



[image: Cover]







Table of Contents




A NineStar Press Publication


A GATHERING STORM


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


About the Author


Coming Soon from Amy Paine


Other Books You Might Enjoy


NineStar Press, Ltd.



A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com


[image: ]



 

A Gathering Storm

ISBN #978-1-911153-59-7

©Copyright Amy Paine 2016

Cover Art by Natasha Snow ©Copyright 2016

Edited by Elizabeth Coldwell

NineStar Press, Ltd.

 

This is a work of fiction. All characters, places and events are from the author’s imagination and should not be confused with fact. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, events or places is purely coincidental.

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher, NineStar Press, Ltd.

 

Published in 2016 by NineStar Press, Waterford, Ireland.

 

Warning: This book contains sexually explicit content which is only suitable for mature readers. It also features a main character cheating on their partner.


A GATHERING STORM

 

TRAVELLING COMPANIONS

Amy Paine


Chapter One

 

The church looked lovely. The pews were decked out in foliage, and the large vases of spectacular flowers in their Greek urns, from Hemsby’s gardens, flanked the doors and naves.

Millie gathered her skirt up in her hands. It was difficult because the dress was so huge and elaborate, made up of copious lengths of lace and silk. Its train and long veil tangled around her arms and legs as if the confounded dress were trying to tell her something.

No, no, she must not think like that. She pushed such nonsense from her head. It would be hard enough as it was to get through what lay in front of her. Millie pasted a smile onto lips that didn’t want to smile at all. She had to think ahead, to think of the good points of being married to James.

Her uncle smoothed his hand along her thin arm. “Darling, there’s no need to be nervous.”

“No, I know. I’m not. Well, just a little…perhaps,” she replied, forcing a weak smile.

She was having absurd notions, as if she were delirious. Maybe, despite the preparations, James wouldn’t show up. Of course, that was wishful thinking. She was about to marry into the Hemsby fortune, and last-minute hitches didn’t happen to a family like his. But still she thought about it, as she had so many times over the last week or two. Wondered what it would be like to be free, free to live and love who she wanted. And she did love, didn’t she? But it wasn’t James.

She fluffed out her dress, smoothed the silk and satin with her hands.

It was a perfect day for a wedding, with a clear blue sky and not a cloud in sight. The crowds from the village had turned out in their finery, lining the one main street flanked by the jolly houses in burnished golden stone, the sunlight reflecting from their windows. The little public house was decked with bunting.

She passed beneath the lychgate and, glancing up, noticed the servants from the house that was soon to be her home. Some of them she liked. Davies, her maid-to-be, for instance. Others, such as Foukes the butler, she didn’t like quite so much. He was stodgy and patrician, and she’d once heard him whispering about her to the housekeeper. He’d said she was a fly-by-night. But she could cope with it. She had to.

Her mother, Patricia, arrived behind her in the car. The lines on her face seemed less etched than they had been of late. She was responsible for that, Millie thought with a sense of pride. She had saved the day—was saving the day, and salvaging her mother from a life of penury. When her father had died, leaving them in so much debt, the lovely dower house had been about to be taken off them. Then, amazingly, James had come along out of the blue. Her own angel. Ready to save her, incorporate her into the kind of wealthy lifestyle her mother had dreamed of, had wanted for her but never expected her to get. Sometimes she wondered how she had managed to trap him, when to all intents and purposes she wasn’t his type. James was a playboy who frittered away his considerable income in Monaco. She knew he’d had affairs, but none of those women had suited him and she had. She was flirtatious, she supposed, but she had always acted so coolly towards him, and maybe that was the reason. He had taken her reticence as morality when, in fact, the true reason was she just didn’t have an eye for men, not at all. No, her interests lay in a rather more feminine direction.

The little gatehouse waited for Patricia Carruthers, and Millie knew she was content with it. Content to have her daughter on her doorstep.

While she would be Lady Millicent Alice Hemsby. Her heart did a flutter. Any other girl would be delirious with joy, and she was grateful, she truly was, except… She loved someone else; she didn’t love James. Yes, he had been kind to her, made her immensely grateful, rescued her, but she couldn’t love him, not in the way he wanted because…because…

Her mother climbed out of the car, smiling broadly, and took hold of her arm. Well, this was it then. But it hurt, hurt so badly to actually have to go through with it, to sacrifice herself like this. Tears sprang into Millie’s eyes, and she blinked them away.

How could she live without Benita? Benita, who’d thrown her into such a tailspin, made her have mad ideas about whether this was the right thing to do. Well, certainly it was the right thing to do, although she couldn’t describe how much she craved the touch of a woman—and not just any woman. She still wanted her lover, and she could have her if she wanted to, if she was truly strong and brave enough to flout convention, to hurt her mother.

She had hurt Benita. This thought made her trip a little in her dainty satin shoes. Benita had been so forceful right up until the last minute. Even when Millie had tried to cool it down, she had pursued her mercilessly, telephoned her, sent her notes. Those notes. She ought to have burned the lot of them, but she couldn’t bring herself to. Instead, she had safely locked them away in her bureau to take out and cry over continually.

The trouble was, in spite of Benita saying she understood Millie’s sacrifice, how could she? Benita was a different person, stronger than Millie, and ferociously masculine in her attitude to life, whereas Millie was less so and craved security. She shivered, even though it was a blistering day and she had on thick layers of lace.

Still, she’d had to be cruel to Benita to make her step back, and that hurt her dreadfully. She’d cut her dead with no invitation to the wedding, no reply to Benita’s constant calls for attention, and yet her lover kept on writing in that flowery, literary way she had. Benita had drip-fed Millie what she so badly needed but dared not have, and it had worked—at least to an extent. If she were braver, just a bit braver…?

No, she must not think that, either. Being married to James would leave no space for passion, especially passion with a woman. He was an aspiring MP, for God’s sake, and she, well she was about to become Lady Hemsby. She would be expected to feather the nest, have children, and behave with aplomb, as all the matriarchs of the grand estate always had.

Her mother smiled and kissed her cheek. “I’m so proud of you darling. I can hardly believe it.”

Millie forced another weak smile as her mother put her hands on her cheeks.

“No, neither can I, sometimes.”

“Lady Hemsby.” Patricia giggled.

“Yes, Mother.”

Millie waited, hoped until the last moment something might happen. She had ridiculous notions that perhaps there would be a sudden storm, and a bolt of lightning would hit the church, rendering it to ashes and absolving her of this agonizing final step. But that kind of thing didn’t happen in real life; it only happened in stories.

Her first glimpse of James—so indescribably good looking, someone had once asked him whether he wanted to be in the new movies that were taking the world by storm—made her heart settle down to a modest pace. He stood at the altar, awaiting her arrival. There was no excitement, only resignation as she met his whimsical blue gaze. She studied his upright figure, his flaxen hair gleaming in the light from the stained-glass windows. He was pleased to have her, she knew that. The beautiful Millie Carruthers, sought after by half the county. A good girl, a bit naughty, but knowing her place.

Her voice rang out sweet and low, saying each refrain perfectly. She’d thought she might stumble over her vows and somehow reveal her hesitancy. It was over so quickly. Hard to believe she was Lady Hemsby at last as he slipped the ring onto her finger, next to the fabulous square deco cut engagement ring she had usually taken off when she loved Benita.

Some women said they felt different as soon as they were married. She, though, felt the same—the same but sadder, as if someone had chopped off one of her arms or legs.

She turned, her gaze lowered, and it was then she saw the woman. She saw her standing right at the back of the church—statuesque, glamorous, and with her abundant hair piled up beneath a fashionable hat and veil. Benita must have crept in last to avoid being noticed. In her visible grief, her absolute despair, she was even more desirable than Mille remembered her. Millie’s heart jumped and leaped and tears threatened again. She stumbled, but James took her hand as everyone crowded in on her, so that no matter how hard she craned her head she couldn’t see her lover any more. But the damned thing, the most astonishing thing, was she wanted to. Despite cutting her dead and fearing the shadow of something she couldn’t name—a danger, a threat posed by simply knowing Benita—she wanted her there. She still wanted her in her life, but that was impossible, wasn’t it?

It was over in what seemed like a moment. Millie and James stepped outside, wandered beneath the huge spreading yew with its spectacular village backdrop, and posed for pictures. But the sun had retreated, and now the sky was ominous as spits of rain licked Millie’s face and a distant rumble of thunder heralded a less than perfect end to the celebrations. This was not an April shower; this was a sudden storm. A gathering storm that had come from nowhere.


Chapter Two

 

The same passionate excitement raced through her veins as it always did when Millie set eyes on the striking Benita. She became a hunter, the goddess Diana, her heart thrilling as it pumped oxygenated lust around her body until she fell into limbo. She felt a heady sense of orgasmic delight that could only be bettered by touching the object of her desires.

The pleasure, both romantic and sexual, of spying from afar, of imagining, of anticipating, was intense, and she needed that. Needed it, in truth, to help her get through another day. She had to stop. She had cultivated an obsession to see her heart’s desire that required her to sneak through Waterloo station and watch Benita at every opportunity, as she’d done before she got married. Except this morning, the 10:42 came in, and there was no sign of the familiar figure.

“Oh.” She gasped and drew back behind the doorway, her heart pounding as she pressed her palms to the cold bricks. Why didn’t she stop? She was only torturing herself. Nothing could be as it had been in the past, because it had changed, changed inexorably. She was no longer at liberty to do what she wanted; she was married. She rubbed the diamond on her left hand through her thin kid gloves. It was a constant reminder to her that she was now the wife of one of the richest men in England and had to behave as a dutiful wife.

“Mrs Hemsby.” These smooth, well-rounded tones belonged to Jason Carter, a friend of James, and Millie’s eyes snapped open as she jerked to attention.

“Fancy spotting you, loitering around Waterloo station. My dear girl, what naughtiness are you up to?”

“Jason.” She fought to regain her composure. “Fancy seeing you here.”

“It’s fine.” He bent closer to her ear. “I know your dirty secret.”

“You do?” Terror gripped her in its iron-hard fist.

“Naturally, you’ve been married for only three weeks, but you still haven’t given up your lover.”

In that instant, she thought it was over, and for a moment, her heart seemed to stop beating. She stared into Jason’s face—the serious brown eyes and the tight-set lips, befitting her husband’s lawyer—and thought she would pass out. Then she slapped herself hard mentally, as those pursed lips split into a sly smile, and she realised Jason was employing his usual dry wit.

“Of course, I’m joking.” He took hold of her arm. “I’m only wondering what you’re doing here, old girl.”

The relief was so great Millie curled her fingers around his arm for support, leaning into him gratefully. She had to think fast to paper over a delicate situation.

“I came to meet a friend. But I must have missed her. I was late getting here, and the train had already got in.”

Millie was, and she knew it, a pretty good liar. She’d had to be, carrying this weighty, dirty, and scandalous secret.

“Well, can I give you a lift? A lift to wherever you have to go. Where do you have to go?”

Placed on the spot, she couldn’t think, and that made her commit an error of judgement she immediately regretted.

“I would have caught a taxi to The Savoy.”

“Perfect, I was going roughly in that direction. It would be my pleasure to drop you off.”

She would have to accept. There was no getting out of it. There were protocols in this sort of situation, and women like her, newly married women, were expected to behave in a certain way. She must appear cool, calm, and collected in the face of turmoil that, at times, she thought would break her apart.

No one knew about her and Benita. How could they? Her affair had been without complications, and they had been exceedingly careful. Still, she lived each day on a veritable knife-edge of confused feelings. It was not only the fear of discovery that haunted her, but other things, too, notably her behaviour. She had not been at all fair to Benita; in fact, she’d behaved deplorably by ignoring her in spite of still loving her as much—no, more than she had before. She’d proved that in her attempts to cope with Benita’s absence. The fleeting glimpses she sometimes had of her lover were enough to set her teeth on edge with longing, with the capacity to make her hysterical with grief. And no wonder. She wouldn’t be the same after what they had shared. How could she be? She’d endured, and grown that love, after watching Benita from afar for so many months, and then being brave enough to initiate the meeting that led to such sin. How could she switch her feelings off, attempting to seem as if nothing had happened, nothing had changed, when Benita evidently still loved her in ways James couldn’t possibly, despite his grunting and humping and shouts of pure joy?
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