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  BOOK 3: BANISHED




  by




  Victoria Knightly




  Chapter 1




  August 1858




  The night air was uncomfortably warm and humid after an excessively hot summer day. As the sun went down and the worst of the heat began to dissipate into a clear, starlit sky, the old timeworn attic beams in Long Livery Hall started to creak and groan. In a servant’s room at the top of the building, Mary Ann Everdene sat naked on top of her bed, listening to the sounds.




  Across the room, two other servants were making love by the light of a single candle. Mary Ann watched them intently. She feasted her gaze on them: Colum Lanyon, the head footman, and Polly Vance, the lady’s maid who shared Mary Ann’s room and, on occasion, her bed. She knew now that it was not just the enjoyment of sex that brought Colum and Polly together. She knew that they truly loved one another. That was important to Mary Ann: her own future depended upon the knowledge.




  She studied the way Colum kissed Polly’s neck before running his lips up to her finely contoured chin and her puckered mouth. There was no doubt in her mind that their tongues were entangled as they explored each other’s mouths. Secretly, she wished she could have joined in their sex games, but she’d made a firm decision to physically stand aside from their lovemaking this time. It was her final gift to them: to stand aside and allow them exclusive access to one another’s bodies while she watched.




  Enjoy watching them. Enjoy the sight of his rampant cock probing against her sex mound. Enjoy the rise and fall of her firm breasts and her glistening vagina lips. Enjoy it and imagine you have your fingers inside Polly, working her clitoris, bringing her to an orgasm. Enjoy it as long as it lasts. Tomorrow they would be saying goodbye to one another.




  She and Colum would leave the Long Livery estate early the next day, leaving Polly behind. It wasn’t going to be an easy time. They were destined to accompany Brigadier-General Sir John Windlesham’s pregnant daughter into exile until her baby was born. They would be servants as well as guardians: delegated menials who were expected to be confidants to a woman who would never condescend to allow them into her private thoughts. They would be unwanted baggage attached to a woman who hated them.




  Mary Ann knew full well she was going to miss the loving time she spent at Long Livery Hall with Polly: her best friend, the girl she slept with and made love with. She was certain, also, that Colum would miss Polly every bit as much. They were a loving threesome: herself, Polly and Colum. How had they got themselves into such an arrangement: two women and one man in a tangled affair of love and sex? She shook her head sadly: did it matter how it began? It would not last…could not last…and she would be the one to end it. One way or another.




  It couldn’t last because a major problem sat at the centre of their triple relationship: Colum had offered to marry Mary Ann. It was an offer he made before he first enjoyed sex with Polly, but one he’d never retracted. She doubted he ever would retract it because he was, at heart, an honourable man. But it was an offer Mary Ann had yet to accept. How could she accept it when she was privately certain he would have a better life with Polly?




  After a few minutes spent passionately kissing the pretty little lady’s maid, Colum lowered his head and started to lick and suck at her erect nipples, flicking his wet tongue over them as she arched her back. At twenty-two, Polly was two years older than Mary Ann, but she had the same slim build, the same shapely breasts and similar long, blonde hair.




  The sight of Colum and Polly locked in a sexual embrace aroused Mary Ann more than she had expected. She sighed and juddered as a warm flush ran through her. She pushed aside a loose lock of her hair when it fell across her face, dislodged by her excitement. As her heart beat faster, she recalled the times the two girls had shared a narrow bed in this room, pleasuring one another with kisses and mutual masturbation. She recalled, with slightly less exhilaration, the times when Colum had fucked her.




  Seeing Polly’s elation grow by the second, Mary Ann felt a warm wetness between her own legs and realised how greatly stimulated she was. Her cunt was tingling with anticipation, as if it was she and not Polly who was about to be impaled on Colum’s long, rigid cock. She ran her hands up her belly and gently squeezed her breasts, her thumb and forefingers closing on her hard nipples, pinching them lightly.




  Polly had her head thrown back, her eyes closed, clearly enjoying what the footman was doing to her. With a light moan escaping her lips, she opened her eyes, went down on her knees in front of him and took his cock in one hand. She inclined her head closer to his tangle of pubic hair and pushed the erection into her mouth. With her gentle moaning now muffled, she used one hand to fondle his balls while the other held his penis firmly between her lips.




  “By God, that’s good.” Colum grabbed hold of Polly’s head and wrapped his fingers in her hair as she swallowed his cock as far as it would go, right down into her throat. His hands clasped her hair tighter when she drew back her head, sliding the erection out again until only the tip was left inside her mouth. Still holding his balls, she began to run her lips up and down his long shaft.




  Mary Ann registered another sharp tingle of desire when she saw how Colum’s face was creased with an expression of ecstasy. She pushed one hand down between her thighs and felt for her warm, damp vagina lips.




  With sweat now dribbling down his naked body, Colum pulled his cock out from Polly’s mouth and helped her to her feet so that she was standing naked and totally unashamed in front of him. She barely reached his shoulders and her petite body looked small against his muscular torso. He took a step backwards, dragging Polly with him, until he was able to lean with his back against the bedroom wall. Again they kissed deeply while he grasped hold of her bum and urged her tighter against him. Still kissing her, he pulled on the pert rounded cheeks of her bottom, lifting her up until she was able to wrap her legs about his waist and grind her hips against him.




  Mary Ann stifled a gasp of sexual craving when she saw his balls wobble as he slowly pushed his erection up into Polly’s cunt. They wobbled even more as he began to pump his cock in and out, never completely withdrawing the shaft, always thrusting in until his erection was totally captured inside her.




  Polly gasped as the long, thick organ filled her opening, eagerly grinding herself up and down on it. “Keep going, my love!” she hissed. “Make it last, Colum. Please make it last.”




  “I’m not finished yet,” he said, smiling. At the same time, he pulled his cock out completely and eased her down to the floor. Without wasting a moment, he turned her around and walked behind her, guiding her to the bed. There he pressed her upper body forward until she was bent over the side of the bed with her bottom raised up towards him.




  Mary Ann clearly saw her glistening cunt; the lips wet and swollen, dribbling her sex juices down the insides of her thighs. With one hand Colum pushed Polly’s neck down towards the bedclothes and he ran the fingers of his other hand into the maid’s vagina. When he had brought her back to full arousal, he took his erection firmly in one hand and teased the girl by running the engorged knob around her thighs and her sex mound.




  Mary Ann rubbed at her clitoris. The thrill that ran up and down her spine was caused partly by the sight of Colum preparing to push his cock into Polly’s gaping hole, and partly by the sight of Polly in a position of total submission. Of the two, it was her view of Polly’s juiced-up sex that gave her the greater thrill. She knew how Polly would be feeling now, keyed up and tense, waiting for Colum to enter her again.




  Apparently satisfied that she was wet enough, he slowly and deliberately pushed his swollen cock into her. At the same time Polly pushed her bottom out towards him, taking his organ right inside her. He pulled back and then plunged forward again. Polly’s head came up and she sighed long and deep. Mary Ann leaned to one side to see the sway of the girl’s breasts and the rapid rise and fall of her lower ribs as he pounded into her again and again. Over and over, he rammed his huge cock into her. Polly gripped the bedclothes with fisted hands, the knuckles turned white. Her breasts juddered back and forth in time with his powerful thrusts. Her breathing came sharp and erratic until a huge orgasm hit her.




  She suddenly stiffened and cried out for joy. “Ooooh! Oh God, my love, that was ooooh…so wonderful.”




  There was no doubting the intensity of her orgasm.




  Colum was marginally more controlled. “Enjoy it, my darling Polly. Enjoy it! I’m not finished yet.”




  “Let me suck you again,” she gulped. “I want to taste you again.”




  “Yes, yes, yes.” He pulled his cock from her vagina and she turned to face him. Going back down onto her hand and knees, she quickly took his juice-slimed shaft into her mouth again. Colum groaned as she pumped it in and out between her lips, sliding from hilt to tip again and again until he threw back his head and let out a long, low gasp. At the very last moment, Polly pulled him from her mouth and his milky semen spurted across her face. A creamy pattern was thrown over her cheeks, her chin, her forehead, while her beaming smile glowed through the middle of it.




  As Colum’s gasp died away, she held onto his cock and licked the remaining semen from the purple head. Then, as his erection finally fizzled away, she wiped the spurts from her face with her hand. She beamed as she tongued it from her fingers.




  “That was the best ever, Polly.” Colum sank down onto the floor. “Dear God, but you’re a marvellous lover.”




  A lover: that was what Mary Ann had waited to hear; yet more confirmation that their desire for one another was more than just lust. They were meant for one another, even thought it was she, and not Polly, who had received the offer of marriage. However, determined not to miss out completely on her share of sexual satisfaction, she knew she had some catching up to do. She pushed her two fingers faster and faster against her clitoris in an effort to give herself some sexual release.




  * * * *




  After Colum had crept away to his own room, Polly lay asleep in Mary Ann’s bed and Mary Ann’s arms. The little lady’s maid’s chest moved in time with her regular breathing.




  Mary Ann lay awake because she was still in a dilemma. She enjoyed sex with Colum, but she didn’t love him. She wondered if she ever had. Polly Vance also enjoyed sex with him, and she loved him. There was no doubt about that.




  Mary Ann knew marriage to Colum would never work for her because her future lay with another woman, not with the Long Livery head footman. She would have to refuse Colum’s offer and allow Polly to take her place in his affections.




  But when should she tell him?




  Not yet. She wanted first to enjoy the opportunities that would come while they were away from Long Livery Hall, farther west into the Cornish hinterland at Polmere Manor. She would allow him to fuck her a few more times before she gave him her refusal. Maybe she would enjoy more than just a few sexual adventures with him before she threw in the towel.




  With that decision firm in her mind, she cuddled Polly tighter and fell asleep.




  Chapter 2




  The air had turned unseasonably chilly since darkness. Somewhere in the distance a church bell rang the quarter-hour before eleven. The last chime was still echoing across the blackened landscape when a clock replied weakly from inside the nearby Hangman’s Inn.




  Colum sighed and pulled his thick coat tighter about his uniform. They had set out from Long Livery Hall early that morning and, but for the coach sustaining a broken wheel on a stretch of open road between Liskeard and Lostwithiel, they would now be at Polmere Manor. The delay had been considerable while Odgers walked to the nearest village and found a blacksmith. The whole journey would have been quicker had they travelled on the Cornwall Railway as far as St Austell. But, despite their eagerness to invest money in them, the entire Windlesham family disliked the noise, smoke and speed of the railways. Virginia had insisted they travel in the family coach.




  Jake Odgers, the implacable old coachman, grunted loudly as the mud-spattered vehicle finally came to a halt at the inn. Weary hooves clattered on the cobbles. A door opened across the yard, iridescent candlelight appeared and a dog barked lethargically, as if half-asleep and complaining at being disturbed. An aged ostler peered out into the night, wiping a hand across his mouth.




  Odgers remained in his seat, the reins in his lap while he rubbed his hands together. A sudden, but brief cloudburst had engulfed them as they descended the hill towards Lostwithiel. Although the rain had now ceased, drops of water fell from his hat and gathered in the lap of his dark blue greatcoat.




  Colum swung to the ground and grabbed at the lead horse’s reins. They were good, strong horses but they’d been driven hard this past hour and they needed rest and water. He compressed his lips thoughtfully, waiting for Virginia Windlesham to awaken to the fact that they’d halted. Only a few seconds elapsed before her head appeared at the coach door, her silky black hair shimmering in the flickering light of a lantern.




  Colum held his breath, anticipating an outburst.




  “Lanyon! Why have we stopped?”




  “It’s a quarter before eleven, Miss Windlesham. We need to rest here.”




  The four horses were breathing heavily and their hot sweat stained the sweet aroma of the damp night air. Colum patted each in turn, his face half-inclined to one side so that he could note his mistress’ expression.




  “Rest? Why the devil do you want to rest?” Her hair bloomed about her head, enhancing her angry words. “Where are we?”




  “The Hangman’s Inn at Lostwithiel, miss. I think we should stop here for the night and carry on in the morning.” He stared out to where the heights of Bodmin Moor were hidden in the darkness. It was rumoured that no coach was safe on these roads at night, for fear of thieves and vagabonds. He had no wish to put the rumours to the test.




  Her response was inevitable. “We will not be stopping here, Lanyon! You’ll keep going until I tell you otherwise.”




  “It’s late, Miss Windlesham. It took too long to get that broken wheel fixed. What we all need now is a night’s rest.”




  “Nonsense.”




  Even in the half-light Colum noted that she was pouting.




  “I’m in no mood to spend the night in some filthy place like this. Get us back on the road to St Austell and be quick about it. If we have to go to that damned place, we might as well waste no more time getting there.”




  In the pause that followed Virginia’s outburst, Colum detected the regular, rhythmic pattering of rainwater dripping onto mossy thatch. The inn was overshadowed by the thick branches of tightly packed, rain-soaked trees.




  Muffled footsteps shuffled across the cobbles. The ostler stopped alongside the horses and stared at the footman with a look of perplexity across his face. “You be wantin’ them ’orses seen to?”




  “Yes. We’re staying the night here.” Colum drew back his shoulders as he walked towards the coach door.




  Shortly before they left Long Livery Hall, Sir John Windlesham had warned him something like this might happen. “She’s a spirited young woman,” he’d said, avoiding looking Colum in the eye. “Perhaps that’s why she’s in this damnable fix. But I have faith in your ability to stand your ground when the need arises.”




  Stand my ground? Yes, I damned well will stand my ground.




  He’d stood up to her only a few days ago and he’d do it again. Virginia had adamantly refused to be sent away to Polmere Manor until Colum had openly threatened her. He’d discovered she played a part in the death of one of her lovers and he used the evidence he’d unearthed to force her to accept banishment until after her baby was born. He was only a footman, but his strength and determination to make her obey her father’s wishes had worked. He was, however, fully aware that she resented his hold over her and she would use every opportunity to hit back at him. It was in her nature to try to gain the upper hand, even against impossible odds.




  Calmly, he opened the coach door and lowered the step. “We’ll be stopping here, Miss Windlesham. Please don’t argue with me.”




  Virginia leaned her elegant head forward and her deceptively delicate facial profile was thrown into sharp relief by the light escaping from the inn. For a few seconds she seemed too shocked to reply. Her face appeared white, as if choked of blood by the strength of her anger.




  When she spoke, her voice cut through the stillness of the night with an acid sharpness that Colum could almost taste.




  “What did you say, Lanyon?”




  “I said we’re stopping here tonight, Miss Windlesham. We’re all tired after that broken wheel at Liskeard, and we need a rest.” A longer period of heavy silence followed. Colum drew a deep breath. This was the first real test of his ability to control Virginia’s temper unaided.




  “You forget your place, Lanyon!” Ignoring Colum’s helping hand, Virginia stepped down onto the cobbles. Her pregnancy was now patently obvious. Beyond her, in the shadowy interior of the coach, he made out Mary Ann’s pale, tired face.




  “I think not, Miss Windlesham.” He spoke firmly. “Please do as I say. I don’t want to have to apply any compulsion upon you, but you know I will if I have to.”




  “Compulsion? How dare you speak to me like that! I shall make you pay for that remark.” Virginia stalked past him, holding her head proudly upright as if she were a true aristocrat instead of mere Brigadier-General’s daughter: country gentry and not full-blooded nobility. Her dress rustled loudly as she made her way towards the front of the team where the ostler was loosening the harnesses. “You there, stop that! Stop it, I say. This is my coach. You’ll do as I tell you.”




  The ostler paused and curled his lip. Irritation and displeasure were written large across his face, much as if he were confronted with an irksome child. A brief silent moment passed while he considered his options before he gave Colum an enquiring look. “The lady says ye’re not stoppin’. Make up yer mind.”




  “We are stopping. Carry on with what you’re doing.” Colum motioned him to continue unharnessing the team.




  “But she says it’s ’er coach.” The ostler coughed and spat upon the cobbles.




  Colum drew a deep breath. “This is Sir John Windlesham’s coach and I speak with his authority.”




  “You’d better tell ’er that.” The old man nodded at Virginia and then bent towards the nearest horse.




  “This is insufferable.” Virginia stood rooted to the ground, her tiny hands bundled into fists and her head inclined towards the damp cobblestones. “I shall have my father dismiss you, Lanyon.”




  Colum stepped closer to her, spreading his hands expressively. “No, you won’t, begging your pardon, Miss Windlesham. Now, it’s very late and we’re all tired and you’re in a delicate condition. So, I’ve decided we’re going to stop here for the night and carry on in the morning.”




  She turned towards him slowly, until her face was illuminated by the light of the carriage lantern. Her lips pursed sullenly and her eyes flashed. Her unusually cold white cheeks turned a pale pink hue, almost a blush in the flickering lantern light.




  Her voice dropped to a deep husky tone. “You’re being very argumentative. Did Papa put you up to it, Lanyon?”




  Colum drew a breath and coughed. “Your father told me to take good care of you, Miss Windlesham. Told me as how I was to take no notice of your...your little tantrums. And he said I was to make sure no harm comes to you. Begging your pardon for saying so.”




  “Tantrums? How dare he! How dare you, Lanyon. How dare you!”




  Despite the dimness of the lantern light, Colum made out the sharp, even line of her clear, white teeth and the rich curve of her lips. As she threw her head back in annoyance, he noted the sweeping arc from her firm breast to her jutting chin. He stood his ground and secretly marvelled at her wild spirit.




  “We are staying here and that is the end of the argument. Now, will that be all?” he asked calmly. Seeing nothing to be gained by any further argument, he pointedly turned away and signalled to the coachman. “Go and help with the horses, Jake. I’ll get the mistress and Mary Ann settled inside.”




  Behind him, Virginia’s cold voice brought him to a halt. “Lanyon! I told you we’re going on. You’re only a servant. You’ve no right to dictate what we do.”




  “We are not going on, Miss Windlesham!” Colum swung suddenly on his heels and glared at the haughty young woman, his annoyance rising too quickly to be immediately controlled. She was acting like a spoilt young brat and he was tired. Harsh words sprang into his mind, words which Sir John Windlesham might have used, but it was not Colum’s place to voice them.




  Slowly, he forced a measure of calm control upon himself. “Miss Windlesham, we’re stopping here this night. Odgers will see to the horses and I’m going inside to rest and have myself something to eat. Mary Ann’s coming with me and I strongly suggest you do the same. I told you before we left Long Livery that I wouldn’t take any trouble from you. I told you that I would let the police know about your part in Mr Urquhart’s death if you didn’t control your temper. Have you forgotten that? Have you? Well, just remember it now! Remember what I am capable of doing if you carry on with this bad behaviour.”




  He roughly motioned the maid out from the coach and took her arm. “Come with me, Mary Ann. That’s an order.”




  “Yes, Colum.” She had a wide smirk across her face and he should have admonished her for it, but he let it pass. Despite the confrontation with his mistress, he wanted to feel the touch of Mary Ann’s hand upon his arm. It was comforting, reassuring. The top of the maid’s golden-haired head barely reached his broad, muscular shoulders, but her presence was everything to him. She was the girl he expected to marry one day.




  He sensed his mistress’ stare following him as he led Mary Ann into the inn, but he was determined to have his way. Virginia Windlesham had to learn that, from here on, she wouldn’t be able to bully him in the manner she bullied the other servants at Long Livery Hall. She would come inside eventually, if only because it was warmer in the Hangman’s Inn and Virginia was averse to the damp air.




  He experienced a brief moment of self-doubt when he discovered that the inn was dank and gloomy and the grate held only the smouldering remains of a long-defunct fire. The landlord came ambling down the stairs, lazily buttoning his stained cambric shirt and yawning to publicise his displeasure at being called from his bed. A short, clumsy-looking man with a booming voice, he was unsteady on his feet, as if he had been taking too much of his own ale. His bald head shimmered in the candlelight.




  “What be you people a-doin’ abroad at this hour?” He thrust out his bottom lip aggressively.




  Colum ignored the question and removed his outer coat. “We need a room for the mistress. A good room, mark you. Your best. And we need some food for all four of us.”




  “Got some cheese and beer.”




  “No, we need hot food.” Colum gave the man a withering look. “We’ve had a difficult journey and we’re all cold and tired.”




  “It’ll cost ee.” The landlord sniffed and wiped a hand across his face. The motion failed to remove an annoying drip that hung at the end of his nose.




  “No matter. Be quick about it, eh?” Colum waited until the innkeeper had shambled away before he turned towards Mary Ann. “I’ll stay down here in the taproom with Jake Odgers. I expect Miss Windlesham will want you to sleep upstairs at the foot of her bed. Just make sure she doesn’t do anything to upset you.”




  The maid rubbed at her eyes. “I can look after myself, Colum. She’ll probably be in one of her leave-me-alone moods, in which case I’ll come back down here. But don’t you worry about that. I’ve slept in worse places than a taproom and so have you.” She peered at him coyly and her dark, wide eyes seemed to melt in front of him. “Besides, I’d rather be down here with you than upstairs with her. You know I’d much rather spend the night with you.”




  Colum’s heart fluttered. “All right, Mary Ann. No more of that sort of talk. We’ll see what the mistress wants when she comes inside. I hope she doesn’t stay out there all night.”




  They were sitting by the dying embers, she sipping hot broth and he drinking small beer, when Virginia finally came inside. She cast her gaze about the room with an air of exaggerated distaste. “I hope you’ve arranged a decent room for me, Lanyon. God, this place stinks.”




  He stood up, keeping his voice even and civil. “There’s a room upstairs ready for you, Miss Windlesham. And there’s a plate of supper waiting for you, if you want it. Mary Ann will show you where it is.” He glanced at the young maid and then back at his mistress. He gave her a firm censorious look, one that would leave her in no doubt he would not accept any mistreatment of Mary Ann.




  Virginia avoided his gaze. “It had better be a decent room, Lanyon, or I shall have words on the matter.” She led the way up the stairs with a look of thunder, her skirts rustling and Mary Ann trailing in her wake.




  Colum shook his head and went back to his supper. Jake Odgers joined him shortly after. The coachman ate his meal in sullen silence before shuffling away to a dark corner where he curled himself up inside his coat. He was soon snoring loud enough to waken the victims of the old gallows that once stood on the site of the Hangman’s Inn.




  More than half an hour later, Mary Ann came back down the stairs and sat quietly beside Colum. Her face was pale and drawn.




  “She gave you no trouble?” he asked.




  “No. Maybe she was too surprised, what with you being so forceful, Colum.”




  “Is she asleep?”




  “Not asleep. But she’s resting and she told me to go away.”




  “Let’s hope a night’s sleep will put her in a better mood tomorrow. If you and me have to put up with that sort of behaviour for the next few months, God help us. I reckon the father of the child must have refused to marry her because of her temper.”




  Mary Ann toyed with the cold remains of her food. “D’you know who it was what got her into trouble?” she asked, her eyes averted.




  He had his suspicions but, before replying, he peered about the darkened room, checking to make sure no one else was within earshot. Odgers was still snoring contentedly and the innkeeper had long since returned to his bed. “Reckon we both better be careful when we talk of that little matter, Mary Ann. We don’t want strangers to know the family’s secrets, do we?”




  “Suppose so.” She paused, biting her lip, before going on. “Not that it’s much of a secret. Do you have any idea who it was?”




  “I can’t be certain,” he admitted. “But, for my money, it would be Mr Francis Fitzgerald. He was sniffing around Miss Windlesham’s skirts at the right time and he doesn’t seem to be put off by her pregnancy.”




  “He knows he’s the father, does he?”




  Colum recalled a scene he had observed from his bedroom window at Long Livery Hall when Francis Fitzgerald returned Virginia home after a night they’d spent together. “Yes, I think he does. Then again…perhaps no one really knows for certain who it was. Perhaps even Miss Windlesham doesn’t know for certain who it really was, if you get my meaning. Perhaps she’s told Mr Fitzgerald there was no other possible candidate and he believes her.”




  Mary Ann put a hand to her mouth to stifle a gasp of surprise. Then she grinned. Colum smiled back and Mary Ann’s big, round eyes carried the first signs of relaxation that day. “That’s really terrible. I mean, her father being who he is, and all.”




  “All the more reason for us not to talk about it openly.”




  “Yes, Colum.”




  “And you be careful what you say to Miss Windlesham when we get to Polmere Manor.”




  “Yes, Colum.” She leaned closer and her breath lightly tickled his cheek. “Do you think she’ll be causing us a lot of trouble?”




  “Probably, but let’s hope she’ll settle down eventually.” Colum licked his lips reflectively, doubting his own words, before giving Mary Ann a smile. “Anyway, it’s best you rest a while now.”




  Mary Ann’s eyes closed and, for a few moments she seemed to be drifting away into her private thoughts. Then she drew herself back to the present, giggled and gave him a shy sideways look. “Will Miss Windlesham be able to cope with having a baby?” she asked.




  “Depends what you mean.” Colum grunted. “Having the baby is one thing, Mary Ann. Keeping it and looking after it is another matter altogether, and Miss Windlesham won’t be doing that. The master’s arranged things so the baby will be taken care of. That’s what happens when gentry get themselves in trouble.”




  A strange look crossed Mary Ann’s face, as if she’d already considered the implications of her mistress’ dilemma. “It’s the baby I feel sorry for. Poor mite.” She compressed her lips, seemingly holding back any further words on the subject.




  “Yes. Poor little mite,” Colum agreed. “Why do the children always have to suffer?”




  They lapsed into silence for a few minutes, until Mary Ann said, “Old Jake Odgers is fast asleep.”




  “Yes.” Colum registered the deep, snoring noise that came from a dark corner of the taproom.




  Mary Ann reached a hand across to Colum’s breeches and put her fingers to the buttons. “So there’s no one to see us.”




  * * * *




  Mary Ann was quite clear in her mind. She’d set out on this journey resolutely determined to tell Colum that she couldn’t marry him. She was equally clear that there was no hurry. First, she would allow him to enjoy sex with her a few more times. It wouldn’t be as perfect as sex with Polly, but it would be good enough for her to enjoy. Better than masturbating herself. Her hope was that one day she would meet another girl like herself, a girl who preferred sex with girls. Until then, she’d have to make do with what she already had.




  She released her hand from Colum’s breeches and kissed him, hard and aggressively, and she felt his tongue probing back between her lips. The excitement was instant, just like all the previous times they’d made love. It wasn’t mind-blowing like the excitement she felt when kissing Polly, but it brought a pleasant tingle to her vagina. As she broke away he opened his mouth to speak, but she pressed a finger against his lips and kept it there. For a moment he sat there, saying nothing, and then as if in answer to some unspoken desire, he began to suck at her fingertip. She knew then that she would get what she wanted.




  “Make love to me now, Colum,” she cooed. “I want you to fuck me like you fucked Polly last night.”




  “Into your face?”




  “No, not that. I want it from behind.”




  He wiped a hand across his eyes. “But it’s late, Mary Ann. We both need to sleep.”




  “And we’ll sleep much better afterwards.” She freed her hands, stood up and began to undo her dress.




  He stood up to take hold of her, placing his hands on her hips. “Someone might see us both undressed. What then?”




  “They’re all asleep,” she countered. “Even the wicked witch of Long Livery will be asleep by now.”




  “If you’re sure…” He needed no more convincing.




  He reached his hands around her to tackle her rear buttons. When the dress fell away to the floor, he dragged her chemise down over her shoulders and bent his neck to place a line of small kisses on the exposed skin. The chemise followed the dress to the floor and she was left wearing only her drawers and her stockings.




  “You like to see me naked, don’t you?” She put her finger to his mouth again and he drew it in between his lips, sucking gently. She drew the finger back in order to grab at his shirt and pull it over his head.




  “You’re quite sure you want to do this now, Mary Ann?” he whispered as his breeches slipped down his legs and crumpled on the floor.




  “Stop worrying about it, Colum. No one will see us.” But her voice was only a hoarse whisper because she was already getting aroused; a nice wet and warm feeling erupting between her legs.




  “At least we have the remains of the fire to keep us warm.”




  She bent to free her drawers and then her stockings. When she straightened up he was naked in front of her, the firelight highlighting his firm, muscular body. She stepped close to him and his hot, rigid cock pressed against her belly. It looked so huge, a solid tube with a dark head pressing into the soft skin of her slender torso.




  “I want that thing right up inside me,” she whispered, knowing that he was aroused by her blatant sex talk. “I want you to push it all the way up into my cunt, Colum, just like you did to Polly last night.” And an image crept back into her mind; an image of Polly’s naked and glistening sex peeping out from between her thighs.




  “Come closer to the fire, where it’s warmer.” He led her across the bare floor and stopped on the hearth rug in the glow of the flames, still dancing merrily. “Sit down and let me enjoy being alone with you for a minute.”




  “Before we fuck?” she said.




  He sighed. “My dearest Mary Ann, I shall make love with you. If that’s want you really want me to do.” When she didn’t reply, he repeated, “I shall make love with you.”




  She frowned and kept her mouth shut because she knew better than him. It wasn’t love that drew them together, was it? It was just the prospect of enjoyable sex. But this wasn’t the right moment to say so.




  She sat down beside him and reached a hand towards his cock. He smiled as he put his hand over hers, guiding her fingers around the thick shaft. Her skin tingled to the warm touch; yes, it was going to be enjoyable. While she shivered at the feel of his cock, he leaned forward and kissed her naked skin, starting with her shoulder and moving on down across her chest until his lips were gently teasing her breasts. She gasped when he took a nipple between them and began to caress it with soft, rolling movements.




  Instinctively, her fingers tightened around his cock, and he gently eased them apart. “How do you want me to take you, Mary Ann?”




  She replied instantly. “I told you: from the rear. I want it the way you did with Polly. I want you to come into me from behind.”




  He looked puzzled by her request. “That’s not your favourite way, is it? Were you jealous of Polly and me making love? Is that why you now want to do it the same way?”




  “No!” How could she admit to the truth; that she had fully enjoyed watching them; that she simply wanted to recapture that moment of pleasure by copying them?




  She broke free from him and knelt down on all fours, with her bottom aimed at the warm hearth and her legs parted for him to see her damp sex. “Now, Colum. Do it now, please.”




  She felt him grasp hold of her hips, felt the head of his cock play against her thighs and her vagina lips. But he didn’t plunge into her straight away. Instead, she felt a fingertip circle that hard little bump she knew so well.




  “Is this to your liking?” he asked.




  She squirmed and then let out a long pent-up burst of breath. “Oh, yes, Colum!”




  “You’re sure this is how you want it?” His voice was soft, hushed.




  “Yes. Are you… Are you going to fuck me now?” Why was he taking his time when she wanted him to push his cock into her, just as he had done to Polly?




  “Don’t be so impatient,” he said, and he reached one hand beneath her kneeling body to trail his fingers over an unfettered breast. At the same time, he used his other hand to tease her private place, drawing tingles of pleasure out of her body.




  When he stopped caressing her nipple, she wondered what he was about to do. He seemed to be shifting his position. She let out a short gasp when she felt his head nudge up against her bottom, his tongue probing towards the lips of her vagina. He eased her legs wider apart and pushed his face deeper into the crevice between her thighs. He began by kissing the soft flesh of her inner thighs, gently pressing his lips against her skin. Then he moved his face tight up against the source of her ecstasy and, moments later, his tongue was probing inside her vagina, doing what his fingers had started. It was good, better than she’d expected.




  “Oh!” she cried out and arched her back as the first shiver of real pleasure rippled through her. And she smiled as she sensed that her sex was wetter and juicier than it ever was when she rubbed herself.




  He raised his head. “Are you ready for me now?” he asked.




  “Yes.” She tensed herself, waiting for him to push into her.




  “All right. This is how I did it to Polly.”




  “I know what you did to her. I was watching you.”




  “And now you’re getting it the same way.”




  “Yes! Get on with it!”




  She felt him push his hips up against her wide-spread thighs until his cock was forcing its way inside her, slowly at first and then more powerfully. She gasped as it travelled up as far as it would go, filling her vagina to capacity. Her juices were flowing freely now and he began moving his cock in and out in long, slow strokes. She could feel her little bump rubbing against the base of his shaft. Instinctively, she arched her back as her senses took over.




  The moment of climax came upon her faster than usual. It broke over her with the force of a tidal wave. She felt him stiffen at the same time and then she felt her body turn to one mass of solid pleasure and her mind became a blur. The moment passed, the wave ebbed and she expected him to stop, but he didn’t. Moments later the wave broke over her again and she went into another high spot of joy.




  And still he went on thrusting in and out. She thought he’d never stop, nor would that indescribable feeling. She thought he might go on pounding her until the end of time. But eventually, his whole body suddenly stiffened and she felt his semen gush into her vagina. And then the tidal wave hit her once again and her body stiffened with his.




  “God, but that was good!” His voice was hoarse and cracked as he moaned in pleasure. And then he pulled out his cock and collapsed on top of her.




  “Was it that good with Polly?” she asked, sliding out from beneath him. “Was I as good as Polly?”




  He didn’t answer her and she realised she had said the wrong thing, asked the wrong question. She knew instinctively that he didn’t want to confess to her just how much more pleasure he had experienced with Polly.




  * * * *




  Colum felt weary. In time, most of the candles flickered and died and the taproom became eerie in the dim glow of one remaining light. Now fully dressed again, Mary Ann nestled herself against him and, a few minutes later, her slow easy breathing told him that she was asleep. He put his arm about her slender waist. Her head lay on his shoulder and her soft hair lightly tickled his neck. Somehow it seemed good and right although he was beginning to harbour some doubts about her feelings towards him. Was she really jealous of Polly?




  He sat awake for some time quietly enjoying Mary Ann’s nearness and he was never aware of slowly drifting into sleep. He awoke much later, cold and stiff, to the sound of hooves clattering on the cobbles just outside the taproom window. Muffled voices carried an air of urgency. Mary Ann was still fast asleep and the room was in darkness except for intermittent shafts of moonlight arrowing in through the dirty window. As clouds passed over the moon, even that dim light was extinguished and the darkness became total.




  Colum slowly shifted Mary Ann’s lightweight body until she was semi-prone on the hard wooden seat of the taproom settle. Then he stepped quietly to the window. The clouds parted and the moon again cast a dim light over the courtyard. He had difficulty making out clearly what was happening, but he detected two people outside. Someone, possibly the ostler, was holding the horses’ reins and another man spoke in hushed tones not far from the window.




  The speaker turned slowly towards him and, just for an instant, Colum caught a glimpse of his face in the pale moonlight. Albert Windlesham quickly turned away and strode back to his horse. Minutes later, he rode off into the deeper darkness.




  Chapter 3




  Mary Ann awoke and wiped at her eyes. Where was she? The taproom was dim and smelt of stale smoke and ale. A light condensation had formed on the windows, diffusing the early daylight into a blue-grey aura. She knelt on the settle beside a dirty mullioned window and wiped away a clear circle through which she could see Jake Odgers and the ostler out in the yard. They were harnessing the horses to the Windlesham family coach. Ethereal clouds puffed out from the horses’ nostrils and drifted in the still air while horseshoes clattered sharply on the hard cobbles.




  She turned back into the dimly lit room. “Colum?”




  “Over here.”




  She followed the direction of his voice and found a small alcove where he sat alone, eating a cold breakfast of cheese and pork. He drank from a pot of small beer, the light ale that was so much safer than pump water. He wiped a hand across his mouth and pointed to a plate of food at the opposite side of his table. “Sit down and eat, Mary Ann. We’ve a busy day ahead of us.”




  She crossed the room and pulled up a hard chair to the table. “What about the young bi— Miss Windlesham?”




  “Probably still asleep. Leave her be for a while longer.”




  She stabbed a knife into the fatty pork and then pushed it aside. The cheese would be sufficient. “We’ll get to Polmere Manor soon now, won’t we?” she asked.




  “Should do.” Colum leaned back in his seat. Despite spending the night in the taproom, his eyes were alert and fresh. “Be there before noon, I reckon.”




  Mary Ann finished the meal quickly, feeling strangely guilty because she was eating before attending her mistress. But why should she feel any guilt over that young bitch? Damn! She hastily suppressed further angry words that came to her mind.




  Still unable to reconcile her appetite with her sense of duty, she pushed away from the table while chewing on a wedge of cheese. “I’d better go and see to the young madam upstairs. Don’t want to give her reason to complain.”




  Colum smiled. “When did she ever need a reason?”




  Mary Ann collected a rough breakfast tray from the inn’s kitchen. The landlord leered at her, the early morning light casting his sweaty red face in sharp relief. She hastened up the stairs.




  To her surprise Virginia Windlesham was already awake. To her greater surprise, the young mistress was sexually aroused. When Mary Ann pushed open the bedroom door, Virginia was sitting in the middle of a big bed, wearing only her chemise. She had the garment pulled up to her waist and was lightly fingering her exposed sex. Her distended belly seemed to get in her way.




  “I’ve brought your breakfast, miss.” Mary Ann continued into the room, acting as if she hadn’t noticed that her mistress was masturbating herself. Was it any business of hers anyway? But Virginia was seemingly not put out by the interruption. First, she grunted half-heartedly; the sort of grunt that spoke of an ineffectual attempt at reaching an orgasm. Then she snorted and put her hands to her cheeks.




  “Breakfast? I don’t want it. What I really need now is someone to fuck me. At the very least I need someone to rub my cunt for me. Have you ever been to bed with a woman, Everdene?”




  Mary Ann gritted her teeth. The young mistress was using language well known to Mary Ann, but it sounded so much coarser coming from the lips of a lady of breeding. “Whatever makes you ask such a question, miss?”




  Virginia stared at her with a deep scowl. “I’ve heard rumours about you and the Vance girl. You sleep in the same bed, so the other maids say. You’re just filthy trollops, the pair of you.”




  “You shouldn’t believe all you hear, miss. Would you like me to help you get dressed now?” Mary Ann put on her best attempt at a calm response while, inside, she seethed. How dare the bitch talk to her like that!




  “No. I don’t want to get dressed.” She stabbed a finger at Mary Ann. “I want you to feel my cunt and give me a thrill. If you can bring yourself to finger Vance’s cunt, you can do it to me.”




  Mary Ann stared back at her. Virginia had her legs parted to reveal her naked crotch. It was bathed in thick black hair, but it was still a woman’s crotch and Mary Ann felt a sudden twinge of interest. Nevertheless, she replied as she thought proper.




  “A lady like you shouldn’t use that sort of language, miss.”




  Virginia again reached one hand between her legs. “That’s none of your business. I’ll talk as I damn well please. Come here and lie on the bed beside me.”




  It would be interesting to feel her mistress’ sex. It might even be fun. But she held back. “That wouldn’t be right, miss. Not right at all.”




  “To hell with what’s right. I need some relief and I can’t seem to get it by fingering myself. I need it, damn you!”




  Yes, she clearly was in need of relief, which was all the more reason for Mary Ann to walk away. What other simple pleasure could she conjure up, except the pleasure of leaving her mistress sexually frustrated?




  She sniffed to indicate her opinion. “I’m sorry, miss. That would be very wrong. Your father would be sure to dismiss me if he ever found out. Apart from that, I find it all rather distasteful.” With her words hanging in the air she left the room, shutting the door firmly behind her.




  Colum was waiting for her when she came down the stairs, carrying the same tray, the breakfast uneaten. “Is your mistress dressed?” he asked.




  Mary Ann let out a disdainful grunt. She judged it best not to tell Colum everything. “No. I left her sitting on the bed masturbating herself.”




  “She was what?” His eyes flew wide with astonishment.




  “You heard me, Colum.”




  “Hmmh.” He ran a finger down over his chin. “A bit of fresh air might do her some good.”




  “Or a good belt—”




  “Mary Ann!”




  “Sorry, Colum.” She hung her head. Her harsh words might be suppressed, but the thought would long remain intact. How could she help hating Virginia so much? But she had to learn to change her ideas.




  If you treat her well, I will help Colum.




  That was what Albert Windlesham, Virginia’s brother, had told her before they left Long Livery Hall. It was well-meant inducement. They both knew that Colum didn’t want to spend the rest of his life in service. Rather, he wanted to be a Cornish seine fisherman with his own boat, and Albert had the contacts who could help Colum achieve that dream.




  If you treat her well, I will help Colum.




  God help her, if only she could live up to the task and treat Virginia well. For Colum’s sake and for her own sake. But she wouldn’t, she was certain of that.




  Virginia came down the stairs half an hour later. She seemed subdued, as if she was suffering the weight of some terrible tragedy. Or had she simply come to realise the enormity of her predicament? Mary Ann noted the change in her mistress’ manner with a sense of pious satisfaction. Her pleasure multiplied when Virginia ran suddenly from the inn to be violently sick in the backyard.




  Mary Ann bit at her lip to suppress a grin.




  “Don’t stare at me, girl!” Virginia stumbled back into the taproom some minutes later, her face deathly white. “Go and fetch my things. The sooner we get out of here, the better.” Her breath smelt strongly of vomit and her long, black hair hung in damp, straggly skeins.




  “What about your breakfast, Miss Windlesham? Are you ready for it now?”




  “Shut up! Get back upstairs and fetch my belongings.”




  “Yes, Miss Windlesham.” Mary Ann’s spirits brightened further as she scampered up the stairs. A good belting was what the mistress needed, but a bout of vomiting would do for the moment. Natural justice did exist in this world.




  Virginia’s nightclothes and soiled underwear were strewn about the room. The portmanteau lay open near the door, a gaping mouth ready to receive the scattered belongings. Mary Ann shook her head sadly before kneeling down to the task of clearing up the mess. She was still on her knees some minutes later when the bare wooden stairs creaked.




  Determined not to be intimidated, Mary Ann kept her head down as she pushed the last of her mistress’ clothes into the bag. The bedroom door burst open and Virginia strode into the room like a thunderstorm arriving on a previously placid scene.




  “What are you doing here?” Virginia’s voice was acid and petulant.




  “Fetching your belongings, Miss Windlesham. Just like you told me to.” She kept her back to the door.




  “Oh.” The ensuing pause in the conversation was accompanied by the sound of shoes stamping across the floor. “You don’t like me, do you, Everdene?”




  “Dunno, Miss Windlesham.” Mary Ann kept her head down. The atmosphere grew colder as Virginia strode up close behind her, oppressive in her nearness.




  “What do you mean, girl? You don’t know? Do you or don’t you?”




  “It isn’t right for me to say.” She raised her gaze to the window, waiting for the inevitable response.




  Virginia leaned nearer, powerful and menacing. Her voice hissed out with an air of venom. “I know what you think of me, Everdene. I didn’t want you on this journey. I wanted my own maid, not some filthy little slut who should be back in the scullery; a slut who doesn’t know her rightful place.” She paused and took a step back. The bed complained as she sat down heavily. “You’ve never liked me. You’re insolent and rude and Papa should have got rid of you years ago.”




  “But he didn’t, did he?” Mary Ann finally turned to face her mistress and was surprised to see tears in her eyes. Damp lines coursed down Virginia’s pale cheeks.




  “What did you say?”




  “I said your father didn’t get rid of me. He couldn’t, because I know too much.”




  Virginia’s face went black with anger. She dabbed at her cheeks. “Don’t be ridiculous. What do you know?”




  “I know too much about you, Miss Windlesham,” Mary Ann hissed. She’d already overstepped the mark, so what was the point in holding back? Only Sir John could dismiss her from the family’s service and Sir John wasn’t here.




  “Don’t answer back, you insolent slut.”




  But Mary Ann wasn’t ready to back down. She sensed that she had some sort of emotional advantage and she was ready to use it. After all, what could Virginia do to her now?




  Still on her knees, Mary Ann angled her body upright. “Your father didn’t get rid of me because I know what really happened to Jenny Ellery the night she died. It wouldn’t do if I were to tell the truth outside of your father’s household, would it?”




  “Jenny Ellery?” Virginia snorted. “Who’s Jenny Ellery? Never heard of her.”




  A sharp stab of grief pierced suddenly into Mary Ann’s head. How could Virginia utter such a huge lie? Of course she knew who Jenny was. Mary Ann had never forgotten Jenny because she’d enjoyed sex with her: Jenny had been the first girl she’d really loved. After Jenny’s death, she’d been devastated.




  She drew a long breath between her teeth. Poor, dear Jenny. One reason for Mary Ann’s willingness to undertake the journey to Polmere was the opportunity to seek out Jenny’s long-lost brother. He lived somewhere near St Austell and she wanted to meet him. Just to talk to him might help ease her mind over the loss of her first real lover.




  And Virginia was responsible for Jenny’s death.




  Unable to curb her anger, Mary Ann jumped to her feet. “Don’t pretend you don’t remember, miss. Jenny Ellery was the maid you beat until she bled.” She curled her hands into balled fists.




  Virginia turned away abruptly. “I’ve never heard of her. And don’t take that tone of voice with me, Everdene. You’re only a servant and you can’t talk to me like that. Damn you!”




  Undaunted, Mary Ann took a step closer to her mistress. “I may be a servant, Miss Windlesham, but I know all about you. I know what really happened to Jenny Ellery. I know that Jenny killed herself because of the abusive way you treated her. I know it and your father knows it. And I know that your father covered up for you. I’m not afraid of you, and you know what else? I reckon that’s why your father chose me for this job, because I ain’t afraid of you. You can’t frighten me, not like you frighten Polly Vance.”




  Virginia’s mouth opened as if she was about to reply, but she was unable to bring the words to her lips. She choked and blew out a sharp rasping sound until her voice recovered. “How dare you!”




  Mary Ann took a step back and swept a hand towards the bulging portmanteau. She had the upper hand now. “And another thing, Miss Windlesham. If I’m going to be washing all your clothes, you can learn a few clean habits. Like not soiling your drawers. A lady like you should know how to keep herself clean and not soil her drawers. If you don’t mind me saying so.”




  Virginia’s voice rose to a scream. “Get out of my sight!”




  “Certainly, Miss Windlesham.” Mary Ann strode towards the door. “I’ll send Colum up to collect your portmanteau. When you’re ready.” She grinned to herself as she left the room and descended the stairs. She had been disrespectful, rude and totally out of order, and Colum would do well to give her a sound telling-off.




  But it would be worth it. Then her doubts began to surface.




  If you treat her well, I will help Colum.




  Damn! She ought to try to live up to Albert Windlesham’s expectation of her. Just try, for Colum’s sake. But she’d failed already. Even before they reached Polmere Manor.




  Chapter 4




  Warm summer air lay easily across the land as the coach rolled steadily down Penpillick Hill. The twisting road, which had run between deeply wooded hills and valleys all morning, broke free from the close-knit greenery and meandered over a short stretch of scrubland. Seated on the high driving seat beside Jake Odgers, Colum shaded his eyes to stare at a strip of sea visible in the distance, glinting in bright sunlight. Close by, a kestrel hovered in the still air while, farther off, a pair of buzzards wheeled and disappeared behind a line of trees. The coachman puffed silently on his pipe and seemed not to notice the beauty of the scene, but Colum was entranced. This was the land Maud Lanyon once knew.




  Maud had been a part of Colum’s life as long as he could remember and it saddened him still that he hadn’t known she was his mother until after her death, just a few days ago. As for his real father… Whoever he was, he lived somewhere near St Austell, and Colum was determined to find him. This journey was just the opportunity he needed.




  He was glad to be out in the clean air, away from Virginia’s acid tongue. He was glad to be able to scan around the open countryside and enjoy the brightness of the green fields that melted away into the distance, slowly losing the vibrancy of their colours until they blended into the high, blue-grey moorland. He was glad to be able to smell the aroma of the salty sea air that drifted to him on an inland breeze. Most of all, he was glad to be able to look up into the blazing, cloudless sky and feel a brief moment of contentment.




  “What’s that?” Colum suddenly pointed as they came to the top of a rise. He had never seen the like before; mountainous white cones standing starkly on the far skyline overlooking St Austell. His gaze was fixated by the alien landscape where all colour had been bleached away to leave only a paleness that shimmered in the warm air.




  “Clay waste, lad.” Odgers used the word ‘lad’ much as a father would address a son. He pulled his pipe from his mouth and coughed to clear his throat. “Best china clay in the world comes from round ’ere. Them white hills is the waste what they dig out to get at the good clay.”




  “Looks like nothing on earth, don’t it?”




  “Wasn’t always like that. Forty years ago there was open fields and hedges and gorse up there. Now look at it.” He jabbed his pipe back between his teeth and lapsed into sullen silence.




  The horses slowed as the old coachman egged them up Watering Hill and picked up speed again as they passed through the outskirts of St Austell town. The road levelled and became a twisting country lane as it turned in the direction of Pentewan and Mevagissey. The sun was almost at its zenith when, five minutes later, the coach swung off the dirt highway onto a private lane overhung with arching trees.




  The old coachman mumbled through teeth clenched tight about his pipestem. “Not much farther, thank God.” He stared straight ahead while the smoke curled away into the overhanging foliage.




  The main gate was open to receive them. The lodge keeper, Abel Pellymounter, ran out from his thatched gatehouse, jamming his cap onto his balding head. He touched his forelock respectfully as the coach passed by into a long beech avenue.




  Round the first bend in the avenue, Colum spotted a gap in the trees which had been sealed with blossoming hawthorn. Dewy Kittow, the Long Livery gamekeeper, had once told him that the hawthorn was the ‘holy thorn’ planted by Joseph of Arimathea at Glastonbury, and the destruction of a hawthorn bush would bring dire peril upon the family who owned it. Colum cast a suspicious glance at the Polmere hawthorn as the coach rolled past, reassuring himself it was intact.




  At the end of the avenue, the trees thinned away into a wide, bright clearing. Slowing the horses, Odgers navigated a narrow stone bridge over a fast-running stream that was milky white with clay mining waste washed down from the hills. Birdsong filled the tall trees lining the clearing, the massively crowned English oaks, the bushy-headed box elders and small-leaved limes which had been planted many years ago to protect Polmere Manor’s inhabitants against evil.




  And there was the manor house directly in front of them. Black-painted latticed windows were set in sturdy stone walls made green by straggling ivy creepers. A row of granite pillars fronted the ground floor and supported the overhanging first floor. Dormer windows were set into the uneven slated roof. The surrounding grounds had the air of faded opulence, the look of a house that survived on tales of its past glory.




  Before the coach had come to a halt, a tall woman of indeterminate age dressed in a long black dress walked slowly and deliberately out through the front door. From Perkin’s description of her, Colum instantly recognised Mrs Hawkins, Lady Scarinish’s housekeeper. She cut a gaunt, erect figure, as if she bore the austerity of a magistrate and the severity of a high court judge. Even from a distance he could make out her hollow eyes, her high cheekbones and the ruler-straight line of her thin lips.




  He climbed quickly down and called out to her. “Good day to you, Mrs Hawkins.”




  The housekeeper made no reply but continued stiffly towards the coach door, hands clasped tightly in front of her, like a procession of one. Her long, impassive face gave no hint of her emotions as she prepared to receive Sir John’s daughter into residence. Colum envied her tight, well-controlled composure and wondered how long it would stand up to the rigours of Virginia’s enforced confinement.




  He opened the coach door, pulled out the steps and helped Virginia to the ground. She, in turn, gave him a hostile grimace and impatiently dusted down her coat. “You’ll speak to Odgers about his driving, Lanyon. Never have I known such a bumpy ride. I swear he was doing it on purpose. My father will dismiss him if I ever again have cause to complain about his driving.”




  “Yes, Miss Windlesham,” Colum muttered, curbing his irritation.




  “Good day to you, Miss Windlesham.”




  Mrs Hawkins’ tight, thin lips seemed hardly to move as she spoke. She came between Colum and Virginia so effectively, yet so smoothly he was only vaguely aware he was being deliberately shielded from the young woman’s anger.




  “It’s not good at all, Mrs Hawkins. It’s been a damnably uncomfortable journey and I have the devil of a headache.” Virginia stalked off towards the house, her finely contoured chin jutting out defiantly. “I’ll go straight to my room. Have your cook make me a hot meal and tell Everdene to bring it straight up to me. And she’d better be quick about it.”




  The housekeeper’s expression never faltered in her reply. “But, Miss Windlesham, Her Ladyship will want to see you first.”




  “Aunt Lucy can wait.”




  Finally, Mrs Hawkins reacted. She compressed her lips until they became no more than a thin crease across her face. For just the briefest moment Colum detected a further chink in the housekeeper’s armour, an expression of distaste in her eyes, but the moment passed too quickly to be confirmed.




  “You’ll be Mr Lanyon.” She raked her gaze over him with an air of benign indifference. “I expected you to arrive yesterday.”




  He wondered how long she would continue to address him as Mr Lanyon. It was not his place to put the relationship on a less formal footing. “A wheel broke on the road from Liskeard, Mrs Hawkins,” he told her. “The hub was completely destroyed. We had the devil of a job finding a blacksmith able to fix us a new one. Had to stop the night at Lostwithiel.”




  “I don’t suppose Miss Windlesham was too pleased about that. You have a maid with you?”




  “Miss Everdene.” Colum gestured to Mary Ann as she peered out through the coach door, her eyes dark with fatigue.




  The housekeeper spoke quietly, as if afraid others might hear. “I hope you’re a hard worker, Miss Everdene. The late Lord Scarinish came from the Highlands of Scotland and he insisted on his home being run on a frugal budget. We have very few servants.” She turned to address Colum. “You’ll both have to take on extra duties while you’re here.”




  Mary Ann stepped out of the coach. “You’ll not find me wanting, Mrs Hawkins.”




  “Good. You’d better come with me, Miss Everdene, and I’ll show you around the house before you meet Her Ladyship.” The housekeeper spoke with an air of tight composure. “And, in the meantime, you’ll see to the luggage, Mr Lanyon.”




  “Of course, Mrs Hawkins.” He grimaced at the maid and gestured towards the house. “Off you go, Mary Ann. See what you can do to help the mistress settle in.”




  The housekeeper stopped halfway to the door, as if suddenly struck by a forgotten matter. She turned. “By the way, Mr Albert Windlesham is here also. He arrived in the early hours of the morning. He must have ridden through the night.”




  Colum paused reflectively. “There was a death near Long Livery, Mrs Hawkins. A gentleman called Urquhart fell down a disused mineshaft while picnicking with Miss Windlesham. Mr Albert had to travel up to London to speak with Mr Urquhart’s parents. I imagine he had to make up some time on his return.”




  “I knew nothing of that unfortunate incident, Mr Lanyon.” She pursed her lips. “Only that Mr Albert was to arrive here in the course of a business matter.”




  The housekeeper retreated into the house and, for a few seconds, the only sound was the lonesome call of a robin in the branches of a tall oak. A fluttering of wings broke the spell and Colum glanced up to where a chough, the emblem of Cornwall, was winging its way silently up beyond the trees until it was lost against a patch of blue sky.




  Odgers came up behind him, interrupting his reverie. “Right little family gathering, ain’t it, Mr Lanyon?”




  Colum nodded. “Reckon it is at that, Jake. Reckon it is at that.” With Odgers’ help, he carried the luggage into the house.




  * * * *




  Virginia remained in her room the rest of that day and Colum was thankful for the respite. It allowed him to organise the period of settling-in at Polmere Manor without interruption. He noted that he and Mary Ann were allocated bedrooms conveniently near to one another on the servant’s landing.




  “Her Ladyship will receive you and Miss Everdene now, Mr Lanyon.” Mrs Hawkins made her announcement midway through the afternoon. She shepherded them both to the drawing room door and gave them a last-minute inspection. “Do remember, please, that Her Ladyship’s late husband was the Marquis of Scarinish. In the order of precedence, His Lordship ranked well above Sir John Windlesham, so Lady Scarinish should be addressed as My Lady, and not ma’am.”




  Mary Ann’s eyes went wide with apprehension. “Do I have to curtsey every time I meet her?”




  “At the start and end of every occasion you come into her presence. She will be very particular on that.”




  “She never visited Long Livery Hall. What’s she like?”




  Mrs Hawkins drew back her shoulders. “Just like any other noble lady. You will treat her with respect, and remember that age is against her, so you must not tire her.”




  “Does she live here all the time?”




  “Since His Lordship died, yes. The larger estate is in the Highlands of Scotland, but Castle Scarinish is too big and empty for Her Ladyship. She finds it too cold to live there now.” Mrs Hawkins drew back her shoulders. “Her Ladyship has been very generous in allowing Miss Windlesham to come here to Polmere Manor. Please remember that you are all guests in her home.” Without waiting for a reply, she tapped on the door and opened it.




  The drawing room had a light, feminine aura, as befitted the house’s owner, and was crowded with fine Regency furniture. Elegance was ensured by pale rose-pink walls and apple-green curtains. In one corner, a formal portrait of Queen Victoria hung above a grand piano.




  Lucinda, the Most Honourable the Marchioness of Scarinish, sat in a tall chair beside a white-marble fireplace. Colum was immediately struck by her Windlesham family connection. Although her skin was dry and papery, she had her brother’s look about her. A replica of Sir John Windlesham’s eyes flickered as he and Mary Ann walked into the room.




  A copy of Sir John Windlesham’s mouth opened to speak. “I take it that these are the two servants, Mrs Hawkins?”




  “Yes, My Lady.”




  Lady Scarinish frowned and the expression mirrored the image of the Brigadier-General at Long Livery Hall. “And what of Virginia? She hasn’t been to see me.”




  Mrs Hawkins followed Colum and Mary Ann farther into the room. “She is indisposed after her journey, My Lady. She sends her apologies and hopes you will excuse her for the rest of the day.”




  “You mean she’s gone to her bed and made no effort to pay her respects? She is a guest here and I expect the proper courtesies, regardless of her disagreeable condition. Will she never grow up?”




  “I’m sure she will be most distressed at being unable to see you, My Lady.”




  Lady Scarinish grimaced as if in disagreement. She turned her gaze on Colum. “Introduce yourself, young man.”




  “Colum Lanyon, My Lady. I am Sir John’s head footman.” He bowed and then gestured towards Mary Ann who obediently curtsied. “And this is Miss Mary Ann Everdene, one of Lady Windlesham’s housemaids.”




  Lady Scarinish slowly swivelled her gaze between them. “I’m sure my brother has explained your duties. One thing I would add. I am not used to having my home invaded by visitors. If I have cause to complain about either of you, my brother will have you immediately replaced. Is that clear?”




  “Yes, My Lady.”




  “Good.” She returned her attention to Mrs Hawkins. “Bertie came to see me, as I would expect. I might wish that his sister had the courtesy to do the same. But that would be asking too much, I suppose.” She sighed and waved a thin hand. “You can all go now. I shall dine alone in my sitting room this evening, Mrs Hawkins. Bertie and Virginia will be served in the dining room.”




  * * * *




  In the event, only Albert Windlesham ate in the dining room that evening. Mary Ann took a food tray up to Virginia’s room, but the young mistress turned it away. Mary Ann was neither surprised, nor concerned.




  “Leave her alone until bedtime,” Colum told her when she brought the tray back to the kitchen. “We can have a few moments together.”




  The room was quiet now. The cook, who was the wife of Abel Pellymounter, the gatekeeper, had returned to her humble cottage. Both Mrs Hawkins and Charlotte, Lady Scarinish’s personal maid, had retired to their rooms. Colum and Mary Ann were alone and she was glad of that. There were things she needed to clear from her mind and Colum was the only one who might listen to her.




  “The bitch wouldn’t eat her food,” she complained.




  His reaction was immediate. “I told you not to use that sort of language!”




  She lowered her voice, annoyed that he didn’t appear to agree with her. “If you say so, Colum.” She stared at a space a few inches above his head. As usual, he was right but she wasn’t going to apologise.




  “I know how you feel, Mary Ann. The trouble with Miss Windlesham is that she never learned to be polite to anyone, even to her own parents.” He leaned across the kitchen table and pushed a wad of tobacco into his pipe. It was the only time of the day he used it. “I reckon Sir John knows that Miss Windlesham still needs to learn a few lessons in decent civilised behaviour, even if he doesn’t know how to go about teaching her.”




  Feeling easier, she realigned her gaze onto his face. “Sir John doesn’t talk to people so arrogantly. Not like she does.” She glanced around to confirm they were still alone. “There are times when Miss Windlesham really does behave like a bitch, and I don’t care if you do tell me off for saying it. It’s always been like that, probably always will be.”




  “You’re still not listening to me.” Colum leaned back in his seat and wagged a finger at her. “One day you’re sure to get yourself into trouble for talking openly like that. You hear me, Mary Ann?”




  “Yes. I hear you, Colum. I promise to try to hold my tongue.”




  “Good. If that’s sorted, you can come round here and sit on my lap for a while. It’s been a busy day and I need a spot of pleasure.”




  “So do I.” She grinned widely as she came towards him. “You can put your hand up my dress, if you like.”




  “Just a hand?” He grinned broadly.




  “No. I want more than that.” She paused, standing directly in front of him and pursed her lips. “I’d like to have sex the way you did it with Polly.” She had been thinking about it ever since that last night at Long Livery. Privately, she admitted to herself that she was a tiny bit jealous because Polly had tried something different.




  He took his pipe from his mouth and pointed the stem at her. “You asked me that at the inn, remember? You asked me, and I fucked you from behind, exactly the way you wanted it.”




  Instead of sitting on his lap, she knelt in front of him, edging in between his legs, and reached for his breeches buttons. “Not like that, Colum. This time I want to suck your cock and then I want you to squirt all over my face… Like you did to Polly. You’ve never done that to me.”




  “I didn’t think you would like it.” He sounded hesitant and uncertain.




  “Well, I want it now.” Bending closer, she opened his breeches and took out his cock. It quickly grew in her hand until she saw that it was stiff enough to induce a thrill inside her. But that wasn’t what she wanted. Not this time.




  She licked the swollen head, tasting his familiar musky odour. “I’m not going to take your semen in my throat, Colum. I want it all over my face.” Before he could reply, she licked the end of his cock and then took it into her mouth.
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