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            Chapter One

         
         Two years and one day.

         
         Two years and one day more than she would have wanted to mourn her husband, but Society insisted the widow of a duke must
            spend that long in sad contemplation of her loss.
         

         
         Every so often, Alexandra wanted to ask Society just how one was supposed to contemplate sadly. She imagined it would involve
            many hours of sitting in a mountain of black, staring at the seat he used to sit in. Perhaps choking on a few silent sobs
            when Cook served his favorite dish of boiled ham and potatoes.
         

         
         She hadn’t done any of that. And she loathed boiled ham and potatoes.

         
         Instead, Alexandra had ordered a few black gowns and taken to doing all the things her husband had frowned on her doing while he was alive. Things like tending the garden, reading novels, taking afternoon naps, and having a second biscuit at tea. Talking to their daughter Harriet about nothing, rather than instructing her in proper deportment. Things that a duchess shouldn’t deign to do—according to her late husband—regardless of how the duchess in question felt. 

         
         All while waiting until the day she didn’t have to wear black and pretend things she didn’t feel. Vowing not to waste a minute
            once she was safely past the time she might scandalize society with her flagrant weed-pulling.
         

         
         Which was why, two years and one day after her husband had died, she was standing on a small platform in the middle of a fitting
            room in a London dress shop, about to destroy her mourning clothing.
         

         
         Preparing to order an entire new wardrobe so she could chaperone her daughter’s delayed debut into Society.

         
         “Hand me the scissors, please?” Alexandra said, turning her head to address one of the two seamstresses in the fitting room.

         
         “You’re actually going to—” her stepdaughter Edith said in an admiring tone. A tone Alexandra appreciated, since Edith was
            by far the most adventurous person Alexandra had ever met—so adventurous, in fact, that Edith’s father, Alexandra’s husband,
            had always gotten a peculiar expression on his face when her name was mentioned.
         

         
         Which was probably why Edith spent most of her time traveling, far away from her father’s judgment.

         
         “I am,” Alexandra said firmly.

         
         They were in Madame Lucille’s Fine Millinery, a shop just off of Bond Street that Alexandra had learned about from her late
            husband. Before he died, of course.
         

         
         The duke had been adamantly opposed to creating laws that would improve working conditions for seamstresses, saying they would
            embolden female workers. He had disdainfully cited the establishment because Madame Lucille offered close to a living wage
            for ten hours of work a day, not far less for far more hours.
         

         
         Madame Lucille herself had at first welcomed Alexandra and her stepdaughter, Edith, with trepidation, as though anticipating
            the dowager duchess had arrived to continue the work her husband had begun. That changed to glee as Alexandra explained what
            she wanted, accompanied by Edith’s whoops of encouragement.
         

         
         The shop was small but immaculately clean, and Madame Lucille had given the two ladies a tour. Alexandra was relieved to see
            cheery seamstresses in the back work areas, all talking among themselves as they plied their needles.
         

         
         Madame Lucille had then shown them into the small fitting room, far smaller than in the shops that the duke had insisted Alexandra
            patronize, then excused herself to locate the bolts of fabric she wanted to make up Alexandra’s new post-mourning wardrobe.
         

         
         The wardrobe she would wear, all the while hoping Harriet would find a man—eventually—with whom she would fall in love, not make a strategic dynastic pairing. When Harriet spoke about her Season, she talked about meeting new people, and seeing as much of London as she could, and didn’t seem to want to get married right away. 

         
         Alexandra felt a fizzing awareness of her future, something she hadn’t had since before she was married. She’d wear as many
            colors as possible, drink champagne with insouciance—or souciance, if she felt like it—and generally behave as she wished to, not as others wished her to. Perhaps even take a third biscuit, if the biscuits were particularly delicious and she was feeling decidedly peckish.
         

         
         Once her daughter was safely and well taken care of, of course. Until then, she would have to maintain her duchess facade.
            But clad in colors and fabrics she chose.
         

         
         And she would never allow anyone to make a decision for her. Losing her freedom again, even if she did the unthinkable and
            fell in love with someone, would be untenable.
         

         
         Two of the young seamstresses remained in the room, on hand for any assistance if needed. Both of them seemed overwhelmed
            by having an actual duchess in their midst, even if Alexandra was now just a dowager duchess.
         

         
         Alexandra took the scissors the shorter of the two workers handed her, then directed her attention to putting her fingers in the appropriate places, pointing the sharp edge of the shears at her neckline, which caused one of the two workers to emit a startled squeak. The neckline was uncomfortably high, and the black bombazine fabric was stiff and unyielding. 

         
         Rather like my late husband, Alexandra thought. She nearly shared the quip with Edith, but she didn’t want to scandalize the seamstresses.
         

         
         The metal of the scissors was cool against her heated skin, and she uttered an involuntary gasp before positioning herself
            awkwardly so she could cut.
         

         
         The first close of the scissors wasn’t the triumphant action Alexandra was hoping for; the fabric of her gown was apparently
            too determined to withstand the scissors’ onslaught.
         

         
         But then she clamped her jaw and readjusted her grip, and the scissors bit into the unforgiving material, the two sides falling
            away as Alexandra continued the downward motion.
         

         
         She was strong enough to overcome the obstacle of something that was stiff and unyielding.

         
         The snap of the scissors and the whispered shush of the fabric were the only sounds in the room.

         
         Until, finally, she reached the bottom, cutting through the ruffled hem and sighing in satisfaction as the two halves of the gown fell apart, revealing her undergarments, a stark white against the dull black of her outer garment. Still holding the scissors in one hand, she straightened, tugging the two sides of the gown apart until they were on her body only because of the sleeves encasing her arms. She turned to hand the scissors back to the worker, then began to slide the sleeves off, biting her lip in anticipation. 

         
         No more black. No more mourning.

         
         “Bravo!” Edith cheered. Alexandra looked at her stepdaughter’s face and grinned in response. “This calls for a celebration,”
            she added, a mischievous look on her face. “You’ve got one night before the rest of the family arrives and the Season starts.
            Let’s have some fun.”
         

         
          

         Theodore Osborne plucked the last sheet of paper on the left of his desk, laid it directly in front of him, scanned it, then
            picked up his pen and signed his name with a flourish. He picked up the paper and perched it atop the enormous stack on the
            right, emitting a sigh of satisfaction.
         

         
         He leaned back in his chair, folding his hands behind his head.

         
         It was done. For today, at least.

         
         And when he married the Duke of Chelmswich’s sister, he would have accomplished all his late father wished for him.

         
         The duke had paid a call earlier that day, suggesting an arrangement that would suit both parties. Theo would marry Lady Harriet, and in exchange for the family’s impeccable bloodlines, Theo would make several strategic investments into the duke’s struggling interests. It was no small thing for a man like Theo, a literal bastard, to marry into a family as well-born as the duke’s. It epitomized everything Theo’s father wanted. 

         
         That the duke could also wield certain legal tactics to Theo’s advantage might have been mentioned as well.

         
         It was the kind of coldhearted bargain that only the most aristocratic families engaged in. Theo was willing to forgo the
            opportunity of marrying for love if it meant he could both improve his business and fulfill his late father’s dream.
         

         
         Osborne and Son had grown, over the course of Theo’s stewardship, to include one shipping line, various wholesale industries,
            a railroad, several London shops, and a pleasure garden.
         

         
         It was the last item he was thinking of now; he’d purchased it a few years ago, when he’d found himself returning for, well,
            pleasure over the course of a month.
         

         
         Unlike Vauxhall Gardens, which had been wildly popular in his father’s youth, and still offered a variety of familial entertainments,
            the more discreet Garden of Hedon was for adults who wished to indulge their desires. Anything and everything were permitted,
            as long as everyone involved agreed.
         

         
         And Theo often found himself there agreeing wholeheartedly. It was a place where he could forget, for a few hours, that he carried the weight of hundreds of people’s livelihoods on his back. Forget that most of the gentlemen he met during the course of his business were just as likely to look down on him for his low birth as they were to take his money. 

         
         Fucking for forgetfulness was his second favorite hobby. His first was his monthly meetings with his friends, four fellow
            orphans he’d met at the Devenaugh Home for Destitute Boys.
         

         
         Each of the five had been placed with good families. In his case, he’d been placed with a gentleman who’d never married but
            who longed for a family of his own. Theo and Mr. Osborne had been as close as any actual father and son, and Mr. Osborne had
            taught Theo everything he knew about the business.
         

         
         Theo had stayed close with his fellow orphans through the years, and they’d been his solace when Mr. Osborne had finally succumbed
            to a nasty cold. The monthly meetings were his only regularly scheduled time away from work.
         

         
         But since the next meeting wasn’t for a few days—he hadn’t even bought the book they were to discuss, Charlotte Lennox’s The Female Quixote—he’d take himself to the Garden, where he hoped to find a like-minded female for some mindless mutual enjoyment.
         

         
         It would be the last time he would allow himself to go there. As a patron, at least; he was to meet his intended at her debut, and he wouldn’t continue his usual activities once he’d met her. His loyalty was something aristocrats likely would scoff at, but Theo intended to be faithful to his wife, regardless of how he came to marry her. 

         
         So tonight would be very special.

         
          

         “Good evening, Mr. Osborne,” the guard said as Theo alighted from the hackney.

         
         Theo leaned in and spoke in a low tone. “Remember, no names. We take pride in our discretion.”

         
         The guard’s eyes widened, and he snapped to attention. “Of course, Mr. Os—That is, Mr. Mysterious Gentleman.”

         
         Theo smothered a grin at the guard’s attempt at subterfuge, then strolled through the gates, glancing around at the medium-sized
            crowd already in attendance.
         

         
         “Theo!” a voice called. So much for keeping his identity secret.

         
         He swung around, seeing his friend Lucy. Lucy owned a millinery, and she rented the space for her business from him. Much
            later, they’d run into one another at the Garden, spending a few hours together several months ago. They had both agreed it
            was enjoyable, but that they’d rather stay friends than try it again.
         

         
         Theo was just as happy, since he didn’t want a commitment with anyone. Not even anyone he’d fucked to exhaustion. His business
            took up enough time as it was; he didn’t have time for any kind of relationship, no matter how mutually beneficial it would
            be.
         

         
         Which did rather beg the question of what introducing a wife into his life would look like. But that was the whole point, wasn’t it? To marry, and utilize the duke’s connections to ensure he could step away from his business interests and live the life of a gentleman of leisure. It would take some doing, but he wasn’t scared of hard work. 

         
         Tomorrow, he promised himself, he would plan all of it. Not tonight.

         
         “How are you?” he said, kissing her cheek.

         
         As always, she was garbed impeccably, a walking advertisement for the excellence of her shop.

         
         “I’m wonderful. I’m dressing a duchess now, if you can believe it. A dowager duchess, to be sure, but a duchess nonetheless.”

         
         “Excellent! Am I going to have to raise your rent?” he asked, accompanying his words with a wink.

         
         She poked him in the chest. “No, she hasn’t paid her bill yet.” She gave him an assessing look. “And you, you’re here because
            you’ve been working too hard?”
         

         
         “How did you know that?” he asked.

         
         She rolled her eyes. “Because you’re always working too hard.” She gave him a gentle push toward the middle of the Garden.
            “Go have fun. Heaven knows you deserve it.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Lucy.”

         
         “And make sure to tell the lady how fortunate she is to get you,” she called over her shoulder, waving a goodbye.

         
         “I shouldn’t have to tell her,” Theo murmured. “I’ll have already shown her. Preferably a few times at least.”

         
         He surveyed the crowd, most of whom were watching a contortionist twist herself into a pretzel on stage. While the Garden
            was a place for anonymous couplings, it also hosted a variety of other entertainments, most of which weren’t salacious at
            all.
         

         
         The guiding ethos of the Garden was that whatever anyone chose to do, it should be fun. Whether that meant sexual exploration
            or a sprightly game of chess, it didn’t matter.
         

         
         Theo believed strongly that if one worked hard, one should also play hard. The Garden was for the hardworking people of London,
            people who had a few spare pence to afford the admittance fee. Some of the patrons—the ones from the best families—had expressed
            surprise that they were elbow to elbow with the merchants they purchased pottery from, or the bankers they did business with.
            Theo would then strongly suggest those complainers leave the Garden, never to return.
         

         
         “What are we doing here?” he heard a woman say somewhere behind him.

         
         “We’re here,” another woman replied, “so that you can know what it feels like to have fun.” The second woman spoke firmly.

         
         “I know what it feels like—” the first woman began, then trailed off. “Never mind. You are absolutely right. There’s fun, and then there is fun. What kind of fun are we talking about? Oh, I see a chess game over there! And look, some people are riding donkeys! I’ve
            never ridden a donkey. That seems fun!”
         

         
         Theo smothered a smile at the woman’s excited tone. It was rare, if not entirely unique, for a person to have reached adulthood
            in the city and still have that ability to find joy in small moments. He envied that, if he were being honest.
         

         
         “We are not here for you to ride a donkey, for Heaven’s sake,” the second woman said, sounding aggrieved. “Look, there is
            a gentleman up ahead. Why don’t you ask him what he likes to do here?”
         

         
         “You mean go up to a stranger and begin talking?” the woman said. From the way she spoke, she might have been suggesting standing
            on her head while reciting poetry, it was such an outlandish idea.
         

         
         “Why not?”

         
         Silence as the first woman seemed to process the idea. “Fine. But if I do not have fun, it is your fault.” She spoke in a
            gentle, teasing tone.
         

         
         “Go,” the second woman said. “I’ll meet you back here in two hours. I’m going to find my own type of fun.”

         
         Theo turned to look at the two women, nearly stumbling into one of them, who was heading directly for him.

         
         This must be the first woman, the one who had never had fun.

         
         She was striking, if not necessarily traditionally beautiful; her eyes were wide-set, and dark; not brown, but perhaps a dark
            green, with strong eyebrows set above. Her nose was strong as well, giving her an almost haughty appearance. Her wide mouth
            curled up into a smile, and her lips were full and rose-colored and eminently bitable. Her hair was a medium blond, at least
            in the flickering light, and looked as though it tended to waviness. She had it pulled back into a practical chignon, a few
            strands falling out from her coiffure.
         

         
         He would have expected her to be young, but this woman seemed older than he. She also appeared to be indefatigably curious,
            finding delight in small things.
         

         
         “Good evening,” he said as she opened her mouth to speak. “Are you here for the entertainment?” he said, gesturing vaguely
            toward the main area of the Garden.
         

         
         “I don’t know what I’m here for,” she muttered, but Theo heard her.

         
         He held his arm out for her. “Allow me to show you,” he said as she took his arm. “And you can tell me what you want.”

         
         For some reason—a reason he couldn’t define, even to himself—it was important that he be able to elicit her joy.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         And you can tell me what you want.

         
         Had a gentleman ever asked her that before? Wanted to know what she wanted, not what he wanted her to want?

         
         It felt wonderful. And it was a totally novel experience. All because she was determined to reclaim her life—destroying black
            clothing, coming to this kind of place, being open to an experience that might be dangerous. Or exciting. Or both.
         

         
         She’d have to keep that in mind. It would be too easy for her to fall back into her meek ways, but that wasn’t who she was.
            Who she needed to be.
         

         
         And she was about to make her own decision, not one made for her. It felt glorious.

         
         Alexandra walked with the gentleman on a path that led them further into the enclosed area. There were buildings of varying
            sizes ringing the center, which seemed to be an elaborate garden with a few high hedges, as though they were part of a maze.
         

         
         Torches spilled firelight over the path, lighting their way, while she could hear the distant murmur of voices. It felt like the moment before one dipped one’s toe into a warm bath—filled with anticipation, knowing that what was to come would envelop one in utter bliss. 

         
         Even if she didn’t know that for certain. But she guessed it would. After all, this was the cleverly named Garden of Hedon,
            a name that Edith had had to explain the meaning of, which promptly made Alexandra blush once she understood.
         

         
         That a forty-year-old dowager duchess was still prone to blushing revealed just how sheltered she’d been heretofore.

         
         At least she was providing amusement for Edith; her stepdaughter had laughed for at least three minutes at Alexandra’s blushing.

         
         “So . . . ?” the gentleman prompted.

         
         “So . . . ?” Alexandra repeated blankly.

         
         He put his hand over hers, the one that held his arm, and squeezed her fingers. “Tell me what you want.”

         
         She took a deep breath. “I don’t know,” she replied simply. “I suppose I want to do what I want, which sounds both redundant
            and also incredibly unhelpful.”
         

         
         He uttered a soft snort of laughter.

         
         “At least you’re honest,” he replied. “Most people say what they think the other one wants, which is even more unhelpful,
            because most people don’t actually exchange ideas, real ideas, with one another.”
         

         
         “Perhaps we could begin with you telling me what you want,” Alexandra rejoined.

         
         He drew her closer, and she felt her breath hitch. “I am here for pleasure,” he replied simply. Easily. “This is a pleasure
            garden, after all.”
         

         
         Was it that straightforward? Say what you want and just—get it?

         
         “Do you want to play chess?” she blurted as they passed a line of tables where people were playing a variety of games.

         
         He didn’t reply, instead drawing out a chair at an unoccupied table and seating her at it, then taking the opposite chair.

         
         The board—for the table was painted like a chessboard—was all set up with the pieces in readiness. At least, Alexandra presumed
            so; she’d never actually played herself, and she didn’t have the faintest idea how to begin.
         

         
         “Chess is an interesting game,” he began, moving a small piece on the front ahead two spaces. “It was created in India, I
            believe, about fifteen hundred years ago.” He tilted his head toward her as though confiding a secret. “I only know that because
            one of my friends is a fount of knowledge, and insists on sharing that knowledge.” His tone was fondly indulgent, as though
            the friend both delighted and annoyed him.
         

         
         She folded her hands in her lap and regarded him as he spoke.

         
         Goodness. She hadn’t gotten a good look at him before, what with the flickering light and all, and now that she did, she didn’t understand why he’d been alone. 

         
         He was remarkably and vibrantly handsome. His hair was dark, a few indolent curls hanging low on his forehead. His nose was
            a strong, straight line atop a full, sensual mouth. His eyes were keenly direct, a dark color also, and he had a dimple on
            his right cheek when he smiled.
         

         
         Which he was doing now.

         
         Heavens, it felt as though his smile was the warm bath—as though she was dipping her toe in his essence, breathing in his
            scent through her skin.
         

         
         “What are you thinking about?” he asked, and she felt herself shiver at the dark intensity of his tone.

         
         “I’m thinking I don’t actually know how to play chess,” she admitted, startling him into a bark of laughter.

         
         He . . . laughed. He didn’t mock her, or ridicule her for admitting her ignorance. He seemed to find it charming.

         
         She was already enjoying herself far more than she had in a long time.

         
         He put the small piece back where it had been, then rose, holding his hand out to her. She took it, allowing him to assist
            her up.
         

         
         “Well, is it something you wish to learn? Or is there something else you’d like to discover?”

         
         Alexandra was naïve, but even she couldn’t mistake his meaning. Not when he said it in that low, intimate tone. Not when he was gazing directly into her eyes as though he was eager to hear her answer. 

         
         And, she found, she absolutely wished to discover things. What it would feel like to have that full mouth pressed against
            hers. What he might do with his fingers, if given encouragement. How she might lose herself in the warm bath of him, in this
            place that felt as though it existed in a dream, outside of a world where she was a widowed duchess on the verge of bringing
            her daughter out into Society.
         

         
         In a place where she could just be herself, with wants and, yes, needs that could be. She had just one night; she should make the best of it. And the wickedest of it. And do everything she had
            never allowed herself to do before.
         

         
         With him.

         
         “Should we go somewhere more private?” he asked. “Only if you wish to, however.” His tone was gentle. Kind, even. “If you
            would like to sit back down and learn how to play chess, I am happy to do that as well. This night is for you to have fun.
            Isn’t that what your friend said?”
         

         
         Alexandra took a deep breath as she weighed her options. Her first option was to take him up on his offer, learn how to play
            chess, and likely spend some time gazing at his handsome face.
         

         
         The other option—the one that made her heart race and other parts of her tingle—was to go somewhere quiet with him, to let
            him show her what a pleasure garden was truly about.
         

         
         To immerse herself in him.

         
         Though she wasn’t really weighing her options, was she? She already knew what she was going to do, had known as soon as Edith
            had explained where they were going in the hackney cab over. Even though she’d distracted herself with thoughts of chess and
            donkeys.
         

         
         “I’d like to go somewhere,” she said in a soft, low tone. “Somewhere with you.”

         
         His lips drew into a smile so knowing, so wicked, it made her breath catch.

         
         “Excellent,” he replied. “And you will be certain to tell me what you want, won’t you? Often and with force, if necessary?
            I want you to experience as much pleasure as you’d expected when you made the choice to come here.”
         

         
         “I didn’t actually—” she began, but then stopped herself. What did it matter that Edith had been the one to urge her into
            it?
         

         
         It didn’t. What mattered was that she was here, Sir Warm Bath was there, and she had the evening to explore before she picked
            up her responsibilities again.
         

         
         “Take me somewhere,” she said simply.

         
          

         Theo felt the familiar sizzle of anticipation curl inside him as he led her deeper into the Garden. The moments leading up
            to everything were often the most enjoyable for him; the delicate dance between potential partners, the shared looks and conversation.
         

         
         He found her enormously appealing, and not just because of her appearance. There was something in how she held herself, as
            though she was unaware of her own power, but wanting to push herself, to see who she could be.
         

         
         Perhaps he was reading into her earlier words, but he didn’t think so. This was a woman who seemed to be both safe and fearless,
            who was brave enough to confront what she didn’t know.
         

         
         She was unlike anybody he’d ever spent time with—either in or out of bed. It was intoxicating.

         
         If it ended up that they spent their time together sipping champagne and flirting, perhaps exchanging a few kisses, he would
            be fine with that. Because it would be what she’d decided.
         

         
         He already knew he wanted to give her what she wanted—he’d asked her to tell him just that. Somehow, he felt as though it
            was more important that she be given the space to be who she was.
         

         
         Even though tonight was his last night here as a patron. Perhaps especially because of that.

         
         He prided himself on being an unselfish lover, of ensuring his partner was as, if not more, satiated than he, but this was
            something else. Something he’d never encountered in himself before. An extension of his always wanting to help, to solve things
            to everyone’s satisfaction.
         

         
         “Who was the woman you arrived with?” he asked as they made their way along the path. The path itself wasn’t narrowing, but the torchlights were spaced further apart here, giving the semblance of privacy. 

         
         “My stepdaughter,” she replied in a fond tone. “She is actually older than I by a few years, and she is also my best friend.
            I am so fortunate to have met her.”
         

         
         “You are married?” he said, halting on the path. He didn’t indulge with married women—it wouldn’t be right, not when the whole
            point was to be free to do what you wanted without obligation. Marriage was very much an obligation.
         

         
         “No, I am a widow,” she said quietly. “He died a few years ago.”

         
         “Ah.” There was a stillness in her, as though there were things she held inside and wouldn’t, or couldn’t, say. He decided
            to let her be the one to broach more of that topic, instead focusing on the one that clearly brought her joy.
         

         
         “Your stepdaughter—what is it you like about her? That she brought you here?” he added, a humorous tone in his voice.

         
         She laughed. “Yes, for one thing. She is—she is fearless. She does what she wants when she wants. She did not get along with
            her father, my husband. But that didn’t seem to bother her. Instead, she focused on herself. I envy that.”
         

         
         “Which is why you are here with me.”

         
         She nodded. “There are . . . things I have to do starting tomorrow. But tonight, Edith encouraged me to come here, to let myself feel the freedom she has. Just for one night.” 

         
         He chuckled. “Your Edith seems as though she cares for you.”

         
         “She does,” came the answer. Spoken firmly, and with obvious love. “She dares me to challenge myself, and I admire her so
            much.”
         

         
         She spoke about her stepdaughter as Theo would about his friends.

         
         “I am here for just one night as well,” he said, feeling a tightness in his chest. “There are things I will be doing tomorrow
            that will not allow me to visit.” But he didn’t want to think about his future bride, not when this woman was his future.
            For the next few hours, at least.
         

         
         “So we are both free for tonight. Only for tonight. Which means we should make the most of it, shouldn’t we?” She sounded
            both hesitant and bold.
         

         
         “And that freedom means being here with me? Alone?”

         
         “Yes,” she said simply.

         
         That eased the feeling in his chest, and he offered her a warm smile.

         
         They stopped in front of one of the small cottages, prettily decorated with greenery in front and painted a bright white.
            Torchlights stood on either side of the building, casting a welcoming glow. He knew this particular one was empty, because
            he’d reserved it for his own use earlier.
         

         
         “We’re here,” he said.

         
         “Do we just . . . go in?” she asked.

         
         “If that is what you want. There are refreshments inside. It is whatever you wish to do.”

         
         “Oh,” she said, sounding awed. “I’ve never—”

         
         “Let me guess,” he said as her words trailed off. “You’ve never done just what you want to do.”

         
         “Never.”

         
         He gestured to the door. “Then go ahead, my lady, and enter. We will figure out together just what it is you want. For tonight.”
            He needed to make certain she got what she wanted. Make certain she received her joy.
         

         
         She turned to regard him, her face tilted up so she could look into his eyes.

         
         She was tall, nearly as tall as he, which lent her more of a commanding presence. Her figure was lush, her breasts round and
            full, her hips also wide. Just the sort of plush softness he wished to sink himself into, to surround himself in and surrender
            to.
         

         
         His cock was already stiffening, and he hadn’t touched her, save her arm.

         
         He felt an almost primal urge to give her pleasure, to ensure her one night of being herself was the most intoxicating and
            marvelous night she’d ever had.
         

         
         Yes, he wanted to fuck her into oblivion, but he also wanted to please her, which was far more complicated than inserting
            his cock into her pussy. For one thing, it might not even involve that activity; it was whatever she wanted.
         

         
         Though he did hope that activity occurred at some point in the evening. He wasn’t entirely altruistic.
         

         
         He already knew this final night would be momentous and unforgettable.

         
         “Thank you,” she said, leaning up to kiss the corner of his mouth. He let her lead, let her rest her soft mouth on his for
            a moment before she withdrew, stepping in front of him to enter the cottage, turning her head to give him a dark look of seduction
            before walking inside.
         

         
         He hastened after her, his whole body feeling as though it was burning up with desire.

         
         Already knowing that nothing before or after this could compare with the night he was about to have.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Alexandra looked around the inside of the cottage, pleased at how welcoming it felt. It was small but immaculately clean,
            candles set on nearly every available surface. The floor was dark wood, with a few scattered rugs. The eye immediately went
            to the sofa, set underneath a paned window. It would fit two or three people, if the three were slim and felt comfortable
            squeezing together. It appeared to be made of dark red velvet, a lush fabric that evoked images of decadent sensuality. There
            were bottles of unidentified liquid set on either side of the sofa, while a low table held a tray with a bottle and several
            glasses.
         

         
         “Did they think a party was on its way here?” Alexandra asked, moving to pick up one of the glasses.

         
         “The Garden prepares for any occasion,” he replied. “If a guest wishes to indulge here, we wouldn’t want anyone to have to
            hunt for a glass.”
         

         
         “We?” she said, turning to face him. Realizing at that same moment that, for God’s sake, she didn’t even know his name. Nor he hers. 

         
         He shrugged. “I might have some ownership here. I like to make certain everyone who pays a fee gets their money’s worth.”

         
         Her eyebrows drew together. “So is this,” she said, gesturing to the space between them, “just you trying to please your customer?”
            She frowned. “And you said this was your last night. Does that mean you’re selling it?”
         

         
         He shook his head. “No, it’s more complicated than that. Let me assure you, I am entirely here for pleasure.” He frowned,
            as though considering what he was about to say. “For your pleasure, in fact. I have this feeling,” he said, gesturing to his
            chest.
         

         
         She knew what he meant. She had that feeling, too. Frankly, it scared her. But she couldn’t allow herself to get scared by
            it; she had to lean into it. That was the whole point, wasn’t it?
         

         
         He shook his head, as though clearing his thoughts. “I bought into the venture because I enjoy it here so much. But after
            tonight—” He shrugged, letting his words hang there. “Let’s forget all that. For now.”
         

         
         He advanced toward her, predatory, and she couldn’t help how her breath caught and her heart raced. This was a confident man,
            one who knew precisely what he wanted and that he would get it, of that she had no doubt. “As for my pleasing anyone—I am
            just here to please you.”
         

         
         “Oh,” she said, her exclamation coming out with a gasp. “I see.”

         
         “You don’t,” he said, shaking his head slowly, still advancing, until he had slid his hands onto her arms, her bare arms,
            his palms hot and tender on her skin. “I want to please you. I wasn’t certain what I was looking for until I saw you. But
            now I know. Your pleasure is what I want tonight.” He lowered his head to her neck, his lips just grazing her skin, until
            he reached her ear. “Are you going to give it to me? Or do I have to beg?” He laughed, a dark, low laugh that went straight
            there, where she already pulsed. “I can do that, if it is what you want.” He paused. “Please,” he said in a husky voice.
         

         
         She shuddered, her hands coming around to clasp his neck, feeling her pulse beat fast. And then she tilted her head back,
            meeting his eyes as she took a deep breath. “I am going to. As long as I can do the same for you. It is your final night as
            well, after all.”
         

         
         And with those words, it was as if she’d set him in motion. He bent and picked her up, hoisting her against his chest as though
            she didn’t weigh a thing, then set her on the sofa sideways, her head leaning against the arm, her legs stretched out to the
            other end.
         

         
         Then he got on his knees on the floor in front of her, his hand coming to her face to cup her chin.

         
         She swallowed at the sheer desire she saw in his eyes. Nobody had ever looked at her like that before. Nobody had ever made her so keenly aware of her body before. It felt as though every inch of her was tingling, was waiting to be touched, caressed, petted. 

         
         His gaze lowered to her mouth, and then he paused, his glance flicking up to meet hers again. “Tell me,” he said.

         
         “Kiss me,” she replied, and one corner of his mouth tilted up, that dimple flashing. Then she couldn’t think of anything except
            his mouth on hers, the feel of everything too much and yet not enough.
         

         
         He was deliberate and gentle, as if he knew she didn’t have much experience. Her husband had rarely kissed her, had spent
            perhaps ten minutes at a time when he’d visited her bedchamber, most of that time spent getting himself ready to enter her.
         

         
         This felt like he was wooing her, was seducing her with just his mouth, and then with his tongue, which licked at the seam
            of her lips until she opened on a sigh.
         

         
         He made a noise low in his throat, and then he was kissing her with far more alacrity, sliding his tongue inside her mouth,
            licking and sucking as his hand moved to her neck, his fingertips trailing over her neckbones, to her upper chest, playing
            with the neckline of her gown.
         

         
         This . . . this was truly happening. She was at a pleasure garden, alone with a stranger, allowing him to kiss her, telling
            him what she wanted.
         

         
         What she wanted was to do more.

         
         “Touch me,” she said, taking his hand and placing it on her breast. “There, please.” The juxtaposition of the polite word combined with what she was actually asking for almost made her laugh. 

         
         If she wasn’t so intensely involved in this whole kissing business.

         
         Tentatively at first, then more boldly, she tangled her tongue with his, licking as he had, feeling her body tighten in new
            and unusual and very pleasant ways.
         

         
         His palm cupped her breast, and he began to move it, grasping its fullness as she felt her nipple harden. Making her long
            to remove the barrier of fabric that separated his skin from hers.
         

         
         “Do you like this?” he murmured. “If you need to stop, tell me.”

         
         Again, he was giving her the option. The choice. How had she gotten so remarkably fortunate to find a man who would allow
            her to make her own decisions?
         

         
         “Don’t stop,” she said.

         
         She arched her back, thrusting her body up, moving her legs restlessly as though she couldn’t get comfortable. And she couldn’t.
            She was on fire. She was focused only on him, and his mouth, and his fingers, and how everything felt alive. She wanted it
            to continue so she could feel what would happen next, and yet she never wanted this to stop—rather like reading an excellent
            book she couldn’t wait to get to the end of, but didn’t want to stop reading, ever.
         

         
         And then he put his mouth lower, onto her neck, his hand still palming her breast. He kissed her skin, nipping it too, then running his tongue over the same spot. 

         
         “Do you want more?” he asked, his words rumbling against her.

         
         “Mmm,” she said, still restless. “Yes, please.”

         
         He straightened, pulling her up also, then shifted so he could reach behind her, reach the buttons of her gown.

         
         “Oh!” she exclaimed, and his fingers stilled.

         
         “Is this still good?” he asked.

         
         “Still good,” she replied.

         
         He undid her buttons, then drew back to face her, sliding the fabric down off her shoulders, her arms, until her gown had
            fallen to her waist. Her corset followed soon thereafter.
         

         
         Her chemise was thin, made of the finest linen, and she knew it was likely sheer in the candlelight. His eyes drank her in,
            and she felt as though she was a flower unfurling under his gaze.
         

         
         She jerked her chin toward him, raising her eyebrows. “And you?”

         
         His mouth curled into a crooked smile, and his hands went to his cravat, making quick work of removing it, tossing it to the
            floor beside him. He shrugged his jacket off next, then yanked his shirt from his trousers, pulling it over his head.
         

         
         Revealing his chest.

         
         Alexandra leaned forward, her hand going involuntarily to his chest, her palm flat against his warm skin. He put his hand over hers, pressing down. “Touch me,” he said, echoing her earlier words. 

         
         And she did. His body was hard and muscled, with interesting ridges on either side of his abdomen, a line of dark hair running
            down the middle into his trousers.
         

         
         She grazed her palm over his nipples, and he made a low, encouraging noise deep in his throat. She grasped his shoulder, squeezing
            it, feeling the hard strength under her hand, then put her palm onto his side, sliding it down the ridged muscles.
         

         
         He had put his hand on her leg, and he was sliding the fabric of her gown up, up over her ankles, her shins, the cooler air
            feeling like its own caress.
         

         
         “Is this what you wanted?” he asked, his voice husky. Husky with desire, and lust, and passion, Alexandra knew, though she
            had never heard anyone speak to her with those emotions threading their voice.
         

         
         “Yes,” she replied in a firm tone, making certain he knew she meant it.

         
         “Stand up,” he demanded, and she did, then let him remove her gown entirely, folding it carefully on a chair before returning
            his attention to her.
         

         
         His eyes blazed as he placed her back on the sofa, now seated as one would sit on a sofa, albeit clad in only her chemise
            and stockings.
         

         
         “You’d make an excellent lady’s maid,” she said nonsensically. Unnerved by what was happening. He grinned, waggling his eyebrows until she laughed in response. 

         
         He’d seen she was in unknown waters, and done something to make her feel more comfortable.

         
         Goodness.

         
         He returned to kneeling in front of her, and she frowned in confusion. “What are you . . . ?” she began, but then his hands
            were on her knees, pushing them wide, and he’d lowered his head to tuck it underneath the hem of her chemise, his breath on
            her skin.
         

         
         He kissed each thigh, and she trembled, holding her breath as she waited for whatever he was going to do next.

         
         His hands held her legs wide, open for him, and she blushed to think of what he was seeing—things nobody had ever seen. Even
            the doctor who’d delivered Harriet had put a draped blanket over her for modesty’s sake.
         

         
         And he kept kissing her skin, sliding his mouth up until he reached the crease of her hip, the chemise ruched up so her lower
            body was exposed.
         

         
         “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, and she warmed at the compliment—it was sincere. There was nothing he needed to say to
            get her to continue. The whole point was continuing. Now there was just honesty and emotion and feelings and desire.
         

         
         Now there was just them in this fairy cottage, away from all responsibility and what it meant to act with propriety. If anybody saw them, even had a hint of what was happening, she would be entirely and permanently ruined. Cast out of Society, relegated to some shadow world where disgraced women were allowed to exist. 

         
         Perhaps that was what made it so appealing, so provocative. That one moment could change a person’s life forever, for better
            or for worse.
         

         
         She forgot everything regarding reputation, what she was to do tomorrow, and nearly forgot her own name when he put his mouth
            there and began to work some sort of magic with his tongue.
         

         
          

         Theo loved women. He loved the way they smelled, their soft roundness, how they tried to squelch their cries of passion when
            they really wanted to scream.
         

         
         But most of all, he loved how they tasted.

         
         And she—she tasted the best of any woman he’d sampled thus far.

         
         Her musky aroma teased his nose as he licked her, flicking his tongue against her clit, feeling her tremble in response. He
            let go of her knee to bring his hand to where his tongue was, stroking and caressing as he continued to kiss her.
         

         
         He heard her frantic breaths, her tiny moans of pleasure, and he smiled against her skin, against her delicious pussy, as
            he listened to her reactions to figure out what would make her explode in passion.
         

         
         His fingers—first one, then two—entered her narrow channel, curling up and stroking as he worked her with his mouth. His cock was so hard and so stiff in his trousers that it actually hurt, but it was a delicious agony, one that made him anticipate everything still to come. So to speak. 

         
         It felt as though he had never been anywhere but here, under her chemise, one hand on her soft thigh, holding her open for
            him, the other pressed against her, finding the pressure that made her moans increase.
         

         
         He didn’t know when he’d realized this was an experience different from any of the ones he’d had before. Perhaps as
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