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Chapter 1: Entertaining
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It was a warm spring morning when Lucinda walked into the kitchen. It wasn’t a room in the house she visited all that often, mostly because it made her fabulously hungry when she did. Petra was an excellent cook, and managing her diet to keep from getting too curvy was a constant trial for the countess. Today was no exception. The smell of warm bread made her stomach growl as she looked towards the scullery, expecting to see Marcus, the young man who had been her devotee and lover for the last month.

But she was surprised to find him standing side by side with Petra, chopping vegetables at a preparation counter as the two chatted cordially. They hadn’t yet noticed her presence, so she stopped, watching them both work. She could see the soft expression on Petra’s face, which was a sharp contrast to her usual business-like demeanor.

Remembering her reason for being there, she sighed and finally spoke. “Thinking about a career as a chef or restauranteur, Marcus?” Lucinda asked jovially.

Such careers are unusual within the nobility, but not unheard of. Lucinda’s own father had been very fond of cooking and could often be found experimenting with unusual recipes, much to the amusement of the household staff. For a baron, it was very unusual. Lucinda had married a count, and her station was upgraded through marriage.

Marcus and Petra both started, and he smiled shyly. “I, umm ... no, Dominie.”

Petra’s normally stern look returned. “The young man has excellent hands. I was just taking advantage of them and getting most of the food prep done for the next few days.”

Lucinda couldn’t help but smile. “Yes, he does. I’m glad you appreciate them,” she said, and swallowed a chuckle as her cook’s face flushed deeply. 

“Marcus, please finish the carrot you are chopping and then step out to the patio with me for a few minutes. I need to speak with you.”
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Marcus left the main house in his work clothes. The patio was a covered, open-air area, supported by thick Roman columns of white and pink granite and enclosed by a wrought-iron railing. Stairs led down to a paved entertaining area about eighty feet square. 

It was the third morning following the attempted assassination, and he’d not seen his dominie except in passing since. He knew she’d been out to Lord Nigel’s and was interviewed twice more by the constable’s men.

Lucinda was sitting on a fine wicker peacock chair, sipping coffee, gazing out over the expansive lawn at the back of the property. There was a badminton and tennis court about a hundred yards back, and in the distance, he could see the groundskeeper’s house and facilities. He had met the groundskeeper, Constans, a muscular older man, only in passing. All he knew of him was that he and his wife maintained the grounds with limited interaction with the household. 

“Is there any word on the attempt on your life?” he asked quietly, knowing it was not his place to start a conversation. If it perturbed his dominie, she gave no sign. 

The countess shook her head thoughtfully. “No, but Nigel’s house has been combed. They discovered passages and rooms that even he did not know about. But they found nothing in them but dusty footprints. The footprints suggest a short to medium-sized man.”

“Or a woman?” Marcus added, and Lucinda ceded his point with a wave of her hand.

“I’d like to ask you some questions related to that evening, but on a more personal level,” she said, looking at him from the corner of her eye. Marcus stood straight and clasped his hands behind his back, awaiting her query.

“It is clear you are quite fond of Lord Nigel’s devotee, Kathleen. She is a beautiful young woman, isn’t she?” Before he could answer, she continued.

“What did you feel when you learned Eugene had assisted Nigel with her training?” She asked, turning so she could see his face clearly. Marcus frowned slightly. In the heat of that moment, he’d scarcely noticed the comment, but in the days since, he’d given it no end of thought.

He sighed and answered honestly. “I feel jealous, Dominie.”

Lucinda nodded as if she expected the answer, and that he’d used the present tense did not escape her. She lifted an eyebrow and met his gaze. “And when you saw Nigel and Eugene pleasuring me?”

His jaw dropped slightly and considered lying to her. He knew she had a sexual relationship with her consort, but knowing and seeing are two very different things. Watching other men touch her succulent body had inflamed him in a variety of ways. He nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Jealous, but not like—.”

“Not like you did with our lovely Kathleen. Perhaps you see her as a potential spouse in the future, hmm? Whereas you see me —?” His dominie asked with a curious expression.

“As someone that I desire.” Marcus stated emphatically, meeting her eyes.

Lucinda smiled and sighed before pointing between her knees. “Kneel here, Marcus.” 

After he hurried to do so. Lucinda leaned over and caressed the side of Marcus’s face before kissing his lips tenderly. “It makes me feel good that you are attracted to me. Especially at my age.” Marcus blinked. He hardly thought of her as old. Mature and worldly, certainly. But not old.

“But you must learn to govern those feelings, my dear. You and your future wife might decide on a life of monogamy with a whole heart or one of you might want to keep things more informal. Have you thought about how you will feel if she wishes for something more adventurous? It’s an idea you should come to grips with before it happens,” she paused, looking into his eyes. “But as with all things between two people, communication is key.”

Non-monogamy was not a rare thing in their country, especially among the nobility. It had not always been this way, but the discovery of the red amaranth flower and the properties it contained to prevent pregnancies had a wide effect on the sexual culture of his people. He shook his head. “No, Dominie, I had not considered it.”

She kissed him again. “You are a wonderfully passionate man. But you must come to grips with this. Your parents had different sexual lives after your conception, for obvious reasons.”

She sat back and gazed down at him. “Would it surprise you to know that your father was a regular visitor to my bed?”

Marcus was surprised, but in retrospect, he knew he shouldn’t be. It was no secret his parents had lovers, but they had always kept it from their home. His parents had gotten along as the best of friends.

Lucinda smiled. “Edwin was my husband, and I loved him with my whole heart, but he was not my first love. Your father, Mitchell, was.” She cleared her throat and continued. “I told you we were once playmates, but in truth, when we parted, we were quite in love. I was heartbroken when your grandparents arranged his marriage to your mother.”

Arranged marriages were uncommon among his people, but not unheard of. Such things would often cement partnerships between two bourgs and their industries in the same way it was once used to forge peace between warring nations centuries ago.

“I wed Edwin two years later and was overjoyed to do so, but he knew of my affection for Mitchell. When he found out your parents had decided on a non-monogamous lifestyle, he invited him to our bed.” She smiled softly for a moment, then it turned seductive. “The three of us would cavort around much like you saw the other night.” She gave him a sultry smile. “One could accurately say that I had my cake and could eat it too.”

Lucinda waved her hand to banish the memory that was both happy and heartbreaking. “You must push jealousy from your heart, boy. Edwin could never have given me that gift if he were a jealous man.” 

Marcus nodded solemnly. “I will try, Dominie.” They looked into each other’s eyes for a few seconds before giving voice to a question that had been on his mind.

“Dominie, Kathleen asked me which noble ladies you had planned for me to entertain during my training.”

Lucinda smiled. “Did she now? Well, I shouldn’t wonder.” She leaned towards his face again. “It is different being a domme for a young woman than for a young man. With a man’s nature, nearly any woman I bring you to, if she is attractive, you would accept as a lover, yes?”

When Marcus nodded, she continued. “But for a woman, it’s different. The man could be the handsomest man in the district, but should he have a quality she finds less attractive, she would not enjoy a coupling with that man. Don’t you think?”

Marcus knew women at least that well and nodded. “It is a dommes duty to make sure that each devotee’s tutelage is fully consensual and pleasurable. We don’t wish to harm our nobles,” she pointed to her head and then her heart. “Here or here.”

“But to answer your question ...,” Lucinda paused and smiled wickedly. “I’m not going to tell you.”

Marcus laughed out loud, and so did she. “Nigel told Kathleen so that she could pass on a potential lover if she chose. But I don’t think I need to worry about that with you, do I?”

He looked at his dominie with narrowed eyes. “No, I don’t suppose so.” Lucinda nodded knowingly.

“Right. I will tell you, though, that I often will take advantage of circumstance, when choosing your lovers, with no prior plan to do so.” She waved him back, and he rolled back on his heels and then stood.

“You already know that you have the Devotee’s Masquerade Ball to look forward to, in a few weeks.” Marcus nodded. The masquerade was something every devotee dreamed of, and he’d heard wild, debaucherous tales of it.

“I will also tell you we will spend the final two weeks of your servitude sailing on my sister, Lady Maureen’s schooner in the southern isles. Other nobles may accompany us.”

A tropical holiday on a yacht? Marcus could barely contain his excitement.

Lucinda snapped her fingers at him, bringing his attention back to the present. “Now, if there are no more questions, you will assist Harrison in setting up a table, umbrella, and two chairs out on the lawn. I will be entertaining for tea, and you will serve us in the way I have taught you.”

It was the way she said ‘entertaining’ that made it clear just how Marcus was to do so and hinted at a wondrous afternoon of instruction and pleasure. The mystery and anticipation of it made his heart race, and he decided instantly that not knowing was very exciting indeed.
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Petra leered at the naked young man who stood before her at the serving counter. A silver tray with a porcelain tea set sat on the counter between them. “Just smile and keep your mind on something non-sexual,” the tall cook offered with a smile.

Marcus gave her a wry grin and lifted the tray. “I haven’t been able to do that since setting foot in this villa,” he said. Petra laughed and set the cream and sugar onto the tray before her young lover stepped away. She remembered their morning a few days prior and smiled at the memory.

A few minutes later, Marcus stepped barefoot down the patio stairs onto the area of polished white granite and black basalt paving stones, where the countess and her consort would frequently throw evening parties. About twenty yards beyond, two beautiful women sat
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