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Chapter One

Necessary Choices

An unusually cold, portentous breeze blew through Lizzy’s hair as she made her way toward town. She walked briskly, putting a comfortable distance between Harkin Manor and her fast retreating form. Her destination was less than two miles across the meadow, along a well-worn path, where wildflowers bloomed in great abundance on this late spring morning. Normally on such a day she would find relief from her myriad of duties in the Harkin household and enjoy the fresh air, the sunshine and the verdant green of the surrounding countryside. But not today. While attempting to set her mind at ease and enjoy the walk, Lizzy couldn’t help but worry over another confrontation with Mr. McGreevy, the shopkeeper she would be visiting on behalf of Mrs. Harkin. With her anxiety mounting she clutched her sweater a little tighter to her chest and proceeded head bowed against the increasing wind, methodically putting one foot in front of the other until she reached the shopkeeper’s door. 

The bell rang when she moved inside the bustling establishment. Determined not to be daunted by her task, she took a deep cleansing breath, greeting Mr. McGreevy with a smile, while at the same time being thankful for the half dozen customers browsing through his wares. Perhaps today wouldn’t be like the last time. 

“Ah, Lizzy!” the man’s eyebrows raised with interest as he spoke, his eyes reflecting back a light that was both devious and cruel, although not at all unexpected. He immediately excused himself from Mrs. Bridges and moved her way. 

“This note from Mrs. Harkin,” Lizzy said, handing him the envelope. This was the only purpose for her visit, and she would have been happy to leave straightaway, since she didn’t need a reply for her mistress. She bowed politely, smiling, “I really need to be off.”

“Oh, no, you must stay,” his comment dripped with subtleties, although the meaning was obvious to Lizzy. “I have a new shipment of materials that I’m sure Mrs. Harkin would be interested in seeing. If you’ll follow me into the back I’ll cut some samples.”

Lizzy gulped, trying desperately not to look as uncomfortable as she felt inside. 

“I-I…” she started to protest, and yet the man’s request was so innocent that she could find no explanation to excuse herself. 

“Come right this way. Jenny—” he called to his young assistant, “please take over for a few minutes.” 

The girl nodded, then returned to Elliot Mason who was choosing tobacco from Mr. McGreevy’s ample stores.

With his attention now solely focused on Lizzy Barton, Mr. McGreevy moved directly to the back of the shop, leering over his shoulder to insure that the girl followed closely at his heels—which she did. Lizzy’s entire body shuddered so deeply that she was afraid the other customers might notice. As it happened, they’d paid scant attention to the exchange between the Harkin’s maidservant and the shop’s proprietor and had gone back to their shopping, seeing nothing untoward about the man and the much younger woman going alone into the bowels of the store. 

The pair thread their way through the storeroom where bolts of new material stood upright against one wall, and a jumble of packing crates were placed in such disarray that Mr. McGreevy needed to shove them left and right in order for them to pass. They were not stopping to look through the new yard goods, however. Once negotiating the maze, Mr. McGreevy parted a curtain, made a quick right turn and led Lizzy down a flight of stairs to the cellar. With every step on their downward path, the air grew cooler and more humid, and Lizzy more scared. She could feel the moisture on her cheek, and needed to wipe her palms on her grey dress to keep them dry. 

“Mr. McGreevy, you certainly don’t store your new yard goods in this damp cellar,” Lizzy declared once her foot hit the dirt floor.

Mr. McGreevy struck a match, lighting the lantern on a nearby table to drown out the darkness, then he turned to confront the young woman. He was a small, terse, condensed man, nervous by temperament, who chuckled darkly when he was amused and when his erotic fires were lit, although he had little idea what to do with his teaming sexual hunger. He smoldered in a way that was not particularly attractive. He looked Lizzy Barton in the eye since they were the same five feet six inches—although any similarity between them ended there. She was a curvaceous and innately sensuous girl with flaxen hair and pale skin. Her allure was unmistakable, even though she took great pains to behave modestly. Mr. McGreevy, on the other hand, was an amply portioned male whose dark hair and cleanly shaved face made him appear pious—when he wasn’t being lewd.

His eyes were grey as a rainy day; hers blue as the morning sky. 

They faced off knowing exactly where the conversation would lead. 

“I can’t imagine that you have time for this, Mr. McGreevy,” Lizzy blurted out. She was ready to turn and run. 

“I have all the time I need,” he came back calmly.

Her heart sank. “Please, have some mercy. It was a long time ago…”

“A woman with your past needs to be punished, Lizzy Barton,” he spit back brusquely. “We’ve gone over that fact twice now. Surely, you’re not going to continue to argue the point.”

“What would you have me do?”

“Submit.”

She’d held her breath unknowingly and suddenly expelled it all at once. Tears were growing hot behind her eyes. Her jaw was tight, her insides chilled and trembling. 

“On your knees, Lizzy.”

He’d previously called her Miss Barton, which any gentleman would do when addressing a young woman, even one of her lowly station, but he now slipped into the familiar with ease, suggesting how much she’d already diminished in his eyes. 

Lizzy moved to the center of the dank cellar room and dropped to the floor, while lifting her skirt. Her bare knees hit hard against the packed dirt causing her to wince. In the time it took Lizzy to adjust to the inevitable, Mr. McGreevy was in front of her with his cane in hand. 

“Unbutton your dress.” He stared down at her now, fully given over to his rapacious desire. As she was staring directly at his crotch, she could see the evidence of his excitement throbbing needfully before her, demanding to be freed from its confinement. 

Lizzy bowed her head and began slowly, one by one from the neckline to her waist, undoing the buttons of her simple grey dress. As it gave way, she exposed the delicate chemise underneath the garment with her breasts pressing against the thin material; her enlarged nipples poked through enough to cause her to blush with shame. She looked up, immediately regretting the reflexive act, for Mr. McGreevy’s severe expression staring down on her could not disguise his lusty intentions. 

“You seem flushed as if you were enjoying your punishment,” he observed with some satisfaction. Obviously, the size of her nipples had not escaped his scrutiny.

“No, sir, I am not enjoying this one bit!” she retorted. 

“Well, we will see, won’t we? Unbutton the chemise.”

Lizzy flinched. “Oh, but sir!” she looked up again, pleading. On the two prior occasions, she’d been made to shrug off her dress and then bare her ass for chastisement—a far more appealing form of retribution for her crimes, although that was strictly her opinion; Mr. McGreevy had other ideas. 

“Don’t waste my time!” the man barked. 

Then don’t waste mine! she silently, angrily, bit back.

Thwack!

Before she could return to the task, the cane landed across her chest. 

“Oh, please, sir!” she cried, and covered her throbbing breasts.

“Yes, imagine what it will feel like against your bare flesh,” he quipped in reply. “Of course, you can defy my orders. But if that’s the route you wish to take, I will go to the authorities straightaway…”

“No, no!” she answered back, her fingers flying to obey his command, her heart weeping.

With the chemise wide open, her fair-skinned breasts were exposed, shining like the finest alabaster, except for the soft red line where the cane had hit. With Mr. McGreevy’s eyes fixed on her, she winced and turned away. 

“Don’t be so modest, Lizzy. What a fine pair you have. Now clasp your hands behind your head and let me get a good look.” He watched her anguished expression with some glee as she sought to obey. Tears streamed from her eyes as she adjusted her position. 

“That’s it. Elbows wide! Back arched!”

She breathed with some difficulty, her chest heaving as she presented the man with the treasure he demanded. He wasted no time in getting on with his task, raising his arm and bring it down with terrifying force. 

Thwack! 

He paused only briefly.

Thwack! 

And paused again. 

Thwack!

The three sharp cuts ripped across her chest, each one etching a bright red streak across her milky flesh. She swooned, nearly fainting as her body flooded with pain. Her hands dropped down and she hid herself from more blows, only to have the vicious Mr. McGreevy repeatedly pester her with the cane.

“Shrug off the dress,” he ordered. 

“No, please!” she shuddered in her miserable heap, her breasts still aching from the wounds he’d already inflicted.

Another cut ripped across her back. “I will string you up naked if your defy me again!” he barked. “And then, I’ll tell all the world…”

“No! No! Please.” Lizzy drew back to her knees, and pulled her arms from the sleeves, letting both the dress and chemise fall away, exposing her naked torso, front and back. 

With the man’s confidence redoubling, he strode to Lizzy’s back side, and using a quirt this time, began to whip the tongues of fire against the unblemished skin. Shudder after angry shudder suffused her body until she was sobbing uncontrollably. 

“Oh god, please no more!” she gasped. At that moment she nearly forgot to suppress her cries lest someone in the shop above hear her pleas. 

Wisely, the man ended the painful treatment before she shrieked any louder, and Lizzy tumbled forward, quietly weeping.

For a long time, the shopkeeper stood over her with the quirt dangling from his hand and dragging against the floor. 

“If I only had time to do you properly,” he mused. “Perhaps that can be arranged soon.” He reached down and grabbed her hair, pulling it from the bun and running his fingers through the damp locks. “Look at me, sinner.”

She raised her head, once again staring at the man’s pulsating crotch, although this time, his cock had been freed and the head of it pointed directly at her lips. 

What gave her strength at that moment Lizzy did not know. But she understood clearly what was required of her, just as this same act had been required of her on the two previous occasions. She opened her lips, letting the steely shaft enter her mouth, where the muscles instinctively worked the man’s meaty member with graceless but fervent action. Her head bobbed up and down, up and down, while Mr. McGreevy’s fondling hand guided her efforts, ensuring that she would not turn away in disgust. 

The organ was large and tumescent, making it difficult to fit inside her womanly mouth. She choked and choked again, but repeatedly, she resumed her fervent attention to the man’s vile member, letting the whole thing slide down her throat until she sputtered and choked again.

Lizzy hated the pungent smell and the salty taste and the commanding force exerted by this boorish little man. Even more, she hated the fact that somewhere deep in her belly something had caught fire, some elemental desire that could not be abated by reason or good judgment. Repulsive, unbidden, and yet that fire gave McGreevy far more power than he’d earned. She latched on to the man’s stiff member all too eagerly, laving it almost slavishly until she caught herself in the repugnant act and forcefully backed off, remembering to whom she was giving so much of herself. By then the deed was done, and seconds later that laden member spurted gobs of creamy sperm down her throat. He groaned, holding her firmly by the hair and riding her mouth to the glorious conclusion. 

The conquering was done. The punishment over. 

Once McGreevy caught his breath, he stuffed his limp flesh back inside his pants, and sighed heavily, restoring his control. 

“There now. You’re done for today. Next time, I will see your ass beaten hard enough to make sitting a painful prospect.” He took such pleasure in his mockery, in the downcast beauty and her angst.

Her blue eyes swam with pain and defiance. She knew the man was wrong, that his actions were repugnant, that he defied everything that was good and right. But still he spoke to her deep-felt need to be punished for her failings—even if the failings by which Mr. McGreevy judged her were false. If nothing else, her lusty response to the retribution she just suffered should be punished. She should feel shame and remorse. She should be rebuked so that she might be redeemed. All this nonsense clouded her common sense, and muddied the facts. All she knew was that she lived a lie, and this man knew about that lie and could destroy her and her sister should he decide to press the truth. There was too much at stake for Lizzy Barton to run from Mr. Angus McGreevy and his foul deeds. 


Chapter Two 

French Whores

Capturing Josette’s two big bottom cheeks, he squeezed roughly, listening to her rapturous moans. “Ooo, ma cherie! Oui, oui, oui!” Her hollering resounded off the prettily papered brothel walls. 

“You beautiful whore!” he gasped aloud, as he pulled those sweet cheeks apart and stuffed his turgid member into her slick backdoor, feeling the tight girth of that channel draw him in for his salacious reward.

“Ah! Monsieur!” Josette cried musically. She frantically grabbed for the cushions of the chaise and clenched tightly, preparing herself for the rowdy screw. Her face twisted up painfully, but then relaxed as the young man began to move vigorously. 

Bent on depositing his seed inside, he forced himself deeper and deeper into her entrails, lighting the girl up like a candelabra. Oh, how she could work him with her muscles! Unfathomable! Pleasure bounded through his body, until he threw his head back and gasped, coming far too quickly to suit his strong needs. “You little slut!” he yelled, as he pulled out and cast her away in mock disgust. 

“Ooo, my darling,” the gasping redhead cooed, while staring up at her handsome lover, from where she lay sprawled against the floor, her green eyes flirtatious as ever. “Too quick for you, cherie?”

The dark-haired Mr. Addison grabbed the harlot from the floor, and sitting himself on the chaise, tossed her over his lap and began spanking her with some fervor. Her bottom cheeks brightened with each successive smack. At first she seemed to enjoy every brisk strike and her cries were those of a sexual gourmand, full of animated delight. But that changed quickly when the handsome brute picked up speed and more vigorously pelted the pretty behind until it was glowing scarlet. Even then, he wasn’t stopping.  

“Ow. Ooo! Ouch! You bastard. Ouch!” The bouncing Josette twisted and turned but to no avail; he was a powerful man with a powerful arm and hand, delivering a rousing punishment to the two sumptuously bobbing orbs without restraint, no moderation in the slightest. How heavenly that divine sexual heat. Fantastique! She squirmed, simultaneously miserable and aroused. “Mon, dieu!” she gasped, more frantic than ever. “You very mean, Monsieur!”

Addison laughed, then turned the redhead over and threw her back against the chaise, and standing up, picked up his riding crop, which he liberally used to thrash the expanse of pink-white flesh that trembled before him. He aimed for her thighs and the crevice where her mons and the furrow below gleamed with her copious sexual juices. When she twisted away, the crop caught her on the flank.

“Oh, Mon Dieu!” she shuddered.

“Turn back!” he demanded.

Though nearly driven to pained madness, the fair-skinned coquette turned back, her eyes gleaming with tears—and mischief. She’d put her hand between her legs into the juicy furrow and was frigging herself in ecstatic abandon. Smiling, she threw her head back and let loose with a long list of garbled exclamations. “Ah, oui, mon dieu!! Oui, oui, oui!!” 

“You dear whore,” Will Addison snickered. He kept up the blows, knowing that each one was more fuel for the woman’s passion. She was already making him hard again. He’d have to wash first, of course, but he’d soon be ready to plant himself inside that pretty quim. The blush of reddish hair, so delicate, her skin so fair—perhaps she was his favorite whore of those the Madame offered for her special guests. 

While William Addison enjoyed his Josette’s peculiar assets, his good friend James Harkin seemed smitten with the dark-haired beauty Rosalie. The debonair young heir to the Harkin fortune, who should have been tending to his father’s business—just as Addison should have been attending to his own—was currently employed elsewhere in the bawdy house. And while Addison watched the green-eyed redhead frig herself, the sounds coming from the brothel’s dungeon ten feet below grew noisier by the minute, for very good reason. 

Madame Le Conte imported only the finest French whores for her brothel… ones with bounce and sass, equipment that could perform all through a long night of abuse, and bodies that understood how much a man sometimes needs more than a woman’s love hole to satisfy their need. She understood that often times a man’s darker instincts require satisfaction too. Her dungeon was the worst kept secret in London, and one of the best kept parlors for the sexual abuse of submissive females. Mr. Addison and Mr. Harkin had been regular guests for about three years, while the pair waited for the right, proper lady to appear and steal their hearts. Not that they were actively seeking a woman to share their life; they were having too much fun with their loose women, wanton whores and masochistic French maids. 

In the cellar of Madame’s grand three story London house, Mr. James Harkin gave his Rosalie a hard workout. At the moment, she was sitting atop a stationery unicycle, with a thick phallus attached to the leather seat and stuffed up her pussy. Her arms were raised above her head where her wrists were cuffed in leather and fastened to a meat hook that dangled from the ceiling. As the brunette beauty pedaled the contraption, the phallus moved in and out of her juicy snatch. On the sidelines, her tormentor Mr. Harkin used his whip, snapping the end against her bare flesh. Should she falter in her labor, he only picked up speed, thrashing her cruelly until she started peddling fast. Her round breasts gleamed with sweat, bouncing madly, up and down, her flesh jolting and jerking with each strike of the whip. 

“Monsieur, please!” she pleaded, no differently than Josette upstairs, although Rosalie was obviously in much more distress than that feigning beauty.

When at last Mr. Harkin stopped, it was not because he pitied the poor girl; he was far too aroused to curb his sadistic urges. Just one refinement in the torture and he would be satisfied—perhaps satisfied, he’d have to see. 

He quickly loosened Rosalie’s tightly tethered arms so that she could bend over. 

“I think something in your ass will complete my plan quite nicely,” he declared.

“Ah, James, you naughty scoundrel!” she spit back impetuously. “I trow you out by your ear!” 

Her thick French accent was a pleasure to hear, and he laughed at her threat. “And how do you plan to do that, my love?” he chided.

Her dark eyes fired and she spit in his face, while her bounteous chest heaved with the glorious treasure taunting him for more. 

Mr. Harkin stepped back and laced her breasts six times with the whip. 

“Yeeeeeeeeeeeeeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii!” Her delirious scream filled the air. 

When the pain receded, she took a deep breath and righted herself on the cycle, coming back for more. Her eyes could have turned a beating heart into stone. “You vant to beat me more?” she snapped.

“In time, my love.” He clutched her by the back of the neck, and drew her mouth forward to his lips. They kissed with mouths wide open until their faces were wet and their breath short. Breaking away, her neck still in his grasp, Mr. Harkin bent the poor girl forward so that the phallus nearly slipped from her wet love hole. He’d exposed her ass, which was his plan, and into that he shoved a second phallus. Once she was back upright—and with a bit of carefully maneuvering—he attached the base of that phallus to the ingenious cycle’s leather seat. Impaled in both places, the girl couldn’t have been more filled. Oh, perhaps a phallus in her mouth might complete the scheme, but Mr. Harkin liked to hear her scream.

“Pedal, pedal fast!” He ripped off the order at the exact moment that his whip struck her already striated flank. 

“Batard!!” she screamed, but she began to pedal, straining at first with her body adjusting to the new requirements. Both holes were worked simultaneously; when one phallus withdrew, the other pressed its advantage, although the rhythms were intentionally at odds so there could be no way to anticipate the sensations in her body. She whimpered, anguished and despondent, then suddenly overjoyed by the rousing feelings tearing through her heated groin. When the sadist’s whip struck her flesh in random fashion, her entire being jerked like a puppet victim to a drunken puppeteer. 

Soon, her body slipped into an altered state of consciousness where she no longer suffered, but instead, a mesmerizing wildness bloomed, starting from deep inside her belly and rising up. Every atom in her quivered, her cries became the sweet sounds of ecstasy; she shook her head delirious. She had been set free even as the pitiless Mr. Harkin marked her fleshy thighs with a cruelty that gave even this masochist some pause. He’d have her mouth when he finally tormented her enough to suit him. 

“Mon dieu, mon dieu, mon dieu…” Her body slackened when she finally stopped pedaling and Mr. Harkin put down his whip, removed the restraints and lifted her into his arms.

***

“She is a spitfire!” James declared while thinking back over his eventful evening. It was four o’clock in the morning and the pair finally stumbled out of the brothel and into their waiting carriage. His entire being felt more cleansed than it had in months. “We come here much too infrequently. Never do I feel as invigorated as I do when I’m torturing my Rosalie. You should have seen those succulent thighs. Her flesh reddens so nicely.” He smiled while consumed by his memories. “I may go back tomorrow. You know she tells me that there is no man who takes her to the ecstasy that I do…”

This comment finally brought James’ brooding friend around. William snickered under his breath. “They get paid to say that, James. Don’t be so fucking naïve.”

“But I do believe it’s true in this case,” James replied. “Even you cannot out do me.”

“I wouldn’t try.”

“What’s this? You sound so glum. Does your Josette need a short course on how to please you?”

“She pleases me just fine,” he sighed. He looked distant, his mind far from the jostling carriage. “Perhaps I’m looking for more than sex.”

“What, a wife?” James jumped on that immediately. “You want that dreary sentence, you can have it.”

“Your mother thinks otherwise.”

“Mothers do. But mothers don’t understand the appetites of their sons, what they breed in men that makes them want to either fight in wars or dive headlong into nihilistic hedonism.”

“You bastard! You’re saying that Nellie Harkin is responsible for your bad behavior?” William cajoled. 

“It’s the gender. They are born with the diabolical power to yoke men and make them subservient beasts, which is why we need to come right back and enslave them. I don’t ever plan to be captured by some sweet-smelling thing with a silver tongue and fangs lurking when least expected.”

William laughed again. “You say these things, but once you’re in the company of Miss Sally Wainright you will change your tune.”

“I will not!”

“We’ll see about that.”

“And you? You think you’re immune to a woman’s snare?”

“It might be fun to fall in love. I’ve had sex just about every way possible, but love? It’s eluded me so far, and I’m still intrigued.”

“I never took you for a romantic.”

“We both are, James. One of those things that our mothers bred into us. If I’m not mistaken, we’ll get another chance to further domesticity. What is it? Saturday?”

“Yes. Yes,” he hissed. “One of mother’s soirees. I wonder who she’ll have picked out for me this time.”

“Don’t be so cynical. If nothing else, it’s fun to tease.”

“You will be there, Will?”

“I wouldn’t miss it. Especially if Miss Wainright attends—just to see you suddenly submitting. ”

“Humph.” He didn’t bother to respond. James did observe an odd look in his friend’s eye, as if his thoughts had been seized by something in particular—of a romantic nature. But he wasn’t likely to admit it, any more than James himself was likely to admit to the same romantic stirrings. Were there no gentlewomen with a nasty bent? he often wondered, but so far he had been thwarted in every attempt to find the right one.


Chapter Three

An Unexpected Kindness

The rutted road to Harkin Manor was particularly rough this time of year. The spring rain created knee-deep gullies that were difficult to miss. Even so, a steady stream of carriages moved up the drive to the grand estate, a dozen already falling into place in the messy yard, where women in their best dresses carefully stepped their way to the door avoiding the puddles and mud, or in some cases were gallantly carried by their escorts. 

Lights gleamed from every window of the manor and festive music drifted on the air. Guests were greeted at the door by the gracious Nathanial Harkin and his daughter Louisa, who thought this a particularly special occasion. The beautiful sixteen-year-old wore pale blue silk with a daring décolleté, perhaps too risqué for a girl so young, but she insisted that she was woman enough. When the headstrong blonde was so unrelenting she got her way. Her hair was swept up with the finest ribbons, her cheeks rosy as sweet peaches, her smile demure, displaying just the right mix of effervescence and modesty. She had her heart set on dancing with her brother’s good friend Mr. Addison. Of course, he was too old for her; every one agreed on that, but the headstrong Louisa remained undaunted in her efforts to pursue the handsome bachelor. Regardless of her motives, she created a fine picture standing beside her statuesque father. 

Louisa’s mother, Nellie Harkin, should have been standing in her place greeting guests, but was instead pacing about the kitchen, growing more agitated by the minute. 

“Where is Lizzy!” She’d swept into the kitchen minutes before, demanding an answer of her staff. All were instantly at attention as the bold woman in all her finery surveyed the assembly. 

No one seemed to know where the missing girl was. The lady of the manor quizzed each maid and cook and butler, receiving nothing but blank expressions in answer to her queries. 

“I can’t believe the girl would simply slip away on a night like this. She knows how important events like this are to me. Inconsiderate! Selfish! Thoughtless! I’ll have her—”

That very moment, the kitchen door opened and a bedraggled Lizzy Barton moved inside. As rainwater dripped from her face and clothes to a puddle on the floor, the girl’s eyes opened wide, seeing the number of imperious eyes that were staring back at her. She stood up straight as an arrow, biting her lip and wincing when she saw her mistress’s expression. 

The once distraught Nellie Harkin immediately stiffened, casting off her agitated stew, and spoke: “What have you to say for yourself?”

“Ma’am, I’m sorry. I truly am…”

“NO! Don’t even start,” Nellie interrupted, “I have no time for your lame excuses. I should dismiss you outright, except that your dear sister, who seems to know her proper place, is accompanying Louisa and Emma on the piano tonight. I don’t know what I’m going to do with you. You continue to be a disappointment, one that I’m having great difficulty abiding.”

“Please, ma’am, I—” Lizzy tried again, although she stopped before she finished. Those eyes. That hateful glare. What could she say when faced with that? Her mistress could be the sweetest woman on earth, and usually very forgiving, except when there were guests, a party, or any sort of public gathering involved, when she immediately turned into a harping tyrant.

“Say no more!” she snapped. “I have guests to attend to. Get to work, girl, and I’ll see to your failings in the morning.” She swept from the room with the silk and satin of her fine skirt softly swishing like a distant wind. 

Alone now with her peers, Lizzy’s eyes moved from the cook to the upstairs maid to the butler, Mr. Crowley, to the serving girl, Anne, all as if she were looking for a way out of the embarrassing moment. She held her hands behind her back, her breath was short, and she appeared unusually nervous for the normally self-assured Lizzy Barton. At the moment, she was unaware that Mr. William Addison had stepped into the kitchen from the door to her left, slightly behind where she stood now. He’d appeared just before Nellie had made her last remarks. With all at a standstill, and Lizzy not moving, it took his precipitous intervention to set things aright. 

“I think you all have things to do?” he queried the group. The room suddenly scattered as if they were his to command, meanwhile, he moved in close to the shocked Lizzy and grabbed her hand still poised behind her back. His voice quieted, “I think this needs some attending to.”

She turned about, revealing her hand wrapped in a bloody cloth, which thanks to his quick thinking, no one noticed. Later she’d come back and wipe the small dribbles of blood from the floor. 

Acting like an efficient doctor, Mr. Addison moved her into the laundry adjacent to the kitchen, where he unwrapped the hand and dowsed it in a tub of fresh water.  The cold stung and had the effect of waking Lizzy from her shocked stupor.  

Mr. Addison was close enough to feel his beating heart and smell his breath. Her body drank the sensations while for those moments her beleaguered mind reeled out of control. Mr. Addison was one of the finest looking men she’d ever met, although he was so haughty and cool in his demeanor that the kitchen girls referred to the young master’s best friend as an iceberg. They also giggled and blushed when he was near. But not Lizzy. She despised his arrogance, the terse stare, the way he could be so dismissive of women—she’d overheard a few conversations with James Harkin and had grown to despise the young man for his uncharitable comments. Now this kindness? Why on earth would he care about her cut hand? The warmth of his hand on hers, and the way his close proximity raised unexpected sensations in her physical body only complicated her feelings. 

“Really, sir, I can take care of this myself,” she said, trying to wrest herself from the man’s strong grasp.

“Or you can let me take care of it,” he countered her immediately. From his coat pocket he pulled out a flask that contained a strong liquor he used to wash the blood from the wound. 

She immediately winced.

“Humph. More superficial than I thought. That is good. I imagine it will heal without having to stitch it up. You have bandages nearby?” He held the wound tightly, pressing his fancy lace-edged handkerchief in place of the bloody piece of cloth Lizzy had torn from her slip. 

“Yes, in the pantry, sir. Through that door.” She pointed to the storeroom. “On the far wall.”

By then, she’d given herself over to his care, finding herself increasingly amazed by his unexpected thoughtfulness. He returned moments later with cotton and cloth to dress the wound, and made a neat bandage that wound securely around her palm. It would be readily noticed, but there was no other choice. Eying the clean white cloth, she could just imagine Nellie Harkin grilling her about it in the morning. 

“There, I think that should hold,” he announced.  

“Thank you, sir.”

“You’re welcome, it seemed to me you needed rescuing.” He chuckled under his breath. 

“I don’t see that I needed rescuing, sir. I could have done this myself. And so you know, there was a perfectly logical reason for my absence, and I’m sure that once Mrs. Harkin hears it in the morning, she will forgive me.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure,” he quipped right back. “Your absence caused quite a to do. Maids scurrying all over to find you. Speculation turning a bit lurid, I might add. I had to raise my estimation of you in the process, a scullery maid causing that much of a stir. I was impressed.”

“You are an impertinent man,” Lizzy recoiled.

“Am I?” he laughed. 

“Yes, and despite your momentary kindness, what I’ve heard about you seems perfectly true. Now I must get to work. If you’ll please excuse me.”

His face was blank, thoughtful, not a bit of amusement there, and impossible to read, affecting Lizzy so strangely that she nearly ran off in a panic. Instead, she took a deep breath, pretended to smile, and swept passed him quickly, going directly into the kitchen where she put on her apron and started to work.

From the banquet room, Lizzy heard the sounds of her sister Julia playing the pianoforte. As always, the girl’s fingers danced over the keys with great ease, in an obbligato that was enough to stir any woman’s heart. Lizzy stopped to listen as the sweet, though immature, voices of Louisa and her sister Emma joined in. All the room was hushed as the lovely notes filled the festive air. Lizzy and the maid Mary took turns peeking through the kitchen door, each straining to see the scene that captured so much attention. Maybe it was just jealousy, but Lizzy hated these moments when her sister was dressed up like the gentry and put on stage for a room full of houseguests to see. It could be dangerous, she reasoned. To be seen by so many—had Julia any idea what she was doing? What precarious position she created with such behavior? 

On the other hand, there was no dissuading Nellie Harkin when she had her mind set on something. Her girls’ previous accompanist could not compare with the talent of Julia Barton. Strange. She hadn’t lost her gift at all; disaster and misfortune only seemed to increase her ability to move an audience. The two Harkin girls had nowhere near her talent and were no match for Julia’s expert playing. However, if their singing took away from the piano performance, that was all the better in Lizzy’s eyes. The less her sister drew the attention of the Harkin’s friends the better for them both. 

“What a lovely girl!” This was the voice of Jonathan Pierce speaking. He stood back near the salon door admiring the comely brunette from afar. Julia’s vivacious animation was so emotive when she played that it was hard to see her as anything but radiant. She was not the beauty her sister was, and yet her effervescent spirit seemed to have charmed Jonathan Pierce enough that Lizzy took notice. 

Anyone looking at Mr. Pierce could see that he was a rash, impulsive, even reckless man. Handsome, yes. Feral, yes. But too restive to be good company. Maybe it was the shock of his dark hair that untidily hung over his forehead, perhaps the way his thick brows narrowed, or the luminously hooded eyes beneath those brows. Perhaps the roiling agitation. He’d hardly moved an inch, but Lizzy could feel his nervousness clear to her bones. She knew that she did not like the man, though it was difficult to explain why.

