
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Three people, three different destinies, a common deadline. Will Christmas of 1855 prove to be their downfall or the way forward to a new union and everlasting happiness?

	 

	 

	Count Mathew de la Roche feels trapped. To keep La Belle Dame, the sugar plantation in Martinique he inherited at his uncle’s death, he must enter into a stable relationship and provide for a viable heir of his own by Christmas of 1855. Problem is—he likes variety in his bed and doesn’t want to be tied down to a single person.

	Amandine Duvalier is the Creole daughter of a slave and a marquis, the master of the now-abandoned Cantrell plantation. Impossible for her to inherit her father’s estate, she’s about to be kicked out of the place where she was born, and she has only until Christmas of 1855 to find new accommodations. Problem is—she’s a certified witch, so no one’s going to offer her a roof over her head.

	Kabir Sayed is an Indian prince from one of those obscure reigns tolerated by the British. He stands to inherit the throne, but he’s not sure he wants it. His brother would be better suited for this job, and Kabir has left home to learn more of the world surrounding him. He’s working as an indentured laborer on La Belle Dame, cutting up sugar canes by the hundreds, and he has until Christmas 1855 to make up his mind about the succession. Problem is—Johannes Van Dyke has it in for him, and he might’ve just killed him after a severe beating.

	As their paths cross in unexpected ways, the Christmas deadline looms on the horizon. What hasn’t entered the equation so far is the magnetic attraction they feel for one another. Will it be enough to overcome their prejudices and lead them to true union and everlasting happiness?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Welcome, Count de la Roche.” Octave Rimbau rose from his chair to greet the young man entering his office. “Please, take a seat.” He gestured to a leather armchair in front of his desk. “I’m glad you could see me on such short notice.” On sitting down, he studied his guest intently.

	The twenty-seven-year-old Count Mathew de la Roche was a fine specimen of a man. Tall and slender, his broad shoulders and chest tapered to a slim waist and long, elegant legs. His large, smoky green eyes shone from a deeply tanned, intensely masculine face. A connoisseur of male beauty, no one better than Octave could appreciate the aquiline nose, high forehead, full lips, square jaw with an adorable cleft in the middle, not to mention the prominent and bushy eyebrows. Thick auburn hair to the shoulder completed the look of a French aristocrat who has settled in the West Indies with a certain degree of success.

	“You didn’t leave me much choice,” Mathew teased lightly. “When the baron’s lawyer summons, one must comply.”

	“Especially if one’s future is at stake,” Octave agreed in an equally bantering tone.

	Mathew gave off the first sign of impatience. “I thought mine was settled.”

	Not by a long shot. “Not exactly.” Octave twisted one side of his long mustache of which he was inordinately proud.

	“What do you mean?” On the offensive, Mathew threw back his shoulders as though getting ready for a fight. “I thought you called me here to finalize the transfer of all property rights to my name after the six months’ probation that started back in January 1855.”

	“Please, don’t get mad. I’ll explain everything.” Soothing the young man might prove difficult, given the complexities involved. “As you know, your uncle, Baron Nestore du Chartreuse, left a very complicated will when he died last year.”

	A pause was in order if only to quell the furious throbbing of his heart. The baron hadn’t been an ordinary client. Nestore had been his lover. Not something they could’ve disclosed to their families back in 1820, it was the reason neither of them had ever married.

	The reason this damn will is such a torment. Octave sighed.

	Being Nestore’s lawyer had proved worthwhile in many ways. Not in all, alas.

	Suppressing the memories rushing to the fore, he composed his face in the impenetrable mask he always wore whenever dealing with his dead lover’s relatives. “La Belle Dame, his sugar plantation situated here in Martinique—in Cul de Sac Marine to be precise—has always been your uncle’s pride and joy.” Not to mention the most convenient place where we could be ourselves.

	When in 1821, Nestore had suggested investing part of his immense capital on a rundown plantation in the remotest part of the world, Octave had thought he’d taken leave of his senses. Or maybe Napoleon’s death in May of that year had something to do with it, given how much Nestore had admired the man. Either way, it had seemed an absurdity until Nestore had pointed out its undoubted advantages. For one thing, the price had never been lower due to the British occupation and the neglect that followed. The prospect of significant profits was another sure bet given the increased demand for sugar following the end of Napoleon’s wars and their disastrous repercussions on international trade. The abundance of cheap labor was an added bonus thanks to the restoration of slavery after the brutal repressions of the abolitionist movement the damnable French Revolution had stirred up in the West Indies.

	These were all excuses, of course.

	What had attracted Nestore and convinced Octave was the freedom such a faraway place would guarantee to their relationship. In the end, it hadn’t taken them long to decide to uproot their comfortable Parisian life and move to the Caribbean Sea. The island had been the perfect hiding place for illicit affairs between masters and slaves, so why shouldn’t it also conceal two men’s lustful passion?

	“That’s why he wanted to be sure his heir would cherish and make it prosper it as he would have.” Octave ruffled the papers on his desk, pretending to glance at what he’d long ago memorized. “That’s why he didn’t nominate one heir alone but left a list of possible successors chosen from his nephews.”

	Even more than a collection of names, it had been a ranking.

	Octave still remembered how Nestore had come up with his pecking order. His sisters’ sons had been his first choices. “Because I’m sure they’re my flesh and blood,” had been his lover’s justification. He’d gone on to explain how Julius Caesar considered his sisters’ sons as the only ones who shared his heritage, something he couldn’t be sure of, not even if the offspring came from his wife. The mother was always certain while the father, eh bien, who could say?

	Nestore had used this simple truth as his excuse for not wanting a progeny of his own, which was a far cry better than revealing his utter distaste for anything feminine.

	Watching Mathew de la Roche’s guarded expression, he remembered the young man had been only the third choice. “I followed the terms of the will scrupulously and gave La Belle Dame to your cousin, Marquis Gasparde du Fauvre.” Octave adjusted the pince-nez on his nose. “He didn’t bother to come visit the property. It wasn’t required, but in not doing so, he allowed production to plummet.” He pursed his lips in disapproval. La Belle Dame had been his home, after all, and he still felt firmly attached to it. “Since the first requirement to inherit the baron’s property is to show a constant increase in production, I had no choice except to assign ownership to the next heir on the list, your cousin Count Barnabe du Croyande—”

	“Who made a disaster out of it!” Mathew scoffed, irritated. “That’s why you nominated me to take over, the third on the list, and I’ve done a great job of it so far.” He leaned forward on the desk. “Production has never been so high, and profits have never been so good. As required by the terms of the will, I’ve detailed all the progress in the monthly reports I’ve been sending you to Paris for the past five months, ever since I took charge last January.” The smoky green eyes bore into Octave. “Everything is going exactly as my uncle wished, yet you take the trouble to cross the Atlantic and summon me urgently in Saint Pierre to discuss the future of this inheritance for which I’ve worked my ass off.” He glared at the lawyer. “What’s the problem? What am I doing wrong? Or what haven’t I done right by my uncle’s standards?”

	“Nothing, nothing.” Octave raised his hands to calm the young man. “You’re doing everything your uncle demanded for the first six months of ownership.” Feeling sweat trickling on his brow, he wiped his forehead and glanced out the window at the dazzling blue sky. “Parbleu, it’s hot today.”

	“Every day is hot in Martinique.” Mathew shrugged indifferently. “Especially from May to November.”

	“Yes, I remember.” Octave nodded.

	The annoying heat had been the only damper in Nestore’s paradise. Despite the numerous ventilation techniques, Octave recalled how drenched both he and his lover became after a night spent on their sexual fulfillment.

	“But today’s the first of June. We should be in the middle of the rainy season.” Unfolding his handkerchief, Octave swiped his brow.

	“So they tell me,” Mathew confirmed. “But so far, it’s been pretty dry.” His gaze fixed on the window at his side before shifting back on Octave. “I hope you didn’t come all the way over here to discuss the weather.”

	“No, I’m here to discuss the other half of your uncle’s provisions.” Octave put the handkerchief in his pocket and sat upright.

	“What other provisions?” Mathew regarded him with suspicion.

	“Before I get into it, why don’t you tell me how you find living at the Belle Dame?” It wasn’t idle curiosity.

	Nestore had wanted his heir to love the plantation as much as he had. He’d wanted someone who’d inhabit the graceful mansion and not leave it to rot under an overseer’s uncaring gaze while the owner spent the profits in Paris. An absent master wasn’t for him. He’d wanted a real and loving presence, but not just for the sake of money.

	“Well...” Evidently taken aback, Mathew creased his forehead. “It’s hard to say, really.” He shifted on his seat as though nervous. “I mean, I didn’t think I’d like it at first.” He crossed and uncrossed his long legs. “The heat wasn’t what I’d expected, and the social life is practically non-existent. I was used to Paris and everything it offered, the museums, the art galleries, the clubs.” He raised his gaze. “You know how it is, right?”

	It was a rhetorical question.

	Of course, Octave knew and understood. To follow his lover, he’d given up the very things Mathew was describing.

	“I have to say it wasn’t at all easy.” The count drew in a long breath. “On the plantation, there are only sugar canes, laborers, sugar canes, servants, and more sugar canes. There’s nothing else but the daily work of raising those sugar canes, then cutting them down to extract their precious molasses and starting everything over again.” He huffed. “The first two months, I thought I’d go crazy.”

	“You didn’t,” Octave provided gently, watching him closely.

	“No, I didn’t,” Mathew admitted ruefully. “I’m still wondering why not.”

	“Your cousin Barnabe held on to the plantation thinking of the money he’d make out of it,” Octave observed dryly.

	“That’s why he failed.” Mathew chuckled. “I never thought about the money or the profit. It’s just that one day, coming out of the house, I stopped on the porch and glanced out in the distance.” A faraway look glazed his striking eyes. “The sun was setting on the sea, and it was like a whole rainbow was dipping in the water. The green of the vegetation and the gold of the sandy beach made the sight so beautiful I couldn’t move for a long while. I just stood there, transfixed by all the beauty around me. I almost couldn’t breathe from the magnificence of it all.” His voice broke. “It was really intense.” Regaining control over his emotions, he shook his head. “I mustn’t be making too much sense.” He smiled apologetically.

	“On the contrary, I understand perfectly.” How could I not?

	He’d noticed the same reaction on Nestore more than once. He had a fondness for sunsets, and he’d sit on the porch for hours, simply watching darkness as it fell around him. Octave would sit by his side, not quite as taken, but breathing the warm air and melting in the sweetness of the moment.

	“You do?” Surprised, Mathew drew back. “Well, then, I don’t need to explain any further. That place has done something to me. After I saw all that beauty, I didn’t miss anything about my old life. Nothing of what Paris offers in such abundance mattered anymore. It was like I’d reached a state of peace and contentment I’d never known before.” The smoky green gaze rested on Octave’s face. “It was like I’d come home.”

	“Really?” Breathing a sigh of relief, Octave tried to quell his growing excitement.

	“Yes, strange, isn’t it?” Mathew’s raised eyebrows testified to his puzzlement. “I never thought I’d feel like that about any place, but there you have it.” Inclining his head, he caught Octave’s gaze. “That’s why I’d do anything to keep it.”

	“Anything you say?” The lawyer held Mathew’s steady gaze.

	“Anything,” the young man confirmed firmly.

	Octave picked up a paper from the desk. “Before I can assign you final ownership, your uncle wants to be sure that you’re worthy of it.” He glanced down at the faded writing. “Showing a profit within the first six months of ownership was only the first step, and you’ve done admirably, also considering the abolition of slavery.”

	Which had come about in 1848 and had negative repercussions on many sugar plantations.

	“I’d have set all slaves free had I found them at La Belle Dame,” Mathew argued. “I never approved of it.”

	Octave was quick to point out, “But you have to admit it kept production costs down and consequently that of sugar.”

	“Indentured labor works just as well,” Mathew contradicted. “The results are even better ‘cause the men get money out of all their efforts, and they’re paid more if they produce more. That’s an incentive slaves never had, which is why they weren’t as effective as paid laborers.”

	“If you say so.” Unwilling to get into an argument over the benefits of slavery, Octave moved on. “Your uncle’s second requirement is that his heir must be settled down.”

	“You mean, married?” Mathew regarded him skeptically.

	“Not necessarily.” Fuck, how to describe it?

	He hadn’t quite gotten it himself, no matter how many times Nestore had tried explaining it.

	Uncomfortable, he reached for a glass of water and swallowed a generous sip. “It means that you must prove to have solid ties to the island in the form of a lasting relationship that will ensure a successor, someone to take over La Belle Dame when you’re no longer around.”

	“So, it’s marriage we’re talking about,” Mathew insisted.

	“Baron Nestore du Chartreuse never talks about marriage.” Octave huffed. “As you may have heard, he wasn’t too much in favor of the institution.”

	“Yet, he wants me to go through with it,” the man protested loudly.

	“No, he doesn’t.” Octave didn’t allow Mathew’s outburst to get to him. “You could have a steady relationship with a man, for instance.”

	“With a man?” Mathew’s eyebrows shot upward.

	Something in the smoky green gaze told Octave that he was overplaying it. “It’s just a suggestion,” he added dryly, relishing the provocation.

	Mathew’s lips curved upward in an ironic snarl. “How would a relationship with a man provide me with a successor?”

	“You can always adopt one,” Octave snapped back. “The baron never required that he’d be of your same blood.”

	“He didn’t, did he?” Mathew retorted, getting visibly angry. “Too good of him,” he quipped. “Where does he suppose I’d find a white child to adopt on this island?”

	“It doesn’t have to be white,” Octave reproached philosophically. “A black one would do just fine.”

	Mathew’s jaw was about to drop. “I don’t believe my uncle would accept that.”

	“Maybe you didn’t know your uncle as well as you think.” Unruffled by the count’s attitude, Octave pressed his elbows on the armrest and touched his fingertips together. “He was a most unconventional man in many ways. He was against slavery and rejoiced when it was abolished. He endorsed freedom of choice and was passionate about people living out their lives as they wanted, within the bounds of civilized society, naturally.”

	“I suppose he was also against class distinctions and social barriers,” Mathew snorted unconvinced.

	“He was.” Octave emphasized the words, so there wouldn’t be any doubt in the young man’s mind of how progressive his uncle had been. “He never objected to mixed unions and always welcomed their offspring, treating them the same way he did any other child if not better.”

	“I find it hard to believe.” A little less angry, Mathew had a puzzled look as though he couldn’t quite fathom it but was coming round to seeing the baron in a new light.

	“Maybe it’s you who’s prejudiced, Count de la Roche.” Octave sought to provoke, knowing his lover wouldn’t want a bigot at the helm of his precious Belle Dame.

	“I’m not,” Mathew objected sternly.

	There was room for doubt. “I hope not,” Octave remarked genially. “It’ll mean that you’ll be able to fulfill your uncle’s demand sooner rather than later.”

	“Let me get this straight.” Mathew sat up, and his incredible green eyes flashed with a new awareness. “If I demonstrate that I’ve settled in La Belle Dame with a family of sorts, an extended family if you will, a stable relationship with a man or a woman with or without a formal marriage, which must include a child, I get to keep La Belle Dame?”

	“Yes, that’s the gist of it. It could be with a man, a woman, or both if you prefer.” Octave loved to make it more difficult for him. “Whoever you choose can be black, white, Creole, or any other race,” he continued placidly, uncaring if he was shocking Mathew’s already frayed nerves.

	“I see.” From the young man’s thoughtful expression, he was thinking it over, wrestling in all probability with the oddity of it all. “How long do I have to conform to this clause?”

	“Six months.” Octave glanced at the calendar he always kept on his desk. “That means you have ‘till this Christmas of 1855, Count de la Roche.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“Still here, bitch?” Louis Roix glared at Amandine Duvalier.

	Pretty hateful, yet not too much, fortunately. She could still distinguish the lust he’d always tried to conceal without any success. Nothing unusual. Men often had that reaction with her. Or perhaps they did when confronted by tall, Creole women with sinewy curves, long legs, deep brown eyes, and waist-long black hair.

	“Yes, this is my home.” Raising a defiant gaze, she gave her words all the pride she felt for the place, no matter how rundown it had become.

	It was too bad she had no money to look after it properly. Worse yet, the beautiful Cantrell Plantation didn’t even belong to her despite being her father’s property. It was all the stupid rules’ fault for prohibiting mixed breeds from inheriting their families’ goods, and it just wasn’t fair.

	Marquise Gastone Duvalier had loved her as any father had ever loved a daughter. The fact her mother, Ondine, had been a slave had made no difference. Why shouldn’t she be allowed to remain in what should’ve become her estate since the marquis’s death last January?

	“Not for long, slut.” Throwing back his head, Louis laughed coldly. “This dump has finally been sold.” He held up a piece of paper featuring Octave Rimbaud’s flourishing signature at the bottom. “The new owners will be here next month.” He pushed the form closer to her face. “You gotta leave.”

	Actually, the deed he was pushing under her nose reported January fifteen, 1856, as the date when the property would be transferred. That left her about six months to find new accommodations.

	“I know you can’t read.” He sneered contemptuously. “But it’s all written in black and white on this document.” Moving back a step, he slapped it. “Monsieur Rimbaud had a hell of a time to sell this junkyard. I can assure you.” He gave a disdainful look at what had once been an elegant drawing-room. “He was just lucky some Parisian sucker fancied himself as a colonial entrepreneur.” The sarcastic twist of the man’s lips was revolting.

	Louis Croix was Octave Rimbaud’s dog. One of his dogs, to be precise, given how spread-out his law firm had grown in Martinique. The particular branch involved in dealing with the Cantrell Plantation was located in Bourg de Cul de Sac Marine, the nearest town.

	“Are you sure they’ll be coming by next month?” She worked hard to make her question sound innocent and not the result of having read the paper.

	“Uh...” He hesitated, evidently unwilling to be caught in a lie.

	Quick to take advantage of his indecision, she approached him. “If perhaps there’s a mistake, and the new owners move in... let’s say in January instead of next month, I might stay here a little while longer.” Not giving him time to reply, she pressed her palm on his crotch. “I’ll be sure to repay your generosity, of course.” Massaging his penis, she wasn’t surprised to feel it stirring in anticipation. “Make it worth your while.”

	Before he could protest, she dropped to her knees and breathed hot air on what was fast becoming a monster. Unlatching his breeches, she pulled them down and closed her mouth around a very fat cock.

	Mmm, delicious. So, what if its owner was disgusting?

	At twenty-one, Amandine considered herself a full-grown woman in complete charge of her sexuality. A virgin no more, she exercised her right to choose her bedmates, something that was impossible for most of the high-class women who required her healing services. They had to wait for proper marriage and often ended up with a man who was as far away from their choice as the Earth was from the Moon.

	Not Amandine.

	She had vowed to enjoy herself where sex was concerned, no matter the consequences. Take this blowjob, for instance. To many, it would appear like she was debasing herself for the sake of a roof over her head. What most didn’t understand was that it was a business transaction. A pure, simple, and immensely pleasurable business transaction.

	Louis groaning brought her back to the here and now. The shaft had tripled in size and tried to gag her with every lurch. Opening wider, she created more room for it, curling her tongue around the wide girth to dissuade it from going where it wasn’t supposed to—down her throat.

	To keep it happy, she squeezed the massive bulge between her cheeks. She could feel it twitching and pulsating from the need to come. The anticipation of its creamy discharge pooled sticky excitement between her legs, and she was thankful she never wore the complicated attires of her European mistresses. It was so much better to have a mere cotton dress with a no-frill skirt and no under-panty rather than the bulky petticoats and the infinite layers respectable women were expected to wear all the time. The way Amandine was clad, she had no problems perceiving the thick honeydew coating her clit and snapped shut her legs together to intensify the blissful sensation.

	At another of Louis’s fierce shoves, she grabbed the long gland with both palms and slid its soft skin. This movement was sure to hasten his demise, considering how engorged his piece was. So thick, it couldn’t fit in her mouth anymore except for the crown, which she dutifully licked on every side.

	Sucking was also a big part of her performance. She was good. The tip of the erection often hovered on the edge of the plunge down to her belly, whetting its appetite and inflating it to the beastly size it had reached.

	Deciding to put it out of its misery, she sped up the jerking and swallowing. She devoured it, to be exact, drooling all over the enormous stick until it couldn’t take it anymore. With a loud gasp, it unloaded all inside her mouth, the warm fluid trickling down her throat in gushes of seemingly endless ribbons.

	When the outpour ended, she got to her feet and wiped her lips. “It’s agreed, then.”

	Louis nodded dumbly. It was clear he had no idea of what she was talking about right at present. Who would, after such a tremendous orgasm?

	She pressed her advantage. “You’ll let me stay here ‘till Christmas, won’t you?”

	“‘Till Christmas?” Louis tried to protest.

	“Yes, ‘till Christmas.” Grabbing his arm, she squeezed it forcefully. “You’re really too generous for words.” Tugging it, she dragged him to the exit. “Thank you so much.” Opening the door, she gave him a little push and managed to get him over the threshold.

	“Sure.” Dumbfounded, he opposed no resistance, blinking as though he was just coming out of a trance.

	“Great.” She rewarded him with her most enchanting smile. “Now, I really must go.”

	Slamming the door, she whirled around and leaned on it. She’d wriggled an extension until Christmas of this accursed year, 1855. Considering it was the beginning of June, it gave her six months at best. Where would she go? She didn’t have too many friends. The few she had were in no position to offer her hospitality. What would she do when her time was up, and she still lacked a roof over her head?
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