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The Duke's Demand





“My lady,” Hugh Northbridge, the Duke of Warwick, says. His warm lips send a shiver up my spine when he kisses my hand, and I chide myself that I’m excited by the lips of a man who is not my husband. “It’s a pleasure to be in your presence.” 

If my corset were any tighter, I’d swoon at his words. His eyes are grey, like the sky before a storm, and his lips are full. He has a full head of dark, curly hair that women of court talk of running their hands through.

I steal a quick glance at my husband and cringe. This is my wedding day, and I should be excited to marry the king’s cofferer, William Watts. But fear lodges in my throat and replaces any happiness I may have. 

If the rumors are true, my wedding to William is nothing to celebrate. Forty years my senior, my sixty-year-old husband is a disgusting man with yellowing teeth and is as bald as a baby bird. As the third daughter of the king’s chancellor, I had to take what I could get as far as marriage prospects. Although I’m beautiful, with long brown hair and dark blue eyes, my older sister was designed for marriage to a duke’s second son. My place in the birth line bumped me to the back of the line for quality husbands. 

If that wasn’t bad enough, I’m the third wife, the other two wives passing away long before me. William has grandchildren my own age of twenty, and I know that I’m only here to sate an old man’s lustful desire for a younger woman in his bedchamber. I’m disgusted that my own father thought it would be a good idea to pair us for marriage, and I haven’t spoken more than civility requires to my father since my betrothal. Hopefully, William will have a short life and leave me to find a husband of my choice sooner rather than later. 

The whispers surrounding William’s first wife, Catherine, are well known. Bruises were seen all up her arms and red spots were noticed on her neck. In my world, a wife is property of the husband, his to do as he pleases, but even the men at court were concerned about Lady Catherine’s state when she could not bear to stand on occasion. 

“Congratulations on your nuptials,” Hugh continues, pulling me from thoughts of the abuse waiting for me on my wedding night. 

Would my husband even be gentle as he takes my virginity? I grit my teeth at the thought of being abused and no kindness shown to me in bed. Other women speak of love and tenderness with their husbands. I know only fear of what mine will do to me.

“Thank you, my lord” I curtsy to the duke, ever the proper wife. “We are honored by your presence at our wedding. Thank you for your attendance.”

“I wouldn’t miss it,” he murmurs, an odd gleam in his eyes. 

Poor Hugh. His own wife dead a year now from childbirth, and the child went with her. He begged the king to go without a match for as long it took him to grieve them both. Usually, the king would pair his widowed members of court rather quickly or demand they find their own suitable wife to bear sons to carry on the lineage. Perhaps it’s because Hugh is a close friend of the king. Whatever the reason, he’s avoided remarriage. 

Silverware clinks against goblets and the wedding attendees go silent, turning to face my new husband as he stands at the head table. “Thank you all for coming tonight,” he says, a smug look on his face. 

I feel eyes on the back of my neck and know they are female eyes. Every single woman at my wedding knows what happens next in the evening. They pity me for it. I’m to go up to the bedchamber and allow my disgusting husband to take my maidenhead, then suffer any treatment he sees fit to give his wife. 

I look down and wiggle my toes under my robin’s egg blue dress. Closing my eyes, most men would think I’m simply a bride thanking God for giving me a husband with the king’s support. In reality, I’m praying for relief tonight and someone, anyone, to save me. 

As if God reached down and touched the head table himself, Hugh Northbridge stands up next to my husband and clinks his own cup. “Thank you, everyone. I’m honored to attend this wedding on behalf of the king. He had urgent business planned and asked me to attend in his stead. I want to thank his honor and Lady Sarah for their hospitality.”

“Thank you for attending. We have much to celebrate,” William replies, a crass smile on his face. I can practically see the hardness in his pants for me, and I feel sick. 

“As such, I have my own celebration planned for tonight,” Hugh says, smiling to the room.

“Oh, my Lord, are you going to take your own wife soon?”

“No,” Hugh says, and the room goes silent. The air thickens and practically crackles like the heavens know something big is coming. “I’m going to take yours for the night.”

My husband sputters his wine as I gasp, my hand covering my mouth. Women in the room gasp along with me and open their fans, fanning themselves to hide the expressions on their faces. The women without fans bite the smiles from their lips. They’re scandalized by the drama unfolding in front of them, but they’re also silently cheering for me.

“Surely, you jest, my lord,” William laughs. “My wife is mine and mine alone to bed.”

“Nay,” Hugh shrugs. “See, I’m your overlord and this village is part of my duchy. As your overlord, I have claim to everything that is yours. As such, I demand claim to your wife’s maidenhead.”

“To suggest so is rape. You cannot force her.”

“Words I expect you to live by going forward. However, we will let her decide who she will give her maidenhead to,” Hugh says, raising his cup in my direction. 

Hugh looks at me with dark eyes that send warmth to my nether regions. I pulse between my legs at the thought of him between them tonight and not some old man with a withered cock. One of his dark curls has flipped forward, and I wish I could run my hands through his hair to smooth it.

His jaw clenches under his cleanly shaven jaw, and I wonder what it would be like to stroke his cheekbones.

All eyes in the room that were watching the exchange between the men turn to me. My face reddens, and I hold my hands tight to keep them from fluttering to my neck. I had braced myself for my husband’s affection, but what would it be like to receive affection from the handsome duke instead?

I fully expect to be punished for the rest of William’s life unless I handle this well. If I seem too eager, my husband will not spare his hand or his rod after the duke returns to his own home. I need to frame this so my husband understands I’m doing this to preserve his standing in the duke’s eyes and his place at court. 

I grip my skirts and curtsy in the direction of both men. “I humbly submit to the will of the gentlemen, and I will show infinite respect for my overlord and his decisions as well as my husband’s wise guidance,” I murmur, not meaning a word of it. However, it would be unladylike of me to skip around the room and lick the duke’s face in ascent.

“I’ll appeal to the king!” my husband sputters, his face red with anger and embarrassment. “How dare you offer such a thing?”

“Appeal all you like, William. This is unorthodox, I’ll admit, but you dare test my friendship with the king? Who do you think he’ll side with on the matter?”

William’s chest heaves with rage, and his fists clench. I come out of my curtsy and stare at the floor like I’m waiting for the men to make their choice. My father steps behind me and leans toward me. “Do nothing. Do not react if Hugh takes you to bed. There are worse things.”

Is my father a fool? If he can’t see I’d much rather bed the duke than my husband, perhaps he is. Any woman would bed Hugh Northbridge. In fact, I hear half of the women at court already have, with or without their husbands’ and fathers’ permission. 

“What if an heir occurs from such devilry?” William asks, trying to claw his way out of the situation. 

“Then, you’ll have a handsome bastard around the grounds, yes?” Hugh taunts with a sideways smile.

My husband steps forward like he’s ready to forget his place and punch the duke, and Charles Claymore, the Earl of Dunwick, steps between them. “Do not be hasty, William. Hitting the duke will not get you anywhere. Stand down. It’s just a maidenhead.”

Charles and Hugh have been friends since childhood, and the smile on Charles’s face shows he’s greatly entertained by his friend’s proposal. 

William looks around at the wedding guests, most of whom avert their eyes to the ceiling or pretend to talk to friends, unsure of protocol and not wanting to embarrass my husband further. Eventually, William pulls his vest down at the hem and stalks from the room as Hugh approaches me with a bow.

“My lady,” he says, gesturing for my hand again. I place it in his palm, and he rubs his thumb over the back of my hand. “Will you allow me the honor of escorting you to your wedding chamber?”

I place my hand in his, knowing well that every eye in the place watches my every move. I try not to meet any of my guests' eyes as Hugh places my hand on his arm like he's simply escorting me to dinner. Whispers fill the air as soon as our feet leave the ballroom. 

“You do know he’s dying, right?” Hugh says quietly as soon as we're out of earshot.

I gasp and turn to him. “What is this? How do you know that?”

He cocks his eyebrow and looks behind him. Thankfully, the corridor is empty. “I’m friends with the court doctor, and the rumors are well known to the men of court. Have the women not told you?”
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