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      Beatrice Irving has been in love with her employer since the day they met. Even more forbidden, she is Amelia, Countess of Garrick—intelligent, beautiful, and very much married—and an affair that would cause the society scandal to end all scandals. It seems Beatrice is destined to remain alone, her only joy the deliciously wicked monthly meetings of the Surrey Sexual Freedom Society.

      Amelia Garrick is desperate. Trapped in a bad marriage to a man she doesn’t love and unable to give him an heir, her one solace is her companion, Beatrice. Until the night friendship becomes something more, and Amelia is introduced to an intoxicating new world. Together they risk all. Yet now she’s had a heady taste of scorching hot pleasure, Amelia can’t resist…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To all the ladies and their lovers…

        This one is for you.
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        Surrey, England, August 1814

      

      

      

      “Ahem. A-hem. Let us bring this meeting of the Surrey Sexual Freedom Society to order! We have a great deal to discuss today, and as per usual, your mind will be educated and expanded in all matters erotic.”

      Miss Beatrice Irving sighed happily and settled her tall, willowy frame back into her chair at their hostess and chairwoman Lady Portia Butler’s crisp order. The society might be very small, with just five members at present, but the monthly meetings were Beatrice’s favorite thing in the world. The only reason to keep smiling really, when the rest of her life was in such a shambles.

      Indeed, a woman who had been disowned by her parents, had little money, and was desperately, painfully, in love with her married employer, had little to be of good cheer about.

      “Bea, old girl, did you see what Lady Portia has tucked under her arm? I think it’s those drawings from Venice she promised. The nymph orgy,” whispered her second cousin Mr. Clayton Irving, probably the only man to have been thrown out of Cambridge’s school of divinity three times despite substantial donations and heartfelt pleas from his father, Lord Irving. Why the viscount bothered, she couldn’t say. Some third sons were just not meant to be vicars, no matter what was expected. Clay had a heart of gold, but was an unredeemable, gloriously attractive rake who enjoyed fucking both women and men, drinking, gaming, and cursing. Not ideal qualities for a man of the cloth.

      “Shhh,” she hissed out of the side of her mouth. If Lady Portia caught them whispering, there would be hell to pay. Their fiercely proud spinster bluestocking hostess was fifteen years their senior and ran the society with an iron fist. Even the lady’s powerful marquess brother had conceded defeat and permitted her to live in her own fully-staffed manor and manage her own affairs, his only condition being that her footmen be specially trained for her protection. Each member of the society had benefited from the marquess’s reluctant benevolence; his sister was even more generous in her time and assistance to friends as she was to her charitable works and enthusiasm for the advancement of women’s rights.

      “Now,” said the petite and slender Lady Portia, her keen gaze darting about the elegantly furnished parlor. “Before we look at and discuss the erotic drawings, I believe we should hear an update from each member. Denham, we’ll start with you.”

      Captain Randall Denham tensed, as he always did when called upon to speak about himself. He was Lady Portia’s bodyguard, a retired soldier who had resigned his commission after twenty years serving king and country, and accompanied her everywhere, including these meetings. It was indeed fortunate that nothing fazed the distinguished, dark-haired man who dressed like a clerk and could kill with his bare hands, dagger, or pistol. “I’m quite well, my lady.”

      Their chairwoman sighed. “No progress in your intimate affairs? Really, Denham. For a man who boldly charged down the enemy on so many occasions, I am surprised you are so hesitant about approaching a woman you quite desperately wish to bed. You aren’t some silly young buck who doesn’t know which end of his cock is which.”

      The captain folded his brawny arms, his face expressionless. “She’s not just any woman. Proper campaign takes time.”

      “As you keep saying,” said Lady Portia a trifle irritably before she turned and smiled at her next guest. “Madeline? What about you, dear?”

      Madeline, Lady Upcott, beautiful, young, titian-haired, and a widow since her much older knight husband had passed on two years prior, smiled grimly. “I grow weary of town. The pressure from both my family and his to marry again is quite unbearable, and I understand they will shortly be sending representatives with lists of acceptable suitors. Ack! I greatly enjoy a widow’s freedoms. The last thing I want is to be shackled to another aristocrat who desires nothing more than a pretty, silent broodmare to control. I’d rather have a kind man who knows where my clitoris is and can fuck for hours, than any damned title.”

      Beatrice giggled. “A kind, skilled, and steadfast lover? More likely to find a purple lion dancing at Almack’s.”

      “Excuse me!” said Clay, with an injured sniff, his emerald eyes gleaming with laughter. “We paragons do exist. And can even provide detailed written references.”

      “I know,” said Madeline with a fond smile. “If only the thought of bedding each other didn’t appall us both.”

      “Tis true. I mean no offense, because you and Bea and Lady Portia are all fine fillies…but ugh. Not sisters by blood, but definitely of my heart.”

      Lady Portia’s lips twitched. “And that silver tongue is how our Mr. Irving lures all and sundry to his bed. How goes Cambridge?”

      Clay scowled. “They are running a very profitable operation of suspending and readmitting me. M’father’s a bloody fool. I will never be a vicar. I don’t want to be a vicar. Or a soldier for that matter, with all due respect to Denham. I want to paint. I know I could make a living from it.”

      “Yes, you could,” said Beatrice, patting his arm. “You’re ever so talented with your nude portraits. A lady’s inner beauty and raw sensuality for all to see.”

      “Talented indeed,” said Lady Portia. “I will do better in finding possible commissions, I promise. Actually, a new couple I’ve just met might be interested, frightfully wealthy from trade and investments and gifted a barony for their troubles.  But speaking of ladies…Beatrice?”

      Pain gathered from every nerve in her body and arrowed straight into her heart. Perhaps out of the whole group, hers was the most hopeless case. The most forbidden. She had been lady’s maid-companion to Amelia, Countess of Garrick for two years and four months. She had been in love with Amelia, Countess of Garrick for two years, three months, twenty-nine days, and a handful of hours. Completely, ridiculously, head over heels in unrequited love with a married lady who had it all—a handsome and attentive husband, wealth, title, and grand social position. Every day she spent with the exquisitely lovely blonde, talking to her, brushing her hair, bathing and dressing her mouthwateringly voluptuous curves, was equal joy and torture.

      “Alas,” she said, attempting a brave smile, knowing she failed utterly when every single person in the parlor gazed at her with such pity and compassion. “I have nothing to report. I daresay I never will.”
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      Tears of relief streaming down her face, Amelia Garrick watched her husband’s carriage race away from their country estate. He permitted her to accompany him to London less and less nowadays, even during the Season, saying the fresh air was far better for her delicate constitution. In reality, he wanted her far away so he could enjoy his actresses, courtesans and maids without a hint of guilt, well, any woman who spread her legs for him really. Garrick was neither choosy nor careful, as his growing brood of illegitimate children demonstrated.

      His countless affairs had long ago lost the power to hurt, but the children did. It seemed every other woman in England could get pregnant by Garrick—knowing the failure to do her duty and conceive was entirely her fault clawed at her soul. And he always threw the knowledge in her face. How many times had he hissed in her ear what an ugly, worthless, frigid bitch she was as he forced himself on her in a desperate attempt for an heir?

      And yet she couldn’t relax as his hands bruised, his bulk crushed, and his manhood hurt her unwilling body. There was clearly something wrong with her because the other ladies she knew who were married, or widowed and enjoying a liaison, all spoke of bedsport as if it were a welcome and pleasurable thing. And yet when she looked at her handsome husband, when he came to her chamber, she felt not even a spark of desire.

      This visit had been the worst. He’d been furious, hitting her repeatedly and hurling her onto the floor when he learned his most recent efforts to get her with child had been unsuccessful. At least now the cooler weather provided a welcome respite. Garrick tolerated Surrey in high summer but preferred London and its entertainments the rest of the time. It would just be her, Beatrice her lady’s maid-companion, and the servants.

      “Good evening, Amelia.”

      She spun around from the window to see Beatrice standing behind her, smiling and holding several packages, and immediately her raw nerves calmed. Beatrice always had that effect, like a cool drink for a parched throat. Even though she didn’t speak much about her life before commencing employment here, they had become very close. So close that even though it wasn’t really the done thing, Amelia had asked to be called by her first name in private. “Good evening. How was your visit to Guildford?”

      “Excellent. I picked up the gloves and bonnet you ordered. No need to wait for delivery.”

      “This is supposed to be your day off,” Amelia scolded. “Not running around after me.”

      Beatrice shrugged and tucked an errant strand of dark hair behind her ear. “I had time after Lady Portia.”

      Amelia bit her lip. The friendship between the two women would forever be perplexing. Beatrice was kind and soothing. Lady Portia Butler was a firestorm and a runaway cart all at once. “Well, I do appreciate it.”

      “Are you well? You look as though you’ve been crying.”

      Blast it. Her companion saw far too much. “I, ah…quite well, thank you. I opened one of my winter trunks and the camphor layer was a trifle strong.”

      “Indeed,” said Beatrice, her lips tightening. “May I ask where his lordship is?”

      “He’s gone,” she whispered. “Back to London, thank heavens.”

      Beatrice’s eyes widened at the blunt pronouncement. “I…er…did he say something dreadful?”

      Years of lectures on a wife’s responsibility to smile and assure all was well brought yet another lie to the tip of her tongue. But she couldn’t bear the burden of daily pretense anymore. Especially not in front of Beatrice. “Nothing I haven’t heard a hundred times before. I am the worst wife. A barren failure. C-cold and frigid.”

      “No!” said Beatrice fiercely. “No, you are not. Any…anyone would be proud to have such a sensual beauty on their arm.”

      Amelia blinked at the vehemence. Then laughed weakly. “Sensual? Hardly. Garrick’s physician gives me foul-tasting tonics, and yet still I do not warm up. Because there is something wrong with me I…I do not crave or enjoy my husband’s touch.”

      “Oh. I…oh,” stuttered Beatrice.

      Lord above. She’d shocked her companion with such frank, unladylike talk. Another failure. “Never mind…” she said, turning away as tears blurred her eyes. “All will be well.”

      Seconds later a soft hand rested on her shoulder and gently nudged, coaxing her to turn back. Blindly, she did, entirely misjudging the distance and finding herself face-first in Beatrice’s bodice. Humiliatingly, she didn’t pull away, and when slender arms clasped loosely about her and began to stroke her hair…

      It felt good. Too good. Warm and safe and floral scented. Almost loving. And she wanted more. To be held tighter and caressed until the empty ache subsided.

      Until Beatrice pulled back. “I should, ah, put away your purchases in the armoire.”

      For the first time in two years, a frisson of fear shot down Amelia’s spine. Oh no. Had she become the problem countess? A pathetic, needy lady who demanded far too much? Would Beatrice leave and return to London for another post, or a gentleman to court her? That was perfectly reasonable. Love was perfectly reasonable. Just because she had none in her life didn’t mean Beatrice had to go without. And her companion was connected to a viscount, and only twenty-three. Not on the shelf by any means.

      “Forgive me,” Amelia blurted out. “How selfish of me. Perhaps like Garrick, you would also prefer to be in London. Stepping out with a nice gentleman.”

      Unaccountably, Beatrice’s shoulders stiffened, and the frisson of fear became a pounding heart of panic. Without her, Amelia would have no light in her life.

      “No,” said her companion eventually, and at last, she turned her head and smiled. “I prefer country living, and it is easier to visit my friends in Guildford.”

      Amelia nearly swooned in relief. “It is lovely here.”

      “Perhaps a bath might make you feel better? I can have the copper tub sent up.”

      “Actually, I had a sponge bath this morning, but if I could trouble you for one of your splendid massages…my back is aching right now, I clearly spent far too long out riding.”

      Beatrice nodded. “I’ll fetch the oil. Your back will loosen far better if it is applied directly to your skin, rather than a massage through your clothing.”

      Lord above. Beatrice Irving was an angel, and Amelia Garrick a wicked sinner. How else to describe a woman whose back hurt not at all, but who desperately wanted to be touched some more? And the massages were always wonderful, making her feel warm and tingly inside. Like she mattered. Like there was still hope. “Thank you. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
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      Oh, but she had a thirst for inflicting suffering upon herself. And was a liar.

      Beatrice walked over to Amelia’s carved mahogany writing desk, as it contained the small glass bottle of citrus-scented oil. The oil, sourced from Lady Portia, was far more commonly used to lubricate the backside before the introduction of jade or leather dildos, or a man’s cock, but Amelia didn’t need to know that. Nor did she need to know that insisting oil massages were better than those done through clothing was quite possibly untrue. The only thing that mattered: very shortly she would be undertaking the most joyous torture of all: stroking Amelia’s naked flesh.

      “Which is easier?” said Amelia. “I always forget. Should I lie down or sit?”

      “It is best to sit at your dressing table, leaning slightly forward and resting on your elbows. Then I can attend to your shoulders at the same time.”

      “Very well.”

      Soon Beatrice had assisted in removing her mistress’s gown, petticoat, stays, and chemise. Hell and damnation, but Amelia was beautiful. Honey and sunshine hair, doe-brown eyes, and pouting pink lips just begging to be kissed. She was petite, probably not even five and a half feet tall, so her lush curves were richly pronounced. Full breasts tipped with large dusky nipples. Wide hips and rounded backside. And most beautiful of all, her pussy. The sweet nub of her clitoris and darker pink folds of her labia guarded by crisp curls a few shades darker than her hair.

      Imagine being able to suck those tender nipples until they jutted out, proud and hard. To bury her face between Amelia’s thighs and tease her clitoris, lap all the spicy juices from her core until her mistress writhed and screamed with pleasure.

      It took every bit of her willpower, but she carefully arranged Amelia’s dressing gown so it draped around her backside and covered her pussy from view. Then she trickled the oil onto Amelia’s back, her nose twitching in pleasure at the light, fruity scent.

      “Are you ready?” asked Beatrice, about ready to plead. It was always the same. Even though bathing or massaging her mistress cruelly reminded her what she would never have, she never surrendered the chance. Taboos be damned. And today, with Amelia clearly upset, the need to touch, to bring comfort, was stronger than ever.

      “Oh yes. Yes please.”

      Slowly, so slowly, with just her fingertips, she began to rub the oil across Amelia’s back, the smooth flesh soon made silken. Beatrice started low, circling around the top of the other woman’s backside and kneading either side of her spine. Up she went, rubbing, pressing, digging her thumbs into the rigid, knotted muscles until Amelia sighed and began to relax.

      Beatrice sucked in an uneven breath. This was always the trickier part. Firmly quelling her own arousal, ignoring the constriction of stays chafing her taut nipples and the throbbing pulse in her pussy, Beatrice began to massage Amelia’s upper back and shoulder blades, and the top of her rib cage.

      Do not venture near her breasts. Do not.

      But her wretched fingertips disobeyed, darting around to weigh the undersides of the luscious, heavy curves.

      Amelia tensed, and Beatrice nearly cursed out loud. Quickly, she moved her hands back to the middle, kneading Amelia’s shoulders until the other woman relaxed again. Thank heavens. That had been foolish in the extreme. Companions were dismissed for much less.

      Moving upward, she massaged the back of Amelia’s neck, allowing her fingers to delve into Amelia’s hair and rub her scalp to ease the discomfort of pins and braids. “How does that feel?”

      “G-good,” said Amelia, oddly hoarse.

      Emboldened, Beatrice began to press harder into Amelia’s scalp, before attending to her temples, forehead, cheeks, and chin. But it was only when she lightly stroked Amelia’s throat that she discovered the rapid beat of her pulse. Was it fear? Or something else?

      Unable to bear not knowing a moment longer, she gently but firmly grasped Amelia’s upper arms and pulled her back until she was sitting fully upright again. Oh God. The truth was right there reflected in the looking glass. While her mistress’s eyes were shut, her nipples were hard buds, her breasts rising and falling in time with her ragged breathing, and her thighs were pressed tightly together.

      Heady anticipation warred with caution. She wanted Amelia so damned badly, and yet her last interlude, being caught with a lusty maid behind the Irving stables, had seen her cast out onto the streets. She’d been incredibly fortunate to find this position. Was it worth the risk?

      Two years, four months of longing. And Amelia is aroused, see!

      Taking a deep breath, Beatrice rested her hands on Amelia’s shoulders for a brief moment. Then very, very tentatively, willing to stop at any moment, she slid them down past Amelia’s collarbone until they sat on the tops of her breasts and she could massage the satiny flesh. Almost immediately Amelia’s back arched, nudging Beatrice’s fingertips with her nipples.

      Her heart in her throat, Beatrice circled the distended peaks without touching them. She could play this game for hours, teasing her mistress, even though her own pussy was slick and throbbing, desperate for ease. Finally, in the boldest move yet, she brushed her thumbs over Amelia’s nipples. A low whimper was Beatrice’s reward, and she stroked them again and again, a deliberate back and forth motion, before trapping each swollen nub between her index and middle finger and delicately pinching.

      Amelia gasped, her hands bunching in the folds of the dressing gown draped around her waist. “I…ah…mmmmm…”

      Quivering with happiness at a dream come true, Beatrice lifted her fingers away and wet them with her tongue. Then she reached down to pinch Amelia’s nipples again, harder this time until the jutting peaks were wine colored and her mistress moaned loudly. Incapable of resisting, Beatrice bent her head and placed a tender kiss on the spot where Amelia’s neck met her shoulder. “You’re the most beautiful woman in the world. I’ve waited forever to love you.”

      Amelia wrenched away, hauling herself up from the padded stool and turning her back as she attempted to cover herself with the dressing gown. “No. I…no.”

      It was like being doused in a bucket of icy water. “Forgive me,” Beatrice choked out. “Amelia—”

      But her mistress wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Don’t say anything. Please…please just go.”

      “Yes, Lady Garrick.” Horrified, she bobbed a curtsy and hurried from the bedchamber. How could she have made such a terrible error in judgment? She was the worst of fools. A fool blinded by her own desperate need.

      And now she would be dismissed. Penniless.

      Utterly alone.
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      Amelia hadn’t slept a wink all night.

      Like a coward, she had successfully avoided Beatrice for most of the day by undertaking a full inspection of the linen cupboard, and planning the next week’s menus with the housekeeper.

      It changed nothing.

      She was still a married lady, a respectable countess noted for her virtue and fidelity, who had allowed another woman to caress and pinch her nipples. Who had not only reveled in it, but craved even more chaotic pleasure as her naked body awakened for the first time.

      Adultery!

      The horrid truth echoed in her mind as she made her way downstairs to the dining room for supper. Just as it had the previous evening when Beatrice broke the mindless sensual spell she’d been under with words. And not just any words, but beautiful and love. The heartfelt emotion in Beatrice’s eyes, the tender kiss…Lord above. For one ungovernable moment, oh how she had yearned to discard her dressing gown and beg to have Beatrice’s kisses on her lips, on her breasts, and most shocking of all, the secret place between her thighs that throbbed and ached in a way it never had before.

      That moment had terrified her. Besides the fact she was Amelia Garrick, wedded wife, how could she possibly desire the intimate touch of another woman? Everything she’d been taught said it was wrong. Very wrong. No matter how right it felt. The law said she belonged to her husband and he could do as he pleased with her, regardless of how degrading or painful. Regardless of how much she loathed him for lying through his perfect teeth and saying he loved her, when all he’d wanted was her substantial dowry to fund his lavish London life of gaming and parties and mistresses.

      “Good evening, my lady,” said a footman, inclining his head as she entered the dining room.

      “Good evening. Where is Miss Beatrice?”

      “I’m here, my lady,” said a soft voice behind her.

      Amelia struggled for composure as Beatrice walked around the table to her usual place. Her companion wore a ruby red gown that set off her dark hair and green eyes to perfection. Had her skin always been so creamy? Her figure so enviably tall and slender? What color might her nipples be? Would they be as equally sensitive to touch?

      Aghast at her wayward thoughts, Amelia quickly shook her head and half-slid, half-collapsed into her own seat. She had lost her mind. And if anyone guessed and reported back to Garrick, there would be no place in England for her to hide.

      A footman served bowls of herbed pea soup, and she ate the steaming, rich broth without tasting, the mindless actions of spooning and swallowing continuing with the dishes of Dover sole, sliced hot ham, vegetables in parsley cream sauce, and fruit. In fact, the only thing she could enjoy was the wine, which another footman was quick to replenish whenever her glass emptied.

      “Everything in order with the linen cupboard?” Beatrice’s voice broke the fraught silence as she speared an apple slice with a polished silver fork and took a nibble.

      “Quite,” Amelia replied, grasping the easy topic of conversation like a barnacle to a rock. “The laundry maids have a steady touch with the starch and the lavender comes straight from the garden, so everything is just crisp enough while retaining a pleasant scent. This household is run so competently I’m hardly needed at all.”

      Beatrice shook her head. “Oh no, you’re needed. Very much.”

      The husky words hung in the air, and Amelia briefly closed her eyes as that same ache from the previous evening settled between her legs. Her gown was suddenly much too tight, and she wanted to tear her bodice and stays away and be as free and unconstricted as she’d been in front of the dressing table.

      Would it really be so bad if she sinned just once? If she learned about pleasure and had a beautiful memory to hold onto when her future with Garrick held nothing but pain and misery?

      After pushing aside her plate of fruit, she picked up her napkin and dabbed at her lips. Another frank discussion was necessary, and such private matters certainly couldn’t be aired at the dining table with several footmen standing at attention.

      Turning her head, Amelia addressed the liveried men lined up along the west wall. “I think I would like a bath.”

      Beatrice dropped her fork, the sound of silver clattering onto crockery unfathomably loud in the stillness of the room, but Amelia ignored it and smiled pleasantly, as a countess did. “Would you please arrange for the copper tub to be filled and sent to my bedchamber at once.”

      All three men bowed and marched from the room, leaving her and her companion temporarily alone.

      “A bath?” Beatrice’s gaze had locked on her plate. “Do you require my assistance, or should I summon another maid?”

      Anxiety churned Amelia’s stomach at what she was about to do. It couldn’t be riskier; if they were caught, they could both lose everything. And yet those moments in the bedchamber were imprinted in her mind. Such tenderness in the embrace. Such skill in the wicked caresses. The promise of real pleasure, of discovering what those married women and widows all knew. A key had been turned, and now she wanted to open the door and explore. To fully understand what the strange and powerful feelings were that swirled within, even if it was for just one night.

      “No other maid,” said Amelia distinctly. “Just you. We need to talk. And…”

      Beatrice lifted her head. “And?”

      “And further investigate matters pertaining to oil and dressing tables,” she said, pushing her chair back and getting to her feet.

      Even across the table, her companion’s indrawn breath was audible. “As you wish, my lady.”

      This was it, the rocky path to perfect pleasure or ruination.

      No turning back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Somehow Beatrice managed to walk the seeming thousand-mile distance from the dining room up to Amelia’s second-floor bedchamber without stumbling, even though she changed her mind from being unbearably excited to scared stiff with every step.

      What was she supposed to think?

      Amelia had ordered her from the room the previous evening. Then avoided her all day. And yet now…she wanted a bath. An activity where she would again be naked. And she wished to talk and further investigate matters pertaining to oil and dressing tables.

      Her irrepressibly optimistic heart wanted to believe that Amelia had reconsidered her rejection and wanted to further explore, despite the taboos. Her practical head offered a scolding for being a foolish dreamer and the reminder that Amelia was a married lady. A married lady who had not demonstrated any overt sensual inclination toward Beatrice, or any woman for that matter.

      Besides, just because you loved someone with every part of you, did not mean they would love you in return. And love could be fickle and false, laden with conditions and withdrawn at the first hint of trouble. Her family had taught her that, as had the two women she’d previously had discreet liaisons with. Ironically, neither of her affairs had resulted in her disownment. No, that had come about because of a foolish, tipsy May Day kiss. But nothing in her past, not even all her indiscretions combined, were as dangerous as what she dared tonight. Not only her livelihood and home, but her heart.

      To distract herself, Beatrice hurried around the chamber and fetched fresh towels and a bar of the rose-scented soap that Amelia preferred. Shortly afterward, two footmen carried the overlarge copper bathing tub into the screened-off corner of the bedchamber, and several more footmen and maids followed with wooden buckets of steaming hot water to pour in. As always, the servants were wonderfully efficient, but she still wanted to scream in frustration at the time it took for the tub to be filled.

      And then, after Amelia instructed she not be disturbed for the rest of the evening…they were alone.

      Beatrice straightened her shoulders and stared at her mistress. “You wish to talk, my lady? Or bathe? This is your parade to lead.”

      “Don’t…please don’t be sharp with me. I’ve stepped onto a new continent and I have no idea what to do or what to say. No doubt I will do and say it all wrong.”

      “I apologize. But in some ways, it is new for me as well. While I have always been drawn to women rather than men, nothing I felt in the past even comes close to the attraction—to the tender sentiment—I have for you.”

      Amelia clasped her hands in front of her, but they still trembled noticeably. “I…ah…I see. In a, um, perfect world, what would your life look like?”

      Well. How did one answer such a remarkably direct question? Vague, safer dissembling, or the uncomfortable, unvarnished truth?

      A weary sigh escaped. She had pretended and held back her truth for years, and suddenly the burden seemed far too heavy to carry a second longer. “In a perfect world? I would live with my lover in an elegant but cozy manor. By day, hosting teas, reading books, and helping Lady Portia fundraise for her schools and hospitals. By night…naked in bed together, my lover wet and needy and craving my touch. Desperate for my kisses to her lips and her nipples and her pussy, begging me to let her climax.”

      “That sounds…” Amelia stared at the floor, her cheeks ruby red. “…so very enticing. But I don’t even know if I can climax. I, ah, never have. Not once. And I’m certain it’s my fault. Well, I have been told enough times it is. Because I’m frigid.”

      Beatrice’s jaw dropped. It was just as well her mistress wasn’t looking, for it would be a decidedly unattractive sight. But in the past two days, Amelia had confessed more about her marriage than she had in the previous few years, and the longer she thought about her beloved being subjected to such abuse and indignities, the more furious she became.

      Bolting forward, she wrapped her arms around Amelia. “Dearest, no. Those fools are wrong. You aren’t in the slightest bit frigid. I know you are capable of great passion.”

      “How?” said Amelia, leaning back slightly to look up at her, her beautiful brown eyes huge.

      “What happened when I massaged you?”

      “I, ah…”

      “Say it.”

      Amelia bit her lip. Then she blurted, “My nipples got hard. And when you wet your fingers and pinched them, I ached. Down there.”

      Oh God. This conversation was going to kill her, or at least her mistress’s innocent, unawakened eroticism would. The steam rising from the bathtub had nothing on the slick, pulsing heat of Beatrice’s pussy right now. “Then that settles that. Not frigid, but a beautiful, sensual woman just wanting to be pleasured by the right person. Someone who cares for her.”

      Amelia shivered, went up on her tiptoes, and very, very tentatively brushed her lips across Beatrice’s cheek. It was the lightest of touches, soft as a butterfly’s wings, and yet it felt like a brand. Raw hunger surged through her body, hardening her nipples to rigid peaks. Beatrice remained still, concentrating fiercely on not doing anything that might startle or frighten her mistress into stopping. A second kiss came, this time to her other cheek, and more firmly, and she couldn’t stop her hold on Amelia’s waist tightening, the urge to tear off her clothes and possess her almost overwhelming.

      “Beatrice,” whispered Amelia. “Please.”

      She lifted one hand to cup Amelia’s head, the other to trail a thumb across her lower lip, left and right, and left and right until it was slightly swollen and her mistress’s breathing became ragged. “Do you want to me to kiss you, my lady? Because once I’ve tasted those lips, I’ll need so much more. As I said last night, I’ve waited forever. I won’t be happy with just your mouth. I’ll need your neck. Your breasts and those lovely big nipples. Your thighs spread wide so I might learn every inch of your sweet pussy.”

      There was a moment of silence, the longest moment in the world until it seemed all the air had been removed from the room. Damnation. She’d gone too far. Been too bold, too demanding…

      “I want that,” said Amelia, her tone low but resolute. “I want to know what pleasure is. With you.”

      Warmth unfurled inside her, and tears of joy burned her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. Nothing in the world could stop her kissing Amelia now, not the heavens opening or the earth splitting or an army of thousands storming into the bedchamber.

      “At once, my lady,” Beatrice replied, and leaned down to capture Amelia’s lips for the longest, hottest kiss in the world.
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      Fire. Whirlwind. Paradise.

      Beatrice’s lips were soft as rose petals and yet they fiercely mastered and conquered her own, while her darting tongue was a sensual sword. Amelia moaned helplessly, intoxicated by desire as she learned what her mouth was capable of.

      This was passion. This was what the poets and writers spoke of in their odes and verses, although none she’d read truly captured the sheer carnality of it. Her temples were damp. Her skin flushed. And her gown so constricting she wanted to claw it off. Not to mention delve a hand between her legs and ease the ache making her squirm and circle her hips. It seemed Beatrice had the right of it; Amelia Garrick was not frigid. And oh, how liberating that notion felt.

      “More,” she gasped.

      Beatrice laughed, a light, joyous sound. “Patience, dearest. You are going to come again and again for me tonight. But first, I’m going to bathe every inch of this delectable body.”

      Being undressed was pure torture. Every act Beatrice performed so slow, so deliberate, the removal of Amelia’s gown and petticoat more caress than tug. And then her stays. Lord above. Each hiss of silken cord eased and released seemed to sear her skin like a licking flame.

      At last, she stood in nothing but her knee-length chemise. Beatrice knelt down behind her, lifting the garment and tormenting her too-sensitive thighs, hips, and back with brief, hot kisses as the skin was bared to her gaze.

      Amelia groaned, desperate. “Please.”

      “Step into your bath, my lady.”

      “I will, the moment you are equally naked,” she replied, giving voice to a demand she’d never dared in her life.

      Beatrice smiled, and lifted her much simpler gown over her head, then yanked off her petticoat. “My stays, if you please.”

      Excitement made her fingers clumsy, but eventually, Amelia managed to remove the irritating garment and Beatrice’s chemise. Naked, she was exquisite. Slender and long-limbed, a thatch of dark, glistening curls between her thighs, and tip-tilted breasts crowned with tight, pale brown nipples. “Oh,” she breathed, reaching out a finger to explore.

      “I think not,” said Beatrice, her eyes gleaming. “Bath. Now.”

      “Bathe with me,” the words fell from her lips before she could stop them.

      Her companion hesitated, then nodded, and they both stepped into the copper tub. It was a snug fit, but they could both kneel, and the intimacy of being breast to breast in the warm, lapping water was incredibly arousing. It only became more so when Beatrice lathered a washcloth with rose soap and began running it over Amelia’s shoulders and collarbone.

      She whimpered, arching her back so the slightly rough cloth might touch her swollen nipples. Her companion took pity on her and rubbed the cloth back and forth over the aching peaks until Amelia gasped in delight at the friction. But Beatrice didn’t stay there nearly long enough, instead trailing the cloth further down and washing her belly, dancing across the top of her mound, but not where she needed it most.

      Amelia tilted her hips, blatantly begging and offering all at once, and a small wave of water splashed onto the floor.

      Beatrice tsked. “Naughty. Do you think I will be tempted away from my duties by your pretty pink pussy?”

      “Yes?” she asked hopefully.

      “Perhaps. If you part those tight curls and show me your clitoris.”

      Frowning in confusion, she blinked. That was a word she didn’t know. In fact, she’d only learned the rather wicked term pussy this very day. The women she knew referred to their secret garden or honeypot. “I…ah…”

      “Forgive me,” said Beatrice, her tongue darting out and licking her lips. “I forget how much has been kept from you. Down here, at the top of your mound, this little nub is your clitoris. How does it feel when I do this?”

      Amelia cried out as her lover pressed a thumb to a spot so sensitive, it sent a jolt throughout her whole body, and another wave of water onto the floor. “G-good. Very good.”

      “Touching it is one thing. Stroking, licking, and sucking are quite another. But I believe we need to get out of this tub. For what I’m going to do to you, we can’t be flooding the place. Dry off, then go and lie on your bed.”

      Eager beyond all, she hastily obeyed. On her bed, the embroidered quilt felt a little rough under her back and bottom, stimulating her sensitive skin to further heights. Lord above, she might not survive this night. After what seemed like an eternity, Beatrice joined her, green eyes hot and hungry, her lips harsh as she pressed Amelia back on the quilt and kissed her until she could scarcely bear the pressure.

      “Will you pinch my nipples again? Like you did last night?” Amelia begged.

      A breathy moan escaped when Beatrice began circling the tender peaks, rubbing her thumbs against them, pinching them between two fingers, before she leaned down and lapped at both with her tongue.

      “What sweet nipples you have. I’m going to suck them now. And then I’m going to taste your pussy.”

      Fire and whirlwind and paradise didn’t begin to describe the new and startling sensations that followed. The rhythmic tugging on her nipples had her writhing in delight, even more so when two questing fingers stroked the crisp curls guarding her mound. But it only got better when Beatrice settled down between her legs, holding them open so she had full access, and began to kiss her inner thighs.

      “Please,” Amelia whispered, so aroused, so impatient to reach a beckoning summit she had never dreamed existed, she would say anything, do anything. “Please Bea. I need you.”

      “I know, dearest,” said Beatrice, her loving smile a balm to the soul. And then she bent her head, parted the curls, and licked Amelia’s clitoris.

      A wild cry tore from her throat. But Beatrice was ruthless, her tongue lashing, her lips sucking. Although Amelia bucked to escape the exquisite intensity, her lover held firm, forcing her to peak after peak until she reached that blissful summit and surrendered to the powerful waves of ecstasy that buffeted her whole body.

      Dazed and trembling, she could only stare. “That was…that was…”

      “Orgasm number one,” said Beatrice sweetly. “Now for number two.”

      And the storm began again.
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      The last week had been the happiest of Beatrice’s life. Amelia had asked for help with several important estate tasks she usually did herself, and together they had inspected stores, visited tenants with gifts of preserved fruit and cured meat, and purchased great lengths of calico and buckskin in Guildford for new servant clothing. Never had she felt so useful. But the nights, Oh God, the nights. Hours and hours of indescribable pleasure and laughter and intimate conversation as they lay naked and entwined in Amelia’s bed.

      It was almost enough to make her believe in miracles. And yet she never forgot the ever-present threat of Lord Garrick or the servants loyal to him. At any time, Amelia could be snatched away.

      Closing her eyes against the terrible notion, Beatrice tilted her face toward the sun and welcomed the warmth. Today the weather was beautiful, perfect for their picnic, but a certain crispness had started to creep in each morning that whispered autumn was on its way.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      Turning her head, she smiled at Amelia who lay on her side on the rug they’d spread on the soft grass. “Just enjoying the sunshine. I shan’t even mind if I get freckles. Summer never lasts as long as we hope.”

      A shadow crossed her lover’s face. “No. It doesn’t, does it.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      Amelia hugged her arms around her knees. “My life is wonderful right now. I never knew such joy existed. Or that there could be such pleasure in bed. But I’m worried, Bea. That somehow Garrick will find out. What he would do to us both…”

      “His lordship won’t find out,” she replied, suppressing a shudder. “We’ve been so careful not to do or say anything in front of the servants. And a certain closeness between a lady and her companion is expected. I’ll admit it is hard when I want to shout to the world how I feel about you, and I hate the fact that the earl holds such sway over us both, but we can make this work. I know we can.”

      “Such fire in your belly!”

      Beatrice laughed. “I think a little of Lady Portia’s influence has rubbed off on me. She is so fierce when it comes to the rights and advancement of women. I swear she marches up to every peer in the House of Lords and harangues them until they support whatever cause she is championing.”

      “I’m sure I heard Wellington say he would rather face Napoleon himself than Lady Portia in high dudgeon.”

      “Well, with the Corsican safely imprisoned on Elba, Lady Portia it will be. Do you know, during my last visit she informed her bodyguard Captain Denham that women should be allowed to join the army and fight alongside the men if they wish? Then she whipped out erotic drawings of a nymph orgy to show him. Poor man, I’m not sure if he knows which way is up when she is around.”

      Amelia choked on a sip of lemonade. “Excuse me? A nymph orgy?”

      “Quite. It’s a remarkably detailed drawing, although I think the cocks are laughably big. If I was a nymph and someone waved a tree trunk like that at me, I do believe my pussy would chastity belt itself in protest.”

      “It sounds like, ah, you have interesting visits.”

      Beatrice nodded. “Well, they aren’t really visits as such. It’s our monthly meeting of the Surrey Sexual Freedom Society. We are a small group right now, just me, Lady Portia, Captain Denham, Lady Upcott, and my second cousin Clayton. But we are great friends and discuss the most stimulating and enlightening topics.”

      “I should like to meet them one day.”

      “Ha! Don’t look so terrified, dearest. They might be highly unconventional, but they are all darling people.”

      “Much like you,” said Amelia, smiling.

      Hell and damnation, but that smile of Amelia’s would be the death of her. It had been the first thing she noticed when they had been introduced. Like a ray of sunshine had been captured for a moment on earth. Then, of course, her beauty and mouthwatering curves. But it had taken little time to discover that Amelia was also intelligent and generous, a kind and just employer, and those qualities that had been demonstrated on countless occasions. Her love and admiration and longing had only grown over time.

      “Do you really think so?” Beatrice asked casually, as she leaned over to fetch another juicy red apple from the picnic basket. Not that she would ever admit it, but words of praise and affection from Amelia sustained her like food and drink.

      “I know so. You are so very…you. I envy that. I’ve never really been me, just a daughter then a wife. Right from the start, my father wanted nothing more than a titled son-in-law and a titled grandson. It’s all he ever talks about, what drove him to make so much money in trade. When Garrick offered, Father practically danced a jig and settled an absolutely ridiculous dowry on me. My husband has done his best to spend as much of it as he can on frivolities in the shortest time possible while allocating me the smallest allowance possible. An incentive, he says. When I give him an heir, he will be all that is generous.”

      Beatrice winced, and studiously cut her apple into quarters. “I’m ashamed I didn’t know how bad your marriage was.”

      “Why would you?” said Amelia, shrugging. “Garrick is usually charm personified in front of others. And he always gets what he wants, so has no need to lose his temper. But I have failed in the only duty he wants me for.”

      She scowled. “Bastard.”

      Amelia looked away. “No, but he has six of those scattered about the country already. I think the youngest is just a few months old…”

      Her voice trailed off, and Beatrice’s heart ached for her. What did you say to a splendid woman denied her one heart’s desire, when all around her lived evidence of Garrick and every other woman’s fertility? Sometimes the Fates were damned cruel. “I don’t even know what to say, dearest. If there was anything I could do, I would. I hope you know that.”

      “Well, there is one thing.”

      “Name it.”

      Amelia leaned back on one elbow and bit her lower lip. “I don’t want to think about sad matters. I want to forget just for a while, and think about…pleasure.”

      Excitement flared. It was true there was no one about, but they were in an open field only shaded by a single oak tree. Anyone could ride by at any time. “Do you indeed, my lady? I’d wager this is not the location to be fully naked, but I believe I could make you come at least a few times before we must return to the manor.”

      “Well then. What are you waiting for?” said Amelia with an impish grin.

      What indeed?
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      Her gown might be primly and neatly folded up to her waist, but there was nothing prim or neat about what was happening between her legs.

      Moaning in ecstasy, Amelia tangled her fingers in Beatrice’s hair, grinding her mound against her lover’s mouth. How did she know when to be rougher, to suck hard and nip, and when to flick with just the tip of her tongue, light as a snowflake? Sometimes it felt like she would never get enough of Beatrice’s gentle carnality. Each time it seemed different. More intense. And she was absolutely addicted to the whole process, from the teasing beginning to the relentless drive to climax, the shattering release, and the sleepy, comfortable aftermath when they would lie together, sticky and happy and holding each other. In fact, the only part she couldn’t abide was when Beatrice dressed and left her bedchamber so they wouldn’t be discovered. Then she would wet her pillow with tears and dream of freedom, of a life without Garrick and his cruelties, only she and Beatrice celebrating their growing love and sharing a bed all night long.

      A sharp nip to her inner thigh jolted her from her reverie, and Amelia whimpered as it was swiftly followed by a delicate lap to her swollen clitoris. “Beatrice…”

      “You know, I can never get enough of your pussy juice. The scent of it, the taste of it, so spicy and silky. I want more. Enough to fill my mouth.”

      The raw, rasping words stole her breath, and Amelia gasped, her hips bucking in a desperate effort to have more of her lover’s tongue inside her, more of the delicious friction that spiraled her desire and launched her to the heavens. “Yes. Please. Yes…”

      “Dearest…will you let me put my finger inside you?”

      Amelia tensed. A tongue pushing deep was one thing, but thus far she had shied away from the hard solidness of a finger. It reminded her of Garrick, of agonizing pain she couldn’t escape. “I…he hurt me.”

      “He is appalling.” Beatrice trailed kisses across her mound. “But there is a spot inside you, a very special spot that will make you come even harder. I just want to show you. I’ll go slowly, and if it hurts I will stop at once, I promise.”

      She took a deep breath as her heart’s trust of Beatrice warred with her mind’s reminders of so many bad experiences. But her lover had shown her nothing but pleasure and sweet affection. Eventually, she nodded. “Very well. But please go slowly.”

      Beatrice smiled, and her tongue flicked at Amelia’s core once more, then withdrew to be replaced by a circling fingertip. Around and around it went, almost lazily, until it was audibly slick with juice. Seconds later, it nudged against her entrance and penetrated her just a little. Well. That didn’t hurt, but it was just the start. Her experience with Garrick had always been the further in he was, the worse it got.

      Gradually, Beatrice’s middle finger inched deeper inside her, always slowly, always retreating back before moving ahead to explore.

      And it felt…nice.

      Her body began to relax, her thighs unclenching and splaying open, her hips lifting in time with the delicate yet purposeful thrusts.

      Oh. That was even nicer. Delicious, even.

      “Mmmm, your sweet little pussy is clenching all around my finger. Do you need to come?”

      “Yes!” Amelia gasped.

      And then Beatrice’s mouth covered hers, kissing her fiercely, swirling her tongue so Amelia could taste her own juices, all while that talented finger plundered mercilessly. Faster and faster, deeper and deeper, twisting and rubbing against a lovely spot that tore a guttural wail from her throat. All at once she tried to grind closer and buck away, greedy for more of the acute pleasure and yet fearful of it as well, that she might lose her senses entirely in the tempest. Finally, Beatrice pressed her thumb hard against her clitoris and sent her to the stars, making her scream and scream and scream into her own hand.

      Utterly shattered, Amelia sagged against the picnic rug, unsure if she would ever be able to move or speak again. In that one act, it was as if a heavy weight had been lifted, like something broken had been reset and now healing would begin.

      “Are you well?” Beatrice asked anxiously, holding her tightly and smoothing her hair.

      “Oh yes,” Amelia replied, lifting a hand to cup Beatrice’s cheek. “In fact, I’ve never been more so. In a moment when I catch my breath, you are going to lie back and spread your thighs so I might do that to you. I so enjoy learning useful new skills.”

      “My lady, you are an apt pupil.”

      A wicked grin tugged at her lips. Indeed, her lover had taught her many wondrous things. How to kiss with the tongue. How to leave faint little patches of red on the skin like a brand of possession from her lips. How to tease and pinch and bite nipples to that intoxicating point just below pain. And how to restrain thighs in such a way that she could continue licking Beatrice’s delectable pussy without being displaced when she shook with those magnificent, rewarding orgasmic pulses. “Why thank you.”

      “I mean it. You are…all I’ve ever dreamed of in a lover.”

      Emotion surged, and for a horrid moment, she thought she might burst into tears at the warm sincerity in Beatrice’s eyes. How had she been so fortunate to have such a woman in her life? Beatrice had not only recognized the specific needs she had, but offered true affection with the wondrous sexual pleasure.

      Instead, Amelia got onto her knees and gently pressed Beatrice until she lay flat on her back on the rug. Then very, very slowly, she began hitching up her lover’s gown, running her thumbs along Beatrice’s ankles, her calves, the soft skin behind her knees, her inner thighs, as she went. “Then lie still, darling Bea. I’m going to make you come. Repeatedly.”
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      If there was one portrait she wanted to hang on the wall in pride of place, it would be Amelia as she looked right now. Brown eyes ablaze with lust. Cheeks pink, and stray blonde curls caressing her cheeks. Her lips and chin glistening with juices as her wickedly dexterous tongue lapped and probed and tormented.

      A sight infinitely more precious, as it wasn’t something she had ever dared to hope for.

      Beatrice moaned, unable to remain still. “Harder. Oh God, yes, like that.”

      It just felt so damned marvelous. Nothing in her past, not the fumblings at an all-girls learning academy, not every erotic book she’d read or drawing she’d examined, and definitely not her two liaisons, came close to the blissful reality of being pleasured by someone who cared. Who wanted you to come. Who took pride in making you do so.

      “I will if you tell me a secret,” said Amelia, her expression serious.

      “Anything.”

      “When did you know? That you preferred ladies to men, I mean. I feel so foolish only discovering this about myself now.”

      “Do not, dearest,” Beatrice replied, shivering with pleasure as Amelia stroked her mound and inner thighs. “You’ve never known another way or been allowed to experiment. As a wealthy trade heiress, I daresay your days were crammed with lessons on how to be the perfect wife for a nobleman.”

      “They were. Father wanted the loftiest title possible. He approved Garrick when I turned twenty.”

      “Oh, Amelia. I knew at a young age, perhaps fourteen or so, that the feminine figure caught my eye rather than the masculine. Later, I was able to indulge and grow in experience for many years before my parents discovered my preference and disowned me. But I’m not brokenhearted. They are cruel and small-minded. Besides, I still have Clay and the others. And you…mmmm.”

      Amelia grinned and delved her finger a little deeper into Beatrice’s pussy. “Is this good?”

      She quivered, her hips instinctively tilting. “Up the top. Do you feel a little ridge? Rub me there…yes. Right there…don’t be shy…feels divine…oh…”

      All of a sudden she writhed and came so hard, she shrieked Amelia’s name. However the abandoned cry, fortunately, or not so fortunately, was drowned out by a violent thunderclap.

      They looked at each other and laughed helplessly.

      “Never have I been so thankful for thunder,” gasped Beatrice.

      “I’m not sure we’ll be saying that in a moment,” said Amelia glancing over to the west. “The sky is very dark up there.”

      Beatrice shook her head. “That is what happens when you are distracted by a beautiful woman. A storm creeps in without you even noticing. We’d better pack up fast.”

      It only took a few minutes to gather their belongings, but the two women had barely walked ten steps when the first raindrops hit their bonnets.

      “Oh no!” yelled Amelia, her eyes bright with laughter. “We’re going to be soaked. Run!”

      It was only about a mile from the field to the manor, yet by the time they reached the wide wooden stile separating the fields from the manor proper, the heavens had opened and unleashed a deluge. Their straw bonnets hung limp, their gowns were sodden, and hems coated in mud. Each hurried step along the paved garden walkway was accompanied by an awful squelching noise as their ruined kidskin half-boots protested their mistreatment.

      And then Amelia came to a dead halt.

      “Dearest, what are you doing?” said Beatrice incredulously. “The manor is right there. Towels! Hot water! Roaring fire!”

      “Three carriages,” replied Amelia, her rosy complexion turning gray. “My father. Garrick. And someone else.”

      Stomach churning, Beatrice turned her head to where Amelia pointed. Oh God. She was right. Lord Garrick’s crested traveling carriage, another fancy, but non-crested one beside it, and a third, rather plain one, sat ominously on the circular gravel driveway like three black crows. “Why do you think they are here?”

      “We’ve b-been discovered,” Amelia choked out. “There is no other reason both my husband and father would come all the way to Surrey. Oh, Bea…”

      “Come along,” she said firmly, shifting the picnic basket to her other hand so she could link a comforting arm through Amelia’s. If they made it to the kitchen entrance without being seen, they could dash upstairs and change clothing before facing down their enemies. “It might not be the reason,” she added, although in truth she couldn’t even convince herself of that.

      Yet before they could escape and gain themselves a little more time, the manor front door crashed open, and Mr. Tilton, Amelia’s portly and florid-cheeked father, appeared on the front steps.

      “Amelia,” he roared, beckoning her furiously. “Get over here right now!”

      As if to seal their doom, another sharp crack of thunder blasted the air, and bright white lightning lit up the rapidly darkening sky. They ran the rest of the way until both stood dripping water and mud onto the steps.

      “Look at you,” said Mr. Tilton. “Drowned rats both.”

      “I apologize, Father,” said Amelia, her tone impressively even. “I did not know you would be visiting today.”

      “I didn’t bloody know. But in light of the very, very serious matter that has been brought to my attention, we have come here, and I don’t even have the words to describe how furious I am.”

      Beatrice barely suppressed a shudder. Amelia’s father might be dressed like a gentleman, but he looked like he was ready to kill with his bare hands.

      “Sir,” she said, “Might Lady Garrick and I change out of our wet clothing first?”

      Somehow, her innocuous words only made his expression darken. “No. No time. I’ve sent a maid to fetch a blanket for my daughter, but his lordship and the bishop are waiting in the parlor, God damn it to hell. You aren’t required, so are excused, Miss Beatrice.”

      Mr. Tilton turned and stormed away, leaving the two of them temporarily alone on the steps, drenched to the bone.

      “I can only ask your forgiveness,” said Beatrice brokenly. “This is all my fault.”

      “No,” Amelia said, lifting her chin. “I am the sinner. I am the one who willingly broke my marriage vows, and must now pay the price. For what it’s worth, Bea…I will always cherish the memory of this past week. It has been the happiest I have ever known.”

      Tears almost blinding her, Beatrice dropped the picnic basket and wrapped her arms around Amelia in a brief, fierce hug. “And mine. I…I will always hold you close in my heart.”

      They clung together for a few precious seconds more, then Amelia stepped back and straightened her shoulders, just as a maid came dashing down the stairs with the promised blanket.

      Without another word being said, her beloved walked away.

      And Beatrice’s world shattered.
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      Here she was, about to be on trial, without the dignity of dry clothing or the support of Beatrice, the only person who truly cared about her.

      Amelia positioned herself in front of the fire to dry, so at least she wouldn’t perish of a fever while awaiting judgment. It was odd, but in one corner sat her father, the kindly bishop who had officiated at her and Garrick’s wedding, and her scowling, fallen angel-handsome husband. To the left sat a man who looked very much like clerk with his plain attire and spectacles, plus another older, more roughly-dressed man and a beautiful if rather garishly-rouged brown-haired woman. Who on earth were these strangers? And why did they have to be here to witness her shame and humiliation?

      “Well,” said her father, glaring at the assembled guests. “Here we all are.”

      Amelia clasped her trembling hands. “Before anyone begins, I just want to offer my sincerest apologies. I never meant to cause harm or embarrassment. Sometimes life takes you on a road you never thought to travel.”

      “Pretty words,” said the brunette, her voice flavored with a Highland burr, much like Garrick when he lost his temper and forgot his elocution lessons. “And I appreciate the sentiment, given the circumstances.”

      “Uh, yes madam,” she replied, confused.

      The bishop smiled gently. “There is no need to apologize, dear lady. You are blameless in this matter. But know our heavenly father cares deeply for you and is steadfastly at your side during this time of great personal trial.”

      What on earth was going on? Why did it feel like she had walked onstage in a play where everyone else knew the lines except her? “Thank you, bishop. I will not say blameless, for I am indeed a sinner.”

      “A sinner perhaps,” snarled her father. “But not a criminal. Unlike a certain earl in this room.”

      Amelia’s gaze flew to her husband. “My lord?”

      “Amelia,” he replied sullenly, folding his arms and looking like a spoilt child refused sweets. “I have…we, um…”

      “Oh, just say it, Garrick,” snapped the other woman. “Don’t leave the lass with her backside in the breeze. Tell her the truth about us.”

      Amelia frowned. All this for another in a long, long line of paramours? Lord above. She was wet and muddy, and darling Bea was probably upstairs worrying herself frantic right now. “I am stunned that yet another mistress warrants this kind of theatrics, my lord. May I ask why?”

      “A mistress?” screeched the brunette, leaping to her feet. “How dare you, you shameless harlot! You are the mistress! I am his lawful wife!”

      All the air whooshed from her lungs. “Excuse me?” she said weakly.

      “Garrick is a goddamned bigamist,” roared her father, his face crimson, and his hands curled into fists.

      Her stomach flipped repeatedly, and for a horrible moment, Amelia thought she might cast up her accounts all over the rug. A bigamist? Unable to believe the stunning accusation, her gaze flew to Garrick. Yet he remained silent, a mutinous set to his lips.

      Guilty?

      “I…er…” she swallowed hard. “But…”

      “Believe your ears, girl,” said her father, in that same alarmingly thunderous tone. “A goddamned bloody bigamist.”

      “Now, now,” said the bishop crisply. “No need for coarse language in front of ladies. I feel your anger, Mr. Tilton. I have also been wronged, asked to post the banns and perform a ceremony in good faith, when all the time the groom was not free to wed.”

      “Damn your delicate sensibilities. Twenty thousand pounds that lying, thieving bastard took from me for Amelia! I’m going to kill him!”

      Garrick jumped up from his chair and darted behind it, while the bishop, the clerk, and the older stranger—the brunette’s father?— restrained Mr. Tilton.

      Amelia sank to the floor, her legs unable to support her a moment longer. Black spots danced in her vision, and the urge to succumb to blessed unawareness had never been stronger. “I’m not married?” she croaked out. “How?”

      “Quite simple, my lady. Er, miss,” said the clerk pompously, even as he kept a firm hold on her father’s arm. “Lord Garrick is Scottish. Scottish marriage laws are different to our own. While there are regular marriages in church and so forth, those rebellious rascals also permit quite irregular marriages. They don’t require parental permission or a clergyman. If a Scottish couple are each older than fourteen, make an oath before witnesses saying they are married, and then a, ah, intimate relationship follows, they are married in the eyes of the law.”

      “Nonsense,” said Garrick, his Highland accent stronger than it had ever been. “Rebecca was just a fuck, Tilton, I swear. It was just a lark. I didn’t want to marry her.”

      “I am your wife,” yelled the brunette, hurling a nearby figurine in Garrick’s direction.

      “The lady is correct, my lord,” said the clerk, his forehead puckered. “You made the oath. You consummated it. You even wrote a promise note and signed it.”

      “I am the Countess of Garrick,” added the woman ferociously, “and have been these past six years. Don’t you dare keep lying, you know very well I am. You said I was too young to come to London, then too naïve and provincial, that I could join you only after I had taken lessons and traveled the world to broaden my experience. So I did. But what do I find? You and your ladybird living in sin! Calling her your wife!”

      “The Tiltons had the blunt, Rebecca,” snapped Garrick at last. “You were nothing but a pretty face and an eager quim. And now you’ve gone and ruined everything. I deserve to live in splendor, but I’ll be an earl in Edinburgh’s prison…”

      The angry words flew like arrows above Amelia’s head, but her foggy mind could only grasp one thought: I’m not married!

      Not Countess of Garrick, but Miss Tilton.

      She might have screamed with joy, except her father hauled her up and dragged her toward the parlor door. “We’re leaving, girl. I don’t want to hear one more word from that sniveling weasel.”

      “No!” she burst out. “Beatrice!”

      “Don’t fret about the servant, she’ll find a new position,” said her father. “Intelligent, gently-bred young woman like her will survive.”

      “But I need to see—”

      Rebecca Garrick clapped her hands and grinned triumphantly. “You need to see to nothing. It is not yours. Everything is mine. Now get out of my house, Miss Tilton. The lawyers will be in touch, I’m sure.”

      And just like that, the world as she knew it, ended.
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      It was raining again.

      Beatrice resisted the urge to hold her hands over her ears as she stared through the bedchamber window at the bleak weather outside. She couldn’t bear hearing it now, it reminded her of the terrible day Amelia had been torn from her.

      Three whole weeks ago.

      Twenty-one days of sleeplessness, of numbness, of letters returned unopened.

      It had been the worst time of her life, and not even the kindnesses of the society members had been enough to drag her from the abyss of despair she found herself in. When she had been unceremoniously dismissed from her post just hours after Amelia and Mr. Tilton departed the Garrick estate, she had sent word to Lady Portia who had not only come and rescued her but immediately offered a guest chamber for as long as she needed. It felt wrong living in such luxury, but returning to her parents wasn’t an option, and she couldn’t stay in Clay’s bachelor lodgings. Neither did she have the funds to stay in a boarding establishment, or rent her own cottage. Like a fool, she hadn’t planned for an unemployed future with any degree of dedication, so her savings were on the meager side. And thus far, all her applications for companion and lady’s maid positions had been rejected.

      No one wanted a woman associated with the Garrick scandal, something so tawdry and despicable it still hadn’t died down. Lady Portia, Madeline, and Clay had done their best to champion her cause with their friends and associates, but it was all in vain. Beatrice Irving continued to be a pariah. God only knew how dearest Amelia fared, but if the newspapers were any indication, her reputation lay in tatters thanks to her wretched bastard of a false husband.

      A knock sounded, and a maid peered around the door to her guest chamber. “Excuse me, Miss Beatrice, but there is a woman here to see you. A Mrs. Smythe. Something about a position you might be interested in? She’s waiting in the gold parlor.”

      Beatrice blinked in shock. “Uh, yes. Yes! I’ll be right down.”

      Dashing over to the dressing table, she quickly smoothed her hair, and checked her blue-striped calico gown for any wrinkles or spots, and added a touch of rosewater behind her ears to ensure she made a favorable impression. “You can do this,” she lectured her reflection. “You are experienced and competent.”

      Then she took a deep breath and made her way downstairs. The gold parlor was the room where the society held their meetings, so it was at once familiar and wonderfully soothing, a place of many happy memories.

      Her gaze appropriately lowered, Beatrice entered the parlor and dropped into a deep curtsy. “Mrs. Smythe? I am Beatrice Irving, and I’m delighted to make your acquaintance.”

      “Good afternoon, Bea.”

      She froze, her mind not believing what her ears and heart were screaming. Then slowly she looked up. Oh God. Amelia stood just twenty feet away, her hands clasped in front of her. “You…you’re here…” she blurted, having lost the ability to form coherent words.

      Amelia’s expression was grave. “Yes. I gave a false name and wore a veil over my bonnet. I didn’t know if you would see me after everything that happened.”

      “I’ve been so worried! Your father dragged you away, the whole debacle in the newspapers, and all my letters were returned unopened!”

      “I didn’t receive any letters. At first, it was a kindness, my father shielding me from the scandal. I never knew people could be so vicious, although, with the ton, I shouldn’t have expected anything different. But then he began pressing me to consider new suitors. And men made calls, men with several things in common. Silver hair, grown children, and empty pockets. See, it is established that I’m barren now, but my father still wanted a title in the family, and he is so very wealthy. I refused them all. And finally…I confessed to him that I had tender feelings for another woman. You. He disowned me then.”

      Time seemed to stand still, and a buzzing sounded in Beatrice’s ears. “Wait. What did you say?”

      Amelia bit her lip. “I’ve missed you terribly. My days have been very bleak, like living in an endless winter. I couldn’t bear it a second longer. Not when I need you so.”

      Her heart began to soar, and tears burned in her eyes, but this time not tears of pain, but astonished joy. Bolting forward, Beatrice halted a mere foot in front of Amelia. “Oh? How much?”

      “More than anything in the world,” said Amelia, and slowly, she opened her arms wide.

      “Oh dearest,” said Beatrice, stepping into the embrace and holding Amelia tight, inhaling the scent of her hair and reveling in the feel of her lush curves. “I don’t have any idea what we are going to do, but as long as we are together…”

      “Well, I have a plan. I may not be Mrs. Smythe, but…I do have a position to offer.”

      Beatrice kissed her deeply, twining their tongues, and then nipped at Amelia’s neck, making her quiver. “And what, Miss Tilton, might that position be?”

      “My lover. My best friend. My helpmate. Living in blissful impropriety with me for the rest of our days. I have a cottage, not far from here, actually. Newly purchased with money my late mother left me and my father cannot touch. It isn’t an extravagant sum, but if we are careful—”

      “Yes,” she yelled. “Yes, yes, yes!”

      Amelia leaned back and lifted one hand to cup Beatrice’s cheek. “Thank heavens. There isn’t true happiness without you. I think in some ways I’ve always known that you were the light of my life…but it took a very special massage to set me on the right path.”

      “Speaking of very special massages,” said Beatrice wickedly, “I still have the oil. Let’s go upstairs to my chamber. Lady Portia is out shopping with Captain Denham right now, but as chairwoman of the Surrey Sexual Freedom Society, I know she would understand completely.”

      “Yes!” Amelia yelled in an echo. “Yes, yes, yes!”
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      “Oh God…I cannot come again…”

      Amelia glanced up from where she lay nestled between Beatrice’s thighs, probably her favorite place in the world, especially with delicious pussy juice spicing the air and silken on her tongue. “I think perhaps you can. We have a lot of time to make up for, Bea.”

      Her lover whimpered. Beatrice had never looked more beautiful—so wonderfully disheveled, with her hair unbound, her naked skin glistening with perspiration, and her cheeks flushed from her orgasms. “I know, but today is the Society meeting downstairs in the gold parlor. I can’t wait to introduce you to everyone.”

      “And I can’t wait to meet them. Which will happen only after you’ve come again in my mouth,” said Amelia firmly.

      “Bossy Miss Tilton,” grumbled Beatrice, yet her eyes were shining. “But in the interests of equality, and with an eye on the clock, I think it might be better if we made each other come. There is another position we could try. Turn around so you are crouched over my face.”

      Both startled and intrigued, Amelia pondered the new position. Then she shifted on the guest bed. It was awkward, and she felt a little foolish as she straddled Beatrice’s face and slowly lowered her pussy to her lover’s lips, but at the first touch of that wicked tongue, she moaned in delight. “You have the very best ideas, Miss Irving.”

      “Mmm hmm,” said Beatrice.

      She giggled as she balanced herself on her elbows and leaned down to nuzzle her beloved’s mound, flicking Beatrice’s clitoris with just the tip of her tongue. And then she could barely think at all, as the intense satisfaction of pleasuring and being pleasured at the same time swept her away in a flood of sensation. Beatrice held her thighs in a fierce grip, her tongue a delight of slow laps, and deep, curling plunges, compelling Amelia to press her face further into Beatrice’s pussy and suck hard on her clitoris. It became a diabolical duel of wills, of tenderness and familiarity expressed with lips and tongues, but Amelia was determined to be the victor. And at last, she got her way, as Beatrice jerked, her heels flat on the bed as her knees bent and hips bucked, and sweet, spicy juices coated Amelia’s mouth and chin. A moment later she surrendered and hurtled toward ecstasy, her hips circling and grinding against Beatrice’s mouth as a brutal orgasm tore through her.

      “You win,” said Beatrice, an exhausted but beaming smile on her face as Amelia fell onto her side, somehow managing to turn herself around and cuddle close.

      “I think,” said Amelia slowly, smoothing Beatrice’s hair, “it was an honorable draw. And I must say I like that position very much.”

      Beatrice nodded. “Me too. Inspired by a Roman etching. Especially good when one is in a hurry or managing space constraints.”

      She laughed. “Very true. The cottage isn’t overly large. And we’ll have to employ a few servants at least; perhaps an open-minded husband and wife to serve as footman and housekeeper. Plus a few maids.”

      “I’m sure Lady Portia will be able to help. Nothing shocks her servants, and they are all marvelously discreet. We could ask her after the meeting.”

      Amelia sighed and bit her lip. In truth, she felt rather nervous at meeting Lady Portia again, a woman she had briefly conversed with just once before, in London. As a married countess who had only known a man’s touch. Now she was a miss, and her lover a woman. “Should I don armor?” she asked, only half-joking.

      Beatrice tugged her into a sitting position and cupped her cheeks. “Not today. Our hostess only bites under a full moon. Although from what I hear, she isn’t especially fond of the Prince Regent. I understand the Carlton House set refer to her as ‘pistol Portia’ due to the speed at which she can stop someone in their tracks. But she has been nothing but wonderful to Society members; she offered me this room before I even had the courage to ask. And she will love you because I love you.”

      Oh. They had spoken of tender feelings and need, had shown each other with their bodies, but it wasn’t until that moment she realized how much the words ‘I love you’ meant. If she weren’t shattered after multiple orgasms, she’d twirl around the room. “Tell me again.”

      “I love you.”

      “Again!”

      Beatrice laughed, her whole face lighting up. “I love you, I love you, I love you!”

      “I love you so much,” said Amelia. “The forever kind.”

      “That is music to my ears. But we really must get dressed. I believe today’s meeting will showcase a fine display of foreign dildos.”

      Amelia choked on a giggle as she swung her legs over the edge of the bed. “This society sounds frightfully interesting.”

      “Oh, it is! There aren’t many of us at present, but we have such fun talking about all sorts of deliciously naughty things, and then have a substantial supper.”

      “I take it then that they won’t bat an eyelash at two women in love?”

      “Not at all. We care about each other’s happiness. Not judgment. Besides, we aren’t the only ones to go against the norm. Madeline’s liaisons are legendary, and Clay beds women and men,” finished Beatrice earnestly.

      Well. That sealed it then. And for the second time in the day, her heart surged with hope. True love and some remarkable new friends? Now that would be beyond her wildest dreams.

      “Let’s get dressed. I cannot wait for my induction into the Surrey Sexual Freedom Society!”

      The beginning of something wonderful, indeed.
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      Her beloved was adorably nervous, patting her hair and gown for the five hundredth time as they made their way downstairs.

      “Dearest, you look perfect,” said Beatrice, trying to suppress a wayward grin. “Your gown has no wrinkles. I promise.”

      Amelia glanced up at her ruefully. “I know. But this is my first meeting as a prospective member, and I don’t want to be thrown out on my behind.”

      “Why would you think for a moment you wouldn’t be accepted?”

      She shrugged. “Habit. You are the only person who has ever wanted me as I am. And the scandal, of course.”

      “Oh, Amelia,” said Beatrice, leaning down and pressing a soft kiss to her lips. “I do. And do not worry. They know the fault rests entirely on Garrick’s shoulders. Now let’s hurry and take our seats. Lady Portia is a stickler for punctuality.”

      When they entered the parlor Amelia gripped her arm, and Beatrice squeezed her hand reassuringly. Her lover smiled, but her complexion remained pale. Which was understandable, meeting new people could be difficult in the best of circumstances. But after the trials of the past few weeks…

      Clay leaped to his feet. “Bea, old girl! And on your arm…well, well. The ravishing Miss Tilton. Dare I hope for happy news?”

      Beatrice beamed. “Happy news indeed. Amelia and I will be living in sin together, starting tomorrow.”

      “Hooray!” Clay yelled, punching the air with his fist. “Then welcome, cousin. Call me Clayton, considering we’ll be family in the only way that matters. Lady Portia will be here in a moment, she is just unpacking a new set of Florentine leather dildos to show today. ”

      Amelia’s tense shoulders eased, and Beatrice sent her cousin a grateful look. He just grinned and wiggled his eyebrows, and yet again she marveled at the folly of a father who thought such an irrepressible rogue would ever be happy in the clergy.

      “Very well. Clayton,” said Amelia shyly. “I understand you are a most celebrated artist?”

      “I’d prefer less celebration and more bank drafts, but such is the way for creative geniuses. Good news, though, Bea. Lady Portia weaved her magic, and I may have a new commission. That couple she talked about at the last meeting, the merchants turned baron and baroness, have agreed to meet with me and discuss terms as soon as they return from a short trip abroad they are about to embark on.”

      “How wonderful!” said Beatrice, enfolding him in a hug.

      “Indeed,” said Amelia, applauding.

      “With their wealth, they’ll be an excellent coup for our Clay,” said Madeline, as she stood and held out her hands. “Greetings, Bea. And you must be the infamous Miss Tilton? I’m the wicked widow, Lady Upcott. Call me Madeline, if you like.”

      Beatrice squeezed her friend’s hands in thanks, and relief that Amelia had relaxed even further at being welcomed without so much as a sideways glance by a lady of the ton. Although Madeline often flouted convention, in her case rebelling by taking many lovers after her much older husband’s death.

      “Madeline,” said Amelia warmly. “I’m Amelia, and very happy to meet you.”

      “I know it’s awkward to mention, but you have all my sympathy after what happened. Just awful. And then your father trying to marry you off to an ancient. Ugh. As if one bad marriage isn’t enough for a lifetime.”

      “I know!” Amelia burst out. “And a title does nothing to negate it.”

      “Precisely,” said Madeline with a dark frown. “My family, and my late husband’s family are now attempting to do what your father did and force me to wed again. I won’t stand for it.”

      Beatrice shook her head. “You poor thing. Have they fixed a date to arrive?”

      “Tomorrow. A whole passel of skunks, vipers, and witless chickens underfoot. I am most displeased. From what I understand, the head of my late husband’s family is leading the charge. Bloody Viscount Dare—”

      “Do not fret, Madeline, we will all assist in getting rid of them. Good afternoon, Beatrice. And welcome, Miss Tilton,” said a brisk voice from the doorway.

      They glanced back to see Lady Portia, and Captain Denham.

      “Good afternoon, my lady,” said Amelia, curtsying. “And to you, captain.”

      The gruff bodyguard bowed but said nothing. Instead, he began to set out a range of leather dildos on the low table in the middle of the room. Beatrice nearly had a fit of giggles at the sight of the stoic ex-soldier carefully arranging pleasure toys from largest to smallest, but managed to swallow it down.

      “Well, Miss Tilton—” said Lady Portia.

      “Please, do call me Amelia.”

      Lady Portia smiled. “Well, Amelia. Hasn’t life been eventful for you in the past month? Discarded an unsatisfactory husband and found the love of your life.”

      Amelia tilted her head. “I don’t know if found is the right word. Beatrice was right under my nose the whole time. More like…had my eyes opened. Although I did find happiness.”

      “Huzzah,” said Clay, raising his brandy glass. “To finding happiness. May I, and darling Maddy, and Lady Portia and Denham, be as fortunate.”

      Lady Portia snorted. “I’m far too busy to search for happiness. Places to go and peers to persuade to my way of thinking. But I take it you wish to join the Society, Amelia?”

      “Very much so,” she said softly, her hands clasping in front of her. “I have made great strides in broadening my experiences with Bea, but I feel like there is a whole world of new delights to learn about.”

      “Oh, indeed,” said Lady Portia, her eyes suddenly glinting mischievously. “Then I have some questions for you. Will you support my charitable works with your time and talents?”

      “Wholeheartedly.”

      “Will you promise to love and cherish Beatrice for as long as you both shall live?”

      Clay chuckled. “That line sounds somehow familiar…ow, Maddy, what was the kick for?”

      “I promise,” said Amelia solemnly. Beatrice looked down at her and was warmed to the very soul at the adoration shining back at her.

      “Then by the power vested in me,” said Lady Portia, “as chairwoman of the Surrey Sexual Freedom Society, I hereby admit you as a full member.”

      Madeline smiled approvingly. “Very well done.”

      “Capital,” said Clay. “Now, speaking of members...c’mon, let’s see those dildos. Florentine leather is exquisite to the touch, and they do look generous in size, but it’s all about what you do with it, eh Denham?”

      Surprisingly, a faint line of color appeared on the captain’s cheeks. “Quite,” he muttered.

      “Oooh, look at the thumb-sized ones,” said Madeline, as they formed a circle around the table. “Just perfect for one’s backside.”

      Amelia sent her a wide-eyed glance. Beatrice patted her hand. “Yes, we’ll try that. We have lots of lovely things to try.”

      And at that moment her happiness was complete as Amelia leaned down to admire the display, her cheeks pinkening and her eyes bright with curiosity. They would have such fun together, and with Lady Portia’s schemes to fill their days, and each other to hold and love at night…

      Well, life couldn’t get any more perfect than that.
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      After a thoroughly unpleasant first marriage, Madeline, Lady Upcott, reveled in a widow’s freedoms—both in the bedchamber and out. Yet society cares not for an independent woman, and her family has decided she must wed again to replenish the coffers. It seems her dream of happiness with a dominant man who fulfills her wickedest fantasies, is destined never to be.

      History scholar Lord Ethan Dare has returned from Egypt to find his new inheritance on the brink of ruin, and his relatives at war with England’s notorious Wicked Widow. They want her banished, but the woman he meets is a warm, witty, and lushly sensual bluestocking who is more than willing to offer a younger and inexperienced man some very special instruction. One night turns into a scorching hot affair for two kindred souls, but can fledgling love survive the crushing burdens of duty?
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      Surrey, England, September 1814

      

      “Maddy, you are gazing at that dildo display with far too much covetousness. Must we frisk your reticule on the way out of the parlor?”

      Madeline, the widowed Lady Upcott, rolled her eyes at her friend and fellow member of the Surrey Sexual Freedom Society, Mr. Clayton Irving. “Of course I am coveting them, Clay. Look at the size and the luster of the leather. I must say, the Florentians know what’s what when it comes to quality and creativity.”

      “True. Michelangelo, da Vinci, both beyond compare. While I am happy for the sake of the world that they bestowed their gift of artistry on us all, I do wish they’d spent at least a few days turning their genius minds to pleasure toys. Imagine what we might have had.”

      “I know,” she replied with a sigh, taking another sip of their hostess and Society chairwoman Lady Portia Butler’s excellent wine.

      Clay frowned, but not even that could mar his golden good looks. “What on earth is wrong? That was the sound of an unhappy lady, and I don’t think it is entirely related to the swarm of obnoxious relatives descending on you tomorrow.”

      Madeline sighed again and glanced over at tall, dark-haired Beatrice Irving, Clay’s second cousin, who was deep in conversation with her blonde and voluptuous lover, Amelia Tilton. The two Society members were so sweet and warm-hearted, one couldn’t help but adore that a lady’s maid-companion and her former countess had found true love together. Yet, on the other hand…it was difficult. Very, very difficult, seeing other people’s joy when her own life felt increasingly empty.

      As soon as her official year of mourning had ended, she had reveled in a widow’s freedoms and indulged in delightful sexual romps with several handsome bachelors. But now she was eight and twenty and found herself wanting so much more. The hot, wild fucking and the sweet tenderness. A man of the right age who would enjoy her mind as much as her body. To have a few children, not for the cold duty of heir requirements, but because they simply wanted to. These ungovernable cravings were gaining strength by the day. And knowing her wretched family—and her ghastly late husband’s for that matter—were arriving tomorrow to try and coerce her into a second loveless, passionless marriage to some cretin with more wealth and a loftier title, only increased her misery. Especially because the money and title weren’t for her benefit. No, it had been decided years ago by her family, the Smyths, that gainful employment was for fools who didn’t have a daughter to sell to the highest bidder, and then wheedle funds from each quarter.

      Madeline shot Clayton a rueful smile. “I’m envious of what Bea and Amelia have. Terrible, I know. But I want love and lust this time, not another empty marriage with a rancid old goat who believes I must endure because that is the way of the world.”

      He snorted. “You aren’t terrible, unlike your leech relatives—”

      “Don’t say that,” she protested halfheartedly, although these days the objection was definitely habit rather than genuine sentiment.

      “I’ll stop when you cease to carry their weight on your shoulders. But in regard to finding true love, at least your quest is only to find a perfect man. Try searching for a perfect man and a perfect woman. One or the other, perhaps. But both? Who want to live in sin as a trio where I am in charge? Impossible.”

      Wincing, she reached out and squeezed his hand. “I don’t know what to say other than it will be truly wonderful when you do find them.”

      “I know, I know…oh, look. Afternoon tea! I swear I don’t need to eat for days after our meetings. Rather splendid when I want to immerse myself in oils and canvas. Or ignore messengers from my damned fool father imploring me to return to my divinity studies at Cambridge. He refuses to comprehend I am a third son who will never be a clergyman. If it weren’t for Lady Portia…”

      “I know. She’s been a blessing for us all.”

      They gazed with great affection at the elegant older woman. She was directing servants, and her bodyguard Captain Randall Denham, in laying out platters of sweets, sliced fruit, pastries, freshly baked bread, ham and rare beef, alongside the brandy, wine, and lemonade. Lady Portia was the spinster sister of a marquess, petite and slender with dark brown hair always worn in a severe chignon, but had such spirit and backbone she always seemed seven feet tall. It was fortunate nothing fazed the raven-haired, broad-shouldered Captain Denham. Well, nothing except discussions about sexual accessories, or anything related to his private life. Apparently, the retired soldier had fallen head over feet for some unknown woman but refused to talk about her.

      “Have you ever wondered,” Madeline whispered hesitantly, “whether Denham’s affection settled closer to home than anyone imagined?”

      Clayton laughed. “Darling, you’re addled from hunger. The only couple in the room is Bea and Amelia. Come and fortify yourself with wine and food, then we can interrogate Amelia further. I wager we might get in at least a few outrageously brazen questions to our newest member before Bea slaps us both and we are shooed from Lady Portia’s home.”

      “Lead on, then,” Madeline replied with forced cheer, repressing a shudder at the thought of being banished from this sanctuary of acceptance and free thought.

      The longer she could stay in the beautiful gold parlor, the better. Returning to her home, knowing that it would soon be overrun by a passel of loathsome people who would attempt to guilt, shame, trick, browbeat, and manipulate her until she married a man they deemed appropriate, quite turned her stomach. It might be for different reasons—the Smyths for money, the Upcotts to preserve their hallowed name—but they all feverishly wanted the same result.

      The only unknown was the new head of her late husband Sir Josiah’s family, Viscount Dare. His lordship’s note had claimed a simple desire to discuss matters regarding her jointure property, but she highly doubted it. Sir Josiah had been a sour-breathed, lecture-loving skunk. She could only imagine how much worse this Lord Dare would be, all wizened and beady-eyed, spitting bile and possessing a cock the size of a thimble. Well. He could glare and posture alongside the others all he wanted, but she would remarry when she found the right man.

      This time would be for love, or not at all.
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redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
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Software, subject to the following conditions:
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redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
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DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
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