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Chapter One

[image: ]




Lady Victoria Wickerby had been misled on the subject of wedding nights. Not about the mechanics, though her mother had been very little help in that realm. Victoria received a five-minute talk in her mother’s morning parlor, whereupon Diana, the Duchess of Faircroft, managed to explain that men had certain needs and if Victoria were to simply be accommodating, everything would work according to how it was supposed to. 

Supposed to. Wasn’t that a crock?

Victoria gratefully sipped her cool glass of champagne. Thank God for Lottie, whose teenage habit of perusing illicit texts had well prepared both of them for this evening. Victoria knew what would happen. 

But knowing and knowing were proving to be two entirely different things. 

She sat on the padded bench at the end of the bed. For some strange reason she’d been unable to sit on the actual bed. Too personal. The matched chairs next to the fireplace seemed inappropriate as well. Too impersonal. 

Instead she’d awkwardly chosen the bench. Well done, Victoria. Well done indeed. What a decidedly assured way to embrace one’s future as a duchess. 

Except it was no longer her future as a duchess. Things were done, all tied up. The wedding had taken place earlier that morning, with all of good London in attendance. Then she and Spencer Ashby, Duke of Casebridge, had taken the train to his closest country estate. She’d received a grand tour of the sprawling sandstone mansion, and she and Spencer had eaten a cold supper. Like strangers. 

Like husband and wife. 

She swallowed the strange and sticky feeling in her throat as the door swung open. She jolted to her feet. “Your Grace.”

He was handsome. At least she had that much going in life. Their children would be attractive. His nose was bold, his eyes brown though perhaps a little small. The square line of his jaw bespoke generations of careful marriages, even under his soft beard. Marriages just like theirs. 

His hair was likely the only part of him that she wanted to touch. Golden brown, straight and richly smooth, it was parted roughly in the center and fell to the tops of his ears. Some small little part of her wanted to reach out and stroke it, feel those strands under her fingertips. 

Except he was nowhere near arm’s reach. He’d stepped inside the room, but he stood next to those upholstered chairs by the fire. His spine was as stiff as it ever was. As stiff as it usually was. 

Despite the fact that they would engage in sexual congress before the end of the night. 

“Call me Ashby,” he said evenly.

Victoria swilled the rest of her wine. It was sharply sweet and rolled down her throat like promises. “Ashby. Certainly. May I have more?”

“By all means.” He scooped the bottle from the table and poured her half a glass. And kept pouring. 

She gave a nervous giggle. “Quite a bit there.” 

“I want you...” His words cut off, then he turned to set the bottle down. He wore a pair of black trousers that could possibly have been the same ones from the wedding ceremony, or he could have a multitude of same-looking clothing. Over their five-year engagement, he’d never betrayed much of a sartorial bent. “I would like you made comfortable.”

“The servants saw to that.” She waved a hand at nothing and everything all at once. Her knees were beginning to feel a little loose, and she wasn’t sure if that was the wine or the ridiculousness of the situation she found herself in. “They were quite kind.”

“I’ve instructed them to afford you every comfort.”

“I liked the bath,” she said abruptly. She drank more wine. 

Good lord, she was likely to make an embarrassment of herself. What sort of duke’s daughter was she? She’d always been completely assured in every situation. There was no ballroom she couldn’t conquer, no visiting day that stood before her. She taught less fortunate girls the skills and polish needed to escape their jobs in factories and deplorable conditions. 

Ashby seemed to notice her discomfort, but his response wasn’t the most reassuring she could have imagined. He gave a little smile that tightened his cheeks over blade-like bones and turned away to pour his own glass of the golden champagne. “Thank you. I had it refitted the year before last.”

“The standing bath is lovely.” She didn’t wince. Women of her stature never winced. Bloody hell. 

“I’d hoped you would appreciate it.” He moved four steps farther into the room. His cravat was absent. She didn’t think she’d ever seen the base of his throat. There was a dip there. Her thumb would fit almost perfectly in that space. What a waste of manliness, to keep that hidden constantly. “I’ve made a number of updates to the home, as I was hoping it might be our primary residence.”

“Out here? So far from London?” Alarm turned her eyes wide and shoved her heart into her throat. But if that were what he wanted, she’d have little choice, unless he also permitted her to spend her time as she wished. “I didn’t know you to be a rustic type. You’ve resided in London plenty over our acquaintance.” 

It wasn’t as if they’d rushed into marriage, either. Their engagement had lasted five years. Her father had insisted on it, as she’d been only sixteen initially. Of course, her young age hadn’t delayed him from accepting on her behalf once the ultimate prize had been dangled. Her marriage had returned their ancestral home in Northumberland to the family. Stags End hadn’t ever been the biggest estate, and its far-flung location meant the family had quickly decamped to lodgings in London. But they’d long kept the land that was the site of the battle that won them the dukedom. 

Until three generations ago, when the Stags End had been lost in a card game. Of all the deplorable ways to lose control of a piece of property, Victoria’s father considered that the worst. It had been his personal mission to achieve its return. 

Personal but for his use of Victoria to obtain it. 

Ashby moved to a window overlooking a fine view of manicured lawns rolling toward a lake she looked forward to exploring. When he tilted his chin down, his hair slipped over his forehead. “You seem tense.”

Her smile spread quickly and without thought. Relief was more potent than the way the champagne warmed her chest. “I am. It’s good of you to notice.”

He came back toward her and took the flute from her fingers. He set it and his own glass on the small table next to the wine. When he sat down on the bench beside her, he made her feel delicate. In a strange, unsubstantiated way. Four inches space remained between their shoulders and hips, yet she felt crowded. Smaller. 

Her heartbeat rushed in her ears from pure nerves. 

He took her hand. His touch was firm and gentle at the same time. Though he knew what he was doing, he evinced no intent to intimidate or hurt her. Turning her hand over in his, he exposed her palm to the air above. The skin tingled. He uncurled her fingers, then grazed the tip of his index over the plump, sensitive flesh at the base of her digits. 

She trembled.

“I’m tempted to indulge your nerves. Tell you we may wait and that you have nothing to fear from me.”

Relief wanted to pour through her and loosen her joints, but she kept her spine straight. Her lips felt suddenly dry. “Tempted implies you are resisting.”

“I am. I don’t think it would serve anyone to let you back away from your duty.”

“I’ve never backed away from a duty in my life,” she said sharply. Quickly. Then she bit her lip, because perhaps that wasn’t the best choice of defenses. She didn’t want to initiate their marriage, after all. She would, because one ought to begin the way they meant to continue, but that belied any sort of eagerness. Of that, she had none. “The fact that we’re married ought to bear that out.”

His eyebrows flew up. He could be so staid sometimes, so stuffy. There was such shock on his face that the expression was nearly comical. Nearly. “Do you mean to say you wished to back out?”

She managed not to cut her eyes toward the ceiling, and for that she ought to have received a medal. “Nothing such as that. We haven’t made a love match here and I’d appreciate if we didn’t pretend otherwise.”

“True. No love match at all.” He laced their fingers together and used their bound hands to lift her knuckles to his mouth. The kiss meant little, merely a brush of skin over skin. It was the way he looked at her over both their hands that reached into her throat and snatched her breath. His eyes were dark and tumultuous. “In fact, you might find soon that there’s much to regret of our marriage.”

Alarm set her blood rushing. “What do you mean?”

He only shook his head. “I mean only to say that there’s one thing I can promise you for sure. You have no reason to fear our marital bed. I’ll do everything within my power to ensure you enjoy yourself.”

She swallowed and squeezed her legs shut against a sudden, unexpected jolt of heat. “Do you promise?”

He steadily looked back at her. His eyes were a rich brown, and the balance of his other features obscured the slight imperfection in their shape. More importantly, he was calm. Sincere. “I do.”

“Then kiss me.” She meant for the words to come out strong and bold, but they were a whisper she couldn’t help. 

And he did. 

He wrapped one hand around the back of her neck and drew her to his side. His mouth was hot. He peppered tiny, soft kisses over her lips, the corner of her mouth. The edge of her jaw. Over and over, until he found a sensitive spot behind her ear and she gasped. Then he took her mouth. Fast. Deep. His lips sealed to hers. They were bound. 

They were married. 

Spencer lifted his hand to meet the other behind Victoria’s neck, folding his fingers around that delicate span of bone and skin and tendons. She was grace. She was beautiful. 

She was a means to an end. 

Still, he kissed her with everything he had. Every bit of skill he’d ever developed. She was responsive in an artless, honest way. When he swept his tongue over her bottom lip, she gave a nearly inaudible gasp. 

He liked that. He was surprised at how much he liked that. 

Victoria deserved better than to be used in such a manner as he meant. She was flighty at times, asking for impracticalities whenever impulse moved her, but she had always been kind to him. Sweet to all around her. Involved with the people in her life in ways meant to benefit them. Then there was the school she organized with her two best friends. He’d known about it for a long time, though she seemed to think she kept it secret. 

She tasted like champagne. Sweet with an underlying bite. 

He kissed her hard enough that her neck bent and she melted. Her hands lifted, fluttered as if she didn’t know what to reach for, then lit upon his shoulders. The grip she had on him was so light that he could hardly feel it. He pressed closer. 

She was small but well built. He’d admired her curves in a nearly academic way, though his first wife had been even more slight. Theresa had been a wood nymph. Victoria would be a siren. She had the long, shining blond hair that would’ve attract sailors from miles away, and her voice was a warm contralto that wrapped around a man’s balls and held on tight. 

She breathed hard. Gasping into his mouth, she dug her fingers into his shoulders. 

He pulled away far enough that he could see her eyes. Their blue depths were hazy, the lids falling to half mast. Her long, thick lashes were a few shades darker than her hair. Compared to her pale rose complexion, they looked sooty. Her lips were flushed pink from their kisses. 

“Do you trust me?” he found himself asking. Bloody Christ, he wanted her to say no. People so often trusted him—because of his status, because of his stodgy personality. That wasn’t him though. Not truly. Once he’d flown free, only to crash like Icarus. 

He wanted her to be wise to him, though he wouldn’t know how he’d given himself away. There was nothing in his past behavior that would give hints for the future he was preparing for. She wasn’t going to appreciate the turn of events he meant to spring on her. 

However, that was three days hence. 

He had seventy-two hours to bind them and to ensure she got something out of this bargain. Sweeten the pot, one might say. 

Her hands were tight on his shoulders. Being in his shirtsleeves meant he could feel each individual pad of her fingertips. He fancied he could feel her thoughts zinging through them. Doubt. Curiosity. Just enough lust for him to work with. Her tongue found its way to her bottom lip. Exploring was on her mind. 

After a long, pregnant moment, she nodded. “I trust you. Our families have been intertwined for a very long time. This seems only right.”

Damn. He didn’t deserve a fraction of that. His expression didn’t falter. 

Instead he took her by the shoulders and turned her to face away on the bench. The thickness of her long braid was remarkable, at least the size of her wrist. The ribbon tied at the end dangled at the small of her back. She wore a white nightgown made of lawn so thin he could see almost every dip of her curves, but he couldn’t see the dimples she’d likely have at the top of her ass. 

Not yet. He couldn’t see them yet. 

He pulled the ribbon of her braid free, then separated the golden lengths. They’d been engaged five years, but in all that time he’d never seen her hair fully unbound. He’d been curious what it would look like down around her shoulders. They’d attended musicals, operas, balls, and every event one could name. In all that time, she’d only been pinned and braided and bound. He’d been able to leave the mysteries of her behind when he went home, except for this one curiosity. He’d turned thoughts of her hair over and over in his mind late at night. He’d take this one indulgence for himself, then make sure the rest of the night was for her. 

What an indulgence it was.  

Her hair looked like gold silk. It shone in the dim gaslight. He combed his fingers through the length and let locks slip over his palm in a tickling waterfall. Strands caught on the rough spots around his nails, then released with reluctance. 

“Do you like what you see?” Her voice seemed huskier here, in this private space between them. 

He nodded at first, then remembered she couldn’t see that. He wove deeper, then scraped his nails over her scalp. “I do. Beautiful.”

“I’ve never cut it.” Her neck bent backwards until her eyes looked at the slightly arched ceiling. She gave a moan that sounded remarkably like the ones he’d wrung from her with kisses. “It’s heavy. My neck aches sometimes.”

“But it’s worth it.”

She turned her head to the side and peeked at him from the corner of her eyes. “Do you think so?”

He made an agreeing noise, then took her mouth again. She leaned backwards until her back was to his chest, the waterfall of her hair trapped between them. He wondered briefly what she’d tried to achieve by sitting on the bench. A delay? He wasn’t exactly the in-the-bed and turn-out-the-lights sort, though she couldn’t possibly know that. Yet.

This time her mouth opened under his in a fast bloom. Asking for more. That was fine. He could give her that. Would. 

He started with slow caresses. Her stomach was a taut, shallow curve. Tracing the edge of her ribs made her shiver. She giggled against his lips. “Tickles.” 

“Good to know,” he whispered back. 

This, here. Such were the little intimacies that came from nothing but close relationships. He was building them on purpose. Wringing truth from her. She’d hate him for this later, even more than she’d hate him for fucking her. That was his right as her husband. 

But these were the little things that made it good. That made sure she’d enjoy herself. 

He’d make her come or die trying. 

No. Nothing so crass as that. He shoved back the determination that tempted him to rush forward too quickly. He’d make her right. Make her feel good, no matter what that would mean. 

Her stomach was soft and pliable under his touch. He stroked up, then up farther. A march of tiny buttons did their best to halt his advance, but he’d met bigger enemies over the years. 

Her breast was a warm, soft weight beneath the thin cloth. She was unbound and responsive. She gave a soft moan and lifted into his touch. Her eyes were still closed when she pulled her mouth away from his. “That...” She whispered as if she couldn’t bear to speak any more loudly. “That feels wicked.”

“It shouldn’t.” He traced his nails over the rounded side of her breast, let his thumb swoop back and forth over the bottom. “It should feel good. Let it, Victoria.”

She shivered, but gave a tiny nod and never opened her eyes. He liked the arch of her brows. They were graceful, just like the rest of her. “Can’t a thing be good and wicked, both? I’m fairly certain I’ve heard that before.”

She was irreverent. Perhaps that could be a thing to be enjoyed rather than tolerated, because he’d never found himself grinning at a bed partner. “True, they can be. Sometimes that makes the good that much sweeter. But I think this is enough, at least for our first lesson.”

“Lesson?” she echoed with a tiny laugh. Her eyes finally flashed open. “I’m not a babe in the woods, Ashby.”

“Been kissed, have you?” 

Those blue depths flashed. “Yes. I have, as a matter of fact.”

He didn’t care. She’d been so young when they’d become engaged. Let her have a bit of fun here and there. But he could tell from the low-strung, thrumming tension that meant her every breath shook them both, she’d never been beyond that. “Has anyone touched you here before?”

“On my bosom? What if they had?”

He knew she was lying. Or not exactly lying, as she hadn’t made any false claims, but implying more experience than she had. “Then the next step won’t shock you at all.”

The seed pearl buttons of her nightgown separated under his attention. Underneath was pure, glowing skin. The inner curves of her breast were full despite the fact that she leaned back. At the top arch of her left breast she was decorated with a dark brown beauty mark. 

He bent his head and kissed her there. Everything about her reminded him of silk. He was lacking in words. 

Other than desperate. 

He pushed her up from their bench, onto the end of the mattress. “You wish me to believe you wild? Then you’ll think nothing of this.” 
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Chapter Two
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Victoria knew Ashby was teasing her. He had a wicked gleam in his eyes just before his head lowered to her breast, and that hinting, flitting smile around his lips. At first the sensation was pleasant, but unremarkable. Wet and heat encompassed her nipple. She’d have called it nice. 

Then he bit her. 

Not hard. Just barely setting his teeth together, his tongue flicking over her. She squeaked. He looked up at her and though his mouth was on her flesh, she knew he was smiling. It was there in the darkness of his eyes. He would be all but laughing at her if she gave him a chance. 

So she didn’t. She laced her fingers deep in his hair and held his head to her. He took the encouragement, pressing deeper into the softness of her breast and playing with her. Sucking at her. His grip on her breast was firm enough that she didn’t want to move, not for any reason. Her spine arched backwards over the soft and feather-filled foot of the bed. Her legs were inelegantly splayed on either side of his torso, where he knelt on the bench. 

She existed. She still had all her pieces and limbs. 

But oh, she didn’t feel the same. Her blood rushed. Her mind felt like it was about to spin and flip right out of her skull. 

This was a beautiful thing. Gorgeous. She knew what this was, and she embraced it with both arms. 

Passion. She would have passion in her marriage. 

Over their five years of engagement, she’d never felt even the least spark of interest in her staid, boring husband-to-be. He’d been so serious. She’d dropped farther and farther into nonsensical requests and flightiness, and he’d never flinched. Never been shaken up. Never displayed so much as a moment of annoyance, no matter how hard she’d pushed. 

She’d given up hope of any sort of life behind his handsome yet blank eyes. He was a man of duty and responsibility, which was understandable. He had six different estates—no, wait. Five, now that one had been returned to her family. That was quite a lot of land and quite a lot of people who looked to him for their support. 

As a result, she’d never expected much of their marriage. They’d do what was necessary and live the lives that were set out for them. It was the right thing, even if it wasn’t exciting. 

But she’d heard from her friends what passion could be like. Sera and Lottie both loved their husbands completely. A year ago, Lottie had risked nearly everything in a scandalous display of running her mouth off at a ball, but Ian had stayed by her side. They’d been wrapped up in each other completely ever since. Victoria had once walked in on Sera and her husband at a musicale, engaged in torrid behavior. That had been up against a wall, of all places. Scandalous. Unrestrained. Completely rash. 

Victoria had been jealous beyond measure. Not of the act, but of the fact that Sera and her husband were so vigorously involved in each other, when Victoria would never have that. 

Except perhaps she would. 

Ashby found a pattern of attention that poured molten lead through her veins. She was weighted down with her desire. Her limbs felt heavy, her head too much to lift. She was cast away. Ashby played her like a maestro, his hands never idle, his mouth and lips and teeth never exactly the same. 

Her fingers plunged into his hair, petting and stroking in a way that was more about adding to her own physical pleasure than holding him down or holding him to her. His hair slipped over her fingers like soft ribbons. 

Yet somehow she managed to gather her thoughts. Biting her lip gave enough of a sweet sting that she could open her eyes. Above the bed was a half canopy decorated with gathers of soft material. The ceilings soared in a tall arch. 

“You’re right. This is hardly remarkable at all,” she managed to say, but her voice was tight. A soft, breathy sound worked its way up her chest and out again. “Perhaps you should try something new.”

His eyes flashed up at her at first, as if he’d thought her serious and was stunned by her claims. But then he smiled. Good lord, he gave her a handsome smile. One she’d never seen before, one that worked over her like lightning. She would have little left to restrain her if he gave her that smile on a regular basis. 

She could almost work up a good mad at him. Five years of engagement and he never once attempted to tease her or seduce her. Perhaps he was one of those men for whom the marriage ring meant everything. 

“Are you sure, Your Grace?” he asked in a wicked purr. His voice made parts of her melt. He slipped down her body. “If I do better, you might find yourself at a disadvantage.”

“How so?” she asked, and she had to admit that she liked the sound of your grace. She’d been expecting it for years, but that was quite different than hearing it on the lips of one’s own husband. 

“You’ll be crying out my name and likely forget what to call me. I wonder which it will be. Ashby or Your Grace?” 

“I think that’s the least of my worries at this moment.”

“So long as you’re sure.” 

She wrapped her fingers in that silky, touchable hair and wrenched his face up toward her. Yet she had the feeling he looked up only because he wanted to. There’d be no moving a man like him if he didn’t feel like it. “You’re a horrid tease.”

“No.” He scooped the hem of her nightdress up. “A tease wouldn’t do this.”

The dress went up and up. Victoria’s breath gathered in her chest and wrenched her heartbeat into a horrendously fast pace. Material pooled over his strong wrists, white against the matching whiteness of his shirtsleeves. Beneath that was the pale skin of her legs, which seemed to go on and on even to her. His gaze ate up every inch. He burned with intent. 

When her curls came into view, he cupped one hand over them. “Here, you’re the same color as your lashes.”

Heat washed over her cheeks, almost enough to match the heat that swirled elsewhere through her. “You noticed that, did you? What kind of flowers did I carry for our wedding?”

“White ones,” he said immediately.

She laughed. “Tulips. It was only this morning. One would think you would have noticed if you can tell the exact shade of my eyelashes.”

“But you see, this is something I’ve focused on for years. Three, at least. I’ve wondered.” He sank back on his heels, keeping his hand on her delicate places. 

He started with small strokes, down her thighs before returning to her center again. He was gentling her to his touch. That much she could tell. And she didn’t mind. She wanted the tiny flinches deep in her belly to stop, to be replaced with the rolling pleasure that she seemed to know lurked out of grasp. 

He fixed it. He fixed her. Slowly, he lowered his mouth to the center of her wet flesh. Licked long and low and she gave a gasp that was half scream. “What is that?”

“Cunnilingus.” He punctuated his words with a lick that delved between her lips, ending on a spot she’d thought her private secret. But he knew the spot too. 

He knew the way it made her bones sing, the way her head fell to the bed. She was more than she’d used to be, and floating lost as well. 

How long he continued, she wasn’t sure. She didn’t know that she cared, either. Let him exhaust himself, let him continue as long as he wished. There was nothing like this in the world. Her own gentle explorations had been nothing compared to the energetic way he consumed her. 

He wasn’t gentle, either. His teeth came into play. Locking tight around that bud, he lashed it over and over with the flat of his tongue. This was heaven. Heaven that sent pleasure wrapping tighter and tighter within her. 

But then she was cast out. He stopped. 

“Where are you going?” she found herself gasping. She caught his hip with one ankle, but he didn’t pull too far away. 

Instead he was stripping. Shedding his clothes with determined moves. The shirt first, exposing wide shoulders and a torso meant for dreams. He was carved and lean. Lines marched down his stomach, detailing faint box-like shapes. He pushed his trousers down next. 

His cock was impressive. Beautiful, in its own way. Victoria had always feared she’d find his personal parts amusing. The pictures in Lottie’s books had been ridiculous, and when she’d heard her friends refer to members as cocks, she’d laughed uproariously. What reason was there to compare them to roosters? None, and yet now she liked the word. 

Her mouth was filled with moisture. She shut it, realizing she’d been gaping, and tried to swallow. “Am I ready?”

He held her close and kissed her again. His mouth was a heady thing. She could kiss him for hours. He smoothed her hair back from her slightly sweaty cheeks. “You tell me.”

She nodded. Bit her bottom lip and let her hands skim down the sides he’d exposed in his nudity. He was taut, made of tiny valleys of muscle layered over hard ribs. 

She wondered for a moment if they’d move from the bench to the bed, but then something blunt and insistent nudged between her legs. She felt surprisingly open. Wet and throbbing. He filled her. 

A tiny, sharp ping of pain on first contact made her cry out, but it was fleeting. Just as quickly gone again. Then he was nothing but promise and potential. He entered her slowly, taking exactly what they both needed him to. 

She wrapped her arms around his shoulder and lifted her head so that her forehead met the shifting expanse of his chest. She wanted to hide. The rest of her was already cracked open for him to take. 

But he didn’t allow that. He tipped two fingers under her chin and forced her to look at him. His eyes were troubled. “Tell me it’s good. Tell me you like it.”

She did, of course. Within her built a marvelous friction that implied she’d be able to cast away every one of her worries. She didn’t understand the determined set to his jaw. He seemed more like a man at business rather than tupping his new wife. “Why do you care? What matters quite so much?” 

Spencer wasn’t sure if he knew this wife of his in the least. Despite the period they’d spent nominally engaged, he couldn’t imagine such a question coming from her lips. Perhaps something about whether the country of Ecuador stretched around the entire world—though he’d thought that particular question had been for her own amusement while he and her father had been talking about the ramifications of new London drainage systems. 

He locked one forearm down alongside her head, letting his weight rest. With his other hand he framed her face. His thumb rubbed over her soft bottom lip. She darted out her tongue and licked at him, then grinned. “Well?” she prompted. “Many men wouldn’t care in the least. We’ve been naught but friends over the years.”

He was doing his best to resist the warm, clasping hold of her body. She shifted and it was a reminder of their closeness. That it would take only a few strokes of his hips and he could be done that quick. She was a lovely, nubile woman. Fully enticing. He had a bigger mission and thank God, she’d just given him a way out. He lowered his head to the long expanse of her neck where the tendons stood out in sharp lines. He licked, then licked again. 

“Aren’t you good to your friends?” She tasted good, though he wasn’t sure how he’d describe it. One couldn’t taste warmth, after all. And there was no tang, no sweetness. She just simply was, the purity that was Victoria. He’d acquired a luscious piece of British womanhood, exactly as he’d needed. 

She laughed. Her hands were on his back. Little weights. Her fingers splayed, sending a wash of sensation across his skin. “I’m good.” She shifted her hips, pushing up toward him. He fisted his hand against the mattress, next to her head. “But I’m not this good.” 

Fuck, she was tight. He’d had a virgin before, but that had been many, many years ago. He’d forgotten how good a woman felt too. The clasp of his hand compared nothing to the wet haven she provided. He dragged in slow breaths, trying to calm himself. He’d have to do better than this. 

It had been so bloody long, though. 

He kissed her, the better to get his mind off the fact that he was cock deep in a pretty pussy that had tasted like spun sugar, and to get her mind off questions that displayed a sharper mind than he’d expected. How many women were capable of logical discourse moments after their maidenhead being broached?

He slipped free of her tight clasp, then back again. 

She gasped, but just as quickly a line knotted between her brows. Her skin was porcelain smooth. “What are you grinning at, Your Grace?”

“Ashby. Fuck, call me Spencer. Just not Your Grace, not even in jest.” He couldn’t stand the extra measure of servility when he’d be asking her to take on so much extra. 

“Spencer.” She said the name slowly, measuring its pace in her mouth. “Spencer. I knew that was your name, but I’ve never said it out loud. Spencer.” 

“Not the done thing,” he agreed. 

He stroked deep, wrenching more of those airy noises from her. She was responsive. Audible. He liked that. The noises broke right through his control, dove into his brain and rolled around. Confirmation he’d hit the right spot, he was making her feel good. Good and good and even better as he kept fucking her. 

“Don’t care,” she finally managed to gasp on a broken breath. “Spencer. I like your name.” 

“Good,” he grunted.

Her gaze caught his. She had blazing blue eyes, not like the sky or a frozen pond but like something never before captured. She was a force. “And you still haven’t answered my question.”

“Questions? Now?” The back of his neck was fiercely tense. A fist pounded at the base of his spine, begging him to let go, to pay attention to the goodness in which he was cock deep, but he’d not found her release yet. He wasn’t going anywhere until that happened. 

Her knee lifted, rasping over his thigh. She squeaked again as his angle changed. He shoved a hand under her ass, hauled her up three inches. One foot flat on the floor, he went harder. Faster. 

“Why?” She managed to catch his gaze again and it was like grasping hold of Mr. Edison’s direct current machine. Shot straight to the heart of his guilt, his worries. His determination to do better for her. 

“Because I want to.” At least he had the fortitude to lie, at least the little while longer that was needed. He ducked his face against her breast, caught hold of her nipple. Pale pink, just enough for his mouth. She had lovely tits. He curled his tongue around the tight tip, then teeth, then blew gently. “Because I’ll like it better if you like it too.”

That much was truth. She was wet enough from his attentions that he almost thought it too much. Her little noises were hypnotic, so erotic. He’d had partners who knew more, and one who’d known even less, but none who’d sounded quite like her. Who ran their mouths at such times, either. He found the habit charming. 

“Why don’t all men ensure their wives have enjoyable times, then?”

“What makes you think they don’t?” His hips kept going. She was curves on curves. He palmed her breast, let the weight of it balance in his hand, then scraped his blunt nails over her flesh. That got another noise out of her, this one a breathy, squeaky moan. “You’re not in their room. You don’t see how they fuck their wives.”

She shuddered when he said that, and he added that to the mental tally. Things that made her feel good and him in turn when her pussy clenched on him. She liked when he said naughty things. That was something he could definitely work with. 

“No, and Sera and Fletcher and Lottie and Ian do well.” She laughed a little, burying her face against his shoulder. “I probably shouldn’t mention them at a time like this, but—oh, right there. That felt good. They have good relations. But my friends talk about others as if—as if they were the only lucky ones. As if not everyone gets this.”

He kissed her. Her tongue was a bold thing, slipping against his and licking his bottom lip. He sucked it into his mouth, caught it between her teeth. Another noise at the back of her throat. There’d be no fucking her in secret places. She’d get them caught in no time. Perhaps that would be half the fun. 

“People in love always look down on the rest of us,” he said once he’d reclaimed his lips for his own uses. Except he layered another kiss along the plump and reddened swell of her bottom lip. “But plenty of us know how to fuck as well.” 

“And you’re teaching me now, aren’t you?” She let her head fall, let her hands slip from his shoulders. Her fingers tangled in the pale white bedspread. The eyelet was diaphanous. “Because you’re so deep in me. Oh, it’s like I can feel you all the way through.”

“That’s my cock, sweetheart. I’m in your pussy and bloody hell, you feel good. You’re wet because you want me.” 

“You’re making me feel good.” She had a voice that could mesmerize him. 

If she didn’t hate him in two days, she had a damn good shot at wrapping him around her little finger. Especially if she met Colin with equanimity. His new wife revealed sides of herself she’d never hinted at. He might be annoyed if he hadn’t been keeping his own cards quite close to his vest. There was a side one didn’t automatically display to the world. Even to one’s fiancée. 

Maybe especially to one’s fiancée. 

His mouth found the curve of her neck, dipping toward her clavicles. She melted like ice beneath the sun, her face turning toward her upper arm. The way her lips parted hinted that she felt extremely good. 

“You’re close, aren’t you? You’re going to come. You like the way my cock feels inside you.” The last part he didn’t ask. He knew. Knew from her expressive face, from the flush over her soft cheeks all the way down to the way her toes curled against his calves. She was on the edge of release. Her hips twisted, her spine arched. He almost had her. So close. 

He kept going, kept fucking her, kept on because bloody hell there was nothing else. He had to make her feel good. Had to. Beyond the normal desire to please his partner, he was left with the responsibility of stemming future dread. Making up in advance. 

He shifted positions, locking one knee on the bench between her slender thighs. With his other hand, he splayed his fingers across her lower stomach. Pressed. Jesus fuck, he could feel himself from the outside, the press and shift of her body. 
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