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Chapter 1


London, 1881

“Mr. Pedifer appears to be looking this way. He has one thousand per annum and nearly half of his teeth, despite his age,” murmured Cousin Timothy.

“Sir Grinchetyl is at the other corner of the ballroom. Only has five hundred a year, but the title should quite make up for it,” said Uncle Dennis at her other elbow. “You would like to be Lady Grinchetyl, wouldn’t you?”

Marianne Vyler cast her eyes about the room, trying to find something to say that wouldn’t get her yanked, pushed, or bruised by her guardians, charged with her care since she was orphaned eleven years earlier.

“Don’t even think about the duke as a prospective husband,” said Cousin Timothy. “He’ll never look upon you with favor.”

“Yes, don’t waste time mooning over FitzOsbern,” sighed Uncle Dennis. “The clothes for your coming-out cost a king’s ransom. And they’re an investment in getting you off of our ledgers and ‌onto those of a husband.”

Marianne could barely see the duke; he was so far away. She considered standing on tiptoes to see this exalted and untouchable aristocrat, but it would only enrage her guardians, who resented the expense of renting a modest place in town and new clothes to marry her off quickly.

Uncle Dennis and Cousin Timothy had grown so agitated over the outlay that they’d undertaken to cheat the butcher, baker, and staff out of owed funds. They thought they’d pulled a trick over on the lower classes. The truth was quite different:

Marianne Vyler, a debutante of nineteen, had been sneaking out of the house to earn wages by playing the harp. It was a particular talent of hers, though her guardians discouraged performing before others and making a spectacle of herself.

It was in a London townhouse with a curious partition between the ballroom and orchestra that she’d plucked her first notes in public and allowed the music to transport her while in the company of others. Her fellow musicians sent glances when she’d improvised the sound of wind in the trees based on the decor she could see, but they’d eventually heard the wind, too, and filled the space with spectral notes.

Music that only partially covered the sounds of what was going on. Marianne wasn’t the least worldly debutante in London, so she had some sense that there was something illicit happening under those trees. But what?

It was when the tapestry partition suddenly came down during a performance that she learned what was happening just on the other side of the divide: men were cavorting in the nude while wearing stag masks, likely in some sort of pagan ritual.

After seeing for whom she played, Marianne should have withdrawn from the orchestra. It was clearly a gathering of libertine followers of demonic gods. But Lucy in the kitchen had a son who needed medicine. And Cattermole, the coachman, and Dinah, the scullery maid, were finally expecting a child after a decade of marriage, and the baby would need clothes. The butcher sent decent cuts that didn’t turn her stomach now that their bill was current.

And so she’d continued going to that townhouse and playing for the pagans.

It had nothing to do with the sight she’d beheld when that tapestry wall had first come down, the nude man standing before her, the antlers of his mask seeming to reach into the heavens like the tops of those spindly trees and the heavy thing between his thighs, the first of its kind she’d seen on a grown man.

And he was certainly grown. Tall and broad of shoulder. Unflinching when she stared. A master of all he surveyed. In each performance, she played until her fingers threatened to bleed, wishing for that partition to come down again. Unfortunately, the wind, if composed only of musical notes, could not knock down even fabric walls.

“I believe Sir Robert is coming this way,” said Cousin Timothy. “I should prepare you…”

Marianne shook off her daze. “Yes?”

“He’s unsteady on his feet and might use you to remain upright as he dances. For the sake of all that is holy, do not give him trouble should he place his hands on your person.”

“On my person,” repeated Marianne, catching on.

“That’s what I said,” snapped Cousin Timothy. “Bear up. You’re not so dowered that a man doesn’t want an early feel of the goods he might buy and support for the rest of his natural life.”

And thus, Marianne was reconciling herself to a dance that would be little more than an evaluation of produce at the market when someone stepped before her.

Someone tall and broad. Master of all he surveyed. Her eyes were on his boots, finely made and polished to a shine. Then up to his evening clothes, the tailoring precise. She paused at his neckcloth. A diamond of considerable size secured it.

And then she allowed her eyes to take in his neck, somehow thick and elegant at the same time. His jaw was sharp, and so was the razor that must have removed his daytime stubble. Her eyes also roved up his deceptively soft cheeks until the champagne sips she had been drinking fizzed in her stomach.

Finally, his eyes. Glittering and hard, dark and warm. Her next inhale became a shudder.

“Would one of you gentlemen introduce me to your companion? I am Frederick Clare, Duke of FitzOsbern, and I’m sure we’ve met at some point,” he said with a wave, the rest of him solid and stationary before her, while Marianne thought she might be fluttering so much that taking flight was in the realm of possibility.

Her guardians were silent, shock having descended upon them.

“I require an introduction,” he repeated, trying to rouse them, “because I’d like to request a dance.”


Chapter 2


At last, Frederick had his arms about the harpist who had been haunting his dreams.

The problem was, he’d been so taken by holding her that half of the song was over before he realized he’d yet to utter a word. At the headquarters of the Grand Bucks, Frederick Clare, Duke of FitzOsbern, was the confident and liberated High Buckthorn. In the ballrooms of the ton, his status and noble bearing masked a deep discomfort with social niceties.

No, that was putting it mildly. He was a conversational disaster.

“Weather,” he said.

Her eyebrows arched questioningly. Oh, they were lovely winged little things, and he risked wasting the rest of the song if he kept admiring them.

“The weather is…”

“It is, Your Grace,” she agreed, modestly looking down. Did she like his tie pin? He made a note of her interest.

“Do you…play instruments, Miss Vyler?”

Her eyes flew to his as if she, too, had secrets. He supposed she must if she performed at the Forest. Was he wrong to have asked her?

“I enjoy playing many instruments, Your Grace.”

They turned about the ballroom, the skirts of her gown brushing against his legs most pleasurably.

“Do you enjoy any of them more than the others?”

“I’d have to think about that,” she said, her voice trailing off. At least she’d dropped his title. He held her a little closer.

“I have a harp,” he said abruptly. Would she be suspicious of his bringing it up?

“How lovely,” she said noncommittally.

“One for every estate. I have”—he counted and realized that the silence was intolerable—“many.”

They twirled around a couple that seemed to be well on their way to falling in love. Inconsiderate of them to stop in the middle of the dance floor!

“Do you play?” she asked, clearly unnerved by the lull in conversation.

“I do not,” he said. “I spend most of my time managing my affairs.”

She nodded pleasantly, and he perceived she might take “affairs” to mean something quite different from what he intended.

“My estate affairs, that is. I engage in business.”

“You might find that playing offers a reprieve from the burden of estate management,” she said, her lips curving into a smile. They were pretty lips, the bottom fuller than the top with a little dip in the middle to give her a most charming pout. “Perhaps you might learn.”

“Learn the harp?” he asked, taken aback by the idea. He wasn’t a lithe goddess with gifted fingers; why would he need to play? That would be her role.

“Yes, you might find it quite pleasurable.”

He had to calm himself; her mention of pleasure had him randy as a buck in spring. Which was quite poetic since the first time he’d seen her, he’d been wearing a stag mask with his cock out as he admired the harpist who had been haunting his dreams with her melodies.

Against his better judgment, Frederick pulled her closer.

“How long are you in London?” he asked, peering down at her flushed cheeks.

“Just a few more days,” she said. “Unless…”

He waited expectantly.

“Unless I am to be married,” she said, not sounding even the slightest bit happy at the idea.

“You are engaged?” he asked, trying to fight the urge to rear back.

“My guardians must return to the country. And things are so dear in London…”

She did not know how dear they were.

“So what’s this about getting married?” he asked, sweeping Marianne from the dance floor and maneuvering her to the open doors of a terrace overlooking the garden.

“My guardians entertain some hopes still,” she said, bearing up but clearly glum. “After many years of keeping me alive, they’re ready to be done with me.”

“You fear for your life?” he asked, shocked and prepared to carry her off immediately.

“Oh, no, not at all!” she exclaimed. “They simply want to close the book on me and send me off to be a drain on someone else’s purse.”

“Skinflints, are they?”

She cast him a rueful glance and a secret smile. His heart galloped.

“What are the prospects?”

“I’m told one has half of his teeth yet and another should be allowed a grope.”

“That dismal?” he asked, relaxing against the balustrade. Here in the twilight, in the company of Miss Vyler, his shell of ducal reserve dissolved as he sought to get closer to her in ways that had nothing to do with mere bodies.

Well. Perhaps it had something to do with bodies. But also minds, a first for him.

“I’m lucky,” she said with a forced smile, as if drawing forth a speech she gave herself daily to survive the life into which she’d landed. “I have a warm bed, a full plate, and my dear parents taught me my prayers before they passed. Very fortunate.”

“Is that enough?” he asked softly.

She turned her eyes on him, at once fiery and unyielding. Miss Vyler would be magnificent in her old age — provided that the earthly concerns that plagued her now didn’t bow her shoulders under their weight. It would be a shame for a musician of exceptional talent to be so strained.

“It will have to be enough,” she said, not for a moment allowing melancholy to seep into her voice.

Frederick looked down and realized he was still holding her hand. He’d failed to relinquish it after their dance. Gazing at her small fingers, he reasoned it must be too late now to give it back. Such an action might prove awkward. In the interest of good manners, he continued to hold it.

“I suppose we should go inside. I wouldn’t want anyone to think—”

“Think what?”

Miss Vyler’s eyes darted to the glass doors that allowed revelers in the ballroom to observe them.

“Think we’re up to something illicit?” Frederick asked, his voice warm.

She blanched. “No! No, I…hardly think people would believe you might do such a thing.”

He held back a snort. How little she knew.

“I simply wouldn’t want rumors about you to start. About licit activities,” she continued.

He studied the slope of her nose. It would look so fine captured in oil paint.

“Why shouldn’t people whisper about me?” he asked. “I’m a duke. It happens.”

“Well, I mean, regarding me.”

He moved closer, their gloved hands trading warmth in the evening chill.

“And why shouldn’t you be mentioned in connection with me? Are you not a good girl?”

The way her bosom rose above the neckline of her bodice at his murmured words was most interesting.

“I try to be good,” she whispered.

Frederick had to angle himself away so his raging cockstand didn’t bruise the lady, such was the effect of her speech. She tried to be good? He could help her tap into that instinct and enjoy surrendering to his will. If the ballroom doors had been wooden instead of glass, he would have had her bent over the balustrade right now. Damn glaziers and their cursed craft.

He struggled for words appropriate for the moment that wouldn’t send her screaming, but Frederick had to settle for staring at the stars. His balls ached for need of filling her, and here she stood, oblivious and not at all affected by him! What a twist of fate for a duke who had dodged marriage traps the entirety of his adult life.

“I’m glad to have met you, Your Grace,” she said, the formality returning along with a lift to her voice that signaled she’d soon take her leave.

“And I you, Miss Vyler.”

“Thank you for the dance.”

“It was my pleasure.”

She turned to go, but her hand was still within his. He didn’t relinquish it. The wind moved through the trees and bushes in the garden in a way that reminded him of her playing. It seemed like a sign from the heavens.

“I wonder if you might be induced to stay in London,” he said.

“Stay in London?” she asked, her face painted with consternation. “The only reason my guardians would permit it is if I were to marry one of those men, the toothless gentleman or the groping baronet.” She gestured with her free hand to the ballroom.

“If you were to marry,” he said.

“Yes, if I were to marry.”

She wasn’t catching on, the dear thing. How he longed to kiss her.

Did he even know how to kiss?

“Well, that settles it,” he said.

“Settles what?”

“You’ll have to marry me.”


Chapter 3


Had someone spiked the punch? There was no way the Duke of FitzOsbern planned to marry her. Why, he hadn’t even clapped eyes on her before this very night!

“I beg your pardon?” she asked, certain she hadn’t heard him correctly.

“You sound upset to be leaving London, and it seems an unfair thing to do to a young lady,” he said. “Removing her from friends simply because she hasn’t yet married.”

Marianne catalogued the teas and musicales that she had attended and found that her overbearing guardians had prevented her from forming such friendships.

“If that’s not a cause for consternation,” he continued, “I’m afraid I have committed an act of indecency and must rectify it. By marrying you.”

“Indecency!” she exclaimed, looking about them as if to discover where it was hiding.

“Yes, madam, permit me to convey my sincerest apologies.”

“Whatever for?”

“I caught a glimpse of your ankle.”

“A glimpse of my ankle. In the ballroom.”

“Indeed. And I did not avert my gaze.”

“And so we must marry.”

“Indeed,” he said gravely, then shifted on his feet. “That is, unless you object.”

Marianne struggled to make sense of this conversation. Did she object? To marrying a handsome duke she’d met only just that evening? For a reason that sounded nonsensical?

“I…”

Her life flashed before her eyes. She’d been offered to the dregs of London’s bachelors, and here was the prize of his generation, suggesting they marry for what could only be considered a spurious reason. What was he thinking?

And then Marianne looked into his dark and warm eyes and saw hope. She didn’t yet know his motivations for marrying her; if they were nefarious, God save her. But he was by far the best prospect for marriage she’d ever met. And the first who looked upon her with genuine interest. More than interest; he’d proposed marriage!

Well, not so much proposed as ordered. That would need remedying.

“Thank you for the dance, Your Grace. Have a wonderful evening,” she said, turning to go. And still, after all that time, he didn’t release her hand.

The duke maneuvered to stand before her. “You have not answered my question.”

She liked this man, but he was certainly high in the instep!

“I did not hear a question,” she replied, trying to convey dignity but sounding sniffy, she feared.

Marianne thought she heard the man mutter something about “will make a grand duchess,” but she couldn’t be sure, as the wind in the trees was enormously noisy and distracting. She waited.

“Miss Marianne Vale.”

“Vyler.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“My surname is Vyler.”

“Apologies. Miss Vyler, will you give me the great honor of consenting to become my wife?”

“How can I consent to such a thing when you didn’t even know my surname a moment ago? We hardly know each other.”

“I hardly think it a problem,” he said with a touch of aristocratic hauteur.

“And why is that?”

“Because, should you accept my proposal, I’ll soon know your surname very well indeed.”

He was arrogant but not wrong.

And that is how Miss Marianne Vyler came to accept the Duke of FitzOsbern’s marriage proposal.


Chapter 4


“And so, I am married.”

Frederick Clare, Duke of FitzOsbern, had taken great care to secure his bride, the license, and the church with all haste. He now had his harpist. In fact, she was installed next door, in the duchess’s chambers. Because she was his duchess.

His exhale contained a shudder. Was he nervous? How would one know that?

“My staff alerted me thirty minutes ago that Miss…Marianne dressed for bed,” he murmured. “Is it too early to knock on our connecting door? If I wait, it might be too late. But I’d hate to burst in and disturb her before she’s ready. She might think me overeager.”

He nearly took a sip of the special vintage port he’d opened for the occasion, only to set the small glass aside. Perhaps she’d like a taste before they consummated their marriage? But that had the feeling of drugging an unwilling woman. He wanted his bride willing and wet — and just as consumed with lust for him as he was for her.

“I suppose things are easier where you live,” he said ruefully to his companion.

On the table, next to his glass of port, rested the stag mask he’d worn as the High Buckthorn, one of the legendary Grand Bucks. As a happily married man, those days were now over, and that papier-mâché mask would join myriad family treasures in the attic. Someday, someone might come across it and wonder where the rest of the fancy dress costume had been laid, when, in fact, he’d worn the mask while nude.

He had fond memories of his bucking days, but Frederick didn’t regret securing his wife when the opportunity presented itself. She was too dear to escape him.

Frederick swallowed another sip of port. That didn’t sound right, not allowing her to escape him. He loathed overbearing, dominant husbands who kept their wives alternately at arm’s length and in terror. No, he would undertake to be a gentle sort of helpmate to Marianne.

Tell that to his cock. He was hot and hard, thinking of having his bride in any way she’d allow. Frederick turned his stag mask to look away and then parted his dressing gown to survey his southern horn.

He was undeniably stiff, though hopefully not so large as to present a problem. Should he oil himself before going to his wife? He should have asked one of the former Bucks who had attended his wedding. Their wives looked glowing and satisfied; his friends would have known how to ease the way.

Perhaps he should worship between Marianne’s thighs first? But did young ladies know about such things and look upon them with favor? While the fact was still unknown to her, he knew she had some knowledge of sex, having played at the Forest and seen glimpses when passions brought tapestry walls down.

When had his hand come to stroke his shaft? His cockhead was leaking copious amounts of fluid, all because he imagined doing something he could experience in the flesh if he simply walked next door.

Frederick rose to his feet. He was a little unsteady at first because of the speed at which he stood; his cock must be requiring too much of his blood right now.

Blood. He considered that virgins sometimes bled as their maidenheads gave way. The idea of Marianne suffering made him shudder. He’d need to be gentle to ensure her comfort.

At first, there was no response to his knock at the door. Then he heard a yelp from the duchess’s apartments and showed himself inside.

On the bed, in a position reminiscent of a hare spread and ready for cleaning, was his bride. She wore a gauzy nightgown — the sort of thing designed to make grooms sweat as though the fires were roaring — and she regarded him with some fear.

His heart sank that she feared him and dreaded the consummation of their marriage.

“Marianne, may I enter?” he asked from the doorway.

“Yes, Your Grace.”

That would never do. The fluttering in his belly only intensified as he walked closer and considered what to say.

“Frederick.”

Her brows winged up in an unspoken question.

“Your husband’s name is Frederick.”

“Oh. Yes. Frederick.”

Aside from their vows, it was the first time he’d heard her say his name. Why did it sound as musical as the notes she played? He had a hand on one bedpost to steady himself.

He took in her prone form and subtly made sure his dressing gown covered his throbbing cock. It wouldn’t do to scare her with the sight of it.

Marianne looked down her body at him. Her head rested on a raft of pillows as if she were Sleeping Beauty lying in state. He jerked involuntarily at the thought.

Just when he realized he should move the consummation along, Marianne shyly lifted the hem of that gauzy nightgown and gave him a peek of her ankle.

It was his first glimpse of it, despite his claim he’d seen it in the ballroom; they both knew that didn’t happen. And so his bride was willingly revealing it for the first time, to his delight.

“Marianne, you’re beautiful,” he breathed.

She pulled the hem further. “Do you really think so?” she asked, vulnerable and trembling as she exposed her shapely calves.

He was going to descend into a rut like an animal at this rate. His sack ached for want of entering her channel and flooding her womb. This was going to kill him.

Frederick climbed onto the bed, desirous of consummating the marriage. Without prompting, his bride spread her legs so he fit right between them.

As he shrugged off his dressing gown, she bent her knees. The nightgown slid up and up, finally revealing a shadowy hint of her slit.

Words failed him as he took in the sight, his mouth dry and cock ready to burst. Frederick brought one finger to his wife’s seam and stroked the hair, as if petting her.

She was still at first, watching him with something approaching aristocratic hauteur. But he kept at his gentle awakening of her pussy and was pleased to find dew on his fingers. Marianne was growing wet for him.

“Does it feel…acceptable?” he asked.

Her breath stuttered on her next inhale.

“Yes, I accept it,” she said, as if assembling words was difficult for her, too, when pleasure descended.

“May I delve deeper into your person?” he asked, fighting the urge to shake his head at how awkwardly he’d phrased the request.

“Please do, Your Grace,” she said, widening her thighs.

He didn’t bother to correct her; his gaze and every thought in his mind centered on the parting of those sweet cunny lips. There was no doubt that she was glistening for him, slick and hot and ready to receive his cock. Frederick had to tug at his balls to calm his ardor so he wouldn’t spend untouched, such was the magnitude of his arousal.

“I could do this all day, Marianne,” he breathed, watching as his finger slipped over her spread cunt and stroked over her nub.

Her hips rocked jerkily as if she was rolling on the waves of pleasure for the first time. He wanted to drive her right into the surging wetness and feel the spray on his face.

Frederick shook his head. He was far too worked up, too randy for his wife’s first time. He needed to moderate and control his impulses for fear of losing her!

“May I prepare you?” he asked, his eyes catching on that tiny hole that was supposed to hug his very swollen cock. The idea of pushing into her, feeling her virgin sheath around him, made him jerk.

“I trust you, Frederick,” she said in a small voice, switching to using his given name again without being reminded. He contained a groan.

As the High Buckthorn of the Grand Bucks, he’d had the occasion to pleasure many women, but never a virgin, and certainly not his own wife. Watching his smallest finger press into her untried cunny had him nearly feral with need.

She pulsed and gripped, all while being so wet as to make the slide feel unreal. “What a good girl you are,” he babbled, feeling his brain emptied of more complex sentences.

He traded his pinky finger for the index and dragged his fingertip over a soft and pillowy spot inside, observing as Marianne’s legs shook, but never bringing her fully to climax. He worked himself in and out with increasing speed and let her hole open for him.

“Frederick,” she said, her voice small. “Isn’t there something else you must do?”

He could think of ten thousand. “What’s that, darling?”

“Don’t you need to place yourself within me?” she asked. “At least, that’s what the lady my guardians hired as a chaperone explained to me when our marriage was announced.”

“Yes, I suppose I do,” he said, as if the thought had slipped his mind. He pulled off his dressing gown, and she saw him bare for the first time. Well, the second time, though she didn’t know she’d seen her future husband in the nude, donning only a stag mask, several months before in the Forest.

Frederick stroked his aching cock. “Have you observed one of these before?” he asked, knowing full well she had seen one. His cock.

His duchess didn’t answer, simply reached for it as if transfixed by the sight of a grown man sporting an erection that might just kill him.

Her fingertips, which he’d always imagined would feel cool, were in fact quite warm when they brushed over his cockhead. He jolted at the sensation, and she drew back.

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, bringing her hand back to his shaft with utmost gentleness, then fitting her hand around his hard length.

At first, he thought she meant to stroke him, a very welcome turn of events. But then he caught on to the true object: she was pulling him towards her cunt, heaven help him.

He let her guide him, struggling on his hands and knees to get in position between her thighs. When his tip glanced over her slit as she inexpertly tried to take him, Frederick grasped the bedclothes and begged the libertines gone before him for aid in holding back from an ignominiously premature end to his wedding night.

“You’re very intent on consummating this marriage,” he said with a leer, desperate for some way to break the spell that was cast upon him. The spell that had turned a seasoned rake into a green youth about to disappoint a woman.

She looked stricken, and he realized she might take his statement as if he thought she was trying to sink the final claws into a duke.

He dipped his head and placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “As am I,” he said.

Marianne smiled while his lips still touched hers, and she relinquished control of his cock when he took himself in hand and gently inserted his tip at the entrance of her channel.

She was spasming already, as if halfway up the spiraling staircase to orgasm. He grasped the base of his cock and bit his lower lip to contain his lust.

“I’ll push in now?” he asked.

Marianne nodded frantically, as if she, too, was nearing the end of her tether.

At first, he watched her little hole expand and stretch to take him, all the while going as slowly as possible to minimize the pain. Then he regarded her face, those dewy eyes and flushed cheeks, her lovely lips parted as she received her husband for the first time.

And then he heard a moan. And another. More musical and seductive than even the notes of her harp, washing over him and attacking his spine until he could not stem the surge of seed.

Frederick Clare, Duke of FitzOsbern, libertine and former member of the Grand Bucks, had barely gotten his cockhead within his bride before spending like a green lad with his first woman.

Marianne’s eyes were nearly closed as pleasure swept her away. Then they opened, unsure of why her husband had ceased his movements. He winced, then set his thumb on her clitoris and delivered the most apologetic orgasm to happen in London that year. And the next.

When she’d finished quaking — the motions of which squeezed what little of his shaft had made it inside before erupting — Frederick gently pulled his cock out. The smallest smear of blood mixed with his spend, and he fumbled in his dressing gown for a handkerchief. He should have been more prepared, he castigated himself. Should have known he’d react so strongly.

“Well,” he said, wiping them both and tucking her legs back together.

“Yes,” she said, a little too brightly.

And with that, Frederick swept from his wife’s room, fearful he’d never be invited to return.


Chapter 5


Marianne woke the next morning and discovered that she was not in her bedroom.

Well, she was in her bedroom, but the room had changed. She’d become a duchess yesterday, and accordingly, she now slept in the Duchess of FitzOsbern’s chambers. Her chambers.

She ran her fingers over the brocades and velvets used to furnish the room. Her guardians hadn’t been poor, but they were certainly never this rich. It was the sort of casual, lived-in wealth that made her feel every bit an interloper in this marriage.

But why should she? It was hardly a union she’d sought, she thought as she soaked in her bath. Between her thighs, the last of her husband’s spend — Frederick’s seed — mixed with water and left her. Would there be enough to make a child? An heir?

Part of Marianne grew hot at the thought of presenting a honeymoon baby to her husband, who must be desirous of a son to carry on the title. Oh, to be the proud mama at his christening!

The only problem was…well, in her limited experience, mostly gleaned from things she’d heard and peeked while playing the harp at that strange townhouse, the act between men and women tended to be more vigorous.

Frederick had been the most respectful and gentle of grooms, causing her no pain and not troubling her sleep with his large and imposing form beside her in bed. He’d even made her feel heavenly shakes when he touched her.

Yet, Marianne’s memory drifted to the nude men in their stag masks. It was animalistic and scary. Well, scary at first. Then it had become arousing.

“You may go,” said Marianne to the two maids who had been helping her bathe. “And lock the door behind you.”

The girls quickly bustled out of the bathing chamber, and she heard the tumbler click behind them.

The image of the masked man returned to her mind, unbidden and unwanted. She was a bride! She shouldn’t be thinking about that masked man she’d seen! Other men she’d viewed in glimpses. But this one had stood before her, his manhood hard and thick, body nude, and gaze directed at her from within the mask.

His antlers should have signaled horror. Instead, they’d aroused her strangest, most primal fantasies.

Marianne let a hand slip beneath the water to where her thighs had parted as if to receive that strange man. She slid a finger over her seam, then pushed a little deeper to feel the button that now throbbed for attention. Frederick had touched her there. This couldn’t be wrong.

But then her mind was back to the man who had haunted her.

In her dreams, it was always the same: she was in a forest, much resembling the decor in that strange townhouse. She ran, chased by something. Behind her, there were noises as he snapped branches and leaves crushed underfoot. Her heart thumping, she raced ahead — until she tripped on a root. Then woke, hot and wet, before she could see what happened next.

He found her prone on the ground of the forest, her thighs spread and cheek resting against moss as she tried to scramble away. She smelled decaying plant matter, with leaves from autumn crumbling in her hands as she braced for his touch.

Now, at last, as a married woman, she had a greater sense of what would happen next: the stag-man would insert that horn and release his essence.

She paused. If she were being truthful, she’d seen a much…rougher sort of coupling from gaps in the screen. Her breath quickened as she thought of the man holding her in place and driving himself into her roughly.

With one hand, Marianne touched a hardened nipple. With the other, she fondled the button Frederick had stroked to perfection just last night.

The water in her tub grew cool and sloshed as she moved in pursuit of pleasure, but Marianne couldn’t think of anything but chasing the feeling of satisfaction.

It was as she circled her button the third time that she had a thought: wouldn’t it be lovely if Frederick could use her so? If he covered her body and drove himself home?

And what if he could locate a stag mask, just like the ones used by those men at the townhouse? Like the man she’d locked eyes with that night when the tapestry came down.

At the memory of that man’s jerking cock, Marianne convulsed in the bath, her hand slipping as she gripped the side while rubbing herself to completion with the other.

Shame washed over Marianne as she regained her composure. She was only just married to the most wonderful and gentle of men, and she thought to violate her body? Her husband was a duke who had not allowed her far lower status to keep him from proposing marriage, and she still let her thoughts wander to another man. Here she lay in his marvelous bath, thinking of a libertine with whom she’d not even exchanged a word.

Marianne rubbed her skin red as she sought to scrub off the shame of what she’d done. What was wrong with her? That townhouse must have twisted something in her mind and broken her moral compass; the needle now pointed to the forbidden part of a forbidden man she should not seek.


Chapter 6


Frederick was having a most unproductive time at his club.

He had met Anthony Paschal-Lamb, Viscount Corbet, for tea — the man having sworn off spirits — but one Sir Francis Pinchpenny had interrupted their planned tête-à-tête. Sir Francis had barely opened his mouth to speak before Corbet had laid the man out with a haymaker worthy of the center ring.

“He hadn’t even said anything,” said Frederick, confused as he surveyed the sniveling man on the rug.

“Saved him from a worse punishment,” said Corbet, unapologetic as he used the toe of his boot to adjust Sir Francis’s face and see that he was still breathing. “Terribly sorry, chap, but I should get home to my wife. If she hears of this before I arrive, she’ll have my arse.”

Unexpectedly, Corbet didn’t seem upset at the thought of his wife having his arse. He raced off to collect his hat and coat all the same, clearly under the spell of newlywed bliss.

Newlywed bliss, thought Frederick to himself. As the most recently married of the old Grand Bucks, he should have been at home, slobbering over his young wife and troubling her at all hours of the day for conjugal relations.

And he wanted to. Oh, did he want to. The idea of her drifting about the house when she could be pinned by his cock seemed like the greatest tragedy.

Yet his shameful performance during their consummation mortified him. What must she think of her husband! He’d barely gotten his tip inside before he’d erupted from the sensation and reality of being within her at last.

Frederick sipped ‌his drink. Was he cursed with having a way with all women — except his own wife? He decided on a training regimen for his overeager cock when he saw Matthew Bohun, Earl of Peverel, making his way towards the entrance.

“Peverel,” he said, “a word, if you don’t mind.”

Matt came up short, as if just realizing he was there. “FitzOsbern, I didn’t think we’d see you for a few weeks.”

They shook hands, though Frederick couldn’t help but notice that Matt’s eyes darted to the entrance.

“Expecting someone?”

Matt shook to attention. “Expect…oh, no, not expecting just yet.”

He rubbed the back of his hair embarrassedly. “It’s just that Sophia sent word that her photographic equipment has arrived.”

Frederick didn’t need Peverel to remind him that the Grand Bucks had recently ruined his wife — with the help of photographs. Did this mean…they engaged in taking debauched photographs even now? For their own pleasure? Frederick hadn’t imagined that aristocrats would do such a thing within a marriage. It was lewd, pornographic, and oh so arousing now that he thought about it.

Peverel clasped him on the shoulder, his eyes containing no small measure of pity, as if he understood how his friend was struggling to make sense of this new information.

“She likes it,” he said in a low voice. “Likes it a lot.”

“You’re a fortunate man,” said Frederick with quiet dignity, hoping not to offend him. After all, he’d had his cock inside Sophia’s mouth not so long ago, when she was still Miss Stafford.

“We can all be lucky men, provided we allow our women into our inner lives and most private desires. Call on me should you ever need help.”

Frederick thought about his friend’s words well after the man had departed to cavort with his wife before the lens. If his friends — his raking, libertine, secret sex society friends had found love and acceptance with their wives, could the same be possible for him?

But could Marianne, who had more knowledge of what happened at the Forest than he wished, reconcile the idea of her loving husband with the dominant animal inside? The one he was trying to prevent her from seeing?

A poor showing on his wedding night was one sort of disaster, but roughly using his lady wife was a whole other nightmare. Why, if he mistreated her or shared information about the Bucks and his role, she’d even have grounds for divorce!

He couldn’t risk it. He’d treat her carefully and help her reach pleasure, all while doing his best to fill her with an heir that would make her unwilling to leave his side.

Resolved, Frederick set out for home — stepping over Sir Francis, still on the rug — and ignoring the churning in his guts as he tried to imagine how long he’d need to conceal his true self and desires from his wife.


Chapter 7


In the drawing room of the FitzOsbern townhouse, Marianne mindlessly played the beautiful new harp Frederick had acquired for her use. She had a small one, also just purchased by her husband, in her rooms, but she hoped to catch sight of him when he returned that evening.

She needed to see him again. What she’d done in the bath unsettled her and made her fear — irrationally — that she’d lost him for good by thinking of another man.

When Frederick entered the house, he initially rushed past the drawing room with great vigor as if in search of something. But soon, he drifted back, his movements jerky.

“Marianne,” he said, standing in the doorway and taking her in.

She paused in her playing and moved to rise.

“No, stay where you are,” he said, his steps slow. He was acting as if she were a small animal or child who might be afraid of him! “Play for me.”

As he lowered to a chair near her harp, Marianne played a melody she thought he might like. It was a jaunty tune. Well, as jaunty as a song on the harp can be.

“What did you do today?” asked Frederick, his eyes roving over her as she plucked. She’d dressed for dinner hoping to see him, then eaten alone when the staff informed her that the duke took his meals at his club. She had arranged her hair and kept her gloves pristine, all ready for a husband who never came.

Marianne feared she was well on her way to a broken heart. Or a disappointed one, at best.

“I counted the number of dresses in my wardrobe. Then the shoes and stockings.”

“When you have a need for more, I’ll establish accounts for you. Simply tell my man where. He’ll set it all up.”

Marianne nodded and whispered her thanks.

“And then what did you do?”

She thought back, and her mind snagged on that moment in the bath. Such a tale would hardly prove suitable for one’s husband, especially not when it involved the fantasy of another man’s nude body, commanding pose, and hard member!

“The garden. I walked in the garden and catalogued which bulbs I’d like to plant.”

She thought she heard her husband mutter, “I have a bulb I’d like to plant,” but she doubted he had an interest in horticulture, so she didn’t ask him to repeat himself. She must have misheard. Seeming dim before Frederick might send her sobbing into her pillows.

In trying to manage a conversation with her husband, Marianne’s song had changed from a popular tune to something of her own creation. A lonely cry to the universe that she’d started playing shortly after taking up the harp.

“That melody,” whispered Frederick. His eyes were lidded, and he watched her with an expression that made her wonder if her dress was actually sheer.

Marianne fidgeted in her seat. “What about it?” she asked, half hoping he liked it, half fearful he might break her heart by disparaging her own composition. The composition of her soul.

And then he shocked her. Frederick Clare, Duke of FitzOsbern, slid from his chair to the floor.

“Frederick, are you unwell?” she asked, frozen in fear for his life.

“I’ve never been better,” he said, crawling towards her. “Keep playing.”

As if her notes were the thing keeping her husband alive, Marianne plucked out her song, all while watching him intently.

“That sound,” he said, closing his eyes and allowing his head to hang before he resumed his advance. “You have bewitched me.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

He was at her slippered feet, toying with the pooled hem of her dress. It swished against her ankles and made her shiver.

“The ankle that necessitated our marriage,” said Frederick, lowering his whole body as if to bow. He placed a kiss on those bones, right over her stocking.

“We both know you didn’t see my ankle. You simply wanted to marry me,” she said wryly, allowing her natural humor to escape.

Frederick looked at her, something like approval and relief crossing his face. What did he have to be relieved about? He was a duke!

“Is that so?” he asked, pulling off her slippers. Her stockinged feet rested on the floor. She thanked her lucky stars and somewhat overawed guardians for the wedding shopping trips that had sent her to Frederick with an array of pristine stockings.

“Yes?”

He pulled off his coat, then waistcoat, leaving himself in shirtsleeves. Thinking better of it, he then removed his necktie, too. His shirt was open at the collar. Blood pulsed in his neck. Marianne felt a jolt of fear when she looked into his eyes. He was so intent on her, so potent. He had the look of a predatory animal.

“Keep playing,” he said.

“Keep—?” she asked.

Then he took her stockinged foot and brought it to his shoulder. He was low to the ground, but all the same, his movements spread her legs beneath her voluminous skirts most obscenely. One foot still rested on the floor, and she struggled to remain upright and playing when he didn’t release her captured limb.

“What are you doing?” she asked faintly.

“What I should have done last night,” he said, turning his head to kiss her arch.

Marianne shuddered. Oh, this wasn’t the least bit good. She was in their family drawing room and growing hot and swollen and wet from a few moments with her husband. If he took her to bed now, what would he think of her?

She felt him run his hand up her calf, past her knees, and to her thigh, where the stocking stopped.

“You’re so smooth, Marianne,” he bit out while slipping his fingers inside the top band and drawing it back down her leg. All the while, he caressed and nipped at her skin.

When the stocking was nearly off, he let the material pool at her ankle, then used his teeth to draw it over her foot. It was strange and reverent, a loving ritual she’d never expected.

Frederick dropped the stocking. She struggled to keep playing while watching her husband, and when he ran both hands up her legs, she jolted in surprise.

One slid over bare skin and the other over her still-stockinged leg. “My lovely wife,” he mumbled, his eyes fixed on the skirts of her dress right above the place she’d touched so pleasurably in the bath. Already, Marianne could feel him there; felt herself expand to receive him. It was a heady feeling, as if she’d jumped down from a hayloft suddenly.

“Before I married you, I was something of a libertine,” he confessed before pressing his face into her gathered dress and inhaling.

“Just before?” asked Marianne, well aware that many powerful, very married men carried on with their raking well after marriage.

“I suppose I still am,” he mused from her lap. Her heart dropped; though it was to be expected that he’d carry on with other women despite their nuptials. They weren’t a love match, after all!

“But now I’m only a libertine ‌with my wife,” he continued, pushing her skirts out of his way to see more and more of her legs.

Her heart shouldn’t have responded like a horse bolting at the sound of a starting gun, but she struggled to catch her breath from the speed at which it raced and how hungrily Frederick was gazing at the place between her thighs.

“The prettiest, silliest little drawers,” he mused, yanking on a decorative bow.

“Yes,” she said, remembering periodically to keep playing despite the awkward angle and her most pleasurable distraction. “Purchased by my guardians, it—”

Frederick rent the drawers between his hands, one bow dropping to the floor. Where there had once been pants, there was now fabric with a tear down the middle. A tear in a very interesting, needy place.

“Apologies, I find I do not like the idea of other men buying your underthings. Set up the accounts with my man of business immediately and replace everything.”

“Everything?” cried Marianne. “My guardians purchased them! I can assure you they were quite delighted to perform the service for the last time!”

“Your husband is a tyrant,” said Frederick with a shrug before continuing to tear the fabric away from her body with care.

“What has come over you?” she asked. Suddenly, everything seemed so funny. Her aristocratic husband was acting most strangely!

He sighed and placed her stockinged thigh upon his shoulder. “I want you, Marianne,” he said, not bothering to disguise his hunger.

“Well, that seems most convenient,” she said. “Since we are, in fact, married.”

He moved closer to the apex of her thighs, pulling open a leg and handing her the voluminous fabric of her dress.

When Marianne looked down, his eyes were watching hers. “Does this look like mere married hunger, wife?” he asked. His eyes were lidded, and he used his free hand to part her more sensitive place. He held it, letting the evening air cool the wet, swollen lips that ached for his touch.

“What’s the alternative?” she asked, fearful of hearing an answer she wouldn’t like. This wasn’t trying for an heir in the duchess’s chambers. It felt illicit despite happening within the confines of marriage and their own home.

“There are many ways to be married,” he said, running his nose up the tops of her thighs to where she was now freed of her knickers. “Why don’t you start by telling me what got this pretty puss all wet?”

“Oh, I couldn’t,” she breathed.

“I’ll go first with a confession: hearing you play that song on the harp gets my cock harder than sin.”

“My playing?” she asked. It was hardly to be expected that an instrument associated with soothing music should inflame the blood so!

“You play your windy tune and my cock leaks on command,” he growled. All the while, she played notes as best as she could.

Marianne thought back to the events they’d both attended during the Season and struggled to recall an instance where she’d have played before him.

“But I don’t—”

And then he dropped his mouth — his mouth! — and licked her from the channel that ached for him to fill her to a nub that caused her legs to shake when touched just the right way.

And Frederick knew just the right way. Suddenly, his comment about having been a libertine made sense. Only a man of significant experience could have her writhing on the seat with just one lick.

“Do you like it?” he asked from between her legs, his lips looking wet and swollen. Some of that must be…oh, it was too humiliating to contemplate!

Frederick’s head blocked Marianne’s legs when she tried to close them, and they rested against his ears ineffectually. He held them in place and rubbed his end-of-day stubble over her skin.

“Oh, it feels so…”

“Yes, I assume it does,” he said with a smirk. “Now, why don’t you tell me what got your lips wet?”

Marianne swiped at her mouth before realizing he meant somewhere different. He laughed and then held his tongue over her nub, not quite touching it, teasing her with the promise of what would happen should she obey her husband. She had only just promised to obey him, witnessed by a good portion of London society, hadn’t she?

“I enjoy…walking in a garden,” she started.

“Tupping in a garden,” he said with a chuckle, rewarding her with a lick.

“Oh no, not!” she exclaimed before breaking into peals of laughter. When had her husband become so funny? Maybe he’d always been so, and she simply didn’t know him yet. Given their rush to the altar, that made more sense.

Perhaps he was the friend she’d been hoping for when she composed that lonely song. It had seemed too much to hope for then, and even when her handsome duke materialized to claim her hand. Could he be the person she’d wanted all along?

Frederick buried his face betwixt her thighs with obvious, comedic relish. He made little noises as if devouring the most delicious meal with no thought for manners. It was a heady experience for a girl raised with bourgeois morals and limited understanding of sex — until playing at that mysterious townhouse.

She admired his thick, perfectly cut hair and longed to touch it. Would he permit her to do it? Marianne faltered. It was bold, but compared to the service performed between her legs right now, it hardly seemed a breach of protocol.

Lowering her hand to just over his crown, she wove her fingers through his strands so gently he might not even notice.

But he noticed. Frederick’s movements paused, and he looked up at her.

“Do you like it?” he asked, breathing hard.

“I simply wished to touch your hair,” she said, worried she’d caused some offense.

He glanced down at the spot he’d been tasting and then looked up. “Good. Tug on it to direct me.”

“Tug?” she squeaked when he resumed lavishing her with open-mouthed kisses there.

At first, she tried to caress his beautiful locks. But he grew more and more gentle until she longed for his earlier, lusty licks. If Frederick spoke the truth, the way to remedy this lay in her hands. Well, her hand.

She tightened her hold on his hair and directed him to that nub that he sucked so well into his mouth. The reaction was immediate: she stopped even trying to play the harp with her free hand and used it to steady her shaking body as the duke lavished her with worshipful kisses.

“Frederick, it’s so fast, I’m going to—”

“That’s right, you are,” he said before returning to his ministrations, placing his hand over hers so she couldn’t drop it from controlling his head.

With the other, he wiggled one finger into her channel as he continued to lick and suck. The wet sounds were loud even to her ears, and Marianne looked around the room, noticing the open doors the staff could pass at any moment.

“What if someone sees or hears us?” she asked frantically as something grew tighter and closer with every stroke of his tongue and fingers.

“They’ll say the duke is in love with his new bride.”

Those words! Her heart swelled with hope and fear of hope, all while he pleasured her as if to prove he was not lying about having been a libertine.

“Your little puss sucked me when I said that,” he said, smiling from where he looked up. “You like it, do you?”

“Yes, Frederick, yes,” she gasped as he twisted that clever finger.

It was all too delicious, and the only thing that would make it more so was if he were pinning her down, making her submit to his will, and shoving himself inside of her. All while wearing a stag mask.

Marianne didn’t modulate her scream of pleasure as she exploded on that seat where she’d expected to play lonely songs all night. Frederick licked and sucked her bump as if unwilling to stop, drawing out the shakes that made her fearful of landing beside him.

When her husband eased her to the floor with him and arranged her skirts, she was so drunk on her orgasm that he could position her like a doll without resistance. Frederick roughly opened his trousers while looking at the mess he’d made of her.

Marianne wanted to cover herself and show some decorous shame, but she simply moaned.

“It might make me bad, but I enjoy seeing you wet, boneless, and intoxicated by pleasure,” he said softly, lowering himself over her.

“I love it,” she sighed, letting him arrange her limbs as he liked and enjoying the sensation of his gigantic body coming over hers.

“You almost look defeated.”

“I am. Like a fox at the end of a hunt.”

“And yet you seem to like it,” he said, his cock out now, his hand stroking it to full hardness as he surveyed his wife’s body. “The fox doesn’t fare well at the end of a hunt.”

“Chase me down,” she mumbled, not bothering to think about how her words might sound. “I suspect that with you, I’d fare very well indeed.”

Frederick’s eyes widened and then he was a flurry of movement. His cock was at her entrance. It slid in with a speed and depth she’d not expected.

“You feel that?” he asked, his mouth over hers.

Her shoulder blades pressed against the carpet on the floor as if pinned back. And he speared her inside with what turned out to be a very substantial male member.

“It feels different,” she said.

“I gave you more this time.”

“More? Not all?” she asked, panic setting in.

He shifted his hips and went deeper. “Do you feel that, my little vixen? Do you want that now? To feel like a fox? You want your husband to chase and hunt you?”

“Oh, Frederick,” she moaned. “You do not know how I’ve dreamed of that.”

His face turned from confusion to fury in an instant. At first, she thought he was angry. Instead, lust consumed him, and he used it to move in and out of her at a punishing pace.

“Is it too much?” he grunted, all while continuing to open her for his pleasure. She’d felt nothing of the like, her body suddenly under his control completely as she moved incrementally over the woven fibers of the carpet because of the strength of his thrusts.

Their bodies came together in ways Marianne couldn’t have imagined, the noise percussive and wet, a consistent beat over which their moans played.

“It’s not too much,” she gasped, her stays no match for the way Frederick was making her breasts bounce from his thrusts.

He held himself on one muscular arm and brought the other to her neck. Running the backs of his fingers over her throat and then carefully wrapping his hand around a good deal of it, he asked, “And now, is this too much?”

Was it too much to have one’s husband come home and turn into the dominant beast of dreams? The only thing that would make this better is if he chased her in truth.

Her body must have responded in a way that signaled her pleasure because Frederick broke into a toothy grin, looking quite the predator.

“You like it,” he said. “Or at least your little pussy does.”

“Yes,” she gasped.

“I wonder what other unexpected things you might like, my lovely harpist.” He looked down at her adoringly, gently squeezing her neck and then releasing it.

“I like this,” she said in a small voice, finding that she rather enjoyed being held down while taking his enormous cock.

“Do you want other men?”

Her eyes widened. “You would do that? But your heir…”

“I’d give you anything your heart desires, Marianne. Maybe I’d fill your womb and send you to them with my child thickening your belly. Would you like that?”

She thought of that townhouse where men shared their wives with masked stags. It was close to what she wanted, but not quite.

“I think I’d like to do this only with you,” she said, reaching tentatively to touch his face.

Her husband couldn’t conceal his smile. “Is that so?”

“Yes, but…”

He lifted an eyebrow.

“I wonder if you have an estate in the country. One with an extensive park. You see, I’ve been having thoughts,” she said.

“Have you now?”

Frederick hoisted her thigh and leaned in close so Marianne might pour her filthy visions into his ear. When she made a particular request, he bucked into her hard and unleashed a moan that seemed to continue for ages.

The duke applied his thumb to her nub and stroked that spot until Marianne fluttered to a paroxysm that sent her back bowing off the carpet and channel milking her husband’s thick member. He kissed her neck in a way somewhere between soothing and nipping.

“We can do that, my wife. I’ll see to making all of your fantasies real.”


Chapter 8


Frederick was in his element. He was back at Hartleigh Park, his seat, and he had spent the ride of several days giving his bride heated stares across the carriage while the presence of her lady’s maid forced him to behave decorously.

At night in the inns along the King’s Highway, Frederick would take her — he was a man newly married and deeply obsessed with his wife, after all — but he did so in the most shallow and gentle way possible, earning soft cries from Marianne, but not the dripping, unleashed pleasure they’d shared in the drawing room.

He was teasing her. Or rather, priming her. Getting her cunt so wet and swollen that even his roughest ministrations would feel heavenly after all of that coy play.

When they arrived at the house after a long, meandering drive through the extensive park, they’d parted at the door to the duchess’s chamber.

Marianne had plumped lips from all the biting she’d been doing on the road, he had an aching cock from the same games, and they finally had privacy. But the moment wasn’t yet perfect for the claiming.

“I hope you’ll be down later to welcome our guests,” said Frederick, casting his wife a heated stare.

“Guests?” she asked, taken aback that what she thought might serve as a honeymoon would become a house party.

“Yes, I invited some friends down from London. I think you’ll like them.”

“Of course,” she said, turning away pensively to wash and dress for dinner.

***

“You’re telling me you pursued a musician from the Forest, married her, and haven’t told her you’re a Buck?”

Frederick slumped in the leather chair behind his desk. “Was a Buck.”

“That changes nothing,” continued Matthew Bohun, Earl of Peverel, known to his former secret society friends as Thorncock. “She needs to know the truth. She might have seen things!”

“Oh, she certainly saw things,” said Frederick, recalling the moment a tapestry revealed his entire body to the musicians, including his darling Marianne.

“Where’s Adam? And Edmund?” asked Anthony Paschal-Lamb, Viscount Corbet, who answered to Stagshade in the Bucks’ headquarters.

Frederick poured Matt a brandy from the decanters along the wall. “They’ve begged off — for good reason: their wives are enceinte.”

“Had I known,” said Thorncock, making as if to go.

“You too!” cried Frederick, slapping him on the back and handing him the glass as if it were a prize.

“Early days,” said Matthew, barely able to contain his delight. “We hadn’t expected it to happen so soon, but…”

“You old dog, I bet you didn’t stay off the poor girl,” said Anthony, knowing full well that Matt’s countess was a lusty lass with a taste for exhibitionism. “I’ve brought Letitia. No news along those lines for us yet, and I couldn’t bear the thought of being parted from her, even for a night.”

Frederick handed Anthony a glass of soda water.

“So here we are, a band of libertines brought low by love and babies,” said Frederick with a thoughtful sip. “Somehow, I don’t regret it.”

“You might find that you regret not telling your wife about your past, High Buckthorn,” said Anthony. “Don’t let fear of the truth impede your love.”

“When did you become a poet-philosopher, Stagshade?” asked Frederick, sinking into his chair grimly. His friend was right, but damn him!

“Is that what I sound like?” cried Anthony, slapping his leg. “Wait until I tell Letitia.”

Frederick heard the joy in his friend’s voice at the prospect of sharing with his wife. He wanted that. Not just the quotidian things and today’s feelings but sharing all he was and all he’d ever been. It was heady, if terrifying.

“I’ll summon Marianne now,” said Frederick. “And tell her everything. If you see her run from the house with ribbons in her hair, you know what to do.”

***

Marianne paused at the doorway of her husband’s study, now empty save for him.

He looked up, feeling quite hunted. “Come in.”

She glided in, flowers affixed to her gauzy dress and ribbons trailing from her hair and shoulders.

“You wore it,” he said.

Marianne glanced at the dress and hair ribbons he’d sent to her shortly after their arrival as a gift. A gift with a request: wear this tonight if you’d like to experience what we discussed.

And here she was, wearing that gown. Signaling that she truly wanted what he did from their marriage. It was his turn to offer something to her. Something that may be very unwelcome indeed.

“Perhaps you’d like a seat,” he said, gesturing to the chair before him.

“I think I’d rather stand.” She looked small and nervous. He’d done this to her. The deception needed to end now.

“Marianne, I must tell you something.”

Her eyes looked so full of fear that he came around the desk in case she swooned or felt otherwise unwell.

“I—”

“Before you say anything, there’s something I must tell you,” she said. She was near tears, plucking at a flower pinned to her waist. “I don’t know if this is why you summoned me here, but I should have told you already. The guilt has been killing me.”

What was she on about?

“Our household in London — during my Season — cost my guardians a good deal of money. They economized. They did it so ruthlessly that they stopped paying tradespeople and even the staff.”

Frederick couldn’t speak. He’d never looked askance at his wife for having collected wages, even if it meant playing music near libertines. Why, he was one of those libertines, and he knew quite well that her actions were entirely innocent! And even if they hadn’t been, damn mores, he wanted her.

“I took a position playing the harp. I didn’t realize when I accepted the role that it was for a secret society. That engaged in certain behaviors.”

She looked up at Frederick, now at her elbow, and her eyes were full of tears. “I only played the harp to pay those tradespeople and staff for their labor! But I saw things. Accidentally.”

Frederick’s breath caught. She was about to confess something when he was, in fact, the transgressor. He should have stopped her, apologized for his role, but the beautiful fear on her face had him transfixed. She was perfect like this. He’d never wanted her more.

“I saw…I saw a man,” she whispered. “He haunts my dreams. A nude man. Save a mask.”

“You feared him?” asked Frederick, finding his voice at last.

“I was scared. And something more. Only when we came to be married did I recognize the feeling completely.”

Frederick placed his hand on her forearm, meaning to comfort her, but mostly alarmed that she might flee.

“What I felt was desire.”

She was trembling, eyes wet, and clearly aroused. His cock felt like a steel beam in his trousers. He wanted nothing more than to plant himself in her rich soil, run his cheeks over her moss. Marianne was fertile land, and he meant to sow his seed all over her so their line would grow strong.

Frederick slowly reached a hand to his beloved wife’s face, more pleased than even on their wedding day. He stroked his thumb over the apple of her cheek, then brushed her lips until they parted slightly for him. Even her teeth were beautiful.

“My love—”

She gasped. Had he never told her? No matter, he had something important to share.

“My love,” he repeated, “it is I who must explain something to you. To apologize for my transgressions prior to our marriage. But never after.”

She looked at him in wonder, as if the idea of a duke apologizing to his beloved wife never entered her mind. Oh, the things she would learn.

“I was a libertine. Prior to our marriage,” he said.

“But you weren’t—”

“I was not merely a libertine. I was the libertine. The one you saw.”

Her lips parted on a gasp, and his thumb slid into her warm, wet mouth. It was a distracting sight, the most carnal, erotic thing he’d seen, never mind the revels of before — this was his Marianne submitting to his domination as if by instinct. Heaven help him keep his cock within his trousers when he wanted her so badly.

She studied him, saying nothing.

“Can you forgive me?” he asked. “For participating in debaucheries when I should have only thought of seeking you out? It’s just that I never imagined…never thought I’d feel…”

And then her lips wrapped around his thumb and sucked in answer to his confession. Did this mean she forgave him? Understood? He was awash in doubt and lust, hoping their nascent union would survive.

“I never thought I’d feel—” he said before Marianne pulled him by the neck and kissed him with all the innocent ardor he’d wished of her.

He eased back, trying to understand. She grabbed him again for another kiss. Promising, but his stomach churned at the lingering doubts.

“Does this mean—”

“You were the man I saw?” she asked at last. “The one who awakened feelings in me I didn’t know existed?”

“I certainly hope so,” breathed Frederick as Marianne kissed his neck.

“It’s just that guilt has tormented me. And other sensations. To learn that the person I saw was you!”

A sob escaped. Oh no, he’d made her cry!

“I should have told you sooner,” he said. “I heard your music and saw you at the Forest and had to have you. Had to make you my wife. My duchess. It sounded like madness even to me, and I thought my wishes would scare you if laid bare.”

“And yet I saw you quite bare — save your mask — well before we were introduced,” she said, her eyes gleaming.

“You’ll embarrass me, duchess,” he said, suddenly feeling abashed.

“You think you’re the only wanton in the family. Though I have no experience with men other than you, I had thoughts galore after our encounter.”

“Did you now?” he asked, liking the direction of this conversation.

“I touched myself. I thought of you, your body, and I imagined you dominating me. Using me like the women who visited that townhouse.”

Frederick could only hold her close, bend his knees to press his clothed cock into the hollow between her legs, and soak up the warmth pouring from it.

“Did it help?” he rasped.

“Not enough,” she replied, just as breathy.

Frederick was pulling at her skirts before he realized what he was doing, fumbling through the diaphanous fabric and finding the place between her thighs to slide his fingers. That pelt of fur, so soft he wished to rub his face in it. Her welcoming, splitting lips anointed with slick honey. That grasping channel that sucked on his exploring finger.

She was perfect. Wet. And they had shared their secrets.

All that remained was to celebrate their full union, as Buck and wife.

“You feel ready, my wife,” he whispered, giving the softest of thrusts from just one finger. He wanted their coupling to be overwhelming and nearly too much. And he suspected his wife would want the same if she knew how pleasurable a little self-denial would feel.

“I want you,” she said. “I want this. To experience…”

“Getting fucked like my little vixen?”

Marianne nodded, a blush spreading down her neck becomingly. How lovely it would look when streaked with mud.

“Then you’d better run, my love. Because you’ve a big, bad stag coming to fuck your cunt.”

He slapped her on the arse and threw the door to his study open, letting in the chill night and offering a path that led straight into the estate’s park.


Chapter 9


Marianne had been transported into raptures at the gauzy fabric, flowers, ribbons, and — most of all — the delicate matching slippers when Frederick had sent a dress for her to wear this evening.

Now, as she tore down a garden path leading into the forest of the park, she cursed Frederick for gifting her such impractical shoes. They slipped even on the paving stones of the walkway. When she encountered a place with moss, she slid, only regaining her balance at the last moment.

It made her flight into the dark night harrowing in ways she hadn’t expected. The danger was real. She slowed her pace, not wanting to break her neck because of a game.

And then, as she dashed to the treeline, she thought she saw movement. Torches had been lit in the garden, illuminating only the first row of trees.

As with the townhouse where she and Frederick had unexpectedly first seen each other, the treetops were spindly. But these living specimens now sprouted green shoots and buds, preparing to burst into their summer abundance.

Below them, Marianne shivered. She’d failed to grab a wrap and had to rub her exposed forearms while running forward.

And then she spotted something again, and it wasn’t just the awakening trees. To her right, she saw antlers. The light’s angle made the eye sockets of the familiar mask from the Grand Bucks revelries appear empty.

She ran towards him, thrilled that their game had come to a safe and quick conclusion. But as she drew near, everything seemed wrong. This man, nearly a giant, would even tower over Frederick.

“You’re not!” she gasped, taking in this interloper. Why, it must be one of their guests, a friend from the Bucks. But she’d set out to find Frederick, not revel with a group of men!

Marianne raced off in the other direction, hearing branches snap behind her as the Buck gave chase.

Her heart beat faster, fear and arousal flooding her system and giving her legs a stamina she’d imagined impossible.

Up ahead, she thought she saw another set of antlers. But now she was wary, skittish.

“Frederick!” she cried.

The mask swung up, focusing on her terrified face and stilling until the intensity of the gaze from those darkened eyeholes sent her fleeing deeper into the forest. Frederick wouldn’t be so quiet. He’d signal that he was within; she knew he would!

Further and further, she fled, stumbling over low branches and tearing the hem of her dress as it tangled on brambles. At one harrowing moment, a trailing ribbon caught on a tree, and the bodice of her dress tore as she yanked herself free. With one hand covering her chest and skirts in the other, she minced forward into the darkness.

***

Within the darkest part of the park, he awaited her, his beautiful bride.

She was lovely as she sought to maintain a dignified hold on her gown, unaware that it was designed to shred at the slightest tug. Regardless of how carefully she moved, she would eventually expose herself to him.

He stood overlooking her struggle through the trees, his mask already on but his nude body exposed to the chill of the night. He needed to be ready to take her. To mount her. To fuck his little fox into submission and leave her dripping with his seed.

It was no mistake that the Grand Bucks wore stag masks; there was something within each of them that called back to an animalistic past. A time when the chase was the only mating dance before a rough and thorough consummation. A claiming.

Frederick stroked his cock, heavy and hot despite the spring weather, and rubbed the slick fluid leaking from his slit over his shaft. He needed to get ready for her.

If he knew his Marianne, she’d be wet from her flight into the forest. But she was still so small and inexperienced, while he was considered quite large. He must claim his bride roughly while not harming her.

Frederick saw her approach. She tripped, and her hand fell away from her bodice, revealing the curve of one naked breast. She’d followed his orders and left off her bustle and corset tonight. He’d make quick work of unwrapping his prize and freeing her body.

He’d set her free. She was so close. With just a few more steps, she would be under his control.

***

At a clearing, Marianne paused. The light from the torches had long ceased to illuminate the forest, and she was terrified of walking too far and ending up lost.

What would happen if she wandered outside of the bounds of their game and Frederick and his friends needed to find clothing, their servants, and his hunting dogs to track her down? Meanwhile, she’d be shivering, various kinds of wet, and fearful all the while.

She laughed, imagining her shock if she was expecting a rough claiming by her husband — only to be set upon by a worried footman charged with finding the new duchess.

And then she heard a snap that made her skin crawl. A crack, as if a branch had broken under someone’s foot.

Another.

“Frederick?” she called into the dark, terrified of their game and simultaneously aroused.

Marianne spun about, looking for the source of the noise. At first, she saw nothing, just darkness. She wondered if she’d suddenly gone blind.

And then her eyes adjusted and heartbeats slowed. From across the clearing, a man advanced on her. A man wearing naught but a stag mask.

“You should really wear boots here,” she said to him, trying for a light and playful tone but speaking with a wobble in her voice.

He said nothing, merely came forward as if an automaton set on a course for her.

“The weather is quite pleasant for spring,” she said, trailing off when he was steps away. She could see his body, large and firm, and his cock hanging between his legs. The antlers of his mask seemed to blend in with the treetops as if he, too, was an oak, destined to remain in this park forever.

Despite her fear, Marianne stayed still. She needed to know something before their game could begin.

“Are you my lord husband?” she asked in a whisper, searching the mask for signs Frederick was inside.

He raised the papier-mâché slowly to reveal his face to her. Those beautiful lips, that strong nose, and his glittering eyes focused on her so intently. It was him. This was real.

And now their game could truly begin.

***

When Marianne turned on her heel and raced away from him, deeper into the forest, Frederick felt his heart leap unexpectedly.

Oh, he wanted to fuck her most thoroughly, but it was her willingness to play with him and indulge their shared primal pleasures that gave him the greatest satisfaction. She was his match, his duchess in every way.

She wasn’t wrong about the need for shoes here; he’d pay the price for the stones and branches underfoot as he chased his bride in her streaming white gown. Yet the scrapes only strengthened his resolve to give her some delicious pain so they might lick their wounds together before making more.

His cock bobbed between his thighs, slapping at one side then the other until it grew hard from the sensation and adrenaline from the chase. He hoped she was wet and ready; he wouldn’t be able to resist taking her roughly the moment she was under his control.

And then his world went sideways: she was glancing back when she slipped and went crashing to the ground.

***

The air disappeared from Marianne’s lungs before she knew what had happened. Trying to breathe again, she sprawled on the dirt with a bunch of leaves in her hands.

She saw Frederick rip the mask from his face and crouch beside her, his expression wild as he felt all over her prone form to check for injuries.

“Are you well?”

At last, she could draw a breath. She nodded, feeling her body come alive again as she drew in great gulps of air.

He gathered her in his arms, tucking her head under his chin. “God, Marianne.”

His chest was warm, smelling lightly of his sweat and traces of the cologne he favored. The feel of his skin made her belly flip as she recalled the purpose of this evening’s chase.

She brought a hand to his hair, always so precisely arranged, but now disheveled from his mask and their game. It was soft and thick, the perfect length for tugging so she might draw him near for a kiss.

When they parted, Frederick was also out of breath. “Marianne…”

The notes of longing and desire in his voice set her body aflame. She laid a hand on his abdomen and then slid it down and down until she felt the wiry hair that surrounded his cock.

He was hard now, fully susceptible to his wife’s comely charms despite his fear just minutes before. She brushed her hands on her ruined dress and then brought them to his straining prick, earning her a groan.

“You’ve just suffered an injury.”

It was a whine, a plea. He might dominate her in the forest, but she was not without her own sort of control and mastery. In response, she stroked him harder.

“But I can’t…”

She worked his shaft, showing him just how disinterested she was in his attempts to end their game prematurely.

“If you insist on continuing, I won’t be soft with you,” he ground out.

“I don’t want you to be.”

“Then get on your knees and present your cunt for my use,” said Frederick.

She scrambled up from his arms, but rather than assuming the position he’d ordered, she crawled on the dirt as if trying to get away from him.

“You think to evade my dominion over this forest?” he asked in a towering voice behind her. “You might make it a few feet, but I’ll make you take every inch in the end.”

She nearly stopped her escape then, just to feel him take her sooner. Frederick was a surprising mix of commanding and gentle. It was no wonder she’d fallen deeply in love with him.

In love with him. She was in love with her husband. She paused as the wonderful feeling of realization overtook her.

And that’s what allowed Frederick to reach her. He was above her, his arms around her, his legs forcing hers apart. That damned gown tore away without resistance under his grasping hands, and she felt him yanking at the fabric, then groping her breasts roughly.

He pulled away only to tug at the last of her dress.

“I’m going to fuck you, little vixen,” he growled against her ear. “I hope your tiny pussy is ready to take this big, bad cock I have for you.”

She could do naught but moan as he slid that shaft between the slick tops of her thighs and let her cunny lips feel the sensation of how he’d slide inside her soon.

“Your cunt is wet for me?” he asked, plucking at her nipples until she cried out from the mix of bliss and pain.

“With fingers like that, you should play the harp,” she gasped.

“I’ll play you like a harp,” he grit out, fitting the swollen head of his leaking cock at her entrance. “Now take this shaft I have for you. I have a pussy to claim and a womb to fill.”

Marianne’s scream of pleasure echoed in the forest, marking the moment her husband shoved himself inside her body without hesitation and let her feel the weight of his feral desire for her.

She panicked and inched forward, seeking to scoot away from his driving cock that was so overwhelming and large.

Frederick caught her hips and held her in place, giving her no quarter as he thrust. Her moans escaped her; not the sort she could make in the house, where they were a duke and his duchess, constantly surrounded by servants, but a stag and his plaything who needed to be mounted and bred.

“That little cunt is so good for me when you’re not trying to scurry away,” he said, holding himself deep as he opened her on his cock. “But I need to get this womb filled, so you’re going to be a very good girl and take it just how you need it.”

She was about to ask what he meant by that when Frederick directed her head down to the ground of the clearing. He gently turned her face and then pressed her forward until her cheek rested against the fallen leaves, now rotting from a winter of damp and cold.

Her body bowed at the sensation of having her shoulders and hips pinned, cunny stuffed full, and mind blank of everything except her husband’s rough claiming.

“I’ve longed to mount you since hearing your song, my love. And now I’ll fill you in the only way that will truly mark you as mine.”

He dropped a hand to her lower belly and let her feel the warmth of his palm. “I need you to hold my seed here so you swell with my child. Can you do that? Can you take this load I have for you?”

“Yes, Frederick, I want it,” she groaned against the leaves, her body so close to erupting that she’d promise him anything.

“But first I must,” he shifted his clever fingers to find her untouched nub and let them play over her sensitive body.

It took three strums until she broke, her hands coming to fists as she milked his cock with her orgasm and felt something deep within quake and move.

“Yes, take that seed,” he rasped, his hand on her hip holding her hard as he thrust in rapidly and without remorse as she continued to wail through her climax.

“You feel how wet I’ve got that cunt?” he asked, still stroking in and out despite their eruptions trailing off into mere sated bliss.

“You’ve seeded me,” she said tiredly, wishing she could collapse in a heap. Marianne moved to lie down, but Frederick kept her in the position in which he’d placed her.

“Stay like that,” he said. “Face down. Arse up. I need that womb filled. And if you’re a very good fox, I’ll fuck you again once I’m satisfied my seed has settled.”

At that, she straightened her back and prepared to wait as long as necessary to receive her reward.


Epilogue


Four months later

“Now, play just as I taught you,” said Marianne, giving her husband a pinch on the thigh.

“But I can’t, my love,” he whined, “not when I’m in such a state.”

That night after dinner, the duchess had locked the doors to the drawing room and resolved to teach the duke how to play the harp he admired so much. Sadly, the lesson was quickly going sideways as Frederick grew hard and horny from playing the instrument he associated with his delectable wife.

From her spot on the floor next to where he was sitting, Marianne allowed her regal brows to raise inquisitively.

“I’m so hard for you,” he groaned, rubbing over the place his shaft was hot and ready in his trousers.

Marianne leaned over and plucked some notes to toy with him. “Take it out,” she said softly.

Frederick froze, as if trying to understand if she was saying what he hoped she was saying. Then he rose from the seat without delay and opened his placket.

“That’s it,” she said, licking her lips. “Take it out for me.”

When he got himself free of his smalls, Frederick watched as his rock-hard cock came into view — with a line of drool emanating from the tip.

Marianne put her hand to the string and followed it up to the slit currently pumping out liquid in anticipation of pouring his sack into his wife. She let her fingertip rest against the small hole, playing with the opening and all that slick fluid.

“Put your hand…your hand around it,” said Frederick, desperate to feel her jerk his cock.

“Maybe you could practice those notes I taught you,” she said, flashing him a daring gaze.

“Blast the musical lesson,” he whined, still standing before his wife with his cock out. “I want you.”

“And I want you…to practice your lesson,” she said. “I promise it will be most enjoyable. Take a seat and show me what you’ve learned.”

Frederick shuffled to the seat and sank onto it, his thighs spread wide so as not to upset his aching piece. He’d be sure to get his wife back for this torture; perhaps the next time she begged to be ridden hard, he’d treat her to the softest, most respectful of thrusts.

“Now play a glissando,” she said, her manner that of a governess. Thinking about his wife as a governess only made him randier, and Frederick had to rack his brain to recall the notes he’d learned.

He plucked, and the sound wasn’t unpleasant.

“Oh, that’s good, husband,” she said, her eyes warm.

And then Marianne shuffled close and licked the head of his cock.

“Darling!” he exclaimed, his fingers grabbing at the harp strings to steady himself. It made a discordant sound, and she drew back from where she’d been so pleasurably only moments before.

“Again,” he rasped. “Please.”

“Again,” she replied, inclining her head to the harp. “Please.”

Frederick had not a whiff of musical inclination, but he plucked and played frantically as his wife anointed his cock with her mouth. Did it sound correct? Was this even music? Would his inexperienced fingers bleed? None of it mattered, not a single concern, as his ladylike wife — his duchess — teased his cockhead with her mouth.

“I think I love you, Marianne,” he said, repeating what he said often with wonder, as if it had only just occurred to him.

“Is that so?” she asked, pulling off his cock, to his great consternation.

He nodded frantically.

“Do you know what I like?”

“Me playing the harp?” he asked.

“What else?”

Frederick paused. He needed to get this right. “Chocolate in bed upon waking?”

She nodded thoughtfully. “I do enjoy that. What else?”

Frederick thought to that chase through the woods, when he’d worn a mask and taken her most brutally. Did she want that? While wearing their dinner clothes and ensconced in the drawing room? If she wanted that, he would need to prepare a funeral for his cock because it would never soften again until he was laid out to join the ancestors in the family crypt.

“Do you enjoy…being taken?” he asked. “Used roughly?”

Marianne’s breathing slowed. She licked her lips, where she no doubt tasted his cock, and crawled towards the center of the room.

On her hands and knees, she struggled with her dress to bring it up, fighting the weight of her bustle.

“What’s this?” asked Frederick, rising from his seat with authority, cock in hand. “Is a little fox trying to get fucked?”

Marianne whimpered, knowing what was coming and expecting the pleasure of a rough fuck.

“Open those thighs for me,” said Frederick, slapping his cock against his wife’s arse as he joined her on the floor. “Wider.”

He took in her wet slit, just as ready as he was, and thanked the wind in the trees, the maker of harps, his wife’s ancestors, and all the Grand Bucks before him for bringing them together.

“I heard you like it soft like a springtime drizzle, little vixen,” he said.

“No,” she cried, her fingers digging into the fine carpet to maintain some traction when her husband finally relented and gave in to her wish to be taken hard. “I want it like animals do in the forest. I want to be mounted.”

Frederick dragged his cockhead through her sopping slit and let it slide over her straining little nub. Nevertheless, he didn’t push into that tight hole, didn’t test his wife’s limits as she wished he would.

“But animals do so for a reason,” he said, flexing his hips to tease the entrance of her clasp while never sinking inside.

“A reason?”

“They do so to breed. To make new life. Do you think you can take this seed and give me a litter?”

“Put it in and find out,” she huffed.

He laughed and grasped her shoulder, bringing her down hard on his cock. He’d impaled her to the root, then he paused for a moment to let her feel it.

“If I came right now, I’d paint your womb. Good chances of a litter.”

“If you think you can get away with one stroke before seeding me, you have another think coming, Frederick. This isn’t our wedding night!”

The duke howled, loving that his wife begged for nothing more than being dominated in bed — or on the forest floor, when they could get away — while also growing into her role as duchess in every way. Including telling her aristocratic husband exactly what he needed to do to make her happy.

He teased the rim where he stretched her cunny and touched her puffy lips, so welcoming around his cock. Then he let his fingers glance over that swollen nub that never failed to get his wife shaking with pleasure.

“That’s a good girl, a fine little duchess, swallowing up my cock. Take it,” he said, thrusting hard and letting her determine how to stay upright.

“I’m trying!” she cried out.

“Now, don’t you have something to tell me?” he asked, fondling her clitoris with feathery touches.

“Tell you?” she asked, her voice going higher.

Frederick grasped her hips and drove himself home hard, earning him wails of pleasure. My, she was a game girl, the only desire of his heart.

“I happened to see the doctor on the way out of the house.”

“Did you?” she asked faintly.

“Dr. Riddle. I think he specializes in something.”

“Does he?”

In a moment, Frederick had them turned around, and he covered her on the floor while facing her so ‌they could have a conversation. Cradled between her thighs, he rocked deep and studied her reaction.

“Might you have something to tell me?” he asked, trying to keep his hopes in check in the event the news wasn’t what he wished.

“Well,” she said, licking her lips, “when a very virile stag chases down a hind on his estate, sometimes there’s a result.”

His heart felt like it was going to leap out of his body. He needed to maintain his masculine control. But!

“Are we certain there’s a result?” he asked softly.

“Quite certain,” she said, trying to hide a smile. “I wasn’t sure until, well—”

Marianne seized his hand and brought it beneath the hem of her dress, sliding it up to her belly.

“Stay there a moment. I’ve experienced the quickening.”

Frederick was all amazement. Quickening already would mean that they may have made their baby, why, that first disastrous night when he’d tried so hard not to scare his bride. Or the night he’d fucked her repeatedly on the forest floor.

“But you’re still so trim,” he said, terrified of how happy he was at the news. A child! Already!

“I’ll grow round yet, just you wait,” she said wryly.

“I’ll give you every nut in my possession,” he growled, nipping at his wife’s lips.

Marianne laughed, the sound now as beautiful to him as those notes of the harp. What a miracle she was, his duchess, and she was all his.

Well, perhaps not all his, not now.

“Here!” she cried, grabbing his hand and moving it to where the babe fluttered in her belly. “You made me laugh, and the baby awakened.”

“It sleeps?” asked Frederick in wonder as he stroked ‌the taut skin of her abdomen.

“I think so,” she said. “Sleeps, rolls, kicks. It’s faint right now because she’s small yet.”

“It’s a girl?” asked Frederick, his heart lifting.

“Oh, I just call her that. Trying not to get my hopes up for an heir,” she said shyly.

Frederick temporarily could not speak. He wanted to reassure his wife that any child born to them would be a perfect miracle and exactly what he’d wanted.

“Baby,” he said.

“Yes, a baby,” replied his wife, cradling his face in a way that made him feel as though his bones could melt with pleasure at the love radiating from her touch.

“I’ll love them,” he said. “I’ll love any child born to us. Not just my heir. A daughter who plays the harp as beautifully as her mother…”

He paused, overcome by the vision. Yet through the emotions, he never faltered in his thrusts.

“What you make pleases me beyond measure, my duchess.”

“What we make,” she gasped as he slid over a spot that never failed to make her clench reflexively.

At that, he couldn’t find words, simply dropped his hand to the places he knew to play the notes that set his bride crying in pleasure.

It had become his favorite tune, even more than the one that had drawn him to her. The music that had captured his heart.


Coda


The Forest, London, 1882

“Say, you wouldn’t have seen a camera lens, would you?” asked Clarence Brocklehurst, relieved to have finally gained access to the headquarters of the Grand Bucks. He’d last spotted the lens while a masked man drove his piece into a woman well on her way to being ruined.

A small man, who was diligently cleaning the fabric on a chair, looked up at the young gent about town.

“You’ve come for it?” he asked.

“Why, yes, I have!” Clarence exclaimed, delighted to know that his lens had been found.

The man continued cleaning, his face somewhat gray, as if struggling from exhaustion.

“Where might I find it?” asked Clarence good-naturedly but a little perplexed that the man wasn’t forthcoming with the location.

He pointed across the grand ballroom to an open door.

Clarence took his time walking over the green fabric floor of the Forest, admiring the spindly trees. When he looked closer, the branches seemed to play host to a wealth of spiderwebs. The reflecting pool had been drained. In the few remaining little pools of water, mold had bloomed. Even the fabled thrones on which the Bucks had sat during their revels were under dust covers.

“The place looks a little tired. Are they ever coming back?” asked Clarence across the room.

The man didn’t reply.

Clarence continued to the lounge he’d been told would contain his lens. Upon entering, he stopped in shock.

Before him, covering all surfaces, was the detritus of a men’s club long in existence. At his feet, a globe. On a large table, there was an entire array of liquor bottles, including one that appeared to have been recovered from the Spanish Armada. A pile of discarded cravats filled one chair, while a stuffed badger sat in another.

It was after consuming a good quantity of the Armada liquor that Clarence found his missing lens. It was stuck between the pages of a book with a handsome tooled leather binding.

“The men of the previous age had style,” sighed Clarence while flipping through the pages mindlessly.

As expected of a secret society where men wore stag masks and shared women, the book contained fanciful illustrations of deer leaping through royal parks alongside hand-written glosses on names and heroic actions.

“They really fancied themselves to be stags,” giggled Clarence into his dusty snifter.

And then he turned a page that changed his view entirely.

***

When Clarence Brocklehurst burst forth from the Grand Bucks’ lounge that evening, he discovered the Forest was no longer a tired imitation, but, in fact, the real thing.

The cleaning man was nowhere to be found, and each step he took crushed fragrant violets under his boots.

Unconcerned about his camera lens and deeply concerned about escaping this place, he ran in the direction he thought would return him to the street, where he might safely void the contents of his stomach and hail a cab.

He was close to where he remembered the doors being located when he felt, rather than heard, the ground shake behind him.

Clarence knew he shouldn’t look back, shouldn’t risk turning to salt just because of his damned curiosity, but he had to know. Had to see some sign that what the book depicted was real.

On a hill that had never existed before, there stood a royal buck, its antler points almost too many to count. It remained perfectly still, as if posed for a painting or illustration in a book.

It did not acknowledge him or even appear to see him. Did they exist in the same plane of time and space? What strange magic had bewitched him?

Clarence waited to see if the stag would transform as he’d seen in the book, but it remained still. The manuscript must have been a flight of fancy.

“Do you know the way out?” asked a muffled voice.

Clarence turned and nearly jumped out of his skin when he saw someone wearing a papier-mâché stag mask behind him. They pulled off the mask. It was the cleaning man. “Do you know the way out?” he asked again.

Clarence looked back at the forest, trying to reconcile reality with what he’d seen. It was once again an indoor, dusty imitation of the green wonderland that had been there only seconds before. The stag was gone.

“I think I can find my way out,” said Clarence, his mouth suddenly dry.

“Do you want a mask? They’re quite useless now that the club has disbanded after 150 years.”

Clarence regarded the mask offered to him with a mix of longing and horror. Those broken antlers and that proud snout should have been the realization of dreams. But he feared very much what he had seen.

“I know the way,” he said, scrambling for the entry.

He’d just constructed a convincing explanation for what he’d seen both in the book and in the Forest — and then he caught a whiff of the violets on which he’d trod.

***

The cleaning man shrugged and locked the front door to the Forest for the last time after seeing that Clarence had made it into a hack.

He tidied the supply room and swept the entryway before determining that his work was done. It was time for him, too, to say goodbye to the headquarters of the Grand Bucks. Hopefully some other employer would reward so handsomely his knowledge of stain removal.

Before showing himself out through the servants’ entrance, he brought the abandoned stag mask to the lounge. He glanced about the accumulation of trash and treasures, considering whether he should remove or sell some of it. Best not to tempt fate; the peelers might think he was stealing.

He set the mask down on the large table around which the Grand Bucks had once met, the muzzle directed at a book: the only extant copy of a manuscript called The Legend of the Bucks.

THE END
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