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Chapter 1


London 1821

“Clapped, poxed, French diseased,” said Lydia, making notes in her commonplace book as she spoke. “Venereal complaints. Did you think rakes suffer no consequences of their raking?”

When Miss Susannah Hynde first heard the rake complaining about the state of the parts between his legs at the Halyday ball, she couldn’t have expected to get a lesson on the venereal contagion sweeping through the British Empire from Lydia Whateverhernameis. From Cumbernauld to the Cape, the sun never set on the empire’s most devastating privates problem. On second glance, those eligible men they’d hoped would ask them to dance seemed pained, the lines around their eyes deeper than they should have been from late nights carousing at gambling hells.

Susannah cast her gaze at Peregrine Morrow, the dazzling blade on whom she often set her sights. If these gentlemen — subdued in their raking — were suffering from venereal complaints, what was the likelihood that a buck of the first head like Perry remained untouched by the contagion?

It was later that night, in a conveniently unlocked study, that Susannah caught sight of Perry and resolved to question him.

He turned expectantly when she entered the room, his face falling before he pulled on a bright smile. “Susie, how do you fare?”

“I’ve been looking for you all night,” she said, disappointed that they hadn’t danced.

“Only just got in,” he said, rocking on his Hoby boots. “Had to see a horse at Tattersall’s. You know how it is when prime horseflesh is on the line.”

Susannah knew how it was when many things were on the line for Perry: horses, his tailoring, a wager. “I had hoped we might discuss the announcement of our engagement,” she said, feeling suddenly bold now that she had the chance to talk to him privately. She shouldn’t be doing it, not without a chaperone nearby, but needs must; she began to think he was delaying!

“Ahh, that,” he said with a grimace.

Yes, that. That small matter of her happiness.

“You know my father, don’t you?” he continued. “Tall man, going gray, broader about the shoulders than aristocrats typically are, but we accept him all the same since he holds the title?”

“I haven’t seen your father in years, despite being immediate neighbors in both London and Amersham, if I’m honest.”

“No matter,” he said, taking her hands in his. “He’s a veritable beast and isn’t particularly keen on this marriage.”

“On our marriage? You talked to him about it?” she asked, her heart leaping.

“Well, not in so many words, but he’s been very down on the institution generally since my mother passed.”

“He doesn’t support our marriage because your mother died? In the last century?”

“Alaric has been moping since. Claims he wishes he’d never fallen in love with my mother for how his heart pains him now.”

“I find it strange that you use your Papa’s given name, Perry.”

He waved the concern away. “He spent my youth skulking about the estate when he should have been securing another mama for us. I’ll address him with respect when he does his fatherly duty. Though that is looking increasingly unlikely.”

Susannah pushed up her spectacles and felt she was seeing Perry clearer than she had in some time. “Why is that?”

“Got the pox. One visit to some dull, respectable brothel on a trip to London when he finally stopped weeping over my mother, and he caught the French disease.”

Syphilis. The Duke of Raimbeaucourt had syphilis, a disease that could only lead to a painful death. Susannah’s stomach dropped at the news. She didn’t know the duke outside of a few encounters when she had played with Perry as a child, but the tragedy of a neighbor falling gravely ill struck her.

“So you see, this will work nicely in the end.”

“What will work nicely?” she asked.

“If my father, the primary impediment to our marriage, is no longer on this earth and his title passes to me, we can be married forthwith.”

Perry was anticipating the death of his father, a man whose great sins were failing to remarry and provide Perry with a new mother and threatening to cut his son’s allowance when his carousing went beyond the norms accepted for young blades. Now that Susannah thought of it, he might even be a good father.

“Our marriage depends on the death of your father?” she asked, letting the skepticism show.

“‘Fraid so, love.”

Susannah regarded their clasped hands and wondered how long ago she’d lost her friend without ever realizing he was gone.

“Susie, you wouldn’t have your pin money with you tonight?”

She looked up in surprise. “What’s happened?”

“You know how it is, the horse I bought wiped me out and—”

“What did you do? And don’t lie to me.”

“You really sound like a duchess when you talk like that, Susie. Gives me the shivers. If I’d had a mama who talked like that, I’d have been a very good boy indeed.”

She pulled her hands from his and regarded him with a steely expression.

“Remember when a girl working on the estate made up that story and blamed her belly on me?”

Did Susannah remember the shock of hearing that Perry had seduced a scullery maid and gotten her with child? She most certainly did. He’d explained that they’d pinned the whole thing on him because he was a scion of the Morrow family and therefore good for some coin. Her coin, from her pin money.

“‘Fraid word has gotten around that I’m good for it, and another maid is claiming the same. I need to get together a purse to get rid of her. She’s been no doubt lying with the footmen and butler and gardener—”

“Did you tup her?” asked Susannah.

“Susie, such a word from a green girl!” exclaimed Perry with delight. “Maybe you are my match after all.”

“Perry, I asked you a question. Did you tup the maid in your father’s house?”

Her stomach churned at the possibilities. How old was this maid, and did she believe her position depended on allowing the duke’s son whatever advances he wished to make? Where would she go with a baby on the way and just some pin money to support her? It would have been incomprehensible just a few years before, but the truth was now clear: Peregrine Morrow was a scoundrel.

And now his face creased with anger. “I’m surprised you’d ask such a thing, Susie. You’ve known me since we were in leading strings. Do you not think me a man of honor?”

So this was how their friendship would end: him erecting a mask of indignation to conceal his abominable conduct, her holding back tears as her plans caught fire like a sheet of foolscap dropped on the hearth.

She turned to go — and saw a fashionably attired matron at the door. They regarded each other with surprise, and she didn’t miss when the woman shot Perry a glance.

So this was why he’d been in this room during the ball. The ball where he hadn’t danced with her, his ostensible secret fiancée.

***

When she returned home from the wedding of Lady Catherine Kersall and John Starling, Marquess of Fauconer, a few weeks later, Susannah carefully unwrapped a gift the bride had pressed into her hands on the way out of the post-ceremony breakfast.

“I did it! The physic I’ve been working on healed John and is responsible for our great happiness,” she’d said.

Susannah turned the vial this way and that, then consulted the careful instructions Catherine had included on how to add her blood to the physic and what the concoction might cure.

She thought of her retiring, scholarly friend’s radiant countenance when the Marquess had gazed upon her with an expression that made Susannah feel warm in her church clothes. Catherine, now Marchioness of Fauconer, was a very lucky woman indeed.

If only Susannah might experience some shred of that vast ocean of happiness now buoying up her orphaned friend. Susannah delighted in Catherine’s joy, undoubtedly, but Perry’s latest betrayal had cut her.

She would never have the St. George’s wedding, the cake, the adoring groom. It would be a miracle if Perry reached thirty without contracting a venereal complaint of his own. She now understood that he could pass such an illness to his wife and perhaps their children.

Susannah held in a sob, trying not to think of her crushed hopes. Why, things could be much worse! Think of Perry’s father; the poor man having contracted the pox while visiting a bawdy house. No wonder she hadn’t seen him in so long, despite living so close. He might even now be in great pain as the French disease took hold. And to think: his son had crowed, anticipating his father’s passing. Perry was turning out to be a villain!

Susannah felt the bottle in her hand, noticing how the light caught on the cut glass. She had, in this moment, the ability to end the Duke of Raimbeaucourt’s anguish. The poor man, mourning the loss of his wife all this time. How loving he must be.

Her gut churned thinking of Perry inheriting the neighboring estate and dukedom after so heartlessly denigrating his father. A man who was now suffering and sad, and possibly in London at this very minute. Right across the back garden.

Why, she ought to turn the tables on that scoundrel and heal his papa, then become the new mama he claimed to want so much. That would show him!

She laughed out loud at the preposterous idea, but as she turned the bottle in her hand, the idea seemed less and less laughable. Why, she could go right now, through the covered walkway she once used to visit Perry, and see if the duke was in London.


Chapter 2


When Miss Susannah Hynde came upon the duke in that vast, darkened study, his broad shoulders quaked.

“Your Grace?” she asked. She pushed up her spectacles and looked about for a candle she might light. A lovely borzoi dog slept on the floor beside her master’s feet.

Lord Alaric Morrow, Duke of Raimbeaucourt, attempted to focus his eyes, but the pain proved too severe. He’d lost most of his sight a few days ago, and it had yet to return. It had always returned before now.

“Who goes there?” he asked with a snarl, hoping to hide the truth of his condition from anyone unwise enough to approach him.

“I am Miss Hynde — Susannah — from the neighboring estate. That is to say, the property next to yours. Well, the one near Amersham. London, too,” she said, trailing off when he turned to her.

“Peregrine’s playmate?” he asked, his jaw tense.

“Yes, you could say that,” she said, her eyes downcast.

“If you’ve come looking for my son, I fear you’re too late. Or too early. He’s taken himself off somewhere, likely a gaming hell.”

“I didn’t come for Perry,” she said.

“That would be a first. Always following him around, weren’t you?”

“I did,” she said, wishing she could allow her trembling knees to collapse. “May I take a seat, Your Grace?”

“I suppose I can’t deny a county girl a seat,” he said with mock graciousness before a spasm in his neck made him clench his lips together in pain.

She bustled over and sunk onto the settee right next to him, nearly sending Alaric through the ceiling in shock. My goodness, gently bred girls were forward these days, absconding into London townhouses in the middle of the night without chaperones!

And then she shocked him further.

“You’ll think me quite forward,” she said, taking one of his giant paws in her small hands. At least she was not unaware!

Alaric hummed in response, distracted by the feel of her gown running along his left thigh. Dash the loss of his sight; he’d never been so aware of a bit of fabric before.

“Well, you see…” she started.

“I actually can’t,” he said.

“At all? Would you like to borrow my spectacles?” she asked, innocent of why a duke might lose his vision. If she knew the cause, she wouldn’t have touched him, wouldn’t have even held his hands so willingly in hers.

“Won’t help,” he bit out. “What is it you came for?”

He heard her sigh as she paused before answering his question. He imagined the rise and fall of her bodice, how it might feel to rest his head—

Alaric nodded to clear those thoughts. He must be nearing the final stage of his illness, thinking about his son’s playmate in this manner! He should abandon attempts at a cure and depart for the country to die, far from people he might importune or hurt as the madness and decay took hold.

“I came to offer you a solution to your problems,” she said.

Alaric flipped through his problems, attempting to guess which one she referred to. Was it the crumbling estate in need of funds? The faithless son, sowing his wild oats, twig, and berries all over town? Or, most humiliatingly, the pox he’d contracted on a rare visit to a highly recommended brothel following the loss of his beloved wife?

Yes, he decided, then and there: it was time to go back to Amersham, immure his mortal form, and wait for the end. Anything to save himself from having to hear about his troubles from sweet-voiced debutantes just wanting to help.

“I am aware the mercury cure has not worked,” she continued. The pox then. A chit had breached the walls of his townhouse to discuss his diseased cock. Could he not just expire of shame on the spot and end this exercise in humiliation?

“He won’t marry you,” grit out Alaric, hoping that an insult would bring this unwanted interview to an end.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“My son won’t marry you. He’s promised his heart from here to the Outer Hebrides, all the while producing more half-shoots on the family tree than Charles II.”

“Not so bad as Charles II,” she intoned. Strangely, she didn’t sound surprised at this bit of news about her beloved. He’d need to be more blunt.

“I’ve recently become aware that he’s been meddling with the servants.”

“I was already apprised,” she said.

Alaric wished he could see her face. What was she playing at? She should have been wailing by now and running for the hills, never to disturb his peace again.

“So what is this solution to my problems, if it’s not a marriage to my son that would inject your rich dowry into my failing estate?”

“Oh, I intend to marry a Morrow,” she said.

Alaric’s taxed brain struggled to imagine the answer to her riddle. It broke the surface at last, and he jolted. “You don’t mean me!”

He felt her hand clench around his; he’d forgotten she was holding it.

“Your estate requires improvements,” she said.

“Yes, and my son will see to that when I am gone. Which promises to be sooner rather than later.”

“What if you didn’t need to die, Your Grace?”

He sighed. Was he about to be treated to some moralizing? In his own study, in the middle of the night? Miss Hynde was really too much.

“No, before you speak, I should elaborate,” she said. “Your son is an unworthy heir. I now see that. A viable alternative might encourage him to change his ways.”

Of all the things, Alaric was going to need to explain procreation and the pox to a dizzy schoolroom miss. How did she even make it inside his townhouse, anyway? He’d talk to his butler about securing the fortifications.

“As you may have gathered, I am unwell,” he started.

“Yes, you have the pox. Oh!” Susannah interjected brightly. “You think we cannot produce an heir? Because of your diseased parts.”

Of all the trials he’d had to endure in his life — the loss of his wife and infant daughter, a worthless heir, and an estate sinking into the marshland — this had to be the worst!

Alaric growled.

Miss Hynde patted his hand. “It’s no matter. I have a cure.”

“Madam—”

“Miss. Miss Hynde.”

“Yes, yes, Miss Blistering-My-Hind. There is no cure. I contracted syphilis while on an ill-advised visit to a brothel,” he said, determined to scare her off for once and for all. “My mortal form is dying as we speak. My cock does not function, and if it did, it would only pass the contagion on to you. If I could convince it to stand up straight for a most impertinent young miss!”

“Well, that’s just the thing,” she said, squeezing his hand. “I have a cure. A real one.”

“And why does a miss who has just lost her milk teeth possess a cure when all the kingdom’s medical men can’t eradicate the scourge of our empire?”

“Possibly because they’re not virgins?”

“So you intend to wave your virginal hand over me and, what, do some havey-cavey magic and break the spell of syphilis? This is England, Miss Hynde, and fairy stories aren’t real.”

“Oh, no, it’s not a waving of hands,” she said, laughing a little. “My friend prepared a physic serum — she’s brilliant, the best mind of our age — and I added something of my own.”

“A few words spoken into the jar at midnight on a full moon, I’m sure.”

“It was difficult to obtain, but I added a bit of my blood.”

Alaric paused. “Why does the physic require blood?”

“Not just any blood. The blood of a virgin. I don’t understand the mechanics — I’m just a scientific hobbyist and reader — but the virgin blood is very important.”

“And if I drink or otherwise consume this physic containing your virgin blood, you’ll undertake to remove yourself from my study and never enter my house again?”

She stiffened next to him. “That is quite the opposite of what I proposed, Your Grace!”

“You proposed marriage, but that offer seems to depend on this physic working. You wouldn’t willingly wed and bed a diseased man, would you?”

The chit hummed in agreement.

“Or perhaps you fancy yourself a merry widow soon enough. Why, you might still have your sights set on that wastrel heir of mine.”

At this, Susannah bolted from her seat. “Not at all! Peregrine is on the road to ruin, and he’s hurt me more times than I care to admit. One’s fiancé is not supposed to cause such consternation!”

“Fiancé!” barked Alaric, amazed at his son’s perfidy. “If you’re yet a virgin, it’s merely because Peregrine didn’t want you. Give me that physic.”

Susannah handed a corked bottle over. “Shall we proceed?”

“Yes, yes, let’s get this over with,” Alaric grumbled, thumbing the cork out of the vial and tossing the contents down his throat, happy to show the potion did nothing, so she’d be on her way.

At first, he felt naught. Not a surprise, given that it was the work of some schoolroom misses. Then the change was subtle: the muscle spasming in his neck quieted. Alaric unclenched his jaw. His hands, which had been trembling without his notice, stilled.

“Your Grace?” he heard a musical voice ask. It was the voice of a sultry angel, the dearest desire of his once-broken heart.

He struggled to see, and then she came into focus, as if scales had fallen from his eyes. His cock, eternally condemned to pain and a flaccid disinterest, surged within his breeches.

She was lovely, her hair in braids as if she’d come to him from her bed. Darling spectacles graced a long, straight nose, behind which she watched him earnestly. His gaze roved lower, and he stifled a groan.

She had come from her bed, and she was wearing a nightgown. Would that she had lit a candle so he could see a hint of her shape under that fabric. He wanted to pull the gown from her body and discover what delights awaited him.

“Are you well, Your Grace?” she asked, a picture of adorable seriousness. She was so innocent and earnest, and he was going to go to hell for the things he planned to do to her. If only he could take her now, drink her deep, and make her scream.

“Peregrine may not want you, but his father does very much, indeed,” he said, not bothering to disguise the heat in his voice.

And with that, Miss Susannah Hynde’s eyes widened behind those wire-rimmed spectacles, and she collapsed in a swoon.


Chapter 3


Susannah came to when she shifted on something hard.

“You’re awake. Perhaps keep your eyes shut for just a moment longer. I wouldn’t want you to faint again.”

She felt a wet nose on her hand, and her eyes popped open. That was the borzoi. And here, before her, was a handsome man, somewhat familiar.

She was in his arms. There was no other way to describe it. For the first time in her life, she was being held by a man.

And what a man. Susannah shifted, and she realized she was draped across his lap, sitting on his firm thighs, a hip resting against his trim midsection. He had thick, dark hair flecked with silver. The Duke had the sort of nose that on another man might be called a beak, but on his well-formed face, it was the highlight of a noble profile. His eyes had always seemed black when she’d gazed upon him while playing with Perry as a child, but on closer inspection, they were a rare midnight blue. He was so close she could see even without her spectacles that she’d gone from a wallflower’s famine to a diamond’s feast for the senses.

“We’re very close, Your Grace,” she breathed.

“Yes, I was worried that would upset you. Didn’t want you to fall.”

“I’m not upset. Just surprised.”

And yet he did not help her stand or shift her to another seat. And she did not move either, finding that she was exhausted and he was so very warm.

What an interesting waistcoat he wore, she thought, taking in the brocade fabric in the scant light from a candle he must have lit. She ran her fingers over the expert embroidery before realizing how deeply inappropriate she was being. She started to withdraw her finger, but he clasped his giant hand over hers, holding it to his chest.

“Don’t mistake my actions. I merely enjoy needlepoint,” she said.

“I did too, when I couldn’t see well,” he said. “Feeling it, that is.”

“Then we have something in common.”

“That we do.” He moved her hand to his mouth, then reverently kissed her open palm.

Her breathing sped up, and she feared she might collapse again.

“None of that,” he said against her fingers.

“None of what?” she asked faintly.

“No swooning on account of my antiquated lovemaking,” he said.

Her eyes widened at his words. Lovemaking! With her? Had the physic addled his brains?

He laughed at her shocked expression and settled her hand back in her lap.

“I took something from you when you fainted,” he said, reaching into his coat pocket and retrieving her spectacles. “I think they escaped damage.”

Susannah reached out to take them, but he proceeded with lowering the spectacles to her face. He was gently settling them on one ear while caressing her lobe when she looked up.

“You’re well.” When she’d last seen him, he’d been suffering the ill effects of his venereal complaint. One swoon later, and he was healthy and hale. And alarmingly virile.

“I am,” he said, focused on his work. “And it’s all thanks to you.”

“I couldn’t let you—let a neighbor suffer.”

“You could have taken that physic to any number of people in the capital, sold it for untold sums, even without proof of efficacy.”

And what could she say to that? He was right.

“I have aims more important than money,” she replied.

“Yes, you mean to marry me. Bold girl.”

She jolted, recalling her demands. Without thinking, Susannah brought her palms to her heated cheeks.

“None of that either,” he said, pulling her hands away by the ruffles at her wrists. “Shouldn’t I be permitted to see the face of my intended?”

“I am all mortification, sir,” she said, wishing she’d never come to trouble Perry’s papa. It was all turning out to be very overwhelming, very suddenly.

“Your Grace,” he said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“You said ‘sir’. By all rights, I am ‘Your Grace’.”

“Of course,” she said, flushing deeper scarlet.

He laughed at her discomfort. “I speak in jest, and you take me seriously. Soon enough, your title will be ‘Your Grace’ as well.”

“Oh my,” she said, her head spinning at the promise in his words.

“And we can’t go about ‘Your Gracing’ each other, can we?”

“No?”

“So you’ll have to call me Alaric. For the comfort of everyone forced to hear us converse. You understand, don’t you?”

“Yes, I suppose.”

“Our servants might otherwise think us estranged,” he said.

“We wouldn’t want that,” she said faintly.

Our servants. She had recklessly snuck into his townhouse and brokered a deal, and now she was about to be Perry’s father’s duchess. It boggled the mind. And yet here she sat on His Grace’s — Alaric’s — lap after fainting in her nightgown. After midnight. And then she realized.

“I’m well and truly ruined, aren’t I?”

He considered the matter. “Isn’t ruination something that must be observed? Has anyone observed you?”

She scrunched her nose. “Well, you have. And your dog. Does she have a name?”

He looked at her as if she were a newborn lamb, and she struggled to understand where she’d seen that expression before.

“Tsarina will certainly tell. I suppose you’re ruined, then,” he said solemnly. “Unless you very much don’t want to be.”

Susannah felt his waistcoat embroidery again, then pulled her hand back reluctantly. “I’m finding ruination rather pleasant.”

“Are you now?”

“You wouldn’t be too upset, would you?” she asked him, looking up.

Their eyes connected and held for the first time, hers wide and guileless behind those spectacles and his creased in ways that marked his enduring sadness. She reached out to touch a furrow between his brows.

He bowed to help her reach him, which had the effect of sending her hand skittering away when she once again realized the impropriety of her actions. Alaric pulled Susannah closer.

“You may touch me,” he said.

“It hardly seems proper.”

“It’s improper to be touched on the face by one’s betrothed?”

She stilled. “Officially, unsecretly betrothed?” she asked, trying to tamp down her hopefulness, knowing how another Morrow had reacted to it.

Alaric tidied her braids. “I suppose we won’t be officially betrothed until teatime, when the matrons learn of it from the gazette and share with each other how they predicted this from us. But we can make a pact now and consider the agreement done. We are bound by blood, after all.”

Susannah was so warm and comfortable on Alaric’s lap that she shifted closer when she felt Tsarina nudge at her bottom.

“That dog,” he said, chuckling and petting the purebred pup affectionately. At last, he could see her funny narrow face clearly again, and it was all thanks to Susannah.

In his lap, Susannah let her knees fall on either side of his hips while the dog distracted him. She wanted to face him as they talked. It was a scandalous way to conduct herself, but his attention was so delicious after an entire Season of being ignored by any and all men on account of Perry’s intimations that she was his — while refusing to make their engagement official.

“You don’t think we’re being rash, getting married?” she asked.

Alaric’s hand found her exposed ankle; her nightgown had ridden up as she straddled him. He trailed his fingers over those small bones and soft skin, and up her calf.

“I don’t think we’re rash,” he said, his voice feeling dry after only just recovering its original timbre from her physic. “I think we’re preventing a ruination in truth.”

She shifted in his lap, and he instinctively brought his hands to her hips. Susannah knew she was behaving in a manner most improper, but she’d never felt something so right before.

“So you really mean to do it? To marry me?”

He directed her hips closer so she fit against him. She probably did not know how hot and welcoming that hollow between her thighs was, how he longed to press his recovered cock into her and revel in the feel of a woman once again. But she was an innocent, and her innocence had saved his life, so he would not take her on his study’s chaise. Not the first time, at least.

“I mean to marry you,” he said solemnly, pinning his hips to the seat so as not to buck up into her.

“Then I do, too,” she said, impulsively taking one of his enormous hands in her own and shaking it.

Alaric barked a laugh. “Is that any way to conclude a marriage negotiation?”

He was almost intoxicated by the sudden feeling of good health. The feeling of a warm, soft body against his was just as dizzying; he hadn’t touched or embraced a woman in twenty years so as not to spread his contagion. Having a lapful of the most earnest, darling young woman he’d ever encountered after such solitary suffering nearly sent him into a swoon next to her. Not to mention the sudden, surprising feeling that he knew her very soul.

“Anything more personal seemed forward,” she said in all seriousness.

“I’d like to kiss you now,” he said, then he grimaced. “But a physician should check me first. I’d hate to pass along my illness to you when we think it eradicated.”

“What will we do if you’re not cured?” she asked, her brow creased in a furrow that mirrored his.

“I suppose I’ll just have to drink all of your blood,” he said, laughing as he nipped at her neck playfully. He felt like a young man of twenty again and couldn’t resist playing with Susannah. “If one vial of physic made me feel this good, imagine how I’d recover if I drank the whole of you down, my tasty morsel.”

Susannah let her head loll as Alaric licked and nibbled her, her hand coming up to his thick hair to direct him.

“But I need my blood,” she said with a rare whine.

“Then you’ll have to prove yourself worthy of it, since I also need it badly.”

“But it’s mine,” she said with a pout, shuffling somehow closer.

And that’s when she felt it, the sensation of something within his breeches pressing against her most pleasurably.

Alaric’s hands shifted from her hips to her backside. “You seem to have found my cock. My newly healed cock.”

Susannah tried to pull back, not wanting to hurt him, but he held her in place. “Do you want to feel a bit of what I’m going to do to you once the doctor declares me free of contagion?” he asked.

“What you’re going to do to me?” she asked, her back arching instinctively as she sought to get nearer to his warm, solid strength.

Alaric lifted his hips to press his clothed cock against that hollow between her thighs.

“Oh,” she exhaled when the pressure felt most pleasurable.

“The night I make you my duchess, I’m going to take that piece out and slide it into your wet little cunny.”

Susannah’s head dropped to his shoulder, embarrassment and pleasure combining to make it hard to look at him.

“I bet it’s pretty,” he said. “I’d wager you have a pretty puss to match that sweet face. Soft like that downy hair on your legs.”

She was moving against him now, letting his big bulge rock into the place that had her gasping. The pressure on that cleft between her thighs was delicious and overwhelming.

“Do you have such fine hair betwixt your legs? Or is it thick and dark like mine? I mention it only because I want to know what the Elysian Fields truly look like.”

“Alaric,” she gasped. She felt herself ascend to something unimaginable and, frankly, terrifying.

“That’s it, darling,” he said, helping her rock on his cock.

“It feels like heaven,” she said into his shoulder. “I had an inkling it would—”

“How?” he asked, his voice tight. “Did you pet your little kitty in your bed at night?”

“Not…not on purpose,” she said breathily. “But sometimes I’d feel something good there. And press myself against the blankets or pillows. Until I got scared and embarrassed.”

“From now on, I’ll make you feel good there,” he said, letting himself grind on her. “I’ll do it for you. You gave this back to me, and I’ll give you everything.”

She clutched at his coat and rode the motion of his hips. “I’m so overwhelmed. I’ve been sitting on the sidelines this whole Season, and to suddenly find myself, well, engaged...”

“I should say you’re engaged,” he said, grasping the fabric of her nightgown in his fists and pulling it up the rest of the way until he was dragging his clothed cock over her bare cunny. “Engaged in anointing my breeches.”

Susannah pulled back, her eyes round. “Oh, no.” The sensation of the fine fabric against her swollen lips and glancing over her bud was intoxicating.

Alaric brought her close again. “After twenty years of just solitary pleasures, I can think of nothing I want more than a beautiful woman rubbing her wet little pussy all over my lap.”

“You were alone?” This poor, gentle man who’d suffered so much. She’d give him only pleasure from now on.

“Alone in everything, terrified of even embracing my son for fear of passing along my contagion to him. Though we should not speak of such things while I pantomime tupping his playmate.”

Susannah brought her head up. “So you have not…in all these years?”

“Have not, what?” he asked with a raised brow.

“Have not…you know.”

“Fucked a woman? Absolutely not.”

“No!” she said, appalled. “I meant, did you at any time…feel between your legs?”

“Did I beat my cock?” he asked, liking how she squirmed on his lap each time he used a filthy word.

She nodded against his shoulder. He was still moving under her in that way that wound her up but didn’t relieve the ache, the need that was growing within.

“When I felt up to the task. Sometimes I was in great pain and couldn’t countenance handling the thing. And sometimes I beat myself relentlessly, furious that I’d never have this again. One stupid night, when I thought wealth and status and my broken heart would somehow protect me. How silly I was.”

“I don’t think you’re silly at all,” she said. “I think you’re fascinating, Your Grace.”

“How lowering!” he hooted with amusement. “I’m fascinating. Wait until the doctor clears me, my dear. You’ll have very different words for what I am. In time, I’ll devour you.”

“You scare me, Alaric,” she said with a smile. If only he could do so now. She ached for want of him inside of her untried channel.

“You should fear me,” he said. “I’m like that monster all you ladies are mooning over these days. Frankenstein.”

She pushed up her spectacles and looked serious. “He’s actually Dr. Frankenstein’s monster. And he was mistreated. No wonder he killed all of those people.”

Miss Susannah Hynde was the dearest creature, he thought, as he kissed her neck and coaxed her away from her scholarly discourse on the wonders of Mary Shelley’s masterpiece. He catalogued what he’d need to do in the coming days to make her his wife. He needed a special license and verification that he had recovered his health—

“Alaric,” she said in a small voice. “It feels so good. But I want something, something more.”

He drove himself against her while guiding her hips to grind down on his cock. Her little moans were nearly sending him to madness, the intoxication of his complete and sudden recovery combining with this most erotic interlude to make his vision blur.

Alaric moved his hand below Susannah’s nightgown, careful to avoid the place she was wet and open for fear he might yet infect her, and navigated his hand up her heated abdomen until he could cradle one of her firm, high breasts.

“Alaric!” she exclaimed. His touch was inflaming her desire, and she felt herself grow wetter, as if to welcome his cock.

“You don’t mind?” he said, plucking at her nipple with his nimble fingers. Fingers she’d saved from untold pain that very evening.

“It feels so good,” she sighed into his neck as she slumped against him.

“Good,” he said, shifting their position suddenly so Susannah was lying with her back on the chaise and he worked himself over her. “That’s one place I’m going to fill you. You’ve given me your blood, and I plan to make these swell with milk.”

“Oh dear,” Susannah moaned, her words worried while her tone dripped with pleasure. She imagined swelling there and then showing him how he’d changed her body before offering him a taste of the milk he’d helped her make.

“And here?” said Alaric, rocking against her warm cunny, “this I’m going to seed so you swell with my babies.”

He had hit upon the dearest wish of her heart, and Susannah squealed as she shattered while rubbing against the bulge in his breeches. Her cunny squeezed — so hard it was nearly painful — around nothing as she broke in his arms. Her hips jerked in his hold as she chased every drop of euphoria and she felt the bliss she’d long sought but never experienced during her own gentle touches alone in bed.

She was still crying out when Alaric felt his cock release thanks to a woman for the first time in almost two decades, his balls driving forth seed as though he could overcome the barrier of his smallclothes and trousers to fill his bride.

His bride. Alaric looked at her dear, dazed face as she re-entered the land of the living after what must have been her first orgasm, and his heart beat faster. Possibly beat with her blood.

And then he, too, collapsed in a swoon.


Chapter 4


Alaric sat in a large leather chair within the ducal apartments, a brandy in his hand, and tried not to laugh.

He thought to the day before, when he’d been in the carriage traveling to Amersham with Susannah. She sat in the forward-facing seat, happily embroidering his crest on his handkerchief. It was all very domestic and surprisingly normal for a man who had spent the past two decades in near-isolation, going mad with the pox.

And on her shoulder, there had ridden her pet squirrel.

Said pet had apparently been acquired after a storm two years before, and Susannah told him she’d threatened to forgo her London season if Nutmeg the squirrel hadn’t been allowed to accompany her. There was no question he would ride in the ducal carriage.

Remembering Tsarina’s glances of admonition at him the entire time, as if she was offended to be in the company of such a lowly creature, Alaric finally broke into peals of laughter. His faithful companion had eventually settled on the floor, resigned to her master being a fool in love.

A married fool in love, as of eleven o’clock this morning. He’d rushed around the capital, using his newfound vigor to make appointments and collect the paperwork necessary to marry Susannah.

With a clean bill of health from the surprised Dr. Schalk, a special marriage license, and a ring suitable for a duchess in hand, Alaric had collected Susannah on the appointed day and set out to her family’s estate, conveniently next to his ducal seat.

Right now, she was in the duchess’s apartments. Her apartments. Was she washing her hair in one of the estate’s big copper tubs, the warm water running down her body as she prepared to receive him?

Was she nervous about the night to come, fearful of taking his cock? Alaric leaned back in his chair and adjusted himself in his breeches, thinking of how he’d please his bride.

He hoped he’d not collapse again in the course of performing his marital duties; Dr. Schalk had reassured him that his earlier swoon was likely because of being depleted by his long illness, and the sudden prolonged — and most pleasurable — erection.

Alaric had been out walking the estate grounds that afternoon as his bride napped, following the ceremony attended by her stunned but happy parents and many of his delighted servants. She’d been unable to sleep the night before, something he sympathized with entirely.

But he’d needed to visit the family crypt. After unlocking the old gates and leaving flowers, one large bundle and a matching smaller one, he’d told his Selina and their daughter Verity of the changes wrought in his life by one surprising miss, who had become his second duchess.

It was when he’d noticed the newly embroidered crest on his handkerchief that Alaric realized he should return to the house. He had a new wife to initiate in the ways of the marriage bed.

***

In the duchess’s apartments next door, Susannah was frantic. She’d bathed and washed her hair with the help of her servants. Her servants! Her very own!

Nutmeg was curled in the soft box she’d made for him when he’d blown into her life a few years ago. She had tied off her braids. But she hoped, hoped upon hoped, that her husband wouldn’t knock at her door.

Something terrible had befallen her: her monthly courses had arrived.

Would Alaric be upset that after all of his maneuvering, he was to be denied his husbandly rights because of the ill-timed arrival? Would he change his mind about their marriage before they consummated it? It was all very sudden, and she feared that the physic had done something to change his feelings radically.

Susannah had eventually realized that she’d seen that look of adoration Alaric had cast her way once before: on the face of John, Marquess of Fauconer, on the day of his wedding. What if the physic didn’t merely cure one of a venereal complaint, but rendered the drinker temporarily love-struck? What if this interlude was just that: a temporary interlude?

She sank to the floor next to the flames, adjusting her pose so that the clout she wore to protect her clothing would keep her nightgown from becoming stained.

Staring into the fire, she thought of the overwhelming hum of activity since she’d received the physic and cured the Duke of Raimbeaucourt. And promptly burst into tears.

***

Her new husband found Susannah, Duchess of Raimbeaucourt, sprawled on the floor next to the fire when he entered her room after several unanswered knocks, causing him consternation. At first, he’d thought she’d collapsed, but she quickly roused.

Her face was tear-stained, and her braids askew.

“Whatever is the matter, darling?” asked Alaric from his place beside her.

“It’s all ruined, thanks to blood!” she cried into his shoulder.

“I count myself lucky, thanks to blood,” he said, wondering if she’d had cause to regret their union. Susannah was very young. Perhaps she regretted attaching herself to him, despite his elevated title?

“Oh, no, not that,” she said between sobs. “Well, I can hardly discuss such a matter with my husband.”

“Who better than your husband?” he asked, stroking her back and getting an inkling of what bothered her. “Your courses have arrived?”

“Yes, I woke from my nap and found that everything is ruined,” she said, her voice breaking in spite of her resolution to sound like a proper duchess from this day forward.

“When you say everything is ruined, what do you mean?” he asked, his jaw tight.

“Our wedding night. I was so looking forward to uniting with you, Alaric,” she said while running a hand up that powerful neck that had captivated her on the carriage ride to Amersham.

“And what of the bedclothes? And your nightgown?” he ground out, struggling to remain in control as waves of need washed over him.

“I hid them in my dressing room,” she said into his shoulder. “I don’t know the servants yet, so I wasn’t able to determine how to remove them from the room without remark.”

Alaric stood quickly from the floor and stalked to the duchess’s dressing room, which someone had hastily arranged during their wedding ceremony. In the corner, he found a bundle of sheets and grabbed the whole pile.

“I’m sorry, Alaric,” she said, tears running down her face as she reckoned he must be furious at the ruined bedclothes.

He resumed his seat beside his bride and settled the fabric in his lap. And then he brought the bundle to his face and inhaled deeply.

“Alaric!”

He continued to huff the fabric as if he was Tsarina on the hunt. He paid no attention to her protestations.

“Alaric, are you so upset that you search for the stains personally?” she cried. How mortifying. Susannah wished she could dissolve into the floor. She was so humiliated.

At this, he looked up, his eyes heavy lidded and his nostrils flaring. “You are my sweetest treasure, with blood like nectar. I find myself overcome by the mere idea of it, consumed by your divine essence. Would that I could drink you down always.”

Susannah had been warned that husbandly appetites could be overwhelming and bizarre, but she’d never imagined that something like her monthly courses could set a man of consequence like the Duke of Raimbeaucourt so on edge.

He brought her hand to the front of his breeches. “The scent of you has me hard.”

She felt his heavy cock through his clothes, and her cunny squeezed reflexively, as if to draw him in from a distance.

“I’m sorry that I find myself in a state unfit to receive your attentions,” she said, her hand working over the contours of his impressive bulge. “I so wanted to see it.”

“See what, my innocent wife?” he asked, a smile on his lips that suggested he could have been a rake if life had turned out differently.

“That piece in your trousers,” she said sadly, continuing to work him in a way that was satisfying, despite her innocence. Could she be growing wet?

“We need not let the matter of your menses interrupt our plans. Unless you feel unable? Does your tummy hurt?” he asked.

She placed a hand where her insides had pained her that evening. “I could accommodate your needs,” she said. His hand was so warm and reassuring that she was desperate to please him. And herself.

“I’m looking for more than resignation and accommodation from my wife,” he said with a smile.

“I have ached today,” she admitted. The pains had woken her from a nap.

“Then we need not couple this night. Your womb is preparing to receive my seed and carry our baby. We must allow it time to prepare for such an enormous task.”

“You’re going to give me a baby?” she asked, unable to contain her smile. It was then that he realized she was missing something.

“Where are your spectacles, my heart?”

“I left them near the bed. I was crying too much to leave them on; they kept slipping.”

Alaric walked over and collected them from the table. He returned and settled them on her face, as he’d done the night they met.

“I could have fetched them,” she said, dropping a kiss on his cheek. “Or left them off until tomorrow.”

“But I have something to show you,” he said, a hand at the buttons on his falls. “That you’ll want to see.”

“Oh my,” breathed Susannah, her eyes lighting up at the idea of seeing her well-formed husband’s body tonight despite the unwanted arrival of her courses. “Show me.”

He laughed and popped open a button. “But you should give me some inspiration so I can display this cock to its best advantage. We wouldn’t want the old boy to put forth a bad showing.”

“But I’m…” she gestured to where she sat, in her nightgown, with a chauffoir between her legs and attached to a thin ribbon at the waist.

Alaric ran the back of his hand over the place ruffles concealed her breasts. “I’ll undo my buttons. You undo yours.”

She reached up a trembling hand to his, then brought it to her mouth for a kiss. He was being such a dear about this distressing turn of events.

“What’s that for, my bride?” he asked, slanting her a grin as he adjusted himself in his trousers, longing to continue with their game.

“I have the most understanding husband,” she said, opening a button.

“I’d like to understand you in all ways, my young wife,” he said, opening another button on his falls.

And so they continued until Alaric’s breeches were open and smallclothes exposed to her view. She took in that flat stomach and his neat thatch of hair, wishing that they could consummate their marriage tonight. He paused. “Are you sure—”

“Yes,” she said, opening the last button on her frilly nightgown. She’d had no time to buy wedding clothes because of the speed of their marriage, so it was more modest than a bride might usually elect to wear on such a night as this, but Alaric didn’t complain as he saw the swell of her bosom revealed by the deep vee at the front.

“Are you cold?” he asked, his voice rough.

“The fire is keeping me warm.”

“Then your husband would grant you a boon for removing your nightgown.”

Susannah paused. “But I’m…”

“I was a married man all that time ago. This is not new to me. And we’ve established that your blood does not repulse me. I’d only like you more for seeing you — almost — in the altogether.”

The idea of sitting before him nearly nude made Susannah’s nub throb, and she longed to please him, her experienced older husband.

She pulled the gown over her head; the fabric giving way to show that she was kneeling primly, her clout between those beautiful, soft thighs. Alaric wanted to snarl, nip, and plant his face there, but restrained himself for the sake of his bride.

“Well, you see me,” she said awkwardly. “I suppose I can put this back on now.” Susannah reached for the nightgown.

Alaric stilled her hand. “What if you were to focus on touching me instead? I would so love to feel those pretty fingers on my cock.”

“You’d let me touch it?” she asked, her brows raised behind those spectacles.

“I’ll simply die if you don’t,” he intoned, bringing her hand to his smalls. “Take it out.”

Susannah paused at the top of the fabric. “That’s it,” he said, pushing the waist down to show her his cock’s head.

She delved into his smallclothes, grasping him as if she’d never hesitated. He was heavy and hot, dry around the shaft and leaking from the tip. His cock jerked in her hand, those cool fingers feeling like heaven.

Alaric brought his hand up to the swell of his bride’s breast. “What I wouldn’t give to see these every day for the rest of my life. Leave off your fichus and modest necklines. I want to steal into the library with you and suckle at any time.”

Susannah looked down and watched his nimble fingers, now free from pain, touch her hardened nipple. He was gentle, mindful that she was most sensitive right now, and teased her until her hips rocked of their own accord. Her body demanded him inside; drat her courses!

“Take down your breeches, husband,” said Susannah. “That is the boon you might grant me for baring myself to you.”

“I was prepared to give you the world,” he said with a laugh as he rose on his knees to slide the breeches lower and finally off. He settled back on the sheets, kneeling as she did.

“And you haven’t?” she asked, slanting him a rare smirk. What a revelation she was, blossoming under his attentions and becoming the most charming wife imaginable.

At that, Alaric opened his thighs further, letting her see how his cock jutted from a nest of hair, his sack heavy and waiting to seed her. She ran the back of her hand over his balls and brought it up to grip his shaft again. Her channel ached to feel his thick cock inside.

“You could stroke it,” he said, breathless, watching her explore his body.

He covered Susannah’s hand and slid it up to catch some of the liquid drooling from his slit, then guided her back down his shaft.

“You’re wet,” she said wonderingly. He was slick, not like water, but slippery like she got between her legs when she thought of Alaric.

“You’ll be wet, too. Betwixt those pretty thighs. And not just with blood. It’s so we can join most pleasurably.”

“So we can make a baby,” she whispered reverently.

“Do you want one so very much?” he asked.

“Yes, I think I’d like to have your baby,” she said as Alaric returned to stroking her breasts. She imagined them round and dripping so he might spend his days fondling and suckling.

“You’ve got me so hard,” he intoned, watching as her strokes moved the foreskin over his cockhead. “And your nipples are almost as stiff as my cock.”

“That feels good, Alaric,” she said when he pinched just a bit more insistently. She gripped him just a bit tighter. They drew just a bit closer. If only she could take him in.

“When your courses cease, I’m going to push this cock into your channel and make you feel very good indeed,” he said, placing a hand on her lower belly. “Fill you here.”

She groaned. “But I want you now,” she said, wishing they could consummate the marriage as she had planned.

“Say the word, my darling.” Alaric looked at his bride as he dipped his head to suck a nipple into his mouth.

“But we can’t,” she protested. “It’s not…”

“Who is to say what’s wrong between a husband and wife?” he said, drawing away from her breast with a pop.

“You wouldn’t be—”

“No. I’d love to take you in this state. Bathe my cock in the blood that saved it. We even have sheets right here that have already been used.”

“Stained,” she said glumly.

“With my bride’s divine essence. Lie down before the fire. I’ll show you.”

Susannah shifted to sit upon the pile of bedclothes, then laid back, light from the flames dancing across her abdomen.

Alaric brought his hands to the belt holding her chauffoir in place and gently removed it, along with the cloth. She held her legs together at first, then allowed them to fall open upon tender coaxing. She wanted him between her thighs. Damn the mess.

“Let me see it,” he said, his voice raspy.

“But I’m…”

He shuffled between her legs, his cock in hand, and watched that place he’d dreamed of since receiving her virgin cure.

The feeling of her thighs being held open by her husband’s body made Susannah frantic for his touch, though she was uncertain how she could ask him to place his hands there when she herself was squeamish about her menses.

He seemed to have no such compunction. Alaric settled the head of his cock at her entrance, pushing his hips forward almost imperceptibly so he could see her spread for him, anointing him with her life-giving blood.

The feel of his thick cock at the opening of her channel, teasing her swollen cunny lips, was a memory she’d recall for the rest of her life. That plum-shaped, slick head roved over her open quim, and she shuddered with pleasure.

“I fear I won’t last long, love,” he said with regret.

Her back arched, the feeling of him delicious and warding off the pains that had plagued her earlier. “Keep…keep doing that,” she said.

Alaric pressed his cock up to run over her nub, and she cried out. He stayed there, wanting her to feel the ecstasy of release. The weight of him was perfect and driving her higher.

She was inexpertly fumbling with her nipple, and her hips moved in time with his strokes over that hot little bump. Susannah had given him so much — and would give him more over the course of their lives together — and he needed to give her this. He held his cock to stay in contact with her nub as he hung his head to take her nipple in his mouth once again.

And suddenly, it was more than she could bear, the tiny movements over her little nub too perfect for words. Her abdomen tightened, and she squealed, shattering at the sensation of his motions. Her fingers combed through her husband’s thick hair while he suckled her. Susannah shook on the bedclothes, discovering pleasure.

“Alaric, that was…”

He stole a kiss that lingered as they marveled over how well their bodies worked together.

Alaric looked down, hoping to enter her and consummate the marriage, when he saw it: where there had once been small smears of blood, his cock was now coated in it. His chest heaved, and he gripped the sheets in his free hand to control himself.

His mouth felt pained and he could think of nothing but sinking his teeth into his bride’s skin and drawing forth her essence. Revulsion and arousal consumed him equally.

“Fuck,” he said, spend erupting from his cock as he lost the reins on his body. He watched seed and blood meet on his bride’s spread cunny and felt his balls send another spray, as if to ensure his darling Susannah had sufficient spend for making a baby.

“Alaric, what’s wrong?” She felt even wetter, even messier than before.

Her voice seemed far away. His vision became blurry, and the sight of her jugular pumping caused his head to beat like a drum at the same tempo.

“Are you unwell?”

He struggled to pull his eyes away from her neck but finally made eye contact.

“I’m well, my love,” he said with a smile.

“Alaric, no,” she said, moving back from him in terror.

He wiped a hand over his face and felt stunned when his canines caught on his lip. How strange. They’d never done that before in his life. Then he touched one.

It was long and sharp, slicing the tender skin on the pad of his index finger open until blood ran down his hand.

“I must away,” he gasped, fleeing from his bride.


Chapter 5


Alaric heard sobbing through the connecting door to his bride’s chamber the next morning, and he couldn’t bring himself to knock. She didn’t come down to breakfast, napped through the midday meal, and took a tray in her room for dinner. This went on for days.

Thus, he was surprised when she burst into his study the following week, a letter in hand. She was so quick to enter that he didn’t have time to pull on his coat, meaning that he was in his waistcoat and shirtsleeves.

“Darling, what is the—”

“Alaric, I’ve done something terrible,” she gasped, her eyes rimmed with red and an expression of horror on her face.

His heart dropped. She’d realized that something was wrong with him — his healing had gone awry — and she wanted an annulment. Because it hadn’t technically been consummated, a dissolution of their marriage was still possible.

“You find yourself regretful?” he choked out.

“I do. Oh, my darling, I’m so sorry. I fear I’ve done something to you.”

He catalogued the many things she’d done to him: cured his incurable venereal ailment, shored up the ducal coffers with her hastily negotiated dowry, and stolen his heart. But those were good things.

“You’ve done only wonderful things for me, dear. Why are you crying?” he asked.

She waved the letter about while pressing a handkerchief — now embroidered with their ducal crest — to her eyes. “Catherine sends word. The physic, the one that healed you?”

“The one to which you added your virgin blood.”

“Yes, that one. It has a touch of the occult! It has changed you!”

Alaric looked at his hands, trying to reassure his bride. She wasn’t wrong. The physic had certainly changed him, but he could only think of ways it had changed him for the better.

“So your tears, they’re not because you’re upset that you married a man who is long in the tooth and also sometimes has long teeth?” he asked.

“Alaric! How can you say that? I have powerful feelings for you, and I wish you wouldn’t say such things.”

“Strong feelings?” he asked, a smile dawning.

“It hardly seems the sort of thing for people to discuss in the daytime,” she said shyly, adjusting her spectacles.

He held out his arms to her, hoping she might be persuaded to come to him despite the anguish at his condition that had clearly driven her to sob for nearly a week. She walked to where he sat in a great chair behind his desk and settled into his lap.

“Shall I order the clocks changed so I might hear more about your feelings?”

Susannah glanced at the windows. “But it’s still light out. I’ll know it’s not the time to have married thoughts.”

He drew close to her, slowly, in case she was still skittish, and kissed at her neck while pulling out the fichu from her neckline. “If we’re married, may we not have married thoughts at any time?”

She regarded the portrait of Alaric’s ancestor on the wall. “I suppose that’s true,” she intoned.

He brought his hand up to her bodice, leaving it there so she might brush him away or encourage his touches. Susannah collapsed against her husband’s broad chest and removed her spectacles so she could wipe her eyes on his waistcoat.

“You are so distraught, my love,” he said with concern while stroking her back. “Yet you have done nothing but lift my burdens and give me hope for our future.”

“Alaric,” she said miserably. “There’s more.”

He stroked her hair, and she continued.

“Catherine reports that besides the changes in dental morphology, the marquess has a taste for blood. Her blood. And he, oh, this is far too personal to share!”

Alaric’s breathing quickened. There was an explanation for what he’d been feeling? “Continue, darling.”

“The marquess enjoys biting her and drinking some of her blood. Especially when they’re doing married things.”

His chest expanded and contracted like a bellow. So, the life-saving treatment had an occult tinge, explaining the urges driving him? His cock seemed to leap at his realization that this was perhaps part of the normal order of things, and he might act upon those tastes that had suddenly appeared after drinking the physic. Might taste his lovely wife’s blood again.

But he had to proceed with caution.

“And how does that make you feel?” he asked, his voice unsure. At any point, his virgin bride could go running from the room in terror, leaving his cock leaking and heart broken.

“Like I’ve done you great harm?” she said into his neck. After days of crying, she flopped like a limp rag, and it was wonderful to lean against his supportive chest.

“And if I don’t feel that way, my love? What if I feel you’ve given me a magnificent gift? What if I like the idea of biting and sucking and consuming my darling girl?”

She drew back and regarded him, shifting on his lap, discovering that his cock was already hardening. He may have been an older man, but he was certainly randy as any buck.

“You would not feel harmed? Distraught by what I did?”

“Distraught about regaining my life and gaining the most courageous, generous wife imaginable? I’m sorry, Susannah, that I have had to live without you for a week because I thought I’d scared you, and I’ve never been in such pain, not even when the pox ripped through my body and left me half-crazed. I was stroking the handkerchief you’d embroidered for me and worried it would be the only thing that would remain of you after you’d run from me. If you want me, I’ve never stopped wanting you.”

She settled closer to him, bringing her legs on either side of his hips as she’d done before. “You mean that,” she said wonderingly.

“With all my heart. I was prepared to hear you request an annulment on account of my condition and the non-consummation of our marriage. I’d have agreed, but it would have been less painful to rip my heart from my body.”

“And I expected you to send me back to my parents on account of cursing you with this unexpected transformation,” she said, her heart feeling lighter than it had in days.

“Never!” he exclaimed. “The only thing you’ve cursed me with is an astonishingly rapid tumble into love.”

“What a word,” she mused. “Love. Not too long ago, I thought Nutmeg was the only person I loved besides my parents.”

“I’m afraid Nutmeg is not a person, my dear.”

“And yet he has such personality,” she said, her eyes full of mirth behind the lenses of her spectacles. She became serious. “I suppose now, I can say that you’re the only person I love besides my parents and Nutmeg. That’s a bit more correct, is it not?”

“Is it now?” he asked, kissing her neck in a way that suggested he very much had married, occult thoughts on his mind.

“Yes, Alaric,” she gasped, as he slipped a hand into her bodice and quickly found her nipple. His touch was efficient and unyielding, and the little bite of pain arrowed to her nub most pleasurably.

“Are you wearing drawers, my love?”

“Yes.” She wished they were in the altogether so he might finally fill her as her body demanded.

“And do they have a slit in them?”

“Yes.” She hoped that this meant he planned to see to her mounting need for him.

Alaric was pressing her skirts up and shifting a hand between her legs in an instant. He felt for the gap in her drawers, then slid his hand inside and placed two fingers on her engorged nub.

Susannah gasped at the sensation of being stroked on that most sensitive place. But she needed him within!

“Let’s leave them on, love. Let me fit my cock right here and fuck you like this,” he said, sliding a solitary finger into her channel to test his virgin bride’s cunny.

Susannah gripped his waistcoat, bracing herself as she felt the exquisite slide against all the places that had needed him. Where she longed to be filled. Every nerve ending sang as he tested her grip.

“Does that feel good, my darling girl?” he asked against her hair as she grew tight.

“Too good.” She was winding up before he’d truly began their lovemaking, but Susannah was hardly going to pause their experimentation.

Alaric withdrew his hand at last and fumbled with his falls so he could withdraw his cock. He fitted the head at her entrance and let it rest there.

She was nearly frantic at the heavy head opening her. If only he’d push it just a little deeper.

“Are you sure?” he asked, indicating not just the marital act but also the consummation of their marriage that would tie them together more deeply.

Susannah shifted forward, her eyes finally meeting his. “I’m certain, my love,” she said, taking him within her channel.

At first, she longed to cry out at the sudden stretch, which set off a wave of panic. Then, as she moved upon him, she longed to cry out her pleasure as she discovered just how wonderful Alaric felt inside of her.

“You’re in me,” she said with wonder.

“I’m in you. And you’re within me,” he said, smiling into that thumping jugular that called to him so profoundly.

“It’s overwhelming, like waves on the sand,” she said, taking him deep as he guided her hips to rock on his lap. She felt him push further and awaken every muscle, now struggling to grip and receive him.

“Do you enjoy fucking your husband?” asked Alaric, moving a hand from her hips to under her skirts to find that nub that was desperate for his touch. “Your old, broken-down husband?”

She contracted her inner muscles around his cock and blinked at him. “I feel nothing old or broken down about my husband. Take that back.”

He was going to expire from pleasure. She was a novice and already a virtuoso, riding his cock like something out of a fantasy. And then there was her blood, beating so close to the surface…

“You can taste it,” she said, her voice low and seductive. She’d thought about it many times over the past week, and giving Alaric her blood had a certain erotic appeal she couldn’t seem to shake.

“Taste what?” he asked, as if the thought hadn’t occurred to him twelve times in the past minute.

She cradled his head and brought his mouth to her neck. It was a pantomime of a nursing fantasy, filling his bride while tasting her blood. His gums hurt, and he knew that if he looked in a mirror, his canines would be longer than usual as his body reacted to her like a flower to the sun.

“Taste me,” Susannah said, holding her own breasts over her bodice as she let pleasure consume her. “Take me into you, as I’m taking you into me.”

“My love…”

She pressed his head more firmly, and his control snapped, letting instinct guide him to her beautiful vein, which he bit and then lapped with abandon.

Susannah screamed with pleasure and broke around his cock, milking him of seed as he relished the feel of her blood on his tongue. On and on she contracted as his shaft, fingers, and the pain of his teeth combined to leave her nerves nearly shattered at the delight of taking her husband in every way.

Alaric could barely recognize that he was pouring himself into his young bride, filling her with spend, so entranced was he with the rapidly closing marks from his teeth on her neck. He lapped at them, and they grew smaller and smaller until he could scarcely convince himself that they’d ever been there at all.

“You’ve taken me,” he said with wonder. “In every way.”

Susannah shifted on his cock, making them both wince at how well they had used each other. “It felt good to do married things with you,” she said. “Perhaps we might do it again?”

Alaric laughed and captured those darling lips in a kiss. He was no longer alone, no longer in agony, and it was all thanks to his precious wife.

“I am an old man,” he said when they broke apart. “I’ll need a little more time to ready the old boy for you.”

“Oh, is that true?” she asked, squeezing around him. “We’ll just have to feed you more of my blood so you get younger. So that all of you gets forever younger.”

He kissed her again, chuckling to himself that he’d married a gleeful practitioner of the occult arts — and he liked it very much indeed.


Epilogue


“That basket is too heavy for you, Angelica,” said Susannah to her two-year-old daughter as they descended from the horsecart she drove around the Raimbeaucourt estate. “And we don’t want to drop Nutmeg.”

“Daddy, there,” she said in response, pointing to where Alaric was working on repairs to a tenant’s cottage as his beloved dog, Tsarina, kept watch.

In the three years since their marriage, Susannah’s dowry had done a world of good for the ducal estates, providing ready cash for repairs and improvements. And at the helm of all the activity was her strong, healed husband. And an unlikely helper.

“Brother, there,” said Angelica, gesturing to Perry, who was hauling wood like a common laborer.

In the months after their marriage, Alaric had used his recovered vigor to do two things: fuck his young wife senseless and repair the bond with his son, which had suffered when his illness had made him leery of close contact. By their first wedding anniversary, both had borne fruit.

Alaric heard his daughter and immediately made for the cart. He took Susannah’s hand in his own and helped her with the picnic basket she’d brought for their midday meal. She used her newly freed hand to push up her spectacles.

“You should wait for me to assist with that,” he said. “It’s too heavy for you to carry on your own, given your present state.”

He looked at his wife’s rounded belly, musing that it seemed to have gotten bigger since breakfast.

“The midwife says I can safely lift small things,” she said, smiling as her husband wrapped an arm about her shoulders and plucked the basket containing their lunch and her squirrel from her hands.

“Can I expect you at the folly after the meal concludes?” asked Alaric softly.

“You may depend on it,” she said in equally low tones.

***

A short walk away from where they left Angelica sleeping beneath a tree for her afternoon nap under the watchful eyes of Tsarina and Nutmeg, Alaric placed Susannah against the stones of the folly, lifted her skirts so she could hold them, opened his falls, and notched his cock at her entrance.

“Are you sure you can still do this while standing?” he asked, mindful of not pressing hard against her belly.

“Just a bit longer,” she said, arching to take him deep. She’d been aching for him to fuck her, and her wet clasp received his cock most gratefully.

“Would that I could be ‌longer and wider for you, my dear,” he said, his eyes squinting with laughter as he fucked his darling bride against the folly.

“You know I didn’t mean it like that,” she whined as she took his enormous cock while pinned to the stones. Susannah loved the feeling of him covering and filling her, as if she were a ewe on the home farm at the mercy of a tup.

“I do so enjoy teasing you,” he said, letting his lips move over hers as he talked, then capturing them in a kiss.

“If you keep rutting me so well, we’ll fill this estate with children,” she said, rocking against his cock in a way that gave them both pleasure. That hard shaft worked her until she feared she’d scream and wake Angelica.

“Oh, I intend to keep you bred, duchess,” said Alaric, cradling her full breast in his hand.

“But that will mean you can’t feed from me,” she said, referring to the bites and suckling they both found so erotic — but refrained from when Susannah was carrying a baby. At the thought of his bite, she instinctively clenched around him in pleasure.

“You want me to suck your lovely blood down, do you, duchess? Feast between your thighs, then puncture your femoral artery? Finish off the milk my child left in their mother, then open her jugular?”

“Yes, Alaric, oh yes,” she cried into his shoulder as he rubbed her nub in time with his strokes and she gripped him in waves of euphoria that had them both peaking at the same time. She loved how he kept her hips safe and steady as his cock surged within her and emptied his sack, leaving her wet for the rest of the day. It was a tangible reminder of her husband’s love and lust for her.

Alaric gently dragged his teeth across his wife’s neck, making them both shudder with the echoes of their release.

“I love that fine little cunny,” said Alaric against her hair. “And I love my courageous, generous wife, who has given me everything.”

“And I love my husband, who has given me everything,” she said, intentionally contracting around his softening cock, still within her. He still felt so big and heavy inside of her channel, but he made sure to keep her body heated for their mutual enjoyment so she’d be ready to take him whenever the mood struck.

He touched the rim of her spectacles and correctly positioned them. “I should have expected that a woman in spectacles would see the way forward clearly.”

“What way forward is that?” she asked, rubbing her cheek against his chest.

“To eternal happiness, my love.”

THE END

***
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