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Prologue




Dorset House
 The Earl of Wellbourne’s Estate
 June 1788

Once upon a hill, a breeze danced merrily. Brushing through blades of grass and bright green leaf, it was a song of joy, nature’s wind chime. A wizened oak stood sentinel against such foolishness—its hundred-year-old trunk broad support for spreading branches. The grass beneath the tree was emerald, the shadows welcoming. The sun had passed behind a white, fluffy cloud, and the resultant haze imbued the hill with a soft, glowing radiance.

Beneath the hill, perched halfway to the floor of the valley, was a large house. The frenetic activity of its occupants could not be seen from here. Orders rang out, summons were answered, wheels clattered upon the gravel road, guests were welcomed—all these sounds were silenced by distance and by a curious serenity present beneath the spreading oak.

Time seemed to slow. The breeze altered character, seemed evocative. Fate rubbed its hands in glee and summoned the players upon this magical stage.

The first of these, a young girl, sixteen years of age, sat upon a blanket beneath the spreading branches of the tree, reading to her youngest brother.

“Harry, do you not wish to find out what happens to Sir Bethune?”

“But I’m hungry.”

“You are forever hungry. Why is that, Harry? You eat as much as the other boys.” She kept her book marked with one finger as she reached over and brushed his knees clean. “And how do you get dirty so quickly?”

“I don’t care if I’m dirty. I’m hungry.”

“We can have tea and biscuits as soon as the duke arrives.”

“Why do we have to wait?”

“Because we are to be presented to the duke, that’s why. And must be on our very best behavior,” she said, smiling. She combed back a lock of his hair with her fingers.

“Don’t want to be presented, Tessa.”

“You must resign yourself to it, I’m afraid, Harry. And in the meantime, we can discover how Sir Bethune slays his dragon. How do you think he will?”

“He’ll cut out his liver!” Harry drew an imaginary sword and thrust it into the air.

Tessa pretended to shiver. “Sir Bethune is about to ride down into the valley where the dragon has its lair. Can you not wonder how afraid he must be?”

“Knights aren’t afraid, Tessa.”

“I would be, if I were about to confront a dragon, Harry.” She smiled over at him. “‘The shadows lengthened as if earth and sky darkened together,’” she read. “‘A most peculiar gloom, almost a presentiment of evil. There was the scent of it in the air, a stench of old dragon. Another odor, that of rotting meat. Sir Bethune sat straighter in the saddle.’” She put down the book, stared off into the distance. “He is about to venture into the most important battle of his life, Harry. Armed with nothing more than his sword and his honor.”

“And a helmet and armor, Tessa,” Harry contributed.

She smiled. “All polished to a shine, Harry.” And beneath that armor, he would be tall, his chest broad, his shoulders wide. His eyes would be silver gray and his hair black and thick, worn too long for a knight. He would have even features and a decidedly aristocratic nose. His mouth was full, his lips almost always quirked in a smile. What did his laugh sound like?

“Tessa?”

She blinked. Gone was the knight with the appearance of Jered Mandeville, Duke of Kittridge.

She picked up the book again. “‘Fog, relative to the most noxious steam, lay antidote to invader. Sir Bethune raised his sword high, brought his arm down in an arc, and cut it clean through, creating a path for his destrier.’” She glanced at Harry. “Knights must be especially brave, Harry. More so than other men. Do you think it’s because they are honored so?”

Instead of answering her, Harry looked up with an expression of slack-jawed astonishment on his face.

She turned her head and he was there. The knight. The duke.

He was mounted upon a large black horse, whose restive movements he easily controlled. The late afternoon sun bathed him in light, turning him into a visitor of dazzling brightness.

“Are you a knight?” Harry asked, awed.


“I’m afraid not. I am a duke, however. Will that serve?”

“Do you have any biscuits?”

“Harry!” Tessa snapped out of her reverie. “You sometimes have the manners of a toad,” she whispered to the boy. The man on the horse smiled.

“I do not. You’re the one who’s a toad. Tessa toad face!”

“Harry! Have you no manners?”

“I have a dog.” Harry said, instead of an apology.

“You do?”

The boy nodded vigorously.

“It’s a mangy old dog we have to keep in a shed near the garden wall,” Tessa explained. “He howls all night.”

“He does tricks,” Harry said defensively.

“He tries to bite everyone,” she said, “and he has bad habits.”

“He doesn’t piss on the floors anymore.”

“Harry!”

Their visitor’s chuckle fueled her flush. Tessa pleated her skirt with her fingers and sent a severe look toward her undaunted brother.

Why had Fate determined this the moment for her to meet the Duke of Kittridge? It should have been at the dinner tonight had not her mother decreed her too young. But even the presentation with her brothers would have sufficed. She would have been dressed in her loveliest frock the first time he saw her, with her hair in curls. Instead, her hair was a fright and her dress one she’d nearly outgrown. And her nails were green from when she and Harry had dug in the grass to widen the path for a plump caterpillar.

Tessa had absolutely no doubt about who this stranger was. There were not that many dukes in England, especially those blessed with such distinctive eyes, gray with a touch of silver. The Mandeville eyes.

His full-length portrait hung at her godfather’s home. That he was also Jered’s uncle seemed a blessing granted by Fate.

The Duke of Kittridge had no idea who she was, only that she was a beauty. A beauty who amused him, a distinctly unique trait. Too, there was something about her voice that attracted him. Some low and musical note that seemed to incite a response in parts of his body not necessarily attuned to speech. The cloud chose that moment to move away, and a shaft of sunlight struck her hair, creating a nimbus of light around her. Appreciation for the sight of her, young and innocent and beyond lovely, held him mute. Had he ever been that young? Or that innocent? Perhaps not. Beauty? An approximation he’d beheld time and again in London. Yet this rural equivalent seemed somehow more real. Her smile honest. Sincere. Touching, in some obscure way.

The breeze seemed to play with the edge of her skirt, teasing it above her ankles. It was, had she known it, a riotous announcement of intent and joy. Both players were arranged by Fate and Nature upon this stage. Both helplessly adrift in emotion. One was young and female. The other, older and male. A perfect match. A perfect tableau.

Fate, it must be admitted, was occasionally at odds with Nature. Not, however, on this occasion. Nature brushed its finger of wind across the duke’s face, caused his hair to lift and then tumble upon his brow. It incited a blush to appear upon Tessa’s cheek. Moments passed and neither spoke, entranced with the sight of each other. He could not remember an instance in which time seemed so perfectly slowed. How utterly beautiful she was, how exquisitely young, with all the freshness of youth and innocence and wonder in her eyes. She could not recall when she’d ever felt it so difficult to breathe.

“You are welcome to Dorset House, Your Grace,” Tessa said finally.

“Is he that duke, Tessa?” Harry said, as if dukes were as commonplace as stones. Harry remained only long enough to receive a short nod in reply to his rudeness, then scampered down the hill to announce the visitor’s arrival and thereby garner himself a biscuit.

“He is sorely lacking in manners,” Tessa said, staring after him, “but he is only five.”

“He will grow into them.” Jered watched as Harry raced over the grass.

“And mine are as bad,” she said, “for all that I’ve chastised Harry. I am Lady Margaret Mary Teresa Astley, Your Grace. But my family calls me Tessa.”

He smiled. “That young scamp is your brother, then?”

She sighed. “And my charge for today.”

“It is difficult being a older sibling,” he said, a touch of humor in his voice. “I remember the duties were onerous at best.”

“Yes, but you were not a girl, Your Grace,” she said, turning and looking up at him. “People tend to think you wish to practice on your younger brothers. As if nappies were something one needed to do more than once.”

He laughed so loud a few of the birds roosting in the tree above them took offense, flying off in a whirl of feathers and wings.

With his eyes still filled with amusement, he urged Artemis forward until the great horse was at her side. He held his hand down to her and she put her own in it, not truly expecting him to haul her to her feet as he did. She stepped back, however, as soon as she was standing.

“Are you afraid of me?” His smile had not diminished one whit, but it seemed to have grown colder. “I but wished to give you escort to your home. Artemis can easily bear your weight as well as mine.”

“I am so sorry, Your Grace. I didn’t mean to be rude. You see, I really do not like horses much. No one mentions how very tall they are. Oh, they look short when you’re standing on the ground, but once seated, they are very, very large. Why is that, do you suppose? Is a tree so much larger when you climb it? Or does a hill look smaller than it actually is?”

He found his smile turning genuine again. “Do you always ask so many questions?”

“Yes,” she said. “Ever since I was in the nursery. All my brothers have been blessed with a similar curiosity, but theirs seem to have disappeared after a few years. Mine seems only to have grown.”

Was it possible for his eyes to grow warmer, like silver melting in a long tended fire?

“Does it make me seem excessively young, Your Grace?” she asked softly.

He looked down at her with a peculiar expression on his face, then extended his hand again. She took it, thinking it was a gesture of acceptance and farewell he made, but then he bent and pulled her up against the horse, and up still farther until she was seated where she had not wished to be. Nature, having decreed the attraction, seemed to glow in appreciation of her handwork. Fate, however, laced the moment with portent, imbued it with possibility, weighted it down with a sense of destiny.

The Duke of Kittridge leaned closer, touched Tessa’s lips with the softest of kisses, so delicate that she might have thought it a whisper—except that a breath had never felt this warm. Fate crafted the kiss with the power of life itself, a force not unlike magic. It made her skin feel as if ice skittered over it. Nature encouraged the exploration, fueled the duke’s thoughts with visions of soft limbs and whispers of wonder. Of welcome and joy and innocence. Made a maiden’s hand grip tightly against a coated shoulder. Each participant in the kiss felt as if stars were behind their eyelids, and a drummer stood on the hillside beating a rhythm that measured the cadence of their hearts.

And then it was over. Fate retreated, satisfied. Time would prove this moment unforgettable. Time was all that was lacking to complete this pairing. Nature, never one to be appeased without satiation, echoed her displeasure in the duke’s frown, in the instantly aloof expression in his eyes.

The Duke of Kittridge said nothing as he lowered Tessa to the ground, gripped the dangling reins of his horse. He turned once more to look at her. Nature carried the girl’s scents to him. The shampoo of her hair, the delicate perfume allowed by her mother.

“Have no fears that you will be perceived as a child, Tessa. No man would be that much an idiot.” For a moment, it looked as if he would say something else, but then he gave a silent command to Artemis and the horse cantered down the hill.

Tessa turned and watched him approach her home.

That moment of farewell seemed touched with an unearthly quality. As if time itself slowed so that each player might feel the tug of something true and lost. The Duke of Kittridge, facing away from the young girl on the hill, felt the compulsion to turn, perhaps even canter back to where she stood watching. He banished the impulse with difficulty. Tessa simply leaned against the old oak, wondering why she wished to smile and to cry at the same moment.

Fate and Nature were absurdly pleased.








Chapter 1




August 1791

It is my wedding night. My wedding night. Even repeating the thought did not make it seem real.

The world was changed somehow, a different place. Or was it just her? Tessa sighed, then smiled. She stood and walked around the room again. How many times had she traversed it? As many times as one could in an hour.

She was married. Truly. She twirled in a tight circle, her nightgown blooming around her. She stopped, hugged herself, then put her hands to her mouth as if to stifle the laughter.

What a glorious day it had been! The wedding ceremony might have been designed to put a new bride at ease. The only attendants had been her family and Jered’s. The wedding banquet had been held in the state dining room, and although the room had been large and ornately decorated, the dinner had been intimate. Again, only the families were present. Most of the celebrations to mark the Duke of Kittridge’s nuptials, she’d been told, did not require the newlyweds’ presence. Instead they were to have their wedding trip, time in which to learn of the other, to form a foundation for the marriage.


Kittridge was close enough to her own home that her parents had chosen to return there tonight. It was either that or find rooms among the hundreds of post-wedding guests. All afternoon long a steady stream of carriages had arrived, disgorging their passengers at the steep steps that fronted the east entrance.

At one of the windows, she stopped her pacing, knelt in a pouf of silk. Her nightgown, adorned with the most delicate lace, flowed from neck to her ankles. It was quite beautiful, sewn in London, conveyed on a special coach in order to reach her on this day.

She opened the latch, raised the window, then knelt with both arms upon the sill. The view was unfamiliar, only one of the things she would have to learn. There were no rolling hills, no gurgle of water from a nearby brook, and the rose garden was so distant its presence was only hinted at by a gentle breeze. The park stretched out for acres in front of her, the sweeping vista broken only by the gazebo, its shadows seeming not as mysterious as beckoning.

Night was almost upon them, descending over the landscape and Kittridge itself like a soft blanket. It obscured sounds, encouraged whispers, softened colors.

Soon he would come to her.

She leaned her chin upon her folded hands, looked out at the home that would be hers for the rest of her life. She’d passed Kittridge often, but tonight was the first time she’d sleep beneath its sprawling roof. The iron gates had swung open this morning to admit her as if knowing she would pass from earl’s daughter to duchess by noon.

And tonight she would travel from maiden to wife.

She had never dared to hope that she would be married to him. Even after her godfather had suggested it, she’d not let herself believe it might really happen. Instead she had pretended it would not, to prevent disappointment should the Duke of Kittridge object. But he hadn’t. He’d sent a short note to her parents accepting the union; and to her, the betrothal ring that all the Kittridge heirs presented to their affianced brides—an emerald ring with the Mandeville crest carved into the surface of the stone.

She told herself that if she were wise, she would remember the exact nature of this marriage. This was not like her parent’s union. They had married for property and then discovered love. She should not remember nights when she and her brothers had giggled over the sight of them dancing upon the terrace in the moonlight, the only music a tune her father hummed. She truly should forget the glances between them at the breakfast table, or the teasing that made her mother blush or her father laugh heartily.

This was a marriage of convenience, especially on the Duke of Kittridge’s side. She would provide him heirs to the dukedom and he would provide for her future and her children’s protection. Most girls did not receive as much, nor dared to dream of more.

And most girls were not married to Jered Mandeville.

Their betrothal contract had been signed by proxy, as if the duke could not bear to tear himself away from the iniquities of London for something so tame and mundane. It did not matter, though, did it? She was married to him now.

She pillowed her cheek upon her hands. Kittridge was a great house, a magnificent heritage. Her son would inherit it, her daughter would marry from it. Her suite of rooms—parlor, withdrawing room, private dining room—occupied a full corner of Kittridge. Jered’s rooms did the same, but on the opposite corner. And between them, bedrooms that adjoined. She wondered if his was decorated with such lavish detail and then realized that of course it would be. This was Kittridge, the home of legendary ducal majesty.

She turned and looked over her left shoulder at her bed. It gleamed whitely—a perfect maiden’s bower.

She should have been afraid, not so excited. But fear was not an emotion she experienced when she thought of Jered Mandeville. Anticipation, yes. Or joy. Or the heady feeling of being granted the most wonderful wish in her whole life.

 

For some damn reason, his fingers trembled.

His valet paused from unbuttoning the last of his waistcoat buttons, turned, and offered Jered the salver. On it rested a generous portion of brandy in an etched crystal goblet.

“The hair of the dog, Chalmers? Bless you and all your progeny,” he toasted as he lifted the vessel from the tray. The candlelight glanced off a facet of glass, creating a diamondlike prism. It shined in his eyes as if to illuminate his headache, devil-sent to welcome this day with a vengeance.

“Is Mrs. Smython still whining?” His agitated housekeeper had demanded an audience to complain that there were not enough rooms to accommodate all the guests he’d brought from London.

“I believe, sir, that she’s managed to regain her usual equanimity.”

Jered sat and allowed his boots to be removed and then his stockings. He flexed his toes at the comfort of being unconfined.

“As Your Grace knows, there were other guests already invited. Mrs. Smython was concerned that there would not be accommodations for all of them.”

Jered stood, frowning, spread his arms wide as his shirt was stripped from him, then his trousers. He motioned with one hand for the undervalet to cease brushing his coat where it hung and remove himself from the room. Once they were alone, he made his displeasure known. “Mrs. Smython is paid a king’s ransom to ensure that Kittridge is well-run, Chalmers. Tell her to do her job and cease prattling to me of her concerns. Especially tonight.”

“Very well, Your Grace.”

Jered was down to his small clothes, which he removed himself, uncaring that he stripped himself naked in front of Chalmers. It was a routine they’d practiced at least twice a day for most of his life.

“Was Mrs. Symthon truly angered, or was this your way of indicating your own displeasure?”

He raised his arms and allowed Chalmers to place the robe around his shoulders. It wouldn’t dispel the chill, however. He held out one hand. His fingers still trembled. Frightened, Jered? He thrust that thought from his mind.

“I beg your pardon, sir?”

“I doubt it,” Jered said. “Why do I think you disapprove of my returning to Kittridge only today? Should I have been ensconced in a monastery in the fortnight prior to my nuptials, Chalmers, thinking of the state of my eternal soul? Some sort of purging regimen?” He walked to the window, glancing over his shoulder at his valet.

“Sir?”

“Why do I keep you on?” He turned and Chalmers was still there, outwardly servile. But the devilish twinkle in his eye had softened to become something else, an emotion that was almost difficult to witness. Fondness, of a certainty. They had racketed along together for nearly twenty years, the old man and the young one.

“Because I tie a cravat just so, sir?” There was a ghost of a smile on the man’s lips.

“Adrian asked if I’d part company with you, did you know? As if you were a horse or a favorite pup. Oh, don’t look at me like that, man. He’s a harmless idiot.” Jered turned his head and peered at himself in the pier glass. Other than a certain pinkness about the eyes, there was nothing that indicated he had spent the last week in a frenzy of debauchery. Or that he’d been unable to sleep last night, kept awake by unwelcome thoughts. “I take it by your shiver of revulsion that you would rather not leave my employ.”

“I think, sir, that you outrank the vast majority of your friends in nobility and intellect.”

“I would almost think that a compliment if I did not realize the character flaws of my companions,” Jered said dryly.

He stared beyond his reflection to the chapel at the end of the east wing. A spike of disquiet seemed to pin him in place. Had he done the wrong thing, after all? Selected the wrong bride? He could not rid himself of that odd notion.

It was true that he’d assented to the match without any objection. He’d known ever since he’d inherited the dukedom that he would have to marry, set up his nursery for the heir to succeed him. Tessa Astley was not unsuited for the role of duchess. She came from an acceptable family, she was possessed of beauty. Years would add to her poise. And charm? He could not forget her effortless candor, the smiles she’d bestowed with no thought to their effect. That is why he allowed his uncle to believe himself a Machiavellian schemer. The old reprobate had offered up his share of the family shipyards in exchange for Jered’s promise to wed. Jered had, albeit not as reluctantly as Stanford Mandeville believed, agreed to take her to wife.

I kissed her once, did you know? An unwise question to pose, even to Chalmers.

He’d seen her last year, at some ball or another he’d attended. It had been difficult slipping in and out, half the room stilled and bowed to him in that absurd bit of ducking and billing. It reminded him of the mating dance of the swans that floated upon Kittridge’s lake, except that the swans had reason to arch their necks and extend their feathers. She’d been dancing with some young fop who’d looked alternately stunned and bemused at his good fortune. As well he might; she’d been gloriously lovely.

He turned to find that Chalmers had left him. Alone.

He hesitated at the door that led to his wife’s suite of rooms. Since he had become the tenth Duke of Kittridge, this door had been rarely used. Oh, of a certain, to allow the maids to dust. But never on an occasion, such as now, so portentous and steeped in heritage. The rules, those unspoken bits of folklore interspersed with tradition, dictated that he swive her right enough, sow her hopefully fertile womb with the progeny who would inherit the ducal estate. Then he need not have anything further to do with her other than an annual visit to reacquaint himself with his duchess. Or perhaps she would wish to come into the city and form alliances of her own. Not until, of course, the paternity of his child was no longer in question.

He reassured himself that they would deal well together: a little complicitious sex, some tots of affection; an agreement that they would ignore each other in perfect harmony.

He opened the door between their rooms with little ceremony.

She started like a forest creature. A rabbit, perhaps, or a squirrel, what with all that luxuriant chestnut-colored hair. No, an owl, whose large brown eyes stared up at him, as if he’d taken her from her moonlit perch and shone a torch into her face. She was swallowed up in the large bed, attired in a lace-trimmed silk gown squared at the neck. She should have looked little more than a child. Instead she resembled a voluptuous and recalcitrant mistress who, having erred, waited for punishment with fevered anticipation. An idiotic thought.

There would be no visitors to this act. Once it had been custom. He was, after all, a prince of the realm. Now it seemed a bawdy sport—and one that he had forbidden, else twenty of his friends would be storming into this chamber with little decorum, hooting and howling like wolves having scented a wounded prey.

An examination of the bride in order to ascertain her innocence was another antiquated and barbaric custom he had waived. He had disliked the idea that the next duchess would be touched by someone other than himself.

He spoke to her for the first time since their vows. “Will there be any requirement for me to lie to the assembled guests?”

At her look of confusion, he smiled. Still, he needed an answer. His child’s parentage rested upon it. “Will it be necessary to fabricate evidence, madam?”

She shook her head from side to side, dislodging the curls arranged artfully at her shoulders.


He suddenly realized that she had no idea of exactly what he was asking, just that the tone of his question had required a negative response. He walked closer to the bed, recognizing that each step made her more tense. And yet, owl that she was, she did not pull away, or back, or make any wise attempt to forestall his approach. Courageous forest creature.

“We shall, as tradition has it, be required to fly our bedsheet from the east wing. If you have any doubts as to your virginity, madam, I would advise that you reveal them now. Such lack, while lamentable, can be remedied given enough preparation.”

“I have no doubts.” How soft her voice was. How tremulous, as if a gentle breeze had been given speech. Was it fear that made it appear so, or was she as normally soft-spoken? He did not know, having only exchanged words with her once. Then she’d been a teasing sprite who had laughed up at him and then been silenced with a kiss.

He bent and kissed her now, perhaps in gratitude, certainly in apology. It was too swift a gesture to give her any warning, too sudden a move to fuel her fear of him. Her lips were soft and pillowy beneath his. Ah, there she was, then. Three years had not dampened the memory after all. How utterly odd that of all the women he’d romped with, of all the whores he’d rewarded and wives he’d taken, that this one kiss should remain so close in his memory.

“And there will be a virgin’s blood upon that sheet, madam?” Words of implacable intent against lips as soft and as welcoming as crushed velvet. At her start, he pulled back, looked into eyes that had softened. “Come, you are not that innocent, surely.”

Had she paled? And was he being intentionally cruel?


His fingers trailed down her arm until he captured her hand. He held it within his larger one. Which of them trembled? He sat beside her, intrigued.

“I am a virgin,” she said, “but I would rather not spill any more of my blood than necessary.” Her eyes sparkled with some emotion. Fear?

Her hand lay trustingly on his, like a baby bird solaced by the nest. His family ring looked at home there. Her fingers were long, slender, topped by pale well-buffed nails. He turned her hand over, tracing a path slowly from her wrist, across the palm to the tip of the longest finger. Her fingers curled inward and he smiled. Then he tenderly tucked her hand into a fist, stroked the ridge of her knuckles. Immediately the palm uncurled, a gesture of trust as unconscious as her shiver of sensation.

This lovely bride with her wide owl eyes and her sensitive skin promised an erotic feast.

“Tell me,” he said, rising, “did your mother do the dutiful thing and frighten you with tales of this night?”

“She spoke with me,” his bride said, not moving her gaze from him. “I am supposed to be silent and not ask too many questions, I think. And certainly should not evince any curiosity as to your actions.”

Her lips were tipped up in a smile, infinitely sweet, with a taste of tartness. It charmed him down to his toes. It was not the first time she’d done something outside of his expectations. This morning, in the chapel, it had been the same.

She had, in the manner of all brides, been dressed exquisitely, but she had departed from the script in that there had been no hesitation in her movements. She had stood when he had entered the small anteroom, had stepped across the rounded flagstones of the chapel floor with an effortless grace, reaching him and placing her hand on his sleeve as if he had beckoned her by some unseen and unbidden gesture. She had turned and together they had provided her parents and brothers, his uncle and sister with a united front, two personages advancing their mutual cause, if not their family’s aims, with dispatch, decorum, and not a little pride. He had found himself momentarily bemused by her tactic, by the effortless way she seemed to embrace the occasion, by the smile she accorded him and the welcome she gave him. It was absolutely perfect and too unfeigned not to be real.

And now she ridiculed her own innocence.

His fingers toyed with the belt of his robe, his attention on the branch of candles beside the bed. The kinder thing would be to snuff them. He wondered if he would. The temptation to view her in the light was almost too powerful to resist.

“And have you any curiosity?”

“I’m afraid I do.” Her expression was too complex to attribute to one single emotion. Bemusement? Perhaps. Certainly a flush of embarrassment. And beneath it all the sparkle in her eyes hinted at excitement. A willing virgin, besides a curious one.

“I am not expected, certainly, to explain the entirety of it to you?” His own expression must have betrayed his reluctance to do so, if the smile on her face was any indication.

“I believe I have all the particulars in order. But I’ve not yet put it into practice.”

“You make it sound like learning French.” He sat on the edge of the bed again, torn between laughter and lust. One strap of her gown had fallen down and the rounded shoulder that was exposed seemed to catch the light of the candles’ shine with a particular allure. A shadow of collarbone pointed the way to other curves, hidden by fabric, protected by darkness.

“Oh, you mean conjugating verbs before learning to speak it? Do you think conjugating and conjugal have any similarity in meaning?”

“I think it a matter of coincidence only.”

She tilted her head, dislodging those glorious curls once again. “Don’t you think it’s amazing how many true coincidences there are in life?”

He threaded the fingers of his right hand through the ringlets that fell past her shoulders and paid no attention to her words.

She flushed, gripped the sheet and coverlet tightly in both hands, but she did not look away,

“Do I frighten you?”

“Are you not supposed to?”

“I do not believe so,” he said, placing a tender kiss at her temple. It was not so much that she shivered, but as if every part of her body became alert. He could feel the sudden tension, see its effect in the way her gaze dropped to the sheet and she licked her lips. Curiosity had too quickly reverted to innocence.

“Would it allay your fears if I told you that I am as frightened?”

She drew back and stared at him. “You?” It was an accusation.

It was his turn to pull back. “You seem to believe that impossible.” This, somehow, was not the conversation he’d imagined for his wedding night.

“You are considered dissolute. With a penchant for high living that makes you considered quite the rake. I have heard that had you not been a duke, it is doubtful you would have been received in fashionable circles.” A statement as wifely as any he’d heard.

“Fashionable circles feed on rakes such as I.” He smiled down at her. “The old biddies titter behind their fans, yet they are the first to open their drawing-room door. The moment they cease to be shocked is the moment they begin to be bored.”

“You do not have a high opinion of the society in which you reside, do you?”

He stood and walked to the fireplace, where he snuffed out the candles upon the mantel. “I think,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at her, “that since the position you occupy is one of probable duration and of a certainty some intimacy, you might begin to call me by name.”

Even by the light of the single remaining branch of candles on the bedside table, he could see her flush. He divested himself of his robe. Those owl eyes became even wider; her breath seemed to halt in her chest. He watched the flush travel from her chest up her neck to her cheeks, where it blossomed into brighter color. She had never seen a naked man before, that was a certainty. And, from the looks of it, was startled by his aroused state.

She didn’t demur as he threw back the same covers she had clutched just a moment ago and nonchalantly moved her aside. Nor did she say anything when he gripped the pretty silk nightgown and, with an economy of movements, slipped it over her head. When they were both naked, he rolled over and extended an arm over her. She lay as still as a corpse, hands clutched together under her chin, elbows shielding her breasts, knees crossed in an altogether futile gesture of trying to hide the soft triangle of hair. Her eyes looked everywhere but at him, even when he gently turned her chin in his direction.

“I am not about to ravish you,” he said softly, conscious of the rapid beat of pulse beneath her skin. Her neck pounded with it, a frantic sign of panic. He wished there was some way, besides actions, to make the fear dissipate. But he could not talk her out of her virginity.

“I’m not afraid,” she said, nearly choking on the words.

“And I am not duke,” he said, before kissing her.

It was only a kiss. Nothing more. Yet it took him down a dark spiral, a deep and melting warmth where temptation and surcease waited. The soft, timorous gesture of her tongue made his blood leap, the warmth of her breath, the softness of her lips lengthened the kiss, until he felt as if the roles had been reversed and he was the innocent.

He pulled back, confused.

Her hands had fallen to her side; her lips glistened wetly; in her eyes was a soft, lambent look such as he suspected he wore.

It was layered with curiosity and expectantly eager. He wanted, in a gesture uncharacteristically benevolent, to make that look last. Wanted her to wake in the morning not with the same shyness, but with a knowing glance overlaid with that same ardent excitement. An expectancy that spoke not of fear nor of ennui, but of discovery.

He lifted himself closer, trailed his fingers from her shoulder to her chin. One finger played with the outline of her mouth, brushed back and forth against her full lower lip.

“Your lips are made for kissing,” he said softly, before quickly bestowing one on them. He smiled when she reached for him, but drew back. “Some women paint theirs, or rub them fiercely. Yours require no artifice.”

“Thank you.”

“So eternally polite,” he murmured, before kissing her again. “You are welcome.” He trailed a series of kisses down her jaw. She squirmed at the sensation, which made him smile. “You are exquisitely sensitive, Tessa. Everywhere?”

His fingers trailed down her shoulder to a half-hidden breast. She had armored herself again. He tucked his fingers beneath her elbow, following the swell of flesh. “Let me touch you.” Gentle entreaty. A seduction of words. Her arm fell down upon the bed again, reluctantly, or so it appeared. He raised his head and looked at the breast he’d exposed, brushed his palm over the tip, beading the nipple that rose in tight supplication.

A soft sound from her, almost a gasp, and he was nearly lost to lust. He felt himself swell even further, tighter, harder. His lips encompassed a coral nipple, his tongue flicked against it. Tessa seemed to grow warmer beneath him, as if a tide of heat built inside her sensitive skin.

His lips found hers unerringly. It was she who rose into the kiss, her hands gripping his shoulders. She held him as if he bequeathed life with his mouth, fueled her with passion. The woman beneath him, the innocent, the almost-child enchanted him. Her hands braced against him, not to push away but in a shy and uncertain exploration. And when he placed his fingers on her abdomen, above her mound, she didn’t pull away but merely caught her lip with her teeth, almost trapping the moan. The sound that escaped was both faint entreaty and barely voiced excitement.


Her knee was raised; he gently cupped it, slid his fingers down to her thighs, to hips, to waist. She shivered in sensation, small bumps rising on her skin. Again the soft exquisite journey as he learned of her, small discoveries that mapped an entire body. Her ankles were as sweetly responsive to his touch as her beautiful breasts. A touch upon the back of her knees startled her; that was an exploration that needed to be continued later. The inside of her thighs were infinitely alluring; here her flesh seemed to grow hot as if leading to an inferno hidden beneath soft petal-like folds. When he touched her there, she nearly shot up from the bed, so shocked was she, an admission of naiveté given not in voice but in gesture.

The compulsion—no, need—to take her was so overwhelming that it almost conquered him at that moment.

Innocent.

He lay back against the sheets, one arm shielding his eyes. A slight movement at his side, and then a cool hand upon his chest, one not content to lay there quietly. Fingers explored and combed through the hair growing there. It was like adding wood to embers. Except of course, that his physical response was not close to burning out.

“Why have you stopped?” She raised herself up on one elbow and stared at him.

He turned his head to look at her. Her eyes were as wide, but they were darker than before, as if the pupils had expanded to engulf all of the brown with black. There were traces of gold in those eyes. Her flush was concentrated upon her cheeks, her lips seem fuller. Her hair lay in wild disorder.

“Because you are not ready and I am exquisitely so.”

“Oh.”


“You do not understand, do you?” He closed his eyes so that he wouldn’t see her. She looked too damned alluring right now. “If I took you right this moment, it would be painful for you. And I do not think myself capable of touching you without doing so.”

“I am sorry.” She sounded penitent, the last emotion he wished in his marital bed, from either participant.

“You are not to blame,” he said, “anymore than I am. It is simply a matter of male and female. I simply need to withdraw for a moment.”

“Will this happen often?” She sounded curious, damn her. As if this were an object lesson, and he supposed it was. Virgins were too much trouble. Even this one.

“I do not imagine it will happen more than this one night.”

“Oh.” Now she sounded disappointed. He opened his eyes and looked at her.

“Not unless you have a penchant for regrowing your virginity, madam. Virgins are delicate creatures. The first time you engage in this activity, I understand you’re easily wounded.”

“Is that why?”

She looked too damn pleased. Aphrodite in training. No, this one needed no education. A fact that should have made him happy but which had the oddest effect of irritating him. Why, he had no idea.

“I don’t mind if it hurts. Really. As long as it’s only once.”

“Well, I do. I’ve no wish to have a woman squirming in pain beneath me.”

“You make it sound dreadful.”

He frowned at her. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


“Well, you’re the one who refuses to continue.” She lay back on the bed beside him.

Seconds later he rolled over and covered her. “This is truly a ludicrous situation,” he said.

“You’re smiling. Am I to take it that you’ve rested long enough?”

“You need to learn some manners,” he said, surprising himself by teasing her. “Don’t you know I’m a duke?”

“I am dutifully awed.” Her hand cupped the side of his face, her eyes sparkled too brightly. Kissing her was like falling into air, into the night sprinkled with stars. His arousal, which had not dampened one whit in the intervening moments, grew even larger.

“There’s no use for it, I’m afraid,” he said, surfacing from their kiss like a swimmer nearly beached by a wave. “If I hurt you, I’m sorry. It is not well done.”

Her eyes seemed to swallow him. “I’m not afraid, truly.”

“Stop saying things like that.”

“Well, I’m not, and it’s no use frowning at me that way. I cannot help it if I’ve never engaged in behavior of this sort before.”

“Damn it, some people call it making love.”

“Then why are we yelling at each other?”

Laughter had no place in the bedroom, truly it did not. But it was the most natural thing in the world to lower his forehead to hers and to allow the silliness of this moment to overwhelm them. Her lips tasted sweeter when curved in a smile, and her skin warmer when she was suffused by laughter.

“You must tell me what you’re thinking,” he said a moment later. All his breath seemed suspended. Every thought focused on the look in her eyes. Wide and alarmed. The feel of her, so soft, trembling in his arms, seemed infinitely fragile. He ached to finish this, to complete the act that would render them bound by law and flesh.

She blinked at him, her smile tremulous.

“Have you had much practice in this?” Her voice was faint, the laughter muted beneath another emotion. Fear?

“Enough,” he said. He bent and kissed her again, banishing her anxiety in the only way he knew how.

“Why on earth,” she mumbled against his lips, “do they call it deflowering?”

He raised his head to look at her. Her lips, full and pink, curved into a smile. “It’s not as if I’m a rose, after all. But I’m quite willing to be plucked, Jered.”

And he did so, with as much skill as he could muster, even half insane with lust. Later Jered realized he’d never before taken a woman who smiled at him and urged him on with a gasp and a giggle.








Chapter 2




Sunlight flickered like tongues of flame across the pale ivory sheets of the bed. Tessa blinked, stirred from her dream by warmth and by the niggling feeling that something was not quite right. She stared up at the emerald velvet tester above her head, a mammoth thing supported by four towering carved mahogany posts. A bed suitable for a duchess.

The sunlight fell upon her face, brushed against her sleepy smile. A hand reached up, fingers trailed across her swollen lips.

Full wakefulness came with a jolt. She turned her head. She was alone. A full range of emotions flooded her in one moment. Awareness. All of the sensations communicated by her body clamored for attention. Soreness, first. She ached in places she’d never ached before. Then embarrassment—a full, wide, and hot flush of it—as she remembered the night before in painful clarity. He’d seen her. All of her. In the light. He’d touched her. She pulled the pillow over her head and muffled the sound of her moan. Oh God. He’d touched her. And more.

She surfaced from beneath the pillow, propped herself up on both elbows and stared toward the window and the offending glare of sunlight. No. She would not think about it. The sheet fell from her, and she glanced down at her own nakedness. A faint red mark glowed against the paleness of her breast. He’d kissed her, suckled her, placed his lips there.

She fell back against the bed, clutched the pillow to her chest. She turned her head to the spot where he had lain. The sheet felt cool against her cheek. He’d called her innocent. And if he saw her now, he’d certainly know how true a statement that was. She stared up at the tester again. Surely she should feel more experienced now. Almost wanton. But she didn’t. Instead she felt more lacking than ever before, still a child.

They had laughed together and it had felt wonderful. Even talking with him was something more than real, as if the god Eros had decided to perch upon a cloud and converse with her. With his black hair and his mouth and those gray eyes that mirrored all the emotions in the world, he was absurdly beautiful, her husband. Husband. The word curled up in her stomach, warm and rich.

He had shown such consideration for her, such tenderness. Did all brides receive such treatment? She suspected not, just as she knew there was no occasion to ask such questions. People simply did not mention such things.

Husband. Tonight they would do this again. After the first time, it had not hurt at all. In fact, it seemed altogether promising. And today? Today they would talk, and perhaps he would tell her of their bridal journey and the places he’d planned for them to visit. Rome? Paris? She wanted to see all of them, and with him, especially.

She knelt up in the bed, staring at the spot where he had rested the night before. Please, let love come to him. Not a great and lasting love. That would be too much to hope for. But let him want to know me, to talk with me. Let me be his friend. It was a prayer of few words. But, oh, dear God, if he could only see her not as an impediment to his happiness but an adjunct to it. Perhaps then there would be something more to this marriage than simply convenience. He was so utterly marvelous, and she was perfectly prepared to adore him.

When she was sixteen, she had been certain of what love was. In two London seasons, her illusions had been overcome by practicality. It was hard to retain a view of romantic love amidst the marriage mart that was London, among the swirling rumors and girls she’d known gone to brides and wives, with their laughter turned brittle and their eyes roaming the ballrooms for a mate for, not a lifetime but a night. It was an inbred society, her peers, and their disillusionment a disease too easily spread.

She’d seen the best the ton had to offer. Young men with bright smiles and hesitant voices who begged for her favor and nearly wept when she allowed them to fetch her a glass of punch. Or the suitors who sought her father’s fortune more than her face and deemed it unnecessary to find out if she could even speak, let alone what she thought. Mostly she was simply bored in their company. Occasionally she was irritated. And more than once, she’d ventured to open her mouth and tell them exactly what she thought. None of the young men who courted her had appreciated the degree of her honesty.

She’d been a child when taken to London for her fittings. And barely a young woman when set adrift upon an ocean of other girls searching for a husband of wealth and nobility. It had taken two seasons, but she had realized that romantic love had no place in London, and rarely in life itself. That it was rare to have what her parents had, a union of minds and bodies and hearts.

Still, she could dream, couldn’t she? And last night had been so magical, it was as if the dream actually had a chance of being true.

She was a bit disappointed that he had left her, her parents had slept together for years, shocking the servants. But perhaps his way of leaving her to awake alone was another sign of his touching regard. Perhaps he would come through that door any moment. And find what, Tessa? Her hair in a disastrous mess, her face unwashed, her nakedness not at all enticing—but simply bare!

She scrambled up from the bed, grabbing her wrapper as she did so, racing to the attached room that had been wonderfully converted to a salle de bains. A scant thirty minutes would be all she needed, and then she would present herself to her husband as a proper wife should.

 

“What do you mean, he’s gone?” Tessa gripped her hands together tightly, determined that she would be every inch a duchess. How could she not be, with at least fifty people watching her every gesture?

She stood at the foot of the curving stairs, the major domo in front of her. People poured out of the dining room. She’d no idea Kittridge was so heavily populated by guests. But then, the marriage of a duke was not a commonplace thing.

“His Grace has departed for London.”

Just like that.

“Did he leave any word?” How odd that it was so difficult to swallow.


“No, Your Grace.”

No instructions for her to join him, no explanation of when he would return, no indication that he was apologetic or that it had been an emergency that had summoned him, or that he even inquired as to her health.

She turned, picked up her skirts, and ascended the steps, hearing the buzz of voices behind her.

She walked with great dignity down the massive hallway to her rooms, entered, closed the door quietly, leaned her forehead on a gilt wall panel. Only then did she cry.








Chapter 3




“Such a sweet looking thing,” the woman said. “But then, I suppose all virgins are supposed to look that way.”

“If I know Jered, she’s no longer in that condition.” The slim, effeminate young man leaned on one hip and surveyed Tessa with the same nonchalant disdain.

It was not the first time she’d been subjected to that intense scrutiny. Tessa closed the book and raised her chin. The library had seemed a safe place. Rarely had any of Jered’s guests ventured there. But she had been wrong, evidently.

The woman who surveyed her was shockingly garish. There was paint on her lips and her eyebrows were too dark to be natural. She wore a yellow gown that showed too much bosom. The young man in his ivory satin suit was as magnificently dressed as a prince. They were a striking pair, but a rude one, as the moments ticked on and neither ventured an introduction.

Of course, she was well-known. She was Kittridge’s little bride. Hadn’t she heard that enough times to feel bilious? Such a sweet thing. Such a dear child. Every time she heard that, Tessa wanted to fling something at the speaker. Instead she’d kept quiet. Those comments were at least better than the ones she’d heard the last few days, the buzzing of gossip that ceased at her entrance to a room. Too innocent for him. No doubt bored.

She tilted her chin up further, stood up from the window seat. “Did you wish something?” she asked. A lady of the manor sort of voice. Would they recognize it as such? She doubted it. All of Jered’s guests had been more than a little contemptuous of her position.

They tittered. Even that was an insult. This false version of laughter was so brazenly rude it was difficult to combat.

Thank heaven she didn’t have to. The door opened and Stanford Mandeville entered, his arms outstretched, a broad smile on his face.

Tessa turned and allowed herself to be enveloped in a hug. The pair of guests melted away. Vultures who had been denied a meal when the victim showed signs of life.

“Heard my nephew bolted for London. Is it true?” Stanford Mandeville asked when he released her.

Her expression must have unwittingly revealed the answer because Mandeville swore. Her godfather did not bother to apologize for his language; he never had. People tolerated his temper or they saw his back. How odd that she had been counseled all her life to restrain her opinions, to remember her breeding, her family, her position in the world, while other people behaved as they wished with impunity. Or was it simply the Mandevilles who thought themselves above manners or decorum?

“He’s always been a wild one,” her godfather said, motioning a footman forward. “Came from his mother.”

The footman brought an enormous wrapped bundle to the side of his chair and, at Stanford’s nod, elevated it.
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Upon a Wicked Time






