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Chapter 1
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'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.
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Chapter 2
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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.
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