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I'M DREAMING, SHE THOUGHT. I must be. I know I'm in bed with my best friend, Emma. At least my body's there, but what about the rest of me?

If I look down with my dream-world eyes, I can see us curled up like two spoons under the quilt and feel her soft breasts pressed against my spine, and this too is strange because the roof of my father's house has become transparent.

I can hear the night sounds of London, the clop of horses' hoofs, the rumble of carriage wheels, the cacophony of a city that never sleeps. The gas-lamp in the street outside casts a yellowish uncertainty through the bedroom window.

This being so, why am I in two places at once? In bed, yet here in this weird landscape of snow-capped mountains and huge ziggurats and outsized staircases rising up into infinity. And that voice calling my name, commanding yet irresistible - even tender.

The dream was so vivid, so enchanting, that she did not want to wake. She moved without conscious motivation, drifting towards the source of the seductive voice. Fragrance swirled in shimmering clouds, incense-sweet as though in church, heady as the waters of Lethé. The indigo sky flickered with rainbow shards, a celestial firework display she could have watched throughout eternity.

Had she died and gone to heaven?

Invisible hands touched her, delicate fingers skimming over her nakedness. The warm lapping of lascivious tongues pressed against her belly, venturing lower, nuzzling among the fronds of her pubic hair, sipping at the juices seeping from her cleft. The fingers circled her breasts, embroidered patterns round her nipples, then settled into mouths, nipping and nibbling.

Other hands kneaded her flesh, prodding and examining her, skittering along her body. They stroked her limbs, running lightly down her spine, hovering over the hollow where her buttocks divided, slipping between, silken caresses in her furrow, ringing her nether hole. She opened her thighs to make their invasion easier, her entire being melting into sheer bliss at this skilful manipulation.

The voice caressed her, its melodious cadences reaching deep into her epicentre as a fingertip folded back the wings of her labia and dipped into her juices. Then, slick wet, it coaxed her clitoris from its hood. Exquisite waves of pleasure rolled over her. She bathed in light as blue as the Mediterranean - in lusty crimsons and the vibrant hues of birds-of-paradise.

The voice. The radiance. As she hovered on the edge of climax so the glow formed into an iridescent column. It gyrated upwards in constant motion, melding into the starry sky that dripped down velvety darkness. It solidified into a figure, shining like basalt - a masculine figure bathed in a golden aura. She closed her eyes against the assault of such unearthly beauty, and the image remained imprinted on her retina.

The ethereal hands and lips vanished.

Now there was only him.

She lifted her lids but dared look no higher than his perfectly formed bare feet. He did not move or speak. She followed the curve of his strong legs, shapely knees, the slender thighs ridged with muscle and sinew. The fiery radiance centred on the bulky outline between his legs. His lightly furred skin shone with a silvery lustre, his flat stomach banded by hard muscle, the pectorals of his broad chest crowned with small wine-brown discs so neatly shaped that she ached to tongue them. He towered over her. Tipping back her head she gazed into his face.

Up-tilting emerald green eyes pierced hers, penetrating her vitals, spearing the scarlet blossom of her root chakra. His expression was austere. Dark arched brows, high wide cheekbones, an aquiline nose, lips cruel, sensitive and sensual, this extraordinary visage framed in a mane of ebony, shoulder length, serpent writhing curls. Tentatively she reached out to touch him, a tingle running through her fingers to her sex as she encountered a fine substance, fire-like and vaporous yet possessing the qualities of flesh.

'Who are you?' she whispered, and her voice echoed across the cosmos. He smiled gravely and shook his head, his gesture accompanied by a rustling sound - leaves in autumn - waves sifting through sand - the brush of great wings. They rose above his head, the feathers of the outer pair of an intense Stygian darkness, the inner ones blazing like a peacock's tail in full display, a hundred eyes flashing before reverting to luminous cobalt blue, to glittering sea green.

His hand rested on her shoulder. The other touched her face. His eyes measured her, even as his hands moved over her skin, one on her cheek, the other slipping down to her breast with so light a touch she was hardly aware of it. They were entirely alone, as if they stood at the top of a mountain with no one else in the universe. After Judgement Day when all souls had been weighed in the Recorder's scales. Thoth or St Michael, it did not matter which as both were one and the same.

Sounds now, music in the distance, barely heard - women's voices high and clear, as alluring as the Lorelei, and an undertone of sonorous chords. She sank into the music, sank into the entity's embrace.

His thumb revolved on her nipple, feather-light, possessive. He was marking her as his own and she wanted nothing but to yield. Pleasure stabbed her, connecting with the ultimate centre of sensation hidden between her secret lips. She heard a whimpering noise, realising it was herself.

'Oh, yes... whoever you are, whatever you are. Angel or demon... don't stop!'

With infinite grace and delicacy his fingers alighted on her other breast. Both nipples resonated in harmony, joined by a third song as her clitoris thrummed. She stared into the mystery of his eyes, seeing worlds within worlds, and he silenced her cries with his mouth, the pleasure-shock making her head spin. Such a mouth, such lips - so sweet. Perfumed breath like a breeze wafting from spice islands, yet with an underlying bitterness - like iron - or blood.

"And he on honeydew hath fed and drunk the milk of paradise", she thought, while thought was still possible.

His tongue glided over the cavern of her mouth, exploring her teeth, her palate, her own tongue coiling round his, a passion dart. His arms tightened, the heaviness of his phallus pressing into her belly. Might and length and thickness, a priapic organ on a scale with his height and power. She wanted to touch it, to close her palm around it, though her puny thumb and fingers would never meet.

They were rising, the scintillating towers shooting away to become no more than a speck of diamond dust. The music grew louder, woven together as many strands of silk in a multihued tissue. Every part of her responded, the great symphony of sound filling her with a sense of expansion, liberation and joy.

Her thighs relaxed and the pressure of his magical phallus increased, icy-cold yet burning white hot, boring into her swollen labia, a brand to sear the damp, sensitive membranes. She opened her legs to give him greater access as their tongues locked, parted, danced, locked again.

He took his mouth away and lifted her body. She was cocooned in a vast feathery wrap, prone across his arms, supported by air as he raised her till her loins were level with his lips. She hung there, suspended in space as his fingers parted her silky-fringed labia and stroked the precious pearl concealed within. Her knees drifted slowly apart like the petals of a flower. His mouth was at her throat: the sharp nip of incisors, a wet trickle of blood, a rasping tongue licking it up, fondling, tracing a pathway down to her breasts, darting from nipple to nipple, sucking each till the tip was rock hard.

His hand left her throbbing clitoris and smoothed her buttocks very lightly, trailing fingers back and forth, and she was alive for him, warm and flowing, filled with strange, thrilling sensations, wildness, wildness - and he descended into her virgin body in stages, dark head bending lower, tongue washing across her navel. The heat of fire, the heat of the music, the freezing heat of his tongue as he spread himself about her like a protective shell.

Tense, she arched her spine, wanting him to feed at her centre again. His lips continued their unhurried exploration, touching the hip bones, twin peaks on either side of her body, washing across the glossy puffed fur of her triangle and the plump mons that swept down to her rampant, pleasure-hungry bud. His tongue became a hard point stabbing at it, but leaving before it could explode, lapping around its stem and each side of the engorged labia.

She whimpered. That deft stroking returned to the gem-hard nub, settling into a steady rhythm matching the music beating in the cavities of her brain. Her moans became a shrill, plaintive cry, begging for completion - a wail, a chant, a strange litany pouring from her heart. His body was her temple. His breath her incense. His eyes her candles. His phallus her altar. She longed for him to become liquid and fill every orifice of her body. Water or blood or fire. Redemption or banishment to the deepest pit of hell - she no longer cared.

Images flashed as his exquisite tongue transported her higher and higher. Hushed now, locked in an awesome silence, seeing nothing, understanding everything, the whole universe opened before her in a blaze of light, all the colours of the spectrum fusing and overlapping. Out of that stillness came the almost invisible movement of water as it formed of dew and mist, of clouds settling and the snows melting, giving life to a myriad drops forming into streams and rivers, swelling torrents and crashing waves - age-defying, inscrutable and symbolic as the Sphinx.

Her body jerked, her head snapped back, racked with pleasure so acute it resembled pain as sensation erupted within her. A bubble of ecstasy broke into a series of mini-explosions, rolling over her one after another in ceaseless, timeless waves. Shuddering from the impact, she felt consciousness slipping away, struggling to remain, failing, drowning in the shining black pupils of his eyes.
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CANDICE CAME AWAKE slowly. She was aware of Emma's body nestled close to hers, and could feel her warmth through their white cambric nightgowns. Frilled, high-necked and chaste, with full skirts that reached the ankles and ballooning sleeves banded by cuffs at the wrists, these garments were all-enveloping.

Even so, despite what their mothers and chaperons might think, such demure attire did not prevent the exploration of breasts and intimate parts by determined, hungry female fingers.

Now both eighteen years of age, Candice Fortescue and Emma Collingwood had first met at finishing school and there, besides learning skills which would equip them for their expected roles in life - that of marriages to aristocrats - they had experienced their first taste of sexual satisfaction. 

Rosemary, the senior girl, had ruled the dormitory, and it was she who, after lights out, had initiated them into the wonders and delights of their own bodies.

A close bond had remained between Candice and Emma, even after they had left school, been presented at Court to the elderly Queen Victoria, had their 'coming out balls' and attracted the attentions of several eligible suitors. Candice had become affianced to one of them, Clive, Viscount Kerrick, the son of an Earl, who her parents had decided was an admirable choice for their only daughter.

Waking fully into the dawn of a spring morning, she thought about him and sighed discontentedly, an ember of resentment smouldering within her at having her future mapped out for her. Almost in a spirit of defiance, she slipped a hand into the button opening of Emma's nightgown, finding the swell of voluptuous breasts crested by luscious nipples that hardened at her touch.

Candice worked on these tender targets lovingly, her juices wetting her inner thighs as her own teats tingled in sympathy, while the ardent bud between her legs thrummed.

What could she want more in the world than her beautiful, caring, amorous girl friend? How convenient it was that when she came to stay no one questioned their right to sleep together, even though Emma was given an adjoining bedroom. It was a common enough custom among young girls who liked to giggle and chatter far into the night, and was considered perfectly proper.

But Candice was to be married, promised to one of those strange and alien creatures called men. Always chaperoned by her mother or Miss Gwenda Turner who had been employed to guard her virtue, she had never been alone with Clive - not truly alone - this would not be permitted until the ring was safely on her finger. Then, like a sacrifice to Hymen, god of the nuptial bed, she would be handed over to him.

It would be within the law for him to treat her as he willed - possess her virginity, whether or no she wanted him, and put children in her without a by-your-leave. She would be his chattel, as much his property as his horses, his estate in Ireland, his tin mines in Cornwall and coal-fields in Derbyshire.

The thought of being owned was distinctly repugnant.

It was all very well for the ladies of the sufferage movement to rant on about the rights of women. There had been no reforms as yet, and these were unlikely to happen for years to come - if ever. Not that Candice worried her head over political issues, but it was impossible to avoid hearing her father going on about the shameless exhibition these rebellious harpies made of themselves.

Candice privately thought "bully for them", using one of her brother Fabian's slang terms which she, as a genteel young lady, would never be allowed to voice. It might be fun to join protest marches and be written about in the daily newspapers.

Clive was good looking, personable, approved of by her father, Lord Oliver Fortescue, and admired by her mother, Lady Sarah. Candice had only a vague idea of what took place between a man and his bride on their wedding night. Though her fellow-pupils had whispered about it at school, the act was still shrouded in mystery, and birth even more so. Some believed babies were found under gooseberry bushes, others, more enlightened, imagined they were born from a woman's navel. None of them had the true facts.

Clive stirred Candice's curiosity, but not her budding passions. She felt the same affection for him as she did Fabian. They rode together, played tennis on the wide lawns of her family seat, Hightor Grange in Gloucestershire, entered archery contests, were of the same background and expectations, their betrothal approved of by both sets of parents - and yet - and yet—

Suddenly her dream returned, vivid and powerful.

Her heart thumped and a coil tightened in her womb, making the little pink kernel of flesh that crowned her cleft harden beneath its cowl. So savage and wonderful a lover - so strange a dream!

Though an untried virgin, she had felt, or imagined that she felt, the thickness of his ice-cold phallus boring into her unbreached channel, filling her with pain and bliss, his fingers palpating her sensitive bud, bringing her to ecstasy.

But even as she struggled to keep hold of the vision, so it fragmented, splintering like glass and leaving her bereft. Only the faintest of recollections clung to the edge of consciousness.

Desire remained, however, a burning, pulsing need that made her groan and seize one of Emma's thighs between her own, grinding her pubis against it as she sought relief. Emma's response was immediate and equally urgent. She gasped, pressed her leg up hard for an instant, then freed herself momentarily, wriggling into a sitting position and pulling her nightgown off over her head.

Now she was naked, her skin like alabaster in the misty light stealing between the half-opened window drapes.

Candice stared admiringly at such beauty. Chestnut curls tumbled over Emma's sloping shoulders and across her full, rounded breasts and pinkish-brown nipples. Her red, cushiony mouth was parted in eagerness to taste kisses, and below the swell of her belly, her wet delta was exposed, fringed by a luxuriant bush.

Candice bared her own fair-skinned body and cradled her breasts in both hands. They were smaller than Emma's, firm and high, the coral peaks rising from blush-pink areolae. She caught the scent of her own arousal, a rich brew like honeysuckle borne on a sea breeze. And perfume wafted from Emma's cleft, too, a deeper note, reminiscent of wood-smoke.

'I had a dream,' Candice murmured, her voice husky in the dimness. 'It was so strange... like a poem... Coleridge's Kubla Khan, perhaps.'

'You're a funny old thing... so romantic, with your nose always buried in a poetry book. Tell me about your dream,' Emma replied indulgently, leaning forward and opening her legs to wrap them round Candice's body, while her arms embraced her, breasts brushing against breasts.

'I can't recall much, but there was a man,' Candice continued, wanting to speak of it in order to give it substance, even as she allowed her hands to wander over that magnificent body offered to her so generously.

'Was he handsome?' Emma asked, then moaned softly and lifted her ribcage as Candice took one nipple between her thumb and forefinger and rolled it gently.

'I think so,' Candice said, struggling to pull together the tattered remnants of memory. 'Powerful... harshly handsome... cruel. Like that statue of an avenging angel that stands in the chapel at Hightor.'

'A holy warrior with a sword?' Emma murmured, taking Candice's aching tips into her fingers and mirroring the exquisite pleasure her friend was lavishing on her.

'No... not exactly... perhaps once... but not any more. Oh Emma, I dreamed that he put his masculine organ into me.'

Emma paused in what she was doing, her full lips open in surprise. 'He did?' she exclaimed. 'But how do you know? Have you ever seen a man's part?'

Candice shook her head, 'Of course not... only in paintings and on marble images at art galleries, and then it's usually covered by a fig leaf.'

'How can you dream about it, then?' Emma demanded sensibly, and slid down beneath the covers, drawing Candice with her.

'I don't know,' she answered, going limp as she felt the familiar stroking of Emma's hands working across her waist, past the flatness of her stomach, then pausing so she could play with the curling blonde hair that coated the plump mount of Venus.

'Did you reach spasms of delight, as you do when I touch your little button?' Emma asked, close to her ear, her breath sending a frisson of excitement along Candice's nerves. 'Did it hurt you? Was it huge and hard? Remember Rosemary telling us how one of her brother's friends had unbuttoned his trousers and shown her his? She said it had reared up stiff as a poker and, after he had stroked it a few times it had suddenly spurted out creamy liquid. Is this what happened in your dream?'

'I think so, but I can't quite recall,' Candice cried, her excitement mounting as Emma's middle finger worked between the silky wings of her labia and found the sliver of flesh that was the seat of satisfaction.

She lifted her pelvis from the feather mattress, and Emma increased that enticing friction, bending to suck one of Candice's nipples into her mouth, lapping at it with the point of her fleshy tongue. A well of delight fountained within Candice, and she clawed at the sheet with her fingernails in the convulsions of release.

As she died in that instant of supreme bliss, the image of a dark, saturnine face appeared behind her closed eyelids. Longing stabbed her, and her heart was like a raw wound, aching for something unattainable. Tears welled up, streaking across her temple and dripping on to the pillow.

'Don't cry, darling,' Emma soothed, catching a tear on her fingertip and touching it to her mouth.

'That was so wonderful... I thought I was dying...'

She felt Emma opening her with her thumb, pressing into the soft notch and meeting an obstruction, then heard her say with a chuckle, 'Well, whatever you dreamed, my love, your maidenhead is still intact. No man has thrust his appendage into you yet. You're ready for it though, if it's tormenting your dreams. So long to wait, too. The wedding isn't till next year.'

'I'm glad it's delayed,' Candice confessed. 'I don't think I want to be married.'

'Nonsense,' Emma retorted briskly. 'I can't wait to lose my virginity and start enjoying freedom. No more tiresome chaperons. As a respectable married woman I'll be able to go about alone, apart from my maid and coachman... and entertain anyone I fancy in my drawing room at tea-time. I was rather wondering if your brother might propose.'

'But you haven't met him yet. He's been away finishing his studies, in Paris,' Candice pointed out.

'I'm sure he'll do, from what you've told me about him,' Emma replied carelessly, adding, 'How splendid it would be if I became your sister-in-law.'

'Oh, yes. We could still be together,' Candice enthused, the last waves of orgasm rippling through her loins reminding her of how dear Emma was to her.

'He arrived late last night, after we had retired, didn't he? I shall take special care with my appearance when we go down to breakfast this morning,' Emma announced. 'The Fortescue heir, and I'm sure my parents would consent. Two ancient families united. What could be more appropriate?'

'But you may not like him,' Candice demurred.

'Of course I shall. Haven't you told me he's very handsome? Now, tell me more about your dream lover. If you ever found him would you share him with me?' Emma asked, hazel eyes sparkling with mischief.

'Naturally,' Candice asserted, yet deep inside she knew that she would want to keep him entirely to herself, his every energy directed towards her and her alone.

'And we'd be able to go on making love, sisters by marriage who enjoyed each other's company,' Emma said. 'I adore stroking you, seeing your expression at the sublime moment, feeling you tremble as you peak... completely out of control.'

'It's almost frightening,' Candice breathed. 'I can't help myself. Even if Papa walked in, I'd still have to climax. You satisfy me so beautifully.' As she spoke her hands were on Emma's milk-white thighs, parting them slowly but firmly, and then she said, 'Now I'm going to return the favour.'

She knew she would have to hurry. Already she could hear the servants going about their chores, dusting, lifting ashes and re-laying fires, while breakfast was being prepared in the basement of the impressive Mayfair mansion. Soon Miss Turner would be coming in to disturb them, bringing Maisie, the chambermaid, carrying a jug of hot water for their ablutions. But the temptation to indulge in further passionate embraces was too strong to resist.

'I'm ready for my special treat,' Emma murmured as Candice's fingers combed the tangle of russet curls adorning her pudenda.

'Do you really like it?' she teased, and spread the silken petals open to expose the rose-red avenue nestled between.

'You know I do,' Emma gasped, her thighs slack and knees fallen apart to show herself even more. 'Kiss me there. Please.'

Candice lowered her head, breathing in the strong aroma of her friend's pleasure garden, seeing the silvery moisture dewing the moist flesh she had revealed. She examined every nook and cranny, each soft fold, then the tip of her hot tongue licked slowly and sensually across the dewy surface.

Emma's moans became cries of distress, and her hands clasped Candice's head on either side, drawing her closer to that magical spot wherein lay the fount of joy. Candice took pity on her, yet delayed the moment of completion. She fondled each side of the swollen nub with her tongue, while stretching the labia back so that Emma's clitoris protruded like a large pink pearl.

'Ah... ah...' Emma cried in her extremity. 'For God's sake, suck it! Go on... give it to me... please...'

With her eyes closed, her own bud throbbing with desire, Candice fastened her lips round the hard gem and sucked strongly, feeling it pulse, tasting the increased flow of juices from Emma's vulva. She tongued it smoothly till she felt Emma convulse and moan inarticulately in the throes of rapturous climax.

They slumped, sighing and laughing in each other's arms, radiant with youth and all the wonder and anticipation of life.

Then, with brutal abruptness, the door swung open.

There was a startled pause, a deathly hush, before, 'Good heavens! What on earth are you doing?' cried a loud voice.

The window curtains were jerked back with a rattle of rings on brass poles and Candice looked across the room into Gwenda Turner's flinty eyes.

At once everything she had done with Emma that had seemed so harmless and natural was besmirched.

She gathered herself into a crouching position, dragging the sheet up over her breasts. 'Doing? Waking from slumber, that's all,' she retorted loudly.

'I don't think so, missy,' Gwenda returned, striding across to stand by the bed, knuckles planted on her hips. 'You were doing more than that. Indulging in dirty practices... playing with one another. It's disgusting!'

Even as she mouthed the words, her contemptuous expression making her plain face even plainer, so Candice was aware of a hidden agenda. It came as a shock to realise that this hard-featured disciplinarian found the situation arousing.

There were two bright spots of colour on either bony cheek, and a glitter in her pebble eyes. She hovered over the bed like a scrawny bird of prey, feasting on Emma's bare, curvaceous body, and gloating on Candice's shapely shoulders that rose from the top of the sheet.

Maisie stood in the background as if turned to stone, mouth gaping. Gwenda rounded on her, flexing the thin, whippy cane she invariable carried and shouting, 'Stop staring! Get about your business, girl!'

'Yes, ma'am,' Maisie rejoined, ducking and bobbing before leaping to her task. With trembling hands she poured water into the flower-patterned china basin standing on the mahogany washstand. 

She was a pretty girl who no doubt caused havoc among the menservants below stairs, but she was in awe of the formidable Gwenda Turner, as was everyone.

Even Cook, that despot who ruled the kitchen with a rod of iron, was respectful when she hove into view. Once she has been Candice's governess, but this had changed when, at fourteen, she was sent away to boarding school. Gwenda had remained as part of the household, however, sometime companion to Lady Sarah, always available to escort Candice during the vacations.

A middle-aged, embittered spinster, she had a powerful personality and it seemed that her ladyship leaned on her a good deal. Candice had never liked her, but she was not a person to be gainsaid, almost a spy in the camp, ever running to Lady Sarah with exaggerated tales of misdemeanours. Added to this was her frequent use of the cane.

She firmly believed in the old adage, 'Spare the rod and spoil the child.'

Well, I've certainly not been spoiled, Candice thought ruefully, wondering what form her punishment would take.

'Get up, get dressed, breakfast with his lordship and Lady Sarah, and then come to see me in the schoolroom,' Gwenda commanded, and ran the cane through her raw-boned fingers, eyes narrowed thoughtfully. 'I shall not upset your Mama by reporting this rude behaviour to her, and will myself decide how best to deal with you. Such ungodly acts must stop forthwith. As for you, Lady Emma! Well, I'm shocked and surprised, but it's not for me to correct you. As a guest in this house, I assume you have been influenced by Lady Candice.'

Yet even amidst this tirade, her lean breasts were rising and falling quickly beneath her blue striped tight-sleeved blouse. She moved her legs in an agitated manner under the long, bell-shaped black barathea skirt, clinched at the waist by a wide leather belt with a silver buckle.

These were the only signs of inner turmoil. Apart from that, her dun-coloured hair was piled high round hidden horsehair pads and kept in place with sharp pins and tortoiseshell combs, and her whole appearance one of neatness and rigorous control.

Candice shivered, her palms and bottom stinging with the memory of former canings, and she thought of Clive with a sense of relief. Once she was married, Gwenda Turner would no longer hold sway over her. But would he? Her spirits sank as she wondered if she would be replacing one dominating person with another.

––––––––
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THE TALL DARK MAN STOOD on the battlements, the strong breeze whipping at his enveloping black cloak.

The castle clung tenaciously to the top of a precipice that plunged in a sheer drop for hundreds of feet. Below, jagged rocks projected like giant's teeth, and a cataract thundered into the ravine, spray rising in a fine mist. A drawbridge spanned the dizzying drop, connecting the frowning edifice with the mainland.

He leaned against a stone bastion, positioning himself so that he might survey his domain. The roof was massive, flat and leaded, with buttresses and balustrades and nests of tall, twirled chimney pots. Mythical beasts, part griffin, part dragon, guarded each corner. He smiled sardonically and saluted them. They stared back at him, stone shields gripped between stone talons.

A banner streamed in the wind from the top of a central tower. The gold of its crest flashed in the first rays of light creeping over the horizon, and the crimson markings shone like fresh blood.

As the sky paled he could see an ocean of green covering the slopes away to the right. The hollows were still dark, while the peaks glistened, their snowy caps reflecting the dawn. It was spectacular, this Carpathian Mountain fastness, with vales and waterfalls and rocks tossed in wild confusion by some prehistoric eruption. The air was like wine, and sounds travelled clearly; the lowing of cattle, the distant tinkling of goats' bells.

Her presence was everywhere. He could feel it bubbling inside him like the volcano that had shaped his land. So close now. He could almost reach out his hand and touch her. He had done so in spirit in the night just past, but now the hunger was in him and the time had come for a closer, more intimate, physical as well as spiritual unity.

The power was strong. He had rested well, his vigour renewed, and was preparing to go forth into the world again. Once more he would seek she who had been born to be his, and he vowed that this time he would not lose her. Nothing should part them, neither God nor man nor Armageddon.

The wind was fierce, blowing his long black hair away from his face, throwing the high cheekbones into strong relief. His eyes gleamed pure green against his pale skin, his keen expression and aquiline nose like that of a raptor; beautiful - mesmeric - dangerous.

And he was dangerous. Aware of it and revelling in it. Once, maybe, he might have had regrets, once - at the beginning - but that was long ago.

His own omnipotence thrilled him. Wanting burned in him like an insatiable thirst; a human hunger, the primal force of lust that over-rode that other appetite by which he survived. He wanted to claw and fuck and possess - sexually, basically - like a living animal. And this precious hour before dawn was his moment to do so.

He closed his eyes and his right hand moved to the front of his black trousers. There he paused, savouring the sensation as his phallus stirred, rising against the inner surface of the material, the glans bulging from the foreskin. A sensualist, greedy to snatch at every experience, he relished the contrast of flesh and fabric.

Pleasure coursed through him, and he braced himself, legs astraddle as he opened his flies and withdrew his fully erect member. His eyes gleamed as he glanced down at it, and he pictured the girl in his mind, almost feeling her mouth closing over his swollen cock-head.

A single clear droplet appeared at the slit, and he massaged it over his organ, his touch slow and contemplative, rubbing the helm and down the rigid, vein-knotted stem, then up again, circling the ultra sensitive frenum.

The girl! He sent his mind out to her but met nothing.

His body yearned for release. He felt the burn of passion, his testicles surging, his cock slippery between his fingers. Now, surely, she must be aware, lying in her virgin bed? Surely she must feel his urgency and move heaven and earth to come to him?

He lifted his head and snuffed the air. The miles between them were nothing. He could smell her, that warm, perfumed essence of love-juice, and the bitter-sweet odour of the blood that pulsed in her veins and oozed from her uterus during her monthly cycle. He wanted to drink of it.

He longed for their union of flesh, his hand becoming the velvet soft glove of her vagina, his fingers speeding him towards his crisis, even as he imagined her swooning in his embrace. He felt himself melting, dying, drowning in her vaginal depths, experiencing supreme spasms of the flesh that resembled pain as he reached his apogee.

His libation shot from him, arcing against the sky in a luminous spray. He collapsed against the wall, trembling from head to foot, his ice-cold semen searing his hand.

A rooster crowed in a barnyard far below in the valley. He started and flung up an arm, shielding his face from the ever strengthening rays of the sun.

Swift as thought he removed himself.

Now he was inside the fortress, descending by a treacherously winding staircase and reaching a passage flanked by arches. It yawned ahead, filled with inky darkness. There were mouldy stains on the slippery flagstones, and the damp air was heavy with rotting undertones.

The drip, drip of water was familiar to him, as were the crops of pale, sickly looking fungi that festered in corners. The walls glistened with an unwholesome slime, and torn pennants drooped overhead, still attached to the lances that had carried them into battle centuries ago. They rustled slightly, whispering of past glories.

He came to a door, studded with nails and banded with iron. He focused his power, passing through it effortlessly and then slipped along deserted galleries and across echoing, sombrely magnificent reception rooms, each richly ornamented with gilt and carvings and treasures worth an emperor's ransom. Not a finger of daylight filtered through the heavy wooden shutters and enveloping drapes that covered every window.

Finally he reached his destination, a secret chamber in the very heart of his kingdom. Huge white ecclesiastical candles wept waxen tears from wrought-iron holders, the smoke from their wicks rising straight to the vaulted ceiling, as if pulled by invisible strings. The pungent smell of incense wafted from beaten gold chafing dishes, and every rare and lovely object in his possession, acquired down the ages by fair means or foul, had been gathered there.

Dusty, though still luxurious purple curtains shrouded the arched embrasures and poured like velvet rain over the centrepiece of this fantastic chamber - the great, canopied seigniorial bed.

His eyes went to it, and he staggered with the force of emotion rushing from that wounded, abandoned place which once his heart had beaten.

He wanted her there with him, sharing his couch. He was desperate for this beautiful, innocent girl who would love him and not cringe from him. He longed to warm his freezing hands in the heat of that vital fluid pulsing through her veins, bathe in it, feed off it, make her companion for ever.

He was tired of being condemned to an eternity of wild, howling loneliness. Oh, yes, he was surrounded by creatures of his own ilk - creatures as lost as himself, but this was not enough. Caught in a vortex from which there was no escape, he would always suffer longing and frustration unless he could persuade her to join him. With a sigh, he mounted the shallow steps leading up to the bed.

He entered the womb-like interior and lay back against the black satin pillows, his long, elegant limbs stretched out. His eyelids closed, weighted with a catatonic sleep that resembled death.

Just for an instant he saw her again, then felt himself falling, helpless, tossed like a leaf, sucked into the utter blackness of oblivion.

––––––––
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THE BREAKFAST ROOM was filled with sunshine. It ignited sparks off the silver entrée dishes containing liver and bacon, boiled eggs, kedgeree and porridge that crowded the massive sideboard. 

Silver racks bearing slices of toast were set on the pristine damask covering the long, lyre-legged table. Silver cutlery flanked each Royal Doulton place setting, and a silver tea-pot nudged a silver coffee-pot next to delicate, gilt-edged cups and saucers.

Binns, the hatchet-faced butler, stood to attention, his eagle eye scrutinising the footmen. He had already placed a copy of The Times by Lord Oliver's plate, one he had taken to the butler's panty after the paperboy had delivered it to the backdoor. There he had opened it up and stitched it down the centre before removing the lightest hint of crease with a hot smoothing iron.

It was a gracious room, a fine venue wherein to begin the day. The walls were papered in gold and white stripes, the portieres fashioned of honey-hued brocade. The ceiling rose high, ornamented with plaster friezes and cornices and primrose yellow motifs. The furniture was Regency, dating from the time when the mansion was built by one of the Fortescue ancestors. The family always used it during the Season, from February to late July, when they retired to the country, there to prepare for the September pheasant shoot, followed by a quick trip to town in order to purchase gifts for Christmas which was always celebrated in the traditional way at Hightor Grange.

Thus the pattern of Candice's life had been ordained and, if all went according to plan, a similar existence would be hers when she married Clive, the only exception being that she would spend time at Troon Hall in County Wicklow and his town house in Dublin.

A footman pulled out a chair and, after kissing her mother's cheek in passing, Candice sat down at the table. Oh dear, she thought, I do hope Gwenda has kept her word and not tattled about me.

Emma was seated beside her and they did not dare look at one another, still possessed of the slightly hysterical mirth that had taken over after Gwenda had departed, leaving them to dress. Emma, a wicked mimic, had aped the chaperon's voice and military air.

Their personal maids had looked askance at the young ladies, but shrugged and got on with their work. It was not for them to question their superiors.

Lord Oliver read the paper while he breakfasted and Lady Sarah reeled off a list of people whom she had arranged to visit that afternoon. 'You'll come, Candice,' she intoned, dabbing her lips with a napkin. 'There's your great-aunt, for one. She's in town and wants to see you. Fabian as well. She'll demand to hear about the wedding plans and will expect an invitation.'

'Oh, Mama, do I have to come?' protested Fabian, spearing a morsel of bacon on the tine of his fork and transferring it to his mouth. 'She's tiresome. Quite potty... keeps repeating herself.'

'Don't be so disrespectful, Fabian,' his mother scolded, but fondly, he being the apple of her eye. 'You'll be old one day, you know.'

'Never, Mater,' he responded, with his marvellously boyish and charming smile. 'Neither will you. We're all going to live for ever... young and lovely and healthy. Ain't that so, girls?' and he winked at Candice and Emma.

There was something very dashing about him, and Candice could see Emma melting. She reappraised him, this brother whose physical attractions she had taken for granted. Yes, she supposed he could turn a maiden's head quite easily. She suspected that he had already sown his fair share of wild oats, and considered this unjust, when her morals were guarded so fiercely.

She had taken this up with him recently when he had come down from Oxford University and they were on holiday at Hightor, complaining, 'Why is it that you can go where you like and do whatever you fancy, but I can't?'

'You're a girl,' he had answered loftily, whacking a ball with the croquet mallet and sending it bowling through the hoops set in the grass.

'So?' she had challenged, lining up her own long-handled hammer and putting carefully, unwilling to have him beat her - again.

'So, my dearest sister, you need to be taken care of. That's a chap's job, don't-cher-know... looking after helpless females.'

'Is it, indeed,' she snapped back, annoyed because she had missed her shot. 'And that's what you do with our mother's maids, I suppose, look after them?'

A flush had spread over his face, from firm jaw line to where a lock of errant fair hair flopped over his brow. 'I don't know what you're getting at,' he had growled, frowning at her as he leaned easily on his mallet, a lithe figure in white flannel trousers and striped blazer, a straw boater pushed to the back of his head.

She had cocked an eyebrow at him and remarked, 'Oh, don't you? I saw you the other night. You had one of the parlour maids trapped against the wall, and your hands were up under her skirt. She was squirming and wriggling, trying to get away...'

'She didn't put up much of a fight,' he had replied, sulkily. 'A hot little piece. Every male member of staff has had her.'

'Then you should have set a good example,' Candice had answered starchily, though she had been aware that the cotton gusset of her knickers was damp with the dew engendered by memories of him seducing the maid.

She should have made her presence felt, but had stood in the shadows, watching him hitching the girl's skirt even higher so that her black stockings and pale, ample thighs had been exposed. Candice had caught a quick glimpse of the wiry hair between them, followed by the rapid seesaw movement of Fabian's hips and the maid crying out sharply. Whether in pleasure or discomfort, it had been impossible to tell.

Even now, seated at the breakfast table, Candice felt a return of that heavy, hot feeling in her loins. What was the matter with her today? It was true that she was naturally curious about copulation, but last night's dream seemed to have opened up Pandora's Box. She was hungry for carnal knowledge, greedy to taste every forbidden fruit.

Her thoughts ran wild as she looked at her brother, seeing his curling, overlong hair, his eyes that were blue, like hers, his broad-shouldered body kept in trim by rowing, sword-play and attending the gymnasium.

Not since nursery days had she seen him naked, and wondered about the bulge she could see filling his trousers in the genital area. He was sprawled in the chair, leaning back, his legs spread, that fascinating protuberance on view.

He glanced up, caught her eye and gave her a questioning look. Candice blushed and gazed at her plate, toying with a portion of kedgeree. Then his eyes returned to Emma with the keen interest he had shown when they were introduced. Now he stared openly, and she simpered at him across the table.

Lady Sarah raised her slender eyebrows under her carefully arranged fringe. Fabian was the heir, but Emma's background was impeccable, her family tree stretching back to a Norman knight who had come over with William the Conqueror. Her father had a great fortune, too, and would provide her with a substantial dowry.

Candice saw that approving look, and her spirits lifted. If Mama gave her blessing to the match, then so would Lord Oliver. Soon Emma would become a Fortescue and they would be able to continue their intimacy.

She pressed her knee against Emma's under the table-cloth, and felt a returning nudge, while Fabian said earnestly, 'What a pity I missed your coming out ball, Lady Emma. But I'm here now and would deem it an honour if you'd permit me to ask your father if I may call on you.'

'I can't do that at the moment. He's in France,' she replied, blushing furiously, an angel in a white muslin bodice and sweeping skirt trimmed with blue baby-ribbon and broderie anglaise.

The neckline was modest, but her breasts swelled invitingly and her tightly corseted, handspan waist seemed to invite a man's fingers to encompass it.

'Then the instant he returns... please,' Fabian begged.

'Really, Fabian... how impetuous,' his mother chided gently.

'Oh, I'm not offended, Lady Sarah,' Emma assured her. 'With your permission, I'll speak to Papa as soon as I can.'

'Certainly, my dear,' her ladyship replied graciously.

Candice knew that in common with all young ladies of their class, love did not come into the marriage equation, but it would be an added bonus, and it seemed that Emma was smitten with Fabian and he with her and they were looked upon with favour all round.

She sighed inwardly, wishing she felt a stirring of emotion for Clive, but lacked that tightness in the depths of her being when she thought of him. When they danced she had no desire to press against him in the swift tempo of the waltz, and the touch of his gloved hand beneath her shoulder blades did not make her mouth dry and her secret place wet.

Unlike the tumult of emotions that racked her when she thought of her dream lover.

Would she dream of him again? she wondered, and pressed her thighs together surreptitiously so the moist labial lips chafed her clitoris. Pleasure stabbed through her, and she could feel that familiar dampness wetting the pubic hair around her opening.

'You shall come visiting with us this afternoon, Emma,' Lady Sarah pronounced, 'and Fabian will escort us. When are you expecting your parents to arrive in London?'

'In a week, your ladyship,' Emma replied, her heightened colour making her eyes sparkle with golden lights.

'Then we'll invite them to dinner. Won't we, my lord?' Lady Sarah decided, and stared meaningfully at her husband.

'What's that?' he spluttered, dragging his eyes from the newspaper. 'Oh, yes... certainly, my dear. Whatever you say.'

'I suggest, Emma, that you take the air in the garden with Fabian this morning,' Lady Sarah continued, signalling to Binns who stepped forward and refilled her coffee cup. 'With your duenna, Mrs Smythe, in attendance.'

'Thank you. That will be most pleasant,' Emma responded.

Then Lady Sarah turned her eyes to her daughter and her expression changed, becoming stern. 'I hear from Miss Turner that you've been misbehaving again, Candice. You are to go to her as soon as you've finished breakfast. Do you hear me?'

'Yes, Mama,' Candice answered very low, while the fire of rebellion simmered in her breast and she longed to be free of this restrictive regime, parents, Gwenda, and later, a dictatorial husband.
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