal might have some life in him yet.’

			Hetty had often been called on to perform orally upon her husband’s cock when he was tired from his labours, and although the taste of the old man’s juicing prick was unpleasantly strong and salty, she persevered by thinking about Jane. No sooner had she placed the length of his flaccid organ in her mouth than the first of several stinging blows fell upon her buttocks, and it was all she could do to avoid biting into Sir Victor’s soft shaft as pain sliced through her.

			‘Easy, Mrs Baines,’ he urged, obviously aware of the peril he was in. ‘Remember the double rule “whip hard, prick guard, whip light, lick right”.’

			‘Yes, sir, I was carried away by my disgust at his lewd behaviour. Fancy attempting to seduce a housemaid, sir.’

			‘Well he is paying for it now. Continue, and you, boy, do some more of that licking and sucking together. I fancy you were injecting some life into the old man before you nearly choked him to death.’

			Hetty resumed her task of fellatio with new energy, eager to get the whole disgusting episode over and done with. Her backside was sore and throbbing, but she stoically endured the next two strokes. Then her efforts were rewarded as the ghost of an erection resurrected the limp penis in her mouth. With a little more judicious tonguing, the old man’s cock actually grew stiff and upright.

			‘By George, he has done it!’ Sir Victor exclaimed, apparently too excited to appreciate his own pun. ‘He has managed to breathe some life into my prick, Mrs Baines. Wonders will never cease. Quick, let us strike while the iron is hot and throbbing.’

			His words struck a note of warning in Hetty’s heart even as she continued licking around his glans, which was now swollen and seeping with semen, but then, to her surprise and horror, Mrs Baines came and pulled her face away from the miraculous erection.

			‘That is enough of that,’ the woman snapped. ‘Get down on all fours with your back to the wheelchair.’

			‘B-but why?’ Hetty stammered.

			Sir Victor gave a low, dirty chuckle. ‘Since I would not dream of offending Mrs Baines’s honour, your arse will have to do as a receptacle for my magnificent hard-on. Grease his hole for me, please, and make him good and ready.’

			Hetty could hardly believe her ears. It seemed incredible that the Master of Longton was so indiscriminate in his randy appetites he would sodomize the brother of his daughter-in-law. However, as Sir Victor produced a small pot of bear’s grease from his jacket pocket, she was obliged to believe he would.

			At once she felt her anus shrivel tightly in protest. Already her buttocks were burning and the thought of further torment inflicted upon them was unbearable. Yet she continued kneeling before his wheelchair, her mouth open in shock, as his fingers took over for her lips and brought his organ fully to life. Then rough hands on her shoulders forced her around and down. She kept her thighs as close together as she could, but as soon as Baines’s greasy finger touched her bottom hole, she decided she was having none of it. Twisting around, she seized the woman’s thick forearm. Her sleeve had been rolled up while she wielded the whip and her hairy skin was exposed. Without another thought, she sunk her teeth into the meaty flesh and bit her hard.

			‘Ouch!’ the nurse yelped, and tried to clout her round the head, but Hetty wriggled away and scampered on all fours a few paces before struggling to her feet while still trying to hide her female sex with her shirttail.

			‘Catch him!’ Sir Victor yelled. ‘Damn his hide, I knew we should have tied the bugger up.’

			Pulling up her trousers Hetty made for the door, which was thankfully unlocked, and she could hear the heavy clump of Baines’s footsteps behind her as she ran down the corridor. Praying none of the servants would see the undignified pursuit she reached the main hall and began climbing the stairs. When she was almost at the top she looked back and saw Baines standing at the bottom waving her fist in the air. Evidently the nurse had given up the chase, but her face looked almost purple with rage. Hetty knew she had made a real enemy there – or rather George had – but there was no time to worry about that now. She had to get back to her room as quickly as possible and become herself again.

			The shutters were drawn against the fading light and it was dark when she entered, so she made for the oil lamp and struck a match. Soon the sitting room was bathed in a soft glow, but when she turned around she was startled to see a figure sitting in a chair. ‘Jane,’ she breathed. ‘What are you doing here?’ She looked so beautiful and so innocent, her eyes wide with concern, her lower lip trembling with emotion as she rose and flung herself into Hetty’s arms with a stifled sob.

			‘Oh George, what on earth did they do to you, you poor darling? I have been so anxious for you all the while!’

			‘It was nothing,’ Hetty said gruffly, holding her tight.

			‘I am so grateful to you for protecting me,’ she continued, placing gentle kisses on Hetty’s cheek. ‘If you had not been there to stand up for me, heaven knows what I should have had to endure. I am eternally grateful to you, dear George.’

			Hetty decided to shamelessly play the hero. ‘So long as you are safe, I care little what they do to me.’

			‘But what did they do to you?’ she pleaded to know, holding him at arm’s length and staring into his face as if she could read the truth there. ‘Did they… did they hurt you at all?’

			‘Somewhat,’ Hetty admitted, ‘but it was nothing I could not endure. I am sore behind, that is all.’

			‘They whipped you?’ Jane’s tone was indignant. ‘How dare they?’

			‘They seem to relish such diversions in this house. Still, I shall feel better by morning.’

			Jane snuggled close to her again; so close Hetty feared she might detect the feminine swell of her bosom beneath her shirt. Nevertheless, she kissed the girl’s fragrant hair and listened with increasing pleasure to her grateful endearments.

			‘Oh George, I wish to make you feel better now,’ she sighed. ‘When I was cruelly beaten, your sister kindly soothed my pain with some ointment of hers. Will you allow me to do the same for you?’

			Hetty did not hesitate. Here, almost within her grasp, was the reward she had dreamed of whilst sucking off her disgusting tormentor. ‘Oh yes, Jane, if you would be so kind, that would be a great relief to me.’

			Chapter 14

			Hetty was concerned lest Jane should glimpse her lack of male apparatus, so she kept her thighs tightly together while she spread herself facedown on the bed, naked from the waist down. Her heart was filled with all kinds of emotions as she felt the first tentative touch of Jane’s cool fingertips on her bottom cheeks. Her sex already hot and wet, she pressed it hard against the counterpane to at once assuage and stoke her arousal.

			‘There, is that better?’ Jane whispered sweetly in the gloom.

			‘Yes,’ she breathed, although she could scarcely bring herself to speak.

			The delicate fingers were soon replaced by Jane’s soft lips, which pressed fervently against the central dimple of each of her buttocks, and Hetty regarded this as positive proof the girl was enamoured of George. The thought gave her mixed feelings. She felt obliged to keep up the deception, but in the guise of George she placed herself in jeopardy as far as Sir Victor and his harridan of a nursemaid were concerned. Her heart counselled her to change into her imaginary brother as often as possible, to encourage more of this delightful devotion from Jane, but her head advised otherwise knowing every time she dressed as George she risked exposure and further punishment. And, worst of all, it was wrong to lead poor innocent Jane on like this. The more deeply the girl fell in love with the imaginary George, the greater would be her disappointment and her heartache when he failed to possess her as a man does the woman he loves.

			For now, however, she was blissfully content to wallow in Jane’s attentions. The girl’s hands grew bolder, sweeping over her buttocks with gentle but firm strokes, and then moved down to caress her thighs.

			‘You have such smooth legs, George,’ she commented softly. ‘I have never been this close to any man before, yet I was taught that men’s legs were somewhat hairier than women’s.’

			‘That is true as a general rule,’ Hetty replied in her theatrically deep voice. ‘But then consider Nurse Baines’s legs. She is a woman, or so we are led to believe, yet her legs are the hairiest I have ever seen on man or beast.’

			Jane giggled, breaking the somewhat gloomy silence and filling Hetty’s heart with joy. Clutching her shirttails to continue covering her lack of male genitals, she rolled over onto her back and with one arm drew Jane down against her. ‘Dear Jane,’ she sighed wistfully, ‘if I were only half as dear to you as you are to me, I should be a happy man.’

			‘Oh George,’ she responded tenderly, ‘I confess it, I do care for you very much.’

			They kissed passionately, and Hetty contrived to hide the lower half of her body beneath the counterpane while she caressed Jane’s willing body. Her hands were allowed liberal access to the nubile form, and were soon roving over her delicious breasts and making free with her private parts beneath her skirt, clutching at her firm round buttocks and driving the girl to such a frenzy of passion she was convinced George might have his way with her unhindered. Alas, she was unable to perform the act Jane seemed to desire so much, and the thought saddened her, until she decided to seduce her another way. So holding her close, she whispered, ‘Jane, dearest, you are still a virgin, are you not?’

			‘I – I believe so.’

			‘Yet I fear your sweet flower may be taken from you by one who does not care about you as much as I do, and that thought is hateful to me.’

			‘To me, too,’ she agreed fervently. ‘I would rather you took my maidenhead, dear George, than any other man alive.’

			‘I would not force myself upon you, dearest one.’

			‘I know that…’

			‘I would be gentle, seeking only to give you pleasure.’

			‘Yes, George, I know, that is why I long for you to awaken me. I have strange feelings for you, like a terrible growing hunger in the pit of my stomach. Your lips and your hands already have such power over me… please, take me entirely, for I am yours already.’ So saying, she began stripping off her clothes until she lay beside Hetty on the bed completely naked. Her breasts were tight and swollen, her nipples hard and needy, and her thighs moved restlessly, exposing the dark cleft of her sex in an instinctively erotic way. Hetty felt an answering need in herself as she began stroking the warm and inviting body. She took each of her nipples between her lips in turn, suckling hard, and the moans she received in response spurred her on. Her hands flew down her sleek hips to caress her thighs, which opened wide beneath her touch.

			‘Yes,’ Jane whispered softly, as if she were talking to the night itself. ‘I am yours… take me, please…’

			Never before had Hetty felt so keenly the inadequacy of her male disguise. Yet she was now determined to do what she could to satisfy Jane’s desires. She contorted her own body so she could place her head between her legs, and her face soon found its way to her soft labia. Her tongue met no resistance as it probed between the moist outer lips, and then searched out the fragrant pearl of pleasure crowning them.

			Jane was beside herself with rapture, writhing and moaning as Hetty’s agile tongue probed her sex, always returning to the hard seed at the heart of her deepening pleasure. The fresh juices flowing into Hetty’s mouth tasted like sweet wine, and while her lips and tongue continued arousing her, she stroked her silky inner thighs gently with her fingers, sensing the lovely virgin was more than ready for her first penetration.

			Still ardently licking her clitoris, Hetty let her fingertip glide up into the vestibule of Jane’s pussy, feeling the soft inner lips opening in response. She moved her finger slowly round and round, eliciting breathless cries of mingled fear and ecstasy from her willing victim, and then very slowly but firmly pushed inwards, to the last bastion of her flesh’s resistance. Jane let out a breathless ‘Oh!’ and Hetty felt her finger being caressed by an involuntary clenching of inner muscles urging it deeper, but she resisted the desire to push through the hymen and take her virginity.

			‘Jane, you are delicious,’ she murmured, finding words quite inadequate to describe how she felt.

			‘No, George, it is you who are wonderful,’ she sighed. ‘I feel… I feel such exquisite sensations, like one of those saints in rapture you see in the stained glass window in church. Please do not stop what you are doing, my lord!’

			Hetty was only too pleased to oblige. Her finger was sliding almost all the way in and out of Jane’s pussy so easily now she added another, and then another, eliciting moans of joy from the girl as her tight little cunny expanded to accommodate the invading digits. She was juicing like a ripe fruit in springtime, and Hetty sensed she was not far away from a climax as she sucked Jane’s erect love-bud while plunging her fingers in and out of her. With her other hand she teased her straining nipples until her escalating moans made it clear she was at the very brink of an orgasm.

			When the momentous event finally occurred, Jane gasped and cried out so loudly Hetty feared she would awaken the entire household. She thrashed and moaned for several seconds as the powerful spasms pulsated through her body before gradually subsiding, and then lay motionless and panting in Hetty’s arms.

			It was a long time before she regained the power of speech, and when she did, all she could do was whisper her gratitude. ‘Thank you, George, thank you…’

			‘Hush, dearest, for I am the one who should be thanking you.’

			Jane’s eyes opened wide and she stared intently at her lover’s face. ‘But I gave you nothing while you gave me everything.’

			Hetty put her arms around her and hugged her passionately. ‘Oh Jane, Jane, what a little innocent you are. Do you not know what infinite pleasure and satisfaction a man can gain from giving a woman her first climax?’

			‘Climax? Is that what you call heaven?’

			In reply, Hetty pressed her lips against hers, and engrossed in the mutual rekindling of their desires, neither young woman heard the bedroom door handle rattle as it opened, admitting a shaft of light from the room beyond it.

			‘Good God!’ a man’s voice exclaimed. ‘What on earth is going on here?’

			‘Leo!’ Hetty squeaked, quite forgetting to lower her voice. ‘I thought you were in York!’

			‘Evidently,’ he snapped, his eyes widening as they adjusted to the dim light and took in the delectable scene. ‘Who on earth are you with… Jane, my mother’s maid?’

			It grieved Hetty to see the look of utter panic and despair on Jane’s flushed face as she scrambled off the bed and quickly began putting on her clothes.

			‘My sister told me you would be staying in York tonight,’ Hetty said gruffly, determined to keep up the pretence and praying he would follow her lead and not give her away to Jane.

			‘So you thought you could manhandle the servants in my absence?’ Leo retorted. ‘Shame on you, George.’

			Hetty bowed her head, intensely relieved. ‘I did wrong, sir, and I am sorry for it.’

			‘Sorry to be caught out, you mean. I shall deal with you later.’ He turned to Jane, who was fumbling frantically with the buttons of her blouse. ‘As for you, missy, I shall report you to your mistress for lewd behaviour as soon as Lady Alice returns.’

			‘Oh no, it was all my fault,’ Hetty insisted, devastated to think she had brought further trouble on poor Jane’s head. ‘I seduced the innocent maid. Please say nothing to anyone about what you have seen here, Master Leo, I beg of you.’

			Leo looked thoughtful. He was evidently enjoying his powerful position, and Hetty wondered what private price he might exact from her in return for his silence. At last he gave a brusque nod. ‘Very well, I shall say nothing for the time being. Go to your quarters, Jane, or I am sure they can find some use for you in the kitchen.’

			The girl hurried away without a backwards glance, and Hetty turned wearily to Leo. ‘Why did you come back early?’ she asked, striving to keep her voice light.

			‘The business was not so complicated as we thought. Lawyers had more or less sorted everything out and they just needed my signature on a few papers. My mother decided to spend the night there in the old house, but I wanted to catch the train and be home for dinner. Where is my wife?’

			Hetty was caught off guard. So he wanted to keep up the pretence, did he? ‘She was in the library the last time I saw her,’ she replied, ‘about an hour ago.’

			‘Then go and tell her I am taking a bath before dinner and I should like to see her here.’

			‘Yes, sir, and thank you for… you know.’

			‘You owe me a favour, George, but we shall speak no more of it now. Fetch Hetty for me.’

			She left the apartment as Leo was ringing for his bath to be prepared, but instead of going downstairs she found an empty guestroom on the same floor and waited there until the maid had come and gone. When she returned to their rooms, she could hear Leo singing in his bath – one of his more endearing habits – so she knew the coast was clear for her to change out of George’s clothes. She stored the fine masculine garments in a box under the bed, and refreshed her body with cold water from the jug and basin before spraying herself with Eau de Cologne to revive both her flesh and her spirits. By the time her husband emerged from his bath she was tidy and sweet smelling and a woman once more.

			‘Hetty, how good to see you again, my love.’

			‘Dear Leo, you have only been gone a day,’ she chided him playfully. ‘And I thought I was to be rid of you for a whole night.’

			‘Did not George explain? The business was trifling and the prospect of getting back to my dear wife’s arms was just too good to resist. What kind of a day have you had, my dear?’

			It was strange talking to Leo as though nothing much had happened after such a momentous afternoon. She wanted to know what he really thought about finding her with Jane, but of course she was supposed to know nothing about it. Would he break his promise to George and talk to his wife about it later in the intimacy of their bed? She sincerely hoped so.

			Dinner that evening was a strained affair. Sir Victor decided to put in an appearance in order to hear the news from York, and Jane was set to wait on them at table. Hetty could see how nervous the poor girl was at having to face both men at once, father and son, and made a point of thanking her profusely with reassuring smiles, for every small service she performed. Deep down she felt a twinge of guilt, both at having deceived Jane in her guise as George, and for having seduced her in her own marital bed, where Leo found them. Sometime, somehow, she would have to make amends.

			Halfway through the meal Sir Victor suddenly addressed Hetty. ‘Seen anything of that brother of yours, my dear?’ he enquired with sickening solicitude.

			She was quite put out by the question. Only a few hours ago she had nearly been buggered by the old lecher while disguised as George, now here he was, cool as a cucumber, asking about the young man’s whereabouts. ‘He is not well, Sir Victor, and is taking supper in his room,’ she replied stiffly.

			‘Not well?’ He looked surprised. ‘What the deuce is the matter with the fellow?’

			‘He… he is somewhat saddle sore after riding all afternoon,’ she improvised.

			Sir Victor chortled. ‘Cannot stand the pace of life at Longton, eh?’

			Hetty wanted to hurl her plate of stewed sweetbreads at the obnoxious man, but instead she determined, right then and there, that Leo should soon know how outrageously his father had treated the man he believed to be the brother of his daughter-in-law and a guest in his house.

			Once the meal was over, Leo announced he was rather tired after his day’s journey and would retire early. Hetty was relieved, not wishing to join in any form of after dinner entertainment, which usually consisted of Sir Victor holding forth in an opinionated manner on some issue that had taken his fancy or more likely made his blood boil. But when they passed the front door, Leo opened it and paused to gaze out over the moonlit fields and to breathe the fresh, cool air. ‘It is such a pleasant night, my love, that on second thought I would like to stretch my legs a little before I retire.’

			‘May I join you?’ she asked, seeing the perfect opportunity for a private chat.

			‘Yes, but fetch your shawl. I should not wish you to catch a chill.’

			The moon was still rising as Hetty returned with her wool shawl and they began strolling across the parkland adjacent to the house. Leo chatted freely about his time in York, telling her about the old shops in the place called the Shambles, and how the ancient town was encircled by thick stone walls. ‘We shall visit it together some day,’ he promised.

			‘I should like that,’ she said, and hesitated before adding, ‘I am beginning to feel quite stifled here at Longton. And sometimes I am afraid your father will treat me badly, as he used to. I fear I will never be able to feel quite relaxed and at home here, Leo, not so long as he is still alive.’

			‘I hope you have no tangible reason to fear the man, Hetty?’

			‘Not I, no, but…’

			‘What is on your mind? Speak freely now, for you know I have no particular love for my father. Has he abused one of the female servants again, young Jane, perhaps?’

			‘He has, to some extent, abused her as he does all women.’ She considered her words carefully. ‘But earlier today he committed such a gross act of indecency I can scarcely bear to speak of it.’

			‘Come wife, I must know about it,’ he insisted, his tone severe.

			‘Well, it concerns my brother…’

			‘Your brother? Has he had the poor chap whipped, or something?’

			‘Worse, far worse, Leo. He forced poor George to perform an indecent act on him and then… and then he tried to… he tried to bugger him.’

			‘Bugger him?’ He sounded genuinely astonished.

			She nodded, her eyes downcast. She was unsure quite what a maelstrom of feelings she had evoked in her husband and how he might act in consequence. For a moment she regretted her words, but then she reasoned it was better he knew the truth about the depths of depravity to which his father was prepared to sink. ‘I do not believe he succeeded in his evil intentions,’ she went on, ‘but there was no doubt at all about their nature. My brother was very shocked and could hardly bring himself to speak of it to me. It is hard enough for me to repeat it to you now.’

			‘I am sure it is,’ he squeezed her hand, ‘but I thank you for speaking out so bravely. Something must be done about this, and soon. I cannot bear to think of…’ He paused. ‘But how did he? I mean, how could he…?’

			‘You are wondering how a man in a wheelchair could possibly commit the act of sodomy upon another man. I shall explain. Apparently, it was with the connivance and active assistance of Nanny Baines.’

			‘Baines? She aided and abetted him in his foul lust?’

			‘I am afraid so. She is devoted to him, and a strong enough woman to easily overpower the average male. My poor brother hardly stood a chance against the pair of them.’

			‘Then she should be condemned along with my father. This matter must be dealt with, Hetty, and you shall come along to bear witness for your brother’s sake. No wonder he dared not show his face at dinner.’

			‘George is no longer here at Longton,’ she blurted, impulsively deciding this would be the safest option. ‘He said he could not stay under the same roof as a depraved sodomite, and that he would spend the night at the Crown Inn before returning home.’

			Leo stopped walking and faced her. ‘My dear, you must have suffered so on behalf of your brother.’ He took both her hands in his and kissed each one in turn. ‘I am sorry for both of you.’

			‘Yes, it has been an ordeal, but at least George is out of harm’s way now.’

			‘But his tormentor shall not go unchallenged. Let us return to the house, Hetty, and strike while the iron is hot.’

			She shuddered, recalling Sir Victor’s recent use of that same phrase, and Leo put a solicitous arm around her shoulders. ‘I can see the prospect upsets you, my love,’ he said tenderly, ‘but it is for George’s sake we must do this. My father cannot be allowed to get away with such disgraceful behaviour. I should hate to think you would never again be able to entertain your dear brother at Longton, Hetty. Sir Victor must be forced to make amends in some way.’

			‘I am sure you are right,’ she murmured as he turned her gently around to face the house. Even so, the prospect of having to face that tyrant again plunged her spirits into leaden depths and her feet dragged the distance they were obliged to walk. Worst of all, the dark shape of the summerhouse was clearly outlined by the moonlight, and she tried in vain to banish her memories of what had happened there.

			It seemed that nowhere in that great estate could she be safe from the prying eyes and depraved appetites of Sir Victor. For despite his disability, he had a willing accomplice to act as his eyes and ears, legs and hands. If anything, she hated that monstrous nurse even more than her master, for the harridan lacked all natural female sympathy and kindness.

			Sir Victor had returned to his quarters, where it was his custom to take a nightcap of brandy before retiring. The house was dark and quiet, lending a sombre, almost ominous atmosphere to the place, and she could feel her heart thudding wildly as she followed her husband along the winding corridors leading to his father’s quarters. At last they reached the dreaded door and Leo thumped upon it loudly with his fist.

			Voices were heard within, and then Nanny Baines opened the door a crack. She seemed perturbed to see who was standing out in the corridor. ‘One minute,’ she told them, and turning back to her master called, ‘It is your son, sir, and his wife.’

			‘What do they want?’ came the rude reply, but Leo would not brook any more of this discourteous behaviour. He pushed past the woman in a surprise offensive, and pulled Hetty into the room after him. They went and stood before Sir Victor, who was sitting beside the fire in his nightcap and nightgown, a plaid rug tucked around his knees and a large glass of brandy on a table beside him.

			‘What the devil do you two want, barging in here at this hour?’ The old man looked up at them angrily. ‘Can you not leave a poor old invalid to take his medication in peace?’

			‘Call that medicine?’ Leo sneered. ‘You are a drunken renegade, father, and I have received further proof of the depths to which you are prepared to sink.’

			Seemingly unperturbed, Sir Victor took a sip of brandy. ‘If you have anything to say to me, get it over with quick. I want to go to bed.’ He picked up an iron and poked the fire, sending sparks spiralling up the chimney.

			‘I have it on the best authority that you attempted an unnatural act upon young George, my brother-in-law, this very afternoon,’ his son accused him coldly. ‘My disgust at this revelation knows no bounds. I can hardly believe you would do such a thing, yet I am obliged to accept that you did. What would my mother say if she knew how you abused the hospitality of our family?’

			‘I do not know where you heard that story, but it is a downright lie. Did the weasel man himself dream it up? He is after money, you can be sure.’ He pointed a bony finger at Hetty. ‘Is she in on the scheme, too? She thought she was marrying you for your money, that one, until she discovered otherwise. I dare say this is another of her greedy schemes to get her hands on the family fortune.’

			Hetty stared at him in disbelief. The skill with which he diverted the finger of suspicion from himself onto her and her brother amazed her. ‘I strongly object, sir,’ she began, but Leo interrupted her.

			‘I want a clear answer, father. Did you, or did you not, attempt to commit an act of sodomy upon George Adleston this very afternoon and in this very room?’

			‘It was all a stupid misunderstanding, I dare say.’ Sir Victor waved his hand dismissively. ‘The young man was administering some liniment to my aching limbs, with Mrs Baines here in attendance. I am sure she will testify nothing untoward went on. Is that not right, nurse?’

			‘Quite right, Sir Victor,’ she agreed impassively.

			‘Anyway,’ he gave a deprecating snort, ‘I do not know how anyone could imagine me getting up out of this damned contraption I am forced to wheel about in to perform any act, decent or indecent, upon anyone at all. Come to your senses, man. Can you not see how ridiculous such an accusation is?’

			To Hetty’s dismay, Leo did look rather uncertain. ‘Apparently it was Nanny Baines who aided and abetted you in the act,’ he insisted, but his voice suddenly lacked conviction.

			‘Really? Did you hear that, Mrs Baines? You are supposed to have hoisted me up and helped to insert my poor wilted member into the unfortunate lad’s arse. What a miracle of recovery that would have been.’ He snorted again derisively.

			‘No!’ Hetty cried, incensed. ‘According to my brother, you made him perform a lewd act first, to ensure your member was good and ready, and then you had that woman grease her finger and… oh I cannot continue, it is all too dreadful. Poor George!’

			‘Poor George, indeed,’ Sir Victor sneered. ‘Poor impoverished George, who has to resort to lies and blackmail in order to get his grubby little hands on some cash. Well, little sister, you can tell him it will not work. He is not going to abuse our hospitality by making such obscene accusations. If he persists, I shall get my solicitors Greaves, Bodley and Harm on the case, and then we shall see him well and truly buggered, I promise you that.’

			Glancing at Leo, Hetty could tell he had no spirit left in him to continue fighting his wily father. She felt sickened. Their righteous anger was no match for the cunning of a depraved invalid and his nurse, a pair who seemed in league with the devil himself. She and her husband would have to find some other way to get the better of the Master of Longton.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 15

			Lady Alice returned from York none the wiser about the events that had occurred at Longton during her absence. Hetty reflected she was perhaps the most innocent of them all, but then she had spent her whole married life turning a blind eye to her husband’s misdemeanours. Yet there was a time when Lady Alice had been curious about her spouse’s activities. Wryly, Hetty recalled how her former mistress made her dress in men’s clothing in order to spy on Sir Victor’s bawdy revels and report back to her. How long ago that now seemed. These days, all Lady Alice seemed interested in was gossiping with her few friends about the goings on in the village. What went on under her own roof seemed to be of no further concern to her.

			Yet Hetty felt Lady Alice should care about what happened to Jane, her personal maid. It crossed her mind to mention Sir Victor had behaved improperly with the girl again, but then decided against it. Jane was blooming of late, looking more relaxed than Hetty had ever seen her before, and she did not want to open old wounds. She knew the cause of the girl’s new happiness, of course, and it made her feel terribly guilty because she also knew it was a lie with no future.

			She would have put it all from her mind if she had not come upon a dreadful scene one day in the stillroom. She had gone there to renew her supply of lavender water and was surprised to find the door locked and muffled cries emanating from within. Since she carried keys to all the rooms in her reticule, it was only a moment’s work to unlock the door and enter the room. The sight that met her eyes made her gasp in stunned disbelief.

			Lying on her back naked to the waist, and strapped down to the cold marble tabletop, was Jane. She was firmly gagged with a white cloth, her face was deathly pale, and there were telltale red stripes across her bare breasts. The towering figure of Nanny Baines was wielding a short-handled lash over her with vicious cruelty, and her cold expression chilled Hetty to the core of her being. ‘Stop that at once!’ she cried, her voice filled with righteous anger. ‘How dare you? How dare you?’ She rushed forward and snatched the weapon from the woman’s hands, then without thinking, she lashed out at the thick arms hoping to inflict real pain. But the nurse merely snatched the lash back from her and threw it on the floor.

			‘She deserved it, the little cow,’ she snarled, heading for the door.

			‘Oh no you do not.’ Hetty blocked her way. ‘I want to know what you have been doing here to this poor girl, and why. Remove her gag and let her speak for herself.’ The woman responded sullenly, and also flung the gag on the floor before tossing her victim her discarded clothing.

			Hetty put her arm gently around Jane’s shoulders as she burst into tears. ‘There, there,’ she murmured, ‘it is all over now. You need not be afraid.’

			‘She has been asking for it for months,’ Baines declared righteously. ‘Her ladyship has not the mettle to bring her into line, so someone else had to do it for her. It is for Jane’s own good. She must learn discipline no matter—’

			‘Shut your foul mouth!’ Hetty yelled, outraged. ‘Can you not see how badly you have injured this poor girl, how wickedly you have used her, and for what? What crime has she committed to deserve such punishment?’

			‘She acted insubordinately,’ Baines replied coolly. ‘She would not help me with Sir Victor when I asked her to.’

			‘That is not her job,’ Hetty countered even more frostily. ‘She is Lady Alice’s personal maid, not Sir Victor’s.’

			‘It is her job to help out wherever she is needed. She gives a hand in the kitchen or waiting at table whenever she is asked to, so why should I not get her to help me with the master? Her ladyship does not give her enough to do. Half the time she is just sitting around while I am up to my neck in work. That is not fair.’

			It was about the longest speech Hetty had heard Baines make, and suddenly she saw the woman in a different light. Her work must indeed be tedious, dealing with that cantankerous old man all day. Perhaps it was not unreasonable for her to seek help sometimes. Yet she could not condone the harsh punishment she had meted out to Jane, or the things she made the innocent young woman do for her depraved master. ‘A polite refusal to help does not warrant such vicious punishment, Mrs Baines.’

			‘If you say so.’ She sniffed. ‘But before you came here things ran pretty well, if I may say so.’

			‘Are you implying I am somehow interfering in the smooth running of the household simply because I will not allow Jane to be treated so cruelly? Look how upset she is. Perhaps we should hear her side of the story. What was it Baines asked you to do, Jane? You may speak freely.’

			‘She… she asked me to give Sir Victor a blanket bath. I knew what that might lead to, so I said I would not do it, that it was not my place. Then she brought me down here and punished me for it.’

			‘I see.’ Hetty rounded on the nurse, who was looking as defiant as ever with her arms crossed over her voluminous chest. ‘You knew very well it would have been improper for a young woman like Jane to perform such an intimate service for his lordship. She had every right to refuse. Now get out of here before I use the lash on you again.’

			The woman left, still glowering stubbornly, and Hetty fetched some salve for Jane’s welts from a shelf. She rubbed the cream gently into her chest and felt her breasts swelling and firming beneath her touch. The girl looked embarrassed, however, so she performed the deed as quickly and efficiently as possible, much as her hands wanted to linger on the ripe young bosom.

			‘Thank you for everything, Hetty,’ she said fervently, kissing her cheek. ‘If you had not come when you did, I do not know how I should have stood any more lashes.’

			‘Lady Alice must know of this,’ she said firmly. ‘Come with me now and I will help you. She must know how you have been persecuted by that dreadful harridan.’

			‘Oh no.’ Jane shrank from the prospect. ‘It will only be the worse for me in the long run.’

			‘I shall make sure nothing more happens to you, Jane. I made you that promise before, and I was unable to keep it properly. But this time I give you my word. Do you trust me?’

			‘I trust you, Miss Hetty, of course I do.’ She looked thoroughly miserable. ‘But sometimes I think you have no more power than I to stop what goes on in this house.’

			Secretly, Hetty knew she was right. Her status as Leo’s wife meant nothing to Sir Victor, and she suspected it meant little to Lady Alice as well. The pair of them probably still thought of her as a jumped up servant, yet she could not admit as much to Jane. ‘I have more power than you think. My husband is only here because Lady Alice begged him to come home from Paris and take charge of the estate. We could go back to Paris tomorrow if we so desired, leaving your master and mistress in the lurch.’

			Hetty knew she had miscalculated when terror possessed Jane’s comely countenance. ‘And where should I be then?’ she wailed. ‘Oh please, Miss Hetty, do not ever think of leaving here or it would be the worse for me!’

			Hetty hugged her close and planted a kiss on her pale forehead. ‘Jane, dear, if I ever did think of leaving here it would not be without you. I should take you with me as my maid wherever I went. I give you my solemn word.’ She could think of no better way to reassure the girl, although she knew she had made a rash promise.

			‘I hope it will not come to that, Miss Hetty. But perhaps there is another way I may be freed from this place.’ She gave her a look that was almost sly. ‘There is a certain young man, someone close to both our hearts, who might take me away from here himself some day.’

			Hetty closed her eyes for an instant, unwilling to gaze upon the joy and hope glowing in Jane’s guileless eyes. The girl was already thinking of marriage with George, setting her sights on a figment of a man with no more substance than a hero in a romantic novel.

			‘I think you know of whom I speak, Hetty,’ she whispered. ‘Will you help me by discovering his true intentions towards me? That would be the greatest service you could possibly do for me.’

			‘I – I will try, Jane.’

			‘Ever since he left Longton I have been thinking of him night and day,’ she confessed with a sigh. ‘But I do not know when I shall ever see him again. Poor George, he left under such a cloud he will probably never want to return to Longton again.’

			‘Of course my brother will return.’ She had to say something to comfort her. ‘He will want to see me again, for one thing, so do not fret. I told my husband George was returning home, but I was not telling the truth. He was so concerned about your welfare that he is staying on at the Crown for a few days. You may see him sooner than you imagine.’

			The smile that lit up Jane’s face was wondrous to behold. ‘Oh Hetty, that is wonderful news! When may I see him?’

			‘When you have recovered from this last ordeal. Now go to your room and rest. I shall talk to my husband about this act of barbarity and we will decide what to do about it. We may call upon you to serve as witness later.’ After helping her dress, she accompanied Jane upstairs and then left her to go find Leo. Her husband was out in the lower field discussing the perennial question of how to drain the marshy ground, but he agreed to break off for ten minutes to talk to her.

			‘It is Jane,’ she began. ‘I am worried about her. I caught Baines giving her a savage beating in the stillroom.’

			‘I am glad you caught her. How is the poor girl?’

			‘Hurt and terrified. Leo, we must tell Lady Alice. The girl is her responsibility, after all.’

			He did not argue, so they arranged to see her ladyship after her afternoon nap. She was usually in a good mood then anticipating dinner, the highlight of her day.

			‘Do we have to involve Jane?’ Hetty asked doubtfully.

			‘I am afraid so. My mother will want to question her.’

			She sighed. ‘This is all such an ordeal for her, and I think she has fallen in love with George, Leo.’

			He let out a roar of laughter. ‘My dear wife, that is the funniest thing I have heard in ages!’

			‘It may seem funny to you,’ guilt made her snap, ‘but it is deadly serious to her. I am worried about her. What will happen when she finds out about George?’

			‘Does she have to find out?’

			His question left her speechless; she had not considered this option.

			‘He could appear at decent intervals and write her love letters, and so on,’ he suggested. ‘You are so good at that sort of thing, Hetty, I am sure you could carry it off. And then, when Jane finds herself a real beau, one who can satisfy her completely, if you understand my meaning, George will bow gallantly out of the picture.’

			‘But my brother is in such bad odour with your father now,’ she protested half-heartedly.

			‘Then he will have to keep out of his way, that is all. It should not be too difficult now the old brute is in a wheelchair. I am sure an athletic young man like George could outrun him if he had to.’ He laughed again, but Hetty could not join in his mirth. The complex web of deceit she had spun at Longton with her husband’s connivance threatened to ensnare her, too, and she feared the consequences.

			First and foremost, however, she was concerned for Jane’s physical welfare. That overbearing nanny’s sadistic tendencies had to be curbed or she would end up ruling the roost at Longton.

			Jane was, predictably enough, most reluctant to tell her mistress what had happened to her in the stillroom that morning, but Leo and Hetty insisted, Hetty gently, Leo more forcibly. ‘If you do nothing now it can only get worse,’ he told her bluntly.

			Lady Alice rang for Jane at half-past six to help get her ready for dinner, so she was startled when a trio consisting of her maid, her son and her daughter-in-law trooped into her bedroom. ‘What is this,’ she demanded, ‘a deputation?’

			‘Of sorts,’ Leo said soberly. ‘We have something unpleasant to tell you, mother. I am sorry to interrupt your toilet, but it concerns Jane.’

			Lady Alice’s expression was severe as she looked at the girl. ‘What have you done now, Jane?’

			‘She has done nothing wrong,’ her son assured her. ‘It is more a matter of what has been done to her.’

			At that, Lady Alice looked even more alarmed. ‘Oh my Lord, Jane, you are not…’ She stared beseechingly at her son. ‘The girl is not… not with child, is she?’

			‘No, no, mother, rest assured that is not the case. But she has been cruelly abused beneath our roof and I feel you should know about it.’

			Her ladyship’s expression suddenly became guarded; it was the look she always wore whenever her husband’s misdemeanours were broached. ‘Well, what is it this time?’ she asked wearily.

			‘This time, mother, it is not father but Nanny Baines who has been persecuting the girl. That is not to say Sir Victor is blameless. As you well know, he will abuse any female servant whenever he has the chance.’

			‘Leonard, how dare you speak of your invalid father that way?’

			‘Mother, you know it is true, and from what I have heard, his being in a wheelchair has made little difference to his immoral behaviour. For one thing, he enlists the help of Baines in fulfilling his debauched desires.’

			‘What? Are you telling me that woman aids and abets him?’

			‘It is true, Lady Alice.’ Hetty decided to add her two-penny’s worth. ‘I have myself witnessed how he uses her, and how glad she is to be of assistance to him. But this morning I caught her administering such severe and cruel punishment to poor Jane of her own volition I vowed she must be brought to justice for it.’

			‘What has she done?’

			‘Tell her, Jane,’ Hetty urged gently.

			In halting tones, Jane described how she refused to give Sir Victor a blanket bath because of what had happened previously when she was required to apply Hungary water to his private parts. Then she described how Baines marched her down to the stillroom, made her take off her clothes, and whipped her severely across the breasts, gagging her to prevent her screams from being heard.

			‘Leo, turn your back,’ Hetty said, ‘so Jane can show her mistress what injuries have been done to her poor bosom.’

			When Jane revealed the red marks on her breasts, Lady Alice gasped in horror. ‘This is preposterous,’ she said. ‘Who does that woman think she is? I am the only one in this house who should be allowed to discipline my personal maid.’

			Hetty was completely taken aback. Alice seemed more concerned her authority had been flouted than distressed by Jane’s injuries. Yet if that was the spur needed for her to take action, so be it, and she decided to fan the flames. ‘This is not the first time Mrs Baines has taken it upon herself to discipline Jane, my lady. She has even been insolent to me, on occasion. She is overbearing and must be reminded of her position in this household.’

			‘You are quite right, Hetty dear, and I am glad you and Leonard have brought this to my attention. What do you think I should do about it?’

			Hetty had already given the matter some thought, but she tried not to sound too pat. ‘Well, if physical punishment is the only language she understands, perhaps she should… well…’

			‘You mean she should get as good as she gives?’ Lady Alice smiled thinly. ‘Leonard, what say you?’

			‘I agree with Hetty, mother. Mrs Baines is of a brutish disposition and you cannot reason with such creatures as her. A taste of the whip is the only language they understand.’

			‘In that case, it shall be done. Leonard, I shall rely on you to administer the punishment. How should we set about it?’

			‘Ask her to come here to your apartment. If my father gets wind of it, he may turn nasty.’

			Lady Alice nodded.

			‘Perhaps we should consider allowing Jane to take part in the correction,’ Hetty suggested. ‘After all, she is the one who has suffered most at the hands of this harridan.’ She glanced at the girl, who did not look happy with the idea, and knew it would do her good. Jane was altogether too timid. If she were allowed to stand up for herself and wreak revenge in this way, her confidence might grow and strengthen with time.

			‘I am not sure,’ Lady Alice said.

			‘I have found, from my limited experience in these matters, that the most effective punishment is not simply physical but also includes a degree of mental and emotional humiliation,’ Hetty insisted, employing all her powers of persuasion. ‘What better reminder to Mrs Baines of where her place is than to have her whipped by a young woman she regards as inferior to her in every way?’

			To her relief, a smile spread over Lady Alice’s face. ‘A splendid idea, Hetty, and we shall all be present to witness her painful humiliation. It shall be something of an after dinner treat for us all.’

			They dispersed to prepare for dinner, and Hetty felt a wild excitement as she anticipated the spectacle of the hateful Baines being given a severe trouncing. They agreed Lady Alice should summon the woman to her chambers as if to discuss some aspect of her husband’s health, and when she arrived, she would find the four of them there prepared to inflict her chastisement. Hetty was given the task of selecting a whip from the summerhouse, and it proved a pleasant one. For the first time the place held no terror for her as she unlocked the door, entered the shadowy space and walked straight towards the sinister cupboard. She already knew, to her cost, the store of implements within it, and she had already made up her mind which one should be used on Nanny Baines – the infamous Longton Quirt, no less.

			She bore it back to the house by a circuitous route, anxious lest she should be seen, for the whip was too large to conceal beneath her cloak. She took it up to Lady Alice’s apartments, where she knew she would find Jane alone as her mistress took her pre-dinner sherry downstairs. She decided to give her some instruction in the use of the implement, for it was cumbersome to wield and seemed to have a mind of its own; practice was required.

			At first Jane was reluctant to even handle the thing. ‘But Miss Hetty, it brings back such terrible memories.’

			‘Never mind, you are about to conquer them all. Hold the handle firmly, like this, and then let me see you crack it a little, just so.’

			After the demonstration Jane made a feeble attempt to imitate it, but with very poor results. So Hetty took her by the wrist and performed the action for her. She could feel the girl’s pulse racing as she lifted her hand again and again, forcing her to make the lash snap and bite through the air. Then, when she finally let go of her wrist, Jane produced better results by herself.

			‘Good, good,’ she said encouragingly. ‘Now let me see you aim at something.’ She looked around and saw a large Indian brass cachepot containing a pot of jasmine. Taking out the plant, she turned the brass vessel upside-down and instructed Jane to aim at it. ‘Imagine this is Nanny Baines’s backside.’

			A promising look of determination passed over Jane’s face as she bit her lip in concentration, and Hetty felt both proud and enamoured of her as she struck out at the brass pot.

			‘Well done, Jane. You certainly have the hang of it now, my dear.’

			It was time to go down to dinner, and she left Jane looking far more confident than before. It was perhaps too much to hope she would be relishing the prospect of inflicting punishment, but at least she was now better prepared for the task.

			Dinner was a more muted affair than usual, with Sir Victor in rather a huff, presumably because he had been forced to endure another of Baines’s blanket baths instead of being attended to by the delectable Jane as he had hoped to be. Hetty tried to discuss the progress of the village summer fair with Lady Alice, but received monosyllabic replies. Leo and his father also carried on a rather curt conversation about matters to do with the estate, but the general atmosphere was stilted and Hetty was glad when the gooseberry tartlets were brought in, signifying the end of the meal was near.

			Before they left the dining room, she saw Lady Alice ring for Nanny Baines. The nurse entered and made to wheel her charge back to his quarters but was intercepted by the lady of the house, who passed her a murmured message. Hetty smiled to herself in anticipation.

			Later that evening, Lady Alice offered Leo and Hetty, and even Jane, brandy from the bottle she kept in her bedside cabinet. ‘This is good for steadying the nerves,’ she told them.

			Jane sipped hers apprehensively, Hetty and Lady Alice drank moderately, but Leo gulped his down in one go and asked for more.

			For once, his mother did not give him her usual disapproving look. ‘How are we to set about this business, Leonard?’ she asked him whilst pouring his second glass.

			‘As the man of the house, I shall confront her,’ he offered. ‘Leave it to me. I shall act as spokesman for us all.’

			The waiting was tedious, and as the faint chimes of the hall clock could be heard striking ten, the tension in the room grew almost unbearable. Hetty glanced at the quirt lying behind the sofa, visible only from where she was sitting. It would be put to good use soon.

			Finally, there came a knock at the door and everyone stiffened. Then Leo called, ‘Come in.’

			The look on Baines’s face was one of gratifying astonishment when she saw the group assembled in her ladyship’s bedroom.

			‘Come in,’ Leo commanded, his voice menacingly quiet, ‘and close the door behind you.’

			‘I – I thought I was to speak to Lady Alice alone,’ Baines said in confusion.

			‘Well, as you see, there is quite a welcoming party arranged for you,’ he replied tartly. ‘Mrs Baines, we have been hearing one or two things about you that concern us all.’

			‘Really, sir? I cannot imagine what they might be.’ Despite her bold words, she looked decidedly uncomfortable. She was twisting the hem of her apron in her hands and looking from face to face as if trying to discern what this might be about.

			‘Jane, show her the evidence,’ Leo ordered gently.

			Although she had been forewarned of this necessity, Jane paled and her trembling fingers fumbled with her buttons. Hetty walked over to her and gently opened the front of her blouse to display the red marks crisscrossing her breasts. They had faded somewhat since the morning but were still plainly visible.

			‘This was a particularly cruel and unnecessary punishment to visit upon her,’ Leo cast judgement for them all. ‘But that is not all. My mother and I have been hearing further stories about you that have made our flesh crawl with horror. It seems you are the accomplice of my father’s base desires and lewd cravings, willing to subject Jane here, and even my dear wife, to the grossest of indignities in order to satisfy his evil lusts.’ His former nanny opened her mouth as if to speak, but he silenced her with a penetrating stare and an upraised hand. ‘One moment, Mrs Baines, you shall have your say soon, but first let us hear from my wife.’

			‘Yes…’ Hetty cleared her throat. ‘I have been obliged to watch Sir Victor whip poor Jane mercilessly, egged on by this woman. She is ever more than ready to strip the clothes off Jane’s back and apply the whip herself, if need be. I believe she takes a perverse pleasure in seeing pretty young women hurt and humiliated.’

			‘Is this so, Mrs Baines?’ Leo’s expression was hard. ‘The truth, now.’

			‘Sir, I wish only to serve my master, your father. I dare not disobey him, sir.’

			‘Only obeying orders, eh? Is that the despicable shield you attempt to hide behind? Well it will not do, Baines. Such behaviour will not be tolerated in this house.’

			‘That is not fair, sir. I was hired as nurse to his lordship to do his bidding in all things. If he asks for a servant to be disciplined, that is his business. My duty is to obey him, and him alone.’

			Hetty had anticipated she would take this line of reasoning, and was prepared for it. Pulling herself up to her full height, she faced the gorgon. ‘Mrs Baines, you are aware Sir Victor is an invalid, are you not?’

			‘Of course, miss, that is why I was taken on.’

			‘And part of your duty is to monitor the state of his health, am I right?’

			‘Yes, miss.’

			‘Mental as well as physical?’

			‘I suppose so…’

			‘Did you not feel his sadistic urges towards young Jane here were excessive and quite inappropriate for a man in his position, Mrs Baines?’

			She clearly feared a trap now, but apparently saw no way of avoiding it. ‘I do not know what you mean,’ she hedged sullenly.

			‘Then let me make it plain,’ Lady Alice suddenly stepped in. ‘I was the one who hired you, and I thought we had an understanding you would keep me informed as to his lordship’s health, both physical and mental. So why did you not tell me he was indulging in all kinds of wayward and cruel behaviour towards my own personal maid? Was it not your duty to inform me, Mrs Baines?’

			The woman had the decency to hang her head as she mumbled, ‘I suppose so, my lady.’

			We have got you now! Hetty thought with a surge of pure joy. We have got you good and proper now, you witch, and you are going to get what you deserve!

			Chapter 16

			‘Well, as far as I am concerned, this all amounts to gross dereliction of duty,’ Leo declared, giving Nanny Baines a look of utter contempt. ‘The question is, how are we going to deal with this reprobate, mother?’

			Lady Alice appeared to deliberate. ‘I am a great advocate of “do unto others as you would have them do onto you”, therefore, I believe Mrs Baines should receive the same treatment she has meted out to others.’

			‘That is unfair!’ the woman cried. ‘I do not deserve punishment of any sort since I was merely carrying out my master’s wishes.’

			‘Your sick master’s wishes,’ Leo pointed out coldly. ‘Do you suppose the staff in mental asylums do anything the inmates ask of them?’

			‘Are you telling me Sir Victor is insane?’ Baines retorted.

			‘He is morally feebleminded,’ Lady Alice explained. ‘He has been for years, and I made that quite clear to you when I employed you. I expected you to rule him with a rod of iron, but instead you have used the rod on this poor defenceless girl. Shame on you, Mrs Baines.’

			Hetty was growing tired of all the talk and suggested they proceed to the punishment. Lady Alice agreed, and Leo stepped behind the sofa to pick up the whip. As soon as she saw it, Baines began snivelling.

			‘Not that, my lady, please, anything but that,’ she begged.

			‘So you are a coward, too, are you?’ Leo snarled, brandishing the whip at her. ‘Hetty, Jane, seize the hypocrite and make her ready. You can lay her over the sofa.’

			The woman began squealing like a cornered pig when she realised there was no escape. Hetty seized her left arm, Jane her right, and together they pushed the formidable figure facedown across the sofa. Then Hetty lifted up the nanny’s voluminous skirt and flannel petticoat to reveal her enormous drawers. Without hesitation, she yanked them down to her knees, exposing her slack buttocks.

			Leo rolled up his shirtsleeves and stood poised with the Longton Quirt in his hand. Seeing the length of the lash, Hetty was afraid she and Jane might inadvertently receive a taste of it if they continued to hold their victim down, and glanced around the room. ‘Lady Alice,’ she said, ‘please hand me those curtain ties.’ They were thick ropes with tassels at the end, just the thing for securing Baines’s wrists and ankles to the legs of the couch. She struggled wildly, but Leo came to lend a hand and soon they had her trussed up like a calf bound for market. She looked a sorry sight sprawled heavily on the delicate furniture, her great bulk making the cushions sag beneath her, but Hetty’s heart held no pity for her, only a gratifying sense of justice.

			The atmosphere in the room was tense as Leo raised his right arm with the whip trailing down. ‘This is for all the times you beat me when I was a boy,’ he declared, and there was a terrific crack as the lash came down square upon Baines’s defenceless buttocks.

			‘Ah!’ she cried. ‘Damn you all to hell! You will pay for this! To hell with you all!’

			He repeated his punishment with even greater vigour, making her wail in agony. Then suddenly her mood changed and she appeared chastened. ‘That is enough punishment for a poor old woman like me, please!’ Instead of cursing she resorted to grovelling. ‘Oh, it hurts my poor bottom so! Stop now, I beg of you. I will never lay another finger on anyone, I swear it, so long as you leave me be!’

			‘Did you listen to poor Jane’s entreaties when you were whipping her?’ he asked relentlessly. ‘Or did you listen to my own? Of course not, so why should we heed you? Another strike is coming your way right now, so prepare for it.’

			As the woman continued crying and snivelling like a baby, Hetty’s heart hardened against her even more. The miserable creature could not take the punishment she doled out so freely herself. Even a sensitive creature like Jane had shown more restraint and dignity when being whipped.

			The third stroke caught the nurse in her arse crack and made her screech like a banshee. Already her cheeks were red and Hetty knew all too well how smarting the pain must be. Then Leo announced he would not be doling out any more chastisement and the woman visibly relaxed.

			‘Thank you,’ she gasped. ‘Thank you!’

			‘I said I would not be administering any further strokes,’ he added, clearly enjoying the situation. ‘But there is someone else who deserves vengeance for the torment you have inflicted upon her. Jane, take the whip and deliver three more strokes, if you please.’

			Baines yelled imprecations at him, calling him all manner of names under the sun, and Jane looked terrified, but Leo walked up to her and placed the Longton Quirt firmly in her grasp. ‘The honour of Longton is in your hands now,’ he told her solemnly. ‘Do your worst.’

			‘Remember how I showed you, Jane dear,’ Hetty whispered, taking the opportunity to plant a kiss on the girl’s soft cheek. ‘Think of what she has done to you. Or if that will not move you sufficiently, remember how she has also tormented me. Now raise your right hand and strike. Do it.’

			Her words seemed to have the desired effect, because Jane drew herself up to her full height, her nubile figure lending such dignity and grace to her pose she resembled an avenging angel as she raised the whip high in the air. Then with a calm, steely-eyed expression, she flicked her wrist as she brought her arm down and the lash snaked forth from the handle in a sinuous movement that found its home on the bare flesh of her erstwhile tormentor’s posterior. The tip of the whip bit cruelly into the woman’s right buttock, causing her to yelp in agony.

			Calmly, Jane ran the full length of the rough leather through her hand as if she wished to savour her victim’s pain to the full, then she raised it again and aimed at her other buttock. Baines screeched as the searing heat scourged her flesh again, and a look of deep satisfaction passed over Jane’s face as she inflicted a third and final blow. ‘That is enough,’ she announced. ‘I am avenged and she is chastened.’

			‘Are you sure?’ Leo asked. ‘Are you satisfied you have repaid her for what she did to you?’

			She nodded. ‘Quite sure, thank you. I do not wish to grow cruel and become like her, punishing not for the sake of correction but for the pleasure of inflicting pain. I am not like her, and never will be.’

			Hetty felt her eyes fill with tears. Jane was so noble, so pure. It seemed no amount of depravity could ever sully her innocent soul.

			When Baines realised her ordeal was over finally, she tried to raise herself off the sofa, but she had to wait to be released from her bonds before she could do so, grunting and groaning and pulling her voluminous drawers gingerly up over her raw backside.

			‘Now get you gone,’ Lady Alice dismissed her with a look of distaste. ‘And mend your ways, Mrs Baines, or I shall not hesitate to have similar punishment inflicted upon you again in the future.’

			The woman slunk from the room, looking cowed and strangely shorter than before.

			‘They always say the biggest bullies make the biggest cowards,’ Leo remarked sombrely, and then suddenly laughed.

			‘I think Baines will take pains to avoid upsetting any of us again in future,’ Hetty added, and giggled helplessly.

			Even Jane was smiling as they left Lady Alice’s rooms. Hetty and Leo went to their own quarters, where they sat in their sitting room facing each other whilst sipping glasses of Madeira.

			‘Leo, I need to speak to you further about Jane,’ she began tentatively. ‘Do you not think it would be immoral of me… I mean of my brother, to continue his courtship of her even though it can come to nothing? She is thinking of marriage, Leo. But if he were to abandon her now, I know she would be utterly bereft. Is there no way out of this quagmire of deceit? I feel responsible for having brought it about, so I now have a conscience over it.’

			‘Leave it to me,’ he said, setting his glass down and opening his arms, so Hetty set her own drink aside and went to sit on his lap. He nestled his cheek against her bosom. ‘I shall think of some solution, my love, but right now I want you to think only of me. Let us pretend we are back in our garret in Paris where we were as happy as we were poor… listen, can you hear the bells of the Sacré Coeur?’

			They kissed deeply and Hetty felt his hand caressing her breasts and stimulating her nipples to a tingling hardness. Yet her mind was still on sweet, delectable Jane and the dalliance they had shared. As her husband took her to bed, planting warm kisses first on her bosom and then on her moist labia as a preliminary to penetrating her, she was reliving the exquisite sensations making love to another woman had aroused in her, feelings so wonderful she longed to experience them again.

			Once Leo had fallen asleep beside her, she found herself quite unable to follow him into the realm of dreams. It was not that her husband had failed to satisfy her, far from it, but the thought of making love to Jane whilst pretending to be George possessed her imagination; filling her with teasing fantasies and keeping restful slumber at bay. She considered creeping out of bed, putting on George’s clothes and sneaking into Jane’s bedroom. It was a daring plan, yet once the idea took hold she could not rid herself of it.

			The house was quiet and Leo was sound asleep, so she slid carefully out of bed and reached beneath it for the suitcase containing George’s apparel. She took it into the bathroom, lit a candle, and put on the outfit, wig and all. A thrill of excited anticipation surged through her as she studied herself in the glass, but then she suffered a moment’s trepidation wondering how it would all turn out.

			‘Oh George, I shan’t have to kill you off with some dreadful disease, shall I?’ she whispered at her reflection. Then, fired up by the thought of more sensual sport with Jane, she crept from the room.

			Jane’s bedroom was next to Lady Alice’s, so Hetty knew they must be quiet. Gently, she opened the door, closed it silently behind her and approached the bed. The girl was lying across the coverlet with her plain cotton nightdress unbuttoned, for it was a warm night, and the delectable swell of her breasts was just visible bathed by a ray of moonlight shining through a gap in the curtains. Hetty gazed down at her for a few moments, entranced.

			How to awaken her? She could not risk a cry of alarm, so she crouched over the bed and placed her right hand firmly over Jane’s mouth while she called her name. The girl stirred, her eyes opened, and seeing George there with her in the darkness, she promptly reached up and flung her arms around his neck. Hetty removed her hand from her mouth and replaced it with her lips.

			‘Oh my dearest, dearest one,’ Jane breathed. ‘I was dreaming of you, and now here you are!’

			‘I had to be with you, Jane. Something told me it would not be right to leave without saying goodbye.’

			‘Please, George, kiss me again, for I am yours!’

			Hetty did as she was bid, relishing the sweet taste of Jane’s lips and tongue. She lifted her nightgown and felt the smoothness of her thighs, which instantly parted beneath her caress, allowing her free access to the delectable pussy secreted between them. Soon her mouth was drinking at the fountain of Jane’s young sex, savouring the delicately musky flavour of her moist labia and probing deeper with her tongue as she felt her clitoris swelling and hardening, demanding her attention. Her hands roved upwards beneath the gown, seeking the ripe hardness of her nipples, but when Jane cried out with pleasure she felt obliged to caution her.

			‘Shush, dearest, for if her ladyship should hear us it would not be a good thing.’

			‘I cannot help myself,’ Jane whispered. ‘You are giving me such pleasure, George, that I am in rapture. Oh…’ Her voice trailed away in a tremulous sigh as Hetty resumed her ministrations with lips and fingers.

			The girl’s pussy was infinitely soft and completely open to her, and not for the first time Hetty wished she possessed a man’s organ so she could penetrate her fully, but she did not wish to introduce any foreign object into that silky and still virginal passage. Instead, she slipped a finger inside it carefully, and felt the yielding inner walls close over her digit in a welcoming caress. Emboldened, she slid a second finger inside the lovely writhing body, and then a third, delighting in Jane’s sighs of fulfilment. Then, very slowly, she began moving her bunched fingers in and out of the deliciously tight space while kissing the soft thighs around it. Jane’s cunny was so drenched with sensual juices the movement induced soft squelching noises she found thrilling. Then suddenly Jane let out a loud moan and Hetty could feel the vibrations of a mighty climax rippling through her, undulating against her fingers and drenching her with the elixir of love. Eagerly she applied her mouth to the ripe, pulsing vulva and licked and sucked hungrily, prolonging the sweet pleasure for both of them. Her own clitoris was throbbing urgently, seeking similar satisfaction, and she felt the extreme frustration of her position; she could not ask Jane to do anything to assuage her lust, not while she was posing as a man.

			When her orgasm subsided, Jane drew Hetty into her arms again and covered her face with kisses. ‘Dearest George, you have brought me such happiness. I shall never love anyone but you!’

			Hetty lay silent in her arms, listening to her breathing become slower and more regular as sleep slowly possessed her. When she was quite sure the girl was in another world again, she gently disengaged herself and crept back to her room. Although she felt a deep sense of pride and satisfaction as far as Jane was concerned, her own body was still glowing and hungry, its needs unsatisfied.

			In the bathroom she took off George’s clothes and spread some towels on the floor. She lay down across them on her back, opened her legs, and found her swollen clitoris with her fingertips. It was the work of a couple of minutes to rub herself to a perfunctory climax, but the experience left her feeling sad and empty. She wanted to feel Jane’s soft lips on her sex, to enjoy the touch of her inexperienced tongue and fingers tentatively giving her the same pleasure she had given her. She wondered if she would ever be able to reveal her true identity to Jane and let her know it was not George, a boy, she had fallen for but a girl, Hetty herself.

			Chapter 17

			The following day Jane approached her in the library looking perturbed. ‘Please, Miss Hetty, may I have a word with you?’

			‘Of course, Jane.’

			‘Not here, if it please you, but in private, for what I have to say is for your ears only.’

			Hetty smiled. ‘Well now, I think we may meet later in the summerhouse. We should not be disturbed there. Why do you not bring us over a tray of tea at three o’clock?’ She knew Lady Alice took her afternoon nap then and Jane nodded, a fleeting look of relief passing across her face.

			After that it was hard for Hetty to concentrate on the book she was reading. She wondered what Jane had to tell her. It was something to do with George, no doubt. Perhaps it would be as well to despatch the rascal once and for all, and yet that would be extremely cruel. ‘Oh what a tangled web we have weaved,’ she sighed, slamming the book closed. Leo was out in the lower field again so there was no one she could confide in. Instead she sat gazing out of a window over the green lawns into the hazy distance. It was going to be a fine sunny afternoon.

			The library door opened again and Sir Victor wheeled himself in slowly. He so rarely came to the library these days that Hetty was quite taken aback by the sight of him.

			‘Damn, it is my son’s cursed wife,’ he grumbled, showing no concern whatsoever for her feelings. ‘What is up with you, woman, that you are sulking in here on a fine day like this?’ He wheeled himself up to where she sat and leaned forward in a confidential way that took her by surprise. ‘Tell me, Miss Hetty, what kind of mood is my wife in these days?’

			‘I – I have no idea. She seems well enough.’

			‘I mean does she talk of me at all?’

			‘No, not very often,’ she replied truthfully.

			‘Yet she still thinks of me with something like affection, would you say?’

			Hetty found his anxious manner quite touching, if unnerving. Could he possibly still be fond of his wife? It certainly seemed so, and she patted his mottled hand sympathetically. ‘I am sure she is still fond of you, Sir Victor.’

			‘You think so, really?’ His eyes lit up. ‘Then you give me hope, missy, and for that I thank you.’

			The conversation puzzled Hetty as she went over it again in her mind later, but she was too obsessed about her upcoming meeting with Jane to give it any further thought.

			The summerhouse looked in better order than the last time Hetty saw it. She guessed Jane must have finished her work there and the place had lost its sinister, decadent air. It looked more like the kind of building where ladies took tea, as it was meant to be.

			Soon after three o’clock, Jane arrived with the tea tray and they sat companionably on the sofa unaccompanied by any troublesome ghosts. But Jane clearly had some urgent news to impart and she was restless as she poured the tea, spilling some in the saucer and apologising profusely.

			‘Never mind, Jane. Perhaps you should tell me what is on your mind and then you may relax.’

			‘Well it is… it is about your brother, Master George. He… well, I wondered if you had heard from him at all today, Miss Hetty?’

			She took a deep breath. This would not be easy. ‘I have not, Jane. The fact is he left on the early morning coach for home. I believe you know he only prolonged his visit here because of you.’

			She leaned forward, her face flushed. ‘Oh yes, I know. He loves me, Hetty, I am sure of it now. And yet did he leave no note for me? Perhaps there is something at the Crown. There may be a letter waiting for me there from him, do you think?’

			‘Oh Jane,’ she sighed, taking both her hands in hers. ‘I do not want you to be unhappy, but there is something I have to tell you. It is not easy, but perhaps it is better that you know. I… I am not sure you will ever see George again.’

			‘Do not say that or I shall die!’ Jane moaned, and Hetty’s heart almost broke with pity. Then the distraught girl leaned forward and added confidentially, ‘He came to me last night. He woke me.’

			Hetty looked suitably shocked, but Jane had the bit between her teeth and went on breathlessly, her expression rapt. ‘It was the most wonderful night of my life. The things he did to me… I never believed a man could bring a woman such pleasure just with his lips and hands.’

			Hetty felt a warm excitement creeping through the lower regions of her body as the memory of their lovemaking returned. ‘Oh Jane, I am pleased for you, but I should caution you not to get your hopes up too high.’

			‘I do not think you understand, Hetty. I am sure your brother is a gentleman who would never compromise a girl like me. Yet I do not know whether what he did was… indecent. I do not even know whether I am still a virgin. Oh, I wish I were not so ignorant of such things!’

			‘Perhaps you could describe to me what he did to you?’

			She flushed crimson. ‘Oh no, I could not possibly speak of it in so many words.’

			‘But could you show me?’ she asked on the spur of the moment, a flush of excitement speeding up her heart at the thought.

			‘Show you?’

			‘Yes. Why not pretend I am you and you are he? Then you could do to me what he did to you, and I should be in a better position to advise you.’

			Jane looked uncertain and Hetty feared she had gone too far, but then suddenly she seemed to reconcile herself to the idea. ‘Well, I suppose it would not be so bad, you being a married woman, and all.’

			‘Good, that is settled then. I shall lie back on this sofa as if I were you in bed, and you shall creep in like George and have your wicked way with me.’

			When Jane giggled, Hetty knew it would be all right. She took off her boots and stockings, hitched up her skirt and petticoat and pulled down her bloomers. Then she lay down, closed her eyes and began making mock snoring sounds that made Jane laugh out loud. She longed for the cool touch of the girl’s fingers on her private parts, and finally she felt gentle hands brush against her thighs and fancied she felt a warm breath fanning her bush. Then a soft mouth pressed against hers and she murmured deep in her throat as desire swept through her like a warm current. When Jane’s deft fingers opened up her blouse and boldly began stroking her naked breasts, she moaned more loudly and her thighs moved restlessly against the girl’s skirt, which was pressed up against her.

			Growing even bolder, Jane squeezed her breasts and sent a thrill of excitement through Hetty’s body that intensified almost painfully when Jane bent her head to suckle her taut nipples.

			‘So this is what he did to you, Jane?’ she whispered. ‘No wonder you found it so delightful!’

			‘Yes, it was wonderful…’

			Hetty found she could not keep her hands to herself, but stroked and caressed her lover wherever she could find an inch of bare skin. Jane gradually lost all her inhibitions and slid down her body until her lips were kissing her stomach and her thighs, edging tantalisingly nearer to where her sex lay open and inviting. It was not long before Hetty felt her labia being gently parted, and the feel of another girl’s cool fingertips on her warm flesh was so exquisite she exhaled a loud sigh of rapture. Spreading her thighs wide, she relished the gentle tonguing her throbbing clitoris was receiving.

			‘Miss Hetty, you are so extremely wet down here…’

			‘Yes, I am,’ she murmured, ‘and you were, too, I imagine, when George paid you similar attention? Show me what my brother did next. Did he continue to use his fingers on you?’

			‘Yes, and the feelings… oh the feelings! I never imagined such strong and heavenly sensations could exist. There seemed to be a particular spot where they were most powerful,’ she searched tentatively, ‘just here I believe.’

			Hetty groaned as the girl’s fingers pressed against the swollen bud of her clitoris. ‘Oh yes, Jane, you have definitely found the spot.’

			‘He continued to rub me like this, but after a while he replaced his fingers with his lips, and then…’

			‘And then?’

			‘Then he did this…’

			Hetty cried out softly as Jane’s first and second fingers entered her slick pussy and proceeded to grope around inside her. All the while she could feel herself rising rapidly towards a climax, yet she did not want to come too soon for fear of frightening the girl off. Then Jane began licking her vulva again curiously, her tongue exploring lightly in a way that was at once teasing and highly arousing, as she slowly introduced more fingers inside her. Hetty ground her mons against her wrist in a frantic attempt to increase her satisfaction, and instinctively Jane proceeded to push her bunched fingers in and out of her in a rhythmic fashion, causing Hetty to cry out in approval. Soon her cunny was awash with the fragrant juices of sexual pleasure and her whole pelvis ached with anticipation of the orgasm brewing at the very core of her flesh…

			Her release came in a rush of fluid bliss, leaving her gasping for breath and Jane moaning in astonishment as if she was experiencing the same violent paroxysms of delight. Then the two young women lay motionless together on the couch, Jane’s head resting on Hetty’s heaving breasts, and for a few minutes there was no sound in the room but their laboured breathing.

			At last Jane raised her head and Hetty found herself staring straight into those candid blue eyes. ‘So you see, Miss Hetty, I do not think your brother will betray me now, not after he has been so intimate with me and brought me such divine happiness.’

			Hetty did not have the heart to contradict her. George had to disappear from Jane’s life some day, but first she would allow her time to remember, to hope and to dream, before that dream was finally shattered.

			After planting a last tender kiss on Hetty’s cheek, Jane rose from the couch and smoothed down her skirt. She looked abashed, but the rosy flush lingering in her cheeks made her prettier than ever.

			‘Rest assured, Jane, that you have not yet crossed the Rubicon with George. Intimate though your last encounter with him must have been, if it went exactly as you have just demonstrated with me, then you are still a virgin. Only if he introduced his male member into your female part would you be considered a maid no more.’

			‘I told you he would not behave dishonourably toward me, miss.’ And with this statement she returned to the house to resume her duties.

			Hetty lingered in the summerhouse awhile, enjoying the golden light as she sipped tepid tea and nibbled on a lemon biscuit. The idea of a threesome caught her imagination and she wondered how Leo might take to the idea. The fantasy delighted her, and so absorbed was she in her thoughts that she did not hear or see her husband at the door until he said, ‘Ah, there you are, my dear. Any tea left in the pot?’

			They sat for a while, with Leo mostly holding forth about estate business, until Hetty took advantage of a lull in the conversation to once more raise the matter of Jane and George. ‘I fear she is deeply in love with him and I do not have the heart to break it off just yet. I think I shall write her a love letter or two until I decide how to resolve the matter.’

			‘Just as you think best, dear,’ he said vaguely. ‘As you know, I am quite a dunce when it comes to affairs of the heart. I know I told you to leave it in my hands, but I think it is best left in yours. You—’

			‘Oh by the way, I encountered your father in the library this morning,’ she interrupted him as she suddenly recalled the strange meeting. ‘He asked about your mother most solicitously. It was rather odd, actually.’

			Leo’s eyes narrowed. ‘He is up to something,’ he concluded grimly.

			‘But what? He actually sounded fond of Lady Alice. I was quite touched by his vulnerable expressions of affection.’

			‘Affection? The man does not know the meaning of the word. He lives by his own base appetites and that is all. But there is nothing we can do, Hetty, until he makes a move.’

			‘You really think he is plotting something, Leo?’

			‘I would stake my life on it. He has not bothered with my mother since the accident, but rather spends all his time in his own apartment with that dreadful travesty of a female. At least we have shown her she cannot terrorise the other servants, whatever my father may ask of her.’ He took her hand. ‘Oh Hetty, how I long for the day when my father succumbs to the Grim Reaper and I become master of Longton. That harridan of a nurse will go at last and without a reference, if I have my way. But I will take good care of my mother and ensure her last days are peaceful and comfortable.’

			‘Then I hope things turn out as you wish, and soon, Leo.’ She smiled at him, thinking what a dear man he was and how wonderful it would be to live at Longton without the dark shadow of Sir Victor blighting all their lives.

			Chapter 18

			That night, Hetty lay locked in her husband’s arms thinking about what had happened in the summerhouse with Jane.

			Something had been resolved in her, a long dormant desire to share the pleasures of the flesh with her. She felt a strong affinity with the beautiful young woman. It had been a pleasure to watch her grow from a shy, inexperienced thing into a more assured and confident person.

			Part of her still felt guilty about seducing her, but she had wanted to show Jane that sexual play need not be the brutal and degrading business she experienced at the hands of Sir Victor. She had succeeded in introducing her to sensual delights, but it was George who had won her heart, and George did not exist. Once again, the conundrum puzzled her brain and she had no idea what on earth she should do about it.

			Her thoughts were interrupted by strange noises out in the corridor. She strained to listen, and fancied she heard the rolling of wheels accompanied by a firm tread approaching Lady Alice’s apartment a few doors down. Surely Nanny Baines was not wheeling Sir Victor into his wife’s bedroom? As far as she knew, he had not entered there since his accident but kept to his own apartments downstairs. It had been up to Lady Alice to visit her husband when she wished to see him, which did not happen often.

			Intrigued, Hetty continued listening. For a while there was silence, but then she heard a cry of protest followed by a muffled sound. In her wildest fancy, she thought it sounded like her ladyship being smothered by a pillow and was on the verge of getting out of bed to investigate when she heard more distinct cries of dismay, and then a strangulated bellow from Sir Victor that made her blood run cold.

			As she lay there, paralysed by uncertainty, she heard a door being opened, and soon there was an agitated tapping at the door to their sitting room. She shook Leo awake. ‘Something is happening,’ she said urgently. ‘I am going to investigate.’

			He gave a sleepy murmur, but did not open his eyes. She leapt from the bed, drew on her silk dressing gown, and went to the door of the apartment, where she was confronted by the trembling figure of Jane in her nightgown.

			‘Miss Hetty, please come quickly! Sir Victor is in my mistress’s bedroom with Mrs Baines and there are such terrible noises! I fear something untoward is happening.’

			‘Wait, Jane, I shall fetch Leo.’

			Hetty’s efforts to waken him were more determined this time, and eventually he was up and in his dressing gown and slippers. As the three of them hurried down the corridor they clearly heard muffled shrieks and moans emanating from Lady Alice’s apartment, punctuated by the unmistakable sound of leather striking naked flesh.

			‘If he is assaulting my poor mother there will be hell to pay!’ Leo muttered as he pushed open the outer door. He crossed the sitting room in three long strides and flung open the bedroom door.

			Lady Alice had been hauled out of bed and forced across her husband’s knee. Her hands were bound behind her back with a dressing-gown cord and a cloth was jammed between her lips, effectively gagging her. Her cotton nightgown was bunched up around her waist to expose her buttocks, and Sir Victor was laying into her with the sole of his leather slipper, beating her rhythmically upon her bottom cheeks while Baines stood by surveying the scene with a smug smile of approval.

			‘What the devil do you think you are doing, father?’ Leo ran into the room while Hetty and Jane hung back in shock.

			Sir Victor turned in his wheelchair to face his son, a sneering expression on his face. ‘Mind your own damn business, Leonard. This is between me and your mother.’

			‘I will not allow you to assault my poor mother in this fashion, you monster!’ He attempted to snatch the slipper from his father’s hand, but Sir Victor held onto it firmly and a brief tug of war ensued, the younger man easily won.

			‘I command you to leave the room, Leonard. I am still master of this house.’

			‘Then why are you abusing your position in this disgusting fashion?’ his son demanded, and Hetty could see the muscle twitching in her husband’s jaw that meant he was having difficulty controlling his rage.

			‘If you must know, your mother has refused me my conjugal rights. She would not take pity on a poor invalid in his hour of need. I still have a man’s desires even though my body has lost some of its former vigour, and my cruel wife has no right to deny me.’

			It seemed as though the situation was calming down between the two men, but Hetty was staring at the sprawling figure of Lady Alice with growing concern. She could see the woman was almost blue in the face, her eyes bulging and her chest heaving. ‘Lady Alice is not well,’ she cried. ‘Let Jane see to her at once.’

			Leo looked more closely at his mother’s face. ‘My God, you are right. Attend to her, Jane, she is looking quite green about the gills.’

			Reluctantly, Sir Victor sat back in his chair to allow Jane access to her mistress. Leo helped her untie the bonds around Lady Alice’s wrists, and a great gasp issued from her mouth as the gag was removed from between her lips, but her body remained limp. She almost rolled off her husband’s lap, but her son and maid managed to manoeuvre her back onto the bed, where she lay gasping and white-faced.

			Leo turned to Hetty. ‘Fetch a doctor at once.’

			She did not hesitate. She raced to the servants’ quarters and a boy was dispatched on horseback to Dr Turner’s house in the village while she called for some herbal tisane to be brought to her mother-in-law. When she returned to the bedroom, however, the scene was one of sombre silence and she feared the worst.

			Leo’s face was drained of all emotion; he looked like a carved statue. Her gaze flew to the bed, where Lady Alice was now properly arrayed with her hair brushed and her hands neatly folded over her chest in an attitude of prayer, a peaceful look softening her white features. Hetty did not need to ask what had happened in her absence as she let out a cry of anguish, but then all her thoughts were for her husband, who looked utterly stricken as he murmured, ‘We should have sent for a priest.’ Then he turned and collapsed in her arms.

			They clung to each other for a few seconds, trembling with emotion, before he pushed her away gently and turned on his father. ‘Take him out,’ he snarled at Mrs Baines. ‘I cannot bear the sight of him. He has murdered my mother!’

			Jane knelt at the side of the bed, her eyes filled with tears as she gazed at her mistress’s motionless form. She pressed one of the lifeless hands to her lips, and Hetty bent to comfort her by placing an arm around her shoulders. Leo joined them, and they all said a silent prayer before he rose wearily to his feet again. ‘I shall go downstairs to await the doctor,’ he said.

			When he had gone, Hetty murmured, ‘Come, Jane, we will lay her out together.’

			As they performed the last offices for the woman who had been mistress to them both, their silent grief formed a bond between them.

			When they completed Lady Alice’s last poignant toilet, Hetty and Jane returned to their respective bedrooms. The shock of the night’s events was almost too much to bear, the horror of them as well as the pain and grief. The poor woman must have died of heart failure induced by the humiliation of being beaten by her own husband.

			Hetty learned at breakfast the next morning that heart failure was, indeed, the cause of death as pronounced by Dr Turner. Leo told her the physician had examined his mother in the small hours. Lady Alice apparently had a history of heart trouble over the past year, for which he had prescribed Digitalis, but Lady Alice had not wished anyone to know of this so her family and servants had been kept in the dark about her weakening health.

			‘Of course I did not mention the… incident,’ Leo added, ‘but Dr Turner believes she may have overdosed on the medicine, which means that… that what happened between her and my father last night may have had nothing to do with her death. It is apparently an easy matter to overdose on Digitalis. No doubt the coroner will give his verdict at the inquest.’

			‘No, I believe this is all your father’s fault,’ Hetty insisted, tight-lipped. ‘If I had my way, he would be on trial for murder.’

			‘Hetty, you are upset and angry, but you must not speak that way. There will be enough rumours flying around amongst the servants, I dare say.’

			‘Well they will not be spread by Jane. She is loyal and discreet and will not say a word.’ She drank her tea thoughtfully. ‘Speaking of Jane, I promised the girl we would not abandon her. Pardon me for mentioning it so soon, my dear, but we need to decide what to do about her. Do you think I could have my own lady’s maid? Jane would be the perfect candidate. After all, I am the lady of the house now.’

			Leo smiled and patted her hand. ‘Lady Hetty of Longton. You have already taken over most of mama’s duties, so in that respect I suppose little will change. Yes, indeed, you should have your own maid. I know Jane has already helped you out on many an occasion, so she is the obvious choice.’

			‘Then I shall tell her today. Perhaps it will be of some comfort in her grief to know her position here is secure.’

			The house was shrouded in gloom. After the undertaker removed Lady Alice’s body, Jane and Hetty undertook the grim task of stripping her bed of its linen and putting her personal effects away. Then the two young women broke for tea in the late Lady Alice’s sitting room.

			‘I cannot forget the sight of that brute of a husband of hers hitting her with his slipper,’ Jane mused. ‘All night I was kept awake thinking of it. Do you think if I had given Sir Victor his blanket bath he would not have bothered his wife?’

			Hetty caught her drift, and was dismayed. ‘Jane, do not fill your pretty little head with such thoughts, I beg of you. Her ladyship’s untimely death had nothing whatsoever to do with you.’

			‘But if I had done as he asked perhaps his desire for his wife would have abated and he would not have been so furious when she refused him.’

			Jane, enough,’ she said sternly. ‘Put such ridiculous fancies out of your head at once. The man is an inveterate lecher. Everyone in this house knows that, although most would prefer to turn a blind eye to the fact. Why else do you think Lady Alice put such a distance between her apartments and his? Between you and me, Jane, his accident was a great relief to that poor lady, who had suffered far too many indignities in her married life.’

			‘Poor Lady Alice,’ she sighed.

			‘You have such tender feelings, my dear, and you served her very well in her last years. You have nothing to reproach yourself with there. Which brings me to a happier subject. I am sure you must be wondering what will become of you now your mistress has passed on.’

			Jane’s face clouded and she lowered her eyes. ‘It has crossed my mind, Miss Hetty.’

			‘Then wonder no more, for I should like you to stay on here at Longton as my own personal maid.’

			The look on Jane’s face when she heard the news was most gratifying, indeed. Her blue eyes shone with relief and gratitude and her lips curved into a perfect Cupid’s bow of a smile. ‘Oh Miss Hetty, do you really mean it?’

			‘Of course.’ She smiled. ‘Who better to perform the most intimate services for me than you, dear Jane?’

			A faint flush crept into her cheeks. ‘Thank you, miss,’ she murmured. ‘Thank you!’

			‘I hope it may not seem improper to speak of it with her ladyship so recently deceased, but I intend to make a few changes here, Jane, now that I am Mistress of Longton.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Life will become easier for everyone now that I have a free rein in this household. And my husband will back me up, of course. He knows what a boorish tyrant his father has been to every female servant, past and present.’

			‘But Sir Victor is still the master here, is he not?’

			‘In theory, yes, but he is also a cripple and I intend to take shameless advantage of that fact. Lady Alice, bless her soul, did not have the strength to stand up to him. You saw what happened when she tried to resist his lustful advances. But I am not she, and I have both the will and the determination to flout him. Wait and see, Jane, just you wait and see.’

			It was necessary to keep up appearances at Longton Hall while the family was in full mourning. Hetty was glad of Jane’s help to get into her black bombazine gown with its high ruffled collar, which she wore with the jet jewellery passed on through the Carstairs family for generations. Sir Victor kept out of the way, excusing himself from all meals with the family and dining in his room, much to the relief of Hetty and Leo, neither of whom could stomach the sight of him.

			At last, the day of the funeral dawned and they made their way by carriage to the village church where the Carstairs had their family vault. The service was an ordeal for Leo, who quietly sobbed his way through it, but although Hetty felt sad, her grief was not overwhelming. She had mixed memories of the woman who once asked her to dress as a man and spy on her husband’s wild orgies, but she would carry those secret memories with her to her own grave.

			Later that day, once the guests left Longton and Hetty no longer had to suffer Lady Cosham’s trivial small talk or her daughter’s barbed comments, Leo invited his wife to take a turn around the grounds. ‘The atmosphere in the house is so stifling,’ he complained. ‘I long for some fresh air, my dear. Let us stroll over to the woods and back.’

			As they walked companionably arm in arm, Hetty once more broached the topic preoccupying her thoughts of late. ‘Now that your dear mother is laid to rest, Leo, I should like to make some changes in the house, with your permission, of course.’

			‘None too drastic, I hope?’

			‘I am not thinking of changing the running of the household,’ she told him quickly. ‘I have that pretty well under control and the servants all perform their duties diligently. However, I am thinking of hiring a new footman.’

			‘Do we need one?’ he asked, surprised.

			‘Maybe not, but I think Jane does.’

			He stared at her uncomprehendingly for a few seconds, and then a smile lightened his sombre expression. ‘Ah yes, the solution to the George problem.’

			‘Precisely. Absence seldom makes the heart grow fonder when there is a handsome replacement to hand. I shall make sure the young man I engage is suitable in all respects.’

			‘Quite. I am sure you will handle it well, my dear. What else?’

			‘I also wish to alter the arrangements for your father.’

			‘My father?’ The mere mention of him made Leo frown. ‘What do you plan to do with him, lock him in the cellar and throw away the key?’

			‘Oh, that would be a pity, I mean, he might quite enjoy himself down there, drinking himself into an early grave. He might even strike up an acquaintance with the cellar rats, being of a similar disposition.’

			He chucked. ‘Hetty, you are such a wag sometimes. But seriously, what do you suggest we do with him?’

			‘Dismiss Baines, for a start.’

			‘But who will look after him then?’

			‘Me.’

			‘You? But that is impossible. You would not have the time, and besides, you could not handle him.’

			‘Could I not? I have been thinking about it long and hard, Leo, and here is what I propose. I shall draw up a strict regime from which he will not be permitted to deviate. No more of his debauched parties, only tea with Lady Cosham and her daughter when they pay us one of their duty visits.’

			‘But he detests the woman and her tedious daughter.’

			She smiled. ‘Precisely.’

			It took a while for Leo to catch on, but when he did, he grinned. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Pray continue, my love.’

			As she went through her list of torments, he grew visibly delighted at the prospect of making his father pay for all his past misdeeds in such a subtle and insidious fashion. He gave her full permission to implement all her plans, as soon as possible.

			Hetty could hardly wait. The following morning she told Jane to accompany her when she visited Sir Victor in his room later just before tea. At first the girl was terrified, but Hetty reassured her by informing her that Leo would be coming along as well.

			‘No harm shall come to you ever again in this house, Jane. I can promise you that in full confidence now.’ She smiled and kissed the girl’s cheek tenderly. ‘Come with me.’

			At four o’clock that afternoon the small deputation consisting of Mr and Mrs Carstairs and Jane knocked on the door of Sir Victor’s room. The door was opened by Mrs Baines, whose face registered extreme displeasure at the sight of them, and there was also a flicker of fear in her baleful eyes.

			‘We have something of import to say to you and to Sir Victor,’ Hetty announced, for Leo had agreed to let her do most of the talking. ‘Is he able to receive us now?’

			The old man’s peevish tones rang out, ‘Who the devil is it, Baines?’

			‘Your son and daughter-in-law, sir, and her maid.’

			‘What the hell do they want?’ Sir Victor appeared, propelling himself along in his wheelchair. He had obviously been drinking and his bleary-eyed appearance and dishevelled hair made Hetty all the more determined to go through with her plans. She led the way across the threshold. ‘Sir Victor, I have come to tell you about some changes I intend to make in your daily routine.’

			‘You, missy? And who do you think you are barging in here like this?’

			‘I am now Lady of Longton and I have your son’s permission to deal with you as I think fit,’ she replied coolly, and turned to his nurse. ‘Mrs Baines, you have discharged your duty in this house with what your master would regard as commendable loyalty, but your services are no longer needed. I shall give you two months wages in lieu of notice. You may leave immediately.’

			‘What the hell?’ Sir Victor spluttered. ‘You cannot do this, missy, indeed you cannot, damn you!’

			‘Indeed she can, father,’ Leo broke in with an evil smile. ‘Pack your bags, Baines.’

			‘What about my reference?’ the woman asked sullenly. ‘You cannot let me go without one. I shall not be able to find another post without one,’ she insisted.

			‘Do you wish me to state that you are a tyrannical and brutal creature who terrorises young women and beats them cruelly without provocation?’ Hetty enquired reasonably.

			‘I was only doing my job… please, miss, do not let me go without a testimonial. I shall end up on the streets without a proper reference!’

			‘Perhaps that is the best place for you, in the gutter where you belong. Think yourself lucky you have escaped another whipping. Get your things together and leave, and let us hear no more about a reference. If you make difficulties you shall not even get your money.’

			The woman drew herself up to her full height and thrust her chin out defiantly. ‘Then I shall sue you.’

			‘That would not be advisable,’ Leo cautioned her. ‘For I would not hesitate to bring a counter action for assault against Miss Jane here, who still bears the scars of your brutality. Get you gone, woman, while you may do so.’

			Baines cursed beneath her breath, but disappeared into her room, leaving Sir Victor fuming in his wheelchair. ‘Who the devil is going to look after me if she goes?’ he demanded, and then his glance fell on Jane and his eyes lit up hopefully.

			Hetty fixed him with a level stare. ‘I shall take on the task myself,’ she informed him.

			‘You?’ he blurted in astonishment. ‘But you will have other things to do as lady of the house now. No, I shall need a new nurse and—’

			‘This is the regime I have mapped out for you,’ she went on smoothly, ignoring his interruption. ‘A cold bath first thing every morning, followed by a severe beating with birch twigs. This is a renowned cure for all kinds of ills I read about in The Lady’s Gazette. It is particularly useful for cooling the blood, I believe, and quashing any inappropriate urges.’

			‘Cold baths? Birch twigs? What twaddle you do talk,’ the old man scoffed. ‘I shall not submit to such treatment.’

			‘You shall, father,’ Leo interjected, ‘for if there is any trouble, I shall aid my wife in subduing you. It is for your own good, you know.’

			‘Paw! What do you know?’

			‘After your treatment,’ she continued, undeterred, ‘you shall have a breakfast of barley gruel followed by plain toast and water, ideal food for an invalid such as yourself. You will then take your exercise. I have been talking to Dr Turner and he says there is no reason why you should not be stretched daily on the pulley system patented by Dr Nathanial Rackham. He is of the sound belief that the daily stretching of injured limbs will prevent them from further withering away.’

			‘Utter nonsense!’ Sir Victor bellowed.

			‘It is useless to protest,’ his son told him. ‘I have already ordered the pulleys to be installed. The man is coming tomorrow to attach them to the ceiling above your bed.’

			‘And what other torments have you devised for me?’

			‘There will be a certain amount of deprivation involved in the new regime,’ Hetty explained. ‘But of course, it is all for your own good. Your so-called friends will be barred from entering this house and the summerhouse will be strictly out of bounds. But you shall be allowed the company of Lady Cosham, who has expressed a desire to come and read to you two or three times a week in the afternoons.’

			‘That old bore?’ Sir Victor groaned. ‘I cannot stand her for more than a few seconds.’

			‘I expect she will want to spend two or three hours here,’ she said, smiling. ‘After all, she will be coming over in her carriage so you can hardly expect her not to stay a good while. I am sure you will come to look forward to her visits, for you shall have little else to entertain you.’

			‘This is no life you are describing, this is purgatory!’

			‘That reminds me, the vicar has also expressed a desire to visit you.’ She had chosen the vicar rather than debauched curate, Dawkins, knowing his sermons were the most tedious imaginable and his morality unerringly strict. ‘He believes that as a recent widower you will need comforting. I have told him to be prepared to take your confession, for you are burdened with many sins.’

			‘That snivelling pipsqueak? I would as soon confess to the devil himself!’

			‘You may have to, father, and sooner than you imagine. Your liver must already be in as perilous a condition as your soul.’

			‘Ah, that reminds me.’ Hetty’s smile deepened. ‘You will be forbidden to take any alcohol whatsoever, and there will be no smoking, either.’

			A great howl rose from his lordship’s mouth like a demon leaving his body exorcised by the mere threat of clean living. ‘What? You will deprive me of all my innocent pleasures? Damn you to hell, woman, damn you all!’

			‘You did not think twice about depriving young girls of their innocence for your own depraved pleasure,’ she reminded him sharply. ‘There shall be no joy for you from now on, Sir Victor. Your life shall be one of interminable misery, I can promise you that.’

			But the old rogue suddenly looked up at her from his wheelchair with the hint of a smile in his eyes. ‘And what if I disobey you, Milady Carstairs? What if I am a very, very naughty boy? Shall you punish me good and proper?’

			Hetty stared down at him, unable to believe her ears. The old boy had spirit, she had to give him that. Perhaps having him in her sole charge would not be as dreary a job as she supposed. ‘Well, I do not know about that, Sir Victor.’ She smiled at him almost warmly. ‘We will just have to see…’
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