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Logs crackled in the ornate marble fireplace. Gilt glittered on picture frames, mirror surrounds and elegant, spindle-legged chairs. Aubusson rugs were strewn like colourful islands on the polished parquet flooring.

The swarthy, dark-haired man stretched full-length under the tester of the canopied four-poster bed looked about him with a sardonic smile. He was naked, his hirsute, heavily-built body expressing power.

So, he thought, on reaching my late-thirties I have arrived where burning ambition has led me, ruthlessly trampling on or betraying everyone who stood in my way.

Now he occupied the Master Bedchamber in this magnificent town-house in one of the best quarters of Paris. True, it showed signs of having been ransacked, but he was well pleased with what remained, having it repaired and restoring many of the looted items. He held a position of authority where, not so long ago, he had been under the heel of that contemptuous, effete aristocrat who had owned it and everything within it, besides a vast estate in the country. All gone now, as was the nobleman, swept to the guillotine with many members of his family, satisfying the vengeance of the mob who gathered daily in the Place de la Revolution to watch the executions of their former despotic rulers.

And the man who was once the Duc de Teirny's secretary, had been permitted to occupy the mansion in payment for services rendered as it was his renunciation that had brought the duke to trial and death. His tireless work for the Revolution had seen him promoted to Chief of Police, Commander Gaston Manville, feared and hated by all who suffered at his ruthless hands.

'You are well satisfied with your rewards?' murmured the beautiful nude woman who coiled at his side, her slim fingers cruising over his muscle-packed belly and finding his erection, caressing it to even larger proportions.

'They will suffice... for now, citizeness,' he answered, the cadence of his voice sending shivers down her spine as he used the term current among the followers of those who had seized power in France. Now everyone was supposed to be equal, but some were more 'equal' than others, Gaston included.

She amused him - for the moment, as selfish, greedy and amoral as himself, clawing her way to the top of the present governmental tree, as he had done. A supporter of the new regime, loyal to a fault as long as it remained all powerful. She could change her coat as often as she changed her hat, chameleon-like, if it was to her advantage.

He turned towards her but no way dislodged her fingers that were exciting his cock, and stared into her lovely feline face framed by an undeserved halo of blonde hair. Voletta Delmar, former mistress of one of King Louis's ministers and so-called friend of Queen Marie Antoinette. All a bluff, while in reality she was spying on them and reporting back to those plotting their downfall.

'Are you busy?' Her husky voice bewitched him, but came second to the pleasant duty he was anticipating carrying out that afternoon.

'Why do you ask?' He kissed her breast and sucked the nipple between his teeth, giving little bites, making her gasp.

'I thought we might stay abed,' she returned, arching her back at the pleasure he was giving her.

Before he could reply a rap on the door interrupted them. 'Who is it?' he cried crisply, alert in an instant and still as a snake.

'The prisoner has been brought in as ordered, commander.'

He recognised the gruff tones of his henchman, Buiron. This man would do anything for him, rising from an even lower level than himself, relishing the comfortable position of authority in which he now found himself - the Chief of Police's assistant. He was a spy, an informer, the sort of unscrupulous scoundrel employed by those in charge of France at present.

'Give me half an hour. It will do her good to wait, soften her up, make her even more apprehensive.' A cruel smile twisted Gaston's sensual lower lip and he rose, went to the basin and splashed water on his face, then ran a hand over his brown hair, winged with silver at the temples, smoothing it back and confining it in a queue.

He dressed, aware of Voletta's admiring eyes and the way she sprawled on the opulent couch, thighs relaxed, her pink, fur rimmed slit wide while her fingers played with her nubbin. Gaston did not pause till he was immaculately attired in tight-fitting brown woollen breeches, a plain waistcoat and jacket to match. He wound a white stock round his neck and folded it under his clean-shaven chin, then sat to pull on tan leather riding boots. He stood and stamped his feet down into them.

'This interview with the Comtesse Aleron should prove entertaining,' he said, taking a final glance in the cheval glass.

'Wasn't she a leading light at Court, no one more witty or fashionable or pampered?' Voletta's mouth was hard, her eyes flinty.

'That is so.' He walked towards the door. 'You want to watch me dealing with her?' He beckoned her over and drew back a curtain on what appeared to be a small window. 'This is a trick. On the other side it looks like a mirror. You will be able to see whatever takes place in the next room without anyone suspecting that they're being watched.'

This apartment was even grander than the bedchamber. Not long ago the family held soirées there where men of letters, politicians, visiting grandees and famous beauties had gathered beneath the crystal chandeliers. Gaston recalled it vividly, often ordered to attend his master. He could still see the gorgeous gowns, the high-piled white wigs, the vast hooped skirts, the orders and jewels flashing, a string quartet playing. The gavotte. The minuet. Before long they had been dancing their way towards that hideous engine of death, the guillotine, set up in the main square of the capital. But their fragrance still hung in the air - perfumes from the flower-fields of Grasse mingled with that unmistakable odour of lineage, hubris and wealth.

Gaston took his place behind the leather-topped, brass bound desk he'd installed. It gave him a feeling of authority, spread with papers and supporting an inkwell and quill-pens, as if he was about to sign some unfortunate's death warrant.

Having settled himself he picked up a hand-bell. At once the door into the hall opened and a woman was framed there, with a leering Buiron on one side and a tall man clad in black on the other. 'Come in, Gautier,' Gaston said, rising to his feet. 'And you, too, citizeness.'

'Are you addressing me, sir?' she shot back, every inch the aristocrat despite her torn and dirty gown that had once been fine. 'I am not and never shall be a "citizeness", and you will call me by my title... that of comtesse.'

He strolled over until he stood inches from her, staring down into her eyes. She did not flinch, outfacing him. 'There are no titles in France now. All that has gone. The Republic rules with a fair distribution of wealth among many instead of a few. Surely you realise this after having been in prison for weeks?'

'The conditions have been diabolical!' She launched into an attack, fearless before this jumped-up commoner. 'When are we to be freed?'

He shook his head and addressed the man in black. 'Ah, such a pity, isn't it, Gautier? They will not accept that their day is over, will they?'

'It seems not, Citizen Manville,' he answered, his voice pleasant and low-pitched, his stance that of an emperor, head high, spine straight. He was a handsome, distinguished young man. Gaston wondered, not for the first time, if there was noble blood in his veins. Perhaps, like himself, his father had been high-born and his mother a servant girl turned out when pregnant and left to fend for herself and the master's bastard.

Leon Gautier was a dark horse and kept his opinions to himself, but Gaston could find no fault with his loyalty and trusted him to carry out to the letter any duties that were put upon him. He had fetched Comtesse Aleron from the squalid, overcrowded prison, had her driven through the crowded Paris streets in a closed carriage and would do precisely as he was ordered.

'You seem more refined than this other person.' The comtesse turned towards him and there was desperation in her eyes. 'Can you not help me?'

Leon did not reply, but Gaston did, deliberately using the title she despised. 'What is it you wish, citizeness?'

'Save my husband. You can do it. He goes to the guillotine tomorrow morning.' She refused to beg, even at this fateful hour and he almost admired her courage.

'We will discuss this together, you and I, like old friends,' he said smoothly, feasting on her dishevelled hair and disarray, tingling at the thought of the further degradation he had in store for her. 'Buiron, leave us, and you, Gautier, wait in the next room. Voletta is there and will entertain you while the citizeness and I have a quiet talk.'

When his confederates had gone he poured two glasses of wine from a decanter and held one out to the countess. 'Take a little, to give you courage.'

She refused, glaring at him. 'How much?'

'How much?'

'Your price.'

Gaston threw back his head and laughed, wineglass in his hand. Then he sobered and stared at her through narrowed eyes. 'Ah, you think you can bribe me, eh? But I can assure you that I demand more than money from a beautiful woman.'

'What do you mean?' She was as fierce as a tigress defending her young.

'Do I have to spell it out? You want me to save your husband and all I ask in return is an hour of your favour.'

'My favour?' Gradually the truth dawned on her and a look of horror crossed her lovely face.

'Your body, citizeness. You will submit to me.'

She shrank back. 'You blackguard! What a suggestion!'

He laughed again, thoroughly enjoying the situation, his cock rising beneath his breeches. He was on fire to perpetrate this crime, to rape her or perhaps not exactly rape, but give her no option but to surrender if she wanted to save the man she loved. Gaston relished the power his position afforded him, settling old scores and avenging former real or imaginary insults. These aristocratic ladies had been denied him, even though they might have flirted with him behind their fans. He had desired them, lusted after them, suffered the frustrations of hell, and now he could play with them, use them, deceive and discard them. There was justice in the world after all.

'Have you witnessed the scene around the guillotine?' he asked, watching her closely.

'No.' She shuddered and backed away.

'The prisoners are taken there a dozen at a time in tumbrils, two-wheeled carts normally used for vegetables. The square will be packed, people standing or seated on tiers of benches, men, women and children, all happy to see yet another batch of despotic aristocrats beheaded. They mock and cheer as the blade rises and falls and head follows head into the gory basket.'

'Stop!' she cried, her face ashen.

'This will be your husband's fate and yours, too, if you don't agree to my terms.'

'Can you help us?'

'I can arrange anything. Do you agree?'

'Yes,' she whispered and bowed her head, all the fight gone from her, a terrified young woman who would do anything to save her beloved. This was the ideal scenario for Gaston.

He reached out for her, his hands grasping her breasts but she shook him off, some of her old fire returning. 'I want proof that you will keep your word.'

He smiled affably and shrugged. 'I'll call in my man and give him his orders.' He rang for Buiron, who entered with such speed that he must have been listening outside the door. 'Buiron, I want you to come back in an hour and conduct this young lady and her husband from the prison. I shall write her a safe-conduct pass and you will see them on their way to freedom. The same as in the case of the Marchioness Toussaint. Do you understand?'

Buiron's piggy eyes glinted and there was a look of cunning and comprehension on his ugly face. 'Yes, commander. I understand perfectly. As in the case of Toussaint.'

He bowed himself out clumsily; a creature of habit who, despite the freedom granted him by the new government would always remain an underdog.

Gaston rifled amongst the papers in a bureau, drew out an important looking document and scribbled his signature. Then he strode towards her, waving it and saying, 'I have kept my part of the bargain.'

She grabbed at it, but he held it away, teasing and mocking her. He tucked it into his pocket, seized her head in both hands and swooped down on her mouth like a bird of prey. He forced her lips open and thrust his tongue between, feeding on her. She twisted her face away and he dragged her over to the desk. He ripped open her bodice and handled her breasts, pinching the nipples while she struggled and fought like a wild-cat, but was no match for his strength. He thrust her across the flat top brutally, facedown, arms wide-spread and then lashed her wrists with cords. He tied her tightly, aware of the pressure this would be putting on her full breasts. The idea of her pain added to his excitement.

'Now, my fine lady, let's see what you're made of,' he growled and, seizing the torn and muddy hem of her skirts, lifted them high, exposing her bare legs and buttocks. She was thin, half-starved in the prison, but the sight of her milky-white flesh drove him mad. There was nothing like the delicate skin of a well-born woman who had never done a hand's turn or knew what it was like to sleep in anything but a feather bed spread with the finest linen. He ran his hands over her, dipping into the crack between her cheeks, opening her to his inquisitive and lustful gaze. Her slit was edged with dark, curly pubes and he explored it mercilessly, while she moaned and pleaded with him to stop.

Gaston stood between her wide open thighs and unbuttoned the flap at the front of his breeches. His cock sprang out like a freed serpent, the foreskin stretched back over the fiery helm, a drop of dew spilling from its slit. He was tempted to thrust it within her, but wanted to make the incident last. There were other things he intended to do to her before he achieved his climax.

He let her feel the force of his cock, pressing it between her thighs, then withdrew, raised his arm and brought it down across her naked hinds. She yelped and threshed and the imprint of this palm was like a red brand on her skin. This roused him to frenzy and he hit her again and again, buttocks, the backs of her thighs, even lower, till she was begging for mercy. His hand stung and he snatched his cane that lay across a chair, the lash landing unerringly on her already punished bottom. She moaned and sagged, almost fainting and it was then that Gaston could hold back no more, thrusting his engorged weapon into her love-channel, a painful penetration as she was dry until his jism made the pathway easier for him.

––––––––
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LEON STOOD WITH VOLETTA at the two-way mirror in the bedchamber, their eyes feasting on the scene taking place in the next room. He could smell her arousal and this added to his own. She was in front of him, her nubile derrière pressed to his thighs, rubbing against his erection. They were no strangers and this wouldn't be the first time they had coupled. She shared her assets with whoever took her fancy and made no secret that he was one of her favourites.

Her flaxen hair tickled his nostrils, her nipples were hard under his fingers, and he had parted her delta with his right hand, applying friction to her love-bud. She squirmed and half-closed her eyes, whispering, 'Oh, Leon... that is so good. Make it wet and slippery and push your cock into me. Look at Gaston! My God, what a stud. He's like a farmyard bull!'

'She's not enjoying it, judging by her protests,' he muttered, and this fact made his prick weep, the prelude to the explosion that would take place when he entered Voletta's firm muscled channel.

He released his rampant weapon, spun Voletta round and lifted her. She raised her legs and lowered herself on to him, gripping his waist with her thighs, her arms linked behind his neck. He took her weight, lifting her up and down on his cock. She flung back her head, a hand slipping between them to keep up the friction on her nubbin. Leon fixed his eyes on his commander, his passion doubling at the sight of the man using the noble lady as if she was a tuppenny whore.

Then his body took control, sweeping him to a violent orgasm that left him shaking. He saw Gaston withdraw from the comtesse, his prick limp. Voletta lowered her legs to the floor, leaning against Leon and shaking with the force of her own coming.

'Long live the Revolution!' she murmured, and looked up at him with a mischief-inspired smile.

––––––––
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GASTON UNTIED HIS PRISONER and she staggered to her feet, bruised, battered and humiliated. 'You've had your way, now let me go,' she whispered, her voice hoarse with crying.

He bowed, and rang for Buiron. 'Take her away and follow out my instructions,' he said tersely when the man entered. 'Don't botch it, or you'll have me to answer to.' He handed him the pass.

Buiron ducked, grinned, and hustled the lady out. Gaston poured himself another glass of wine, reflecting as he raised it to the light and admired its blood-red glow. Buiron understood that this affair was to proceed as had the one concerning Marchioness Toussaint. The comtesse would be double-crossed as had that other noblewoman who had yielded to his lust for the very same reason. Gaston's cock would be the last one the comtesse would ever take into her aristocratic body. Tomorrow morning both she and her husband would go to the guillotine together.
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Chapter 2


[image: ]




Lady Chantel Halstead looked up into the wide-spreading tree above her as the swing skimmed backwards and forwards, lifting her high and dropping her low. The sunlight winked through the leafy branches, spangling her with gold, and the morning was fresh and fragrant, and she rejoiced in having returned to France again after many years. She experienced a delicious sense of freedom and kicked her legs high, the panniered skirt and layers of lace-trimmed petticoats falling back. The lift of her arms raised her breasts, the low bodice displaying those rounded globes almost to the rosy nipples.

She glimpsed her white silk stockings with their embroidered gold clocks, fastened just above the knee with fancy garters, and her spindle-heeled satin shoes with glittering paste buckles. In fact she wore all the trappings of a very fine lady indeed, eighteen years old and beautiful. She was well aware of the two handsome young men paying court to her, tingling as she imagined those self-same skirts riding back to show her thighs. Maybe even affording a glimpse of her fork with its coating of crisp hair that matched the curls on her head - a rich chestnut hue.

This secret area was her treasure, her virginity guarded fiercely so that she would go unsullied to her bridal bed, whenever that might be. But Chantel burned with curiosity, her knowledge of the act between men and women sketchy and a source of much speculation. Most of the cosseted girls of her acquaintance were as ignorant as she - sheltered, pampered and used as pawns in the games played between their parents, who planned to marry them off with titles, property and religion as the prime consideration.

It was no way romantic, but love matches were frowned upon by the upper echelon to which she belonged. Hot-blooded and wayward, Chantel fed her imagination with novels that were alive with feats of derring-do and knights on white chargers rescuing damsels in distress. They were rewarded with a chaste kiss, and perhaps a flower or a silk scarf that they could wear as a token fastened to their helmet or on their armoured sleeve.

In reality her body guided her to caress her nipples and touch those plump lower lips, actions that caused such a surge of pleasure within her that it made her nervous. She experienced this, too, if Sir Peter Greenway or the Vicomte Hercule de Braggalon held her hand tightly or brushed their lips against her cheek in a greeting kiss. Her blood was racing now because Peter was pushing the swing and Hercule lay on the grass beneath it, positioned where he could look up her skirts as she flew above him.

Chantel wanted to giggle, knowing the rivalry between them as each vied for her affections. It was a heady feeling and made her reckless, though she knew that her guardian favoured Peter, their estates in Sussex bordering one another. He had been ordered to accompany her to the Château Montoire, her mother's birthplace that had been bequeathed to her. She remembered being taken there as a child, before her father, the Duke of Ramsden and his consort, Duchess Louise, had been tragically killed in an accident. Orphaned, Chantel had been reared by her uncle, Lord Farnley, a widower and tolerant individual who brought her up with his sons and let her run wild at Sutton Court, his country seat in England.

Two of these cousins had accompanied her on the trip, Lord Jason and Lord Gerald, also her closest friend, Lady Lissa Dunbar. They had been educated at the same dame school for gently reared young women, a hallowed place where only those with the bluest of blue blood might enter. Though taught the basics at home by governesses, this was designed to give them the final polish before they were launched into society. Now Chantel saw Lissa crossing the wide sweep of velvety green lawn, blonde hair in ringlets, her pastel gown billowing, her parasol and reticule carried by her personal maid, Megan.

'Ah, there you are,' Lissa cried, while Hercule leapt up and bowed and even Peter paused in his labours and did the same. The swing slowed and Chantel was annoyed, for she had been enjoying herself, with both men dancing attendance on her.

'I was up early, unlike you, slug-a-bed,' she teased, sliding from the seat and adjusting her skirts.

'It was late last night when we finished playing cards.' Lissa smiled at Hercule, blue eyes shining under a fringe of fair lashes. 'You remember, monsieur. You simply wouldn't let me go, even when my duenna was insistent.' She tapped him lightly on the shoulder with her closed fan.

'I know. I, too, was present.' Chantel slid an arm around her friend's tightly laced, doll-like waist. 'My chaperone wasn't amused either. Merciful Heavens, I shall be almost glad to marry and free of such a busy-body.'

'You'll have a husband to watch you, then, my sweet,' Lissa reminded.

'And were I that happy man, ma belle mademoiselle, you would never be out of my sight.' Hercule spoke to them in English, and his accent was charming. Chantel was fluent in her mother's language, but the others were not, picking it up as they went along. He was addressing her, and the message in his brown eyes was plain to see.

Peter saw it, too, and his craggily handsome face darkened. Hercule was too much the courtier and fop for his liking, a plainly dressed and plain-spoken man who would take over his father's farms, mills and mines one day. Chantel and Lissa were amused by the sparks flying, the terse words, sharp glances and haughty stares of these young bucks who were sparring up to each other. Chantel had the smug feeling that she was the object of their dissention, not Lissa.

Her friend was very pretty, flirtatious and easily adopting all the little tricks designed to captivate gentlemen, taught her at the finishing school. Yet there was something deeper, darker and more sensual about Chantel that drew them towards her like steel to magnet. She didn't even have to try.

'We should go in, Lady Lissa,' reminded Megan, a saucy, confident girl who enjoyed her position and the perks it offered. 'The day being so pleasant luncheon is about to be served on the terrace, and there's boating on the lake this afternoon.'

Oh, these bothersome duties, Chantel thought. Having recently arrived at the château, it had fallen upon her to invite some of her mother's acquaintances to visit. This had proved tedious, as they were very set in their ways and convinced they were superior to everyone else, particularly the servants, underlings and peasants. Descended from some of the oldest families in that part of the Loire Valley, they considered themselves to be almost god-like.

They brushed aside the rumours and speculations spreading from Paris where, months before, there had been an uprising among the lower classes led by men who were educated, mostly, and concerned about equality for all, not the chosen few. King Louis XVI and Queen Marie Antoinette had been placed under house arrest and a new Government formed. It seemed hardly credible, yet Lord Farnley had been reluctant to permit Chantel to journey to France.

'But I'm English,' she had argued, accustomed to getting her own way and having made up her mind to go there. 'No one will dare touch me.'

A worried expression had crossed his ruddy face. He was bluff and stocky, a magistrate and the leader of the local hunt, more like a squire than a peer of the realm. 'Can't be sure of that, my girl,' he returned, whacking the side of his boot with his riding crop. 'There's an influx of aristocratic refugees streaming across the Channel, seeking asylum and stowing any valuables they managed to bring with them in English banks. Some go home after a while, concerned about their property. Many of these are never heard of again. It's a damned bad show. Confounded rebels! Don't know what the world's coming to!'

But, unable to deny his niece anything, he had reluctantly agreed with the proviso that two of his sons, Sir Peter, her chaperone and a picked bunch of servants, coachmen and postilions went along to guard her.

Chantel was enjoying herself too much to dwell on serious issues. Now, guided purely by a spirit of mischief, she took Hercule's arm and dawdled behind the rest as they walked in the direction of the château.

'It's like a fairy-tale palace,' she remarked, regarding it fondly.

Her estate stretched as far as the eye could see. The land was flat, the roads lined with poplar trees and the forests deep and mysterious. The château was the jewel in the crown with its dazzling white stone walls and grey slate tiles, and towers with conical roofs like witches' hats.

'It is very impressive,' Hercule answered, twining his be-ringed fingers with hers. 'Your mother's ancestral home. Almost as grand as mine, though unfortunately my staff are leaving one by one, led astray by the wild stories circulating about freedom. Unrest is rife in Paris and spreading throughout the land.' Then he brightened, shrugging these troubles aside and whispering, 'Let us visit the grotto.'

'We can't. We're expected for luncheon,' she remonstrated, but inside she knew very well that she would go with him.

'Pish! We won't tarry long. There is something I want to show you.' He smiled winningly and she was already seduced, laughing as they dived into the woods and took the winding path leading to the rustic folly where supper was often enjoyed on warm summer evenings.

Constructed by Chantel's maternal grandfather, and inspired by his journey on The Grand Tour of Italy, it resembled a ruined temple. As she and Hercule stepped under an arch leading into it the light struck crystal rock, conveying a sparkling, magical atmosphere. A stream had been diverted to trickle into a marble basin, the tinkling sound music to the ears. Hercule took off his brocade jacket and waistcoat and spread them out on a seat carved from the rock. She had admired him in his shirtsleeves before, when he and Peter played tennis, and now, in these intimate surroundings, she reached out and touched him. He untied his cravat and undid the top buttons, the linen opening over his tanned, muscular chest. Chantel was enthralled.

He urged her to sit beside him and inveigled an arm round her shoulders, his warm fingers caressing her bare shoulders. Chantel drew away, but not too far. She was disobeying the rules, and should have been chaperoned at all times. But, having come of age when this beautiful house and all that pertained to it had become hers, she felt entirely grown up, sure that she was mistress of her own destiny. Her duenna, Mrs Gilda Carr, would scold her, but Chantel didn't care.

'What was this important something you wanted to show me?' She did not pull her hand away as he seized it and held it close to his body.

'You like me, don't you?' Somehow the French tongue was much more seductive than the English.

'Of course I do. Don't you remember how we used to ride together as children when Mama brought me here visiting? You were our neighbour.'

'And I had hoped to be more, but then you vanished into England and I didn't see you for ages. Now your uncle wants you to marry Peter.' He was gazing at her with those beautiful brown eyes, sliding her hand lower and lower until it was resting at his crotch.

Chantel started, aware of a strange, baton-like object straining his breeches. She thought she knew what it was, having spent time with her male cousins swimming naked in the lake at Sutton Court. But this was different, larger, harder, not the little pink cock of a boy. She wasn't sure whether to be shocked, repelled or yield to her overwhelming curiosity.

As she gave no reaction Hercule released her hand and unfastened his breeches. He went slowly, prepared to stop if she screamed. She didn't, watching fascinated as first his shirt poked through the opening and then his large penis, as upright as a lance, the foreskin retracted from the mushroom-shaped crest.

He looked down at it proudly, smiling as he said, 'This is what I wanted you to see. Isn't it fine? Don't you long to touch it?'

She did, but wasn't about to tell him. 'Why should I want to do that?'

'Because it feels so warm and smooth, and while you caress it, I will find your little honey-pot and bring you to bliss.' As he spoke he took her hand again and introduced it to his cock. Her fingers closed round it involuntarily.

He was right. It did feel remarkable, like nothing she had ever touched before, and it got bigger and bigger until she was sure it might burst! Hercule closed his eyes and moaned, pressing into her palm. 'Lie on the bench, beloved, so that I may rest beside you and give you as much pleasure as you're bestowing on me.'

Chantel was powerless to refuse, as if in a hypnotic trance. She rested in his arms as he pushed up her skirt and lowered his head, busy fingers finding her nipples as his lips sought her cleft. Shocked at first, then embarrassed by her own oceanic odour, she tried to push his head away, but he looked up at her.

'Darling, your slit is beautiful and breathes out the sweetest perfume. Let me lick you while you keep your clever little fingers on my cock.'

Her heart was pounding. She knew very well that she should slap his face indignantly and run to join the others, but her body was on fire, the ache between her legs ferocious and the scandalous, delirious thought of his lips settling between them absolutely irresistible. She sighed, closed her eyes, and rubbed that hot, hard bough, relaxing, legs spread wide. The sensation as his tongue started to caress her nubbin was beyond her imaginings. Many a time she had brought herself to ecstasy with her fingers, but never before had anything like this happened to her.

Hercule's warm breath fanned her yearning clitoris. His tongue-tip was a feather tickling and caressing that potent little organ until she was beyond control. Her fingers copied what his tongue was doing to her and she worked on his cock, urging him on, faster and faster. She was tossed high among the stars, her orgasm so acute that she blacked out for a second. Hercule groaned, jerked and spent into her hand. She came to herself aware of his sticky emission on her fingers and dripping over her skirt.

She was bemused yet alarmed, sure that he had injured himself in some way, but he sat up, wiped himself on a white lawn handkerchief and replaced his equipment in his breeches.

'You came most beautifully, my dear.' He sniffed his fingers appreciatively. 'And brought me to a fine conclusion. I would say you have the makings of a first-class courtesan.' Chantel was not quite sure what this word meant, but it sounded complimentary and she was on cloud nine anyway, beginning to imagine that she might be in love with him. But his next words dashed this unrealistic dream. 'We must join the others. I don't want your prospective betrothed calling me out,' he said with a laugh.

His words cut like a butcher's knife. He didn't really care for her, after all. 'You are happy for me to be wedded to Peter?' Trying to retain her dignity she casually straightened her clothing and patted her hair into place.

He shrugged. 'It seems preordained, and I can't take on a wife in these uncertain times. I'm thinking of sailing for the Americas where I have plantations.'

So, having initiated her into the joys of sex by other means than intercourse, he was leaving it at that. This was her first experience of the fickleness of the male species. She had been left with a wet delta and fingers, and a damp patch on her skirt. So much for romance, she thought somewhat bitterly.

––––––––
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DINNER OVER, CHANTEL and her guests had retired to one of the grand reception rooms. Candlelit and spacious, its splendid furnishings were reflected over and over in large Venetian mirrors. The curtains were drawn back in one of the bay windows, giving a view of the dusky evening. A musician sat at a spinet close by, the plucked notes rippling like a breeze in the tree-tops, playing a minuet by Mozart. He had been employed by Chantel for the season for she was passionate about music and could sing and also play a little herself. In the autumn she planned to return to Sutton Court and also engage in the social life of London. The country was all very well, but there was so much taking place in London.

Chantel's guests were colourful in their silks, satins and lace, the men's hair powdered and tied back, the ladies elegant in enormously wide skirts, their hair dressed high and also white with powder. She knew that once their stamping ground had been the Royal Palace at Versailles, or the Tuilleries Gardens. There they had strolled, gossiped and gambled and made love. Not for some time now, since the Bastille had been taken by a violent mob. They had been glad to accept an invitation to the Château Montoire, thinking they would be safe with their part-English hostess.

Now Lissa had accepted a beau's invitation to dance, and the still-beautiful, middle-aged Comtesse D'Arcy and her husband joined in, their two unwedded daughters seeking eligible partners. It was all set for an enjoyable evening.

Then Peter suddenly stormed in through the double cedar-wood doors that led from the terrace. He glared across at Hercule. Trouble had been brewing between them ever since Chantel had arrived late for luncheon in the company of the viscount. Declining to go boating, she had rested on her bed for an hour under Mrs Carr's eagle eye. What that good lady did not know was that her charge's mind was filled with her recent experience with Hercule while she played with herself under the quilt.

The Englishman could not conceal his dislike of the vicomte and, ignoring everyone else, walked straight over to him, saying, 'You'll take back your insulting remark, sir.' His hand came to rest on his sword-hilt. The music played on, covering his words, and the dancers were absorbed in bowing and curtseying and following the graceful measure, but Chantel was aware and furious with Peter.

Hercule looked down his finely chiselled nose and sneered. 'I never apologise. I spoke the truth.'

'You insulted our hostess, and this cannot be overlooked.'

'What's amiss? Why are you quarrelling?' Chantel demanded, swooping down on them like an avenging angel.

Inside she was awash with guilt. Had Hercule made some indiscrete reference to their dalliance in the folly? Surely he wouldn't, would he? She remembered her heated response to him and wished it had never happened, but her body didn't share this opinion, tingling as she thought about his erect penis and the way it had spurted in her hand.

'Chantel, this is a matter of honour between gentlemen. There is no need for you to be involved.' Peter bowed as he spoke, but his eyes flashed with anger.

'What nonsense!' she retorted. 'You are spoiling my party. Stop it this moment!'

'It is most impolite of us.' Hercule looked at her in a way that told her he recalled every last detail of their intimacy. He even lifted a finger to his nose as if to remind her that he had inhaled her bodily fragrance. 'If milord seeks satisfaction, then we will choose our seconds and settle this matter like gentlemen. I suggest you rejoin the ladies. We shall conclude our business outside.'

Her temper flared. How dare he use that patronising tone? 'You will not! And you still haven't told me what this is all about.'

'He insulted you when the gentlemen foregathered in the study after dinner, and this can't be tolerated!' Peter growled. He looked ruggedly handsome, a brave paladin defending her. He was broad-shouldered and well built, with light brown hair and blue eyes. Serious-minded and intelligent he would be so easy to love. A husband for her? Very possibly. They had shared romantic moments on shipboard, leaning on the rail of the packet-boat, looking at the moon and the silver sea, and she had longed for him to kiss her but, though very nearly doing so, he had controlled himself.
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