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Chapter One
Lady Violet Meacham, Duchess of Blackmyre, yawned behind her gloved hand, though she made no effort to hide her boredom from her companion. “Why did I allow you to drag me to Vauxhall’s again?”
“For the scenery.” Lady Dottham, known affectionately as Dottie, winked at the young gentlemen promenading about the gardens. “Hasn’t Her Majesty ordered us all to marry as quickly as possible?”
“Oh, Dottie,” Violet sighed, shaking her head. “Surely you don’t expect to find anything interesting enough to bed here.”
Dottie feigned a stuffy arrogance. “But these are the finest blooded young lads in all of Britannia, Your Grace. If you can’t find an interesting prospect for marriage here, than where do you propose to look?”
Violet made the mistake of allowing her gaze to meet the eyes of one of the young men hovering a polite distance away. His friends whispered and laughed, encouraging him to approach and beg an introduction. She ran her gaze down his young body, attractively dressed in the hottest fashions of Londonium. His buckskins were spotless and so tight it looked as though his modiste had sewed him into the trousers. His package was a nice size. Not too large, nor too small.
His manner was eager and dutifully shy, whether he was truly an innocent submissive debutante or merely feigning the role to gain her eye, she didn’t care to hazard a guess. His features were fine and elegant, beautiful while still being masculine, his eyes wide and sparkling with the dare of approaching one of the richest and most eligible catches in Town. Even her own mother’s curse on her deathbed and whispers of Blackmyre’s darkest urges couldn’t keep them away from the lure of her money.
Despite his youth, he bore a strong, square jaw and wide shoulders that promised an impressive manly stature in a few more years. It was his eyes that held her fancy, though. Like warm, rich chocolate and framed with thick lashes untouched by modern cosmetics, his eyes shone with an inner light that called to her mistress side.
He scurried to her side and took her hand in both of his to press his mouth to her knuckles. “Forgive my rudeness, Your Grace. I am overcome by your presence and beauty.”
Barely, she suppressed the urge to laugh. With the stark scar twisting the left side of her face, few would call her a beauty, though she’d certainly been a diamond in her prime before war had taken its toll. Thankfully she’d worn gloves this evening, or she’d have had to endure his sloppy affection on her bare skin.
“Blackmyre, may I introduce this young man to you?”
The amusement in Dottie’s voice made Violet grit her teeth, but her friend ignored the fierce glare.
Again throwing custom and manners to the wind, he introduced himself, tripping over the words. “Garrett Wellesley of House Wellington, Your Grace. It’s an honor to meet you at last.”
Surprised, Violet allowed him to keep her hand, wrapping her own fingers around his to keep him now that her curiosity was piqued. “Wellington let you out alone, did she? I’m surprised you’re so honored to meet me, young man, when your grandmother has so many vile things to say about my House.”
He hesitated only a moment, intelligence glinting in his dark eyes that attracted her more than his pretty clothes and virile young body. “She has indeed, Your Grace. Yet the honor is mine.”
Ah, a young rebel, then. No doubt a finely educated bluestocking who’d take the first opportunity to lecture her on men’s rights and how the Queen should be deposed immediately. For a moment, she actually allowed herself to consider courting this young man. It’d be amusing to see how quickly Wellington could pop a vein in her forehead once she realized her precious grandson had fallen into the Black Duchess’s clutches.
She allowed herself the pleasure of a small test. Incrementally, she tightened her fingers, watching his face. His eyes narrowed, his nostrils flared, and his tongue slipped between his perfect white teeth to nervously moisten his lips. Most importantly, he didn’t pull away. He even gripped her hand back as tightly, indicating at least an initial show of spirit.
This could be interesting. Plus I would have the chance to get back at Wellington…
“Your Grace.” A man wearing her livery dropped to his knee beside her, head bowed. “There’s an urgent situation that needs your immediate attention.”
“Very well. Please excuse me, Mr. Wellesley. It was a pleasure to meet you.”
The purr of her voice made his cheeks flood with crimson. Stammering and bowing, he backed away to rejoin his friends. If nothing else, word would get back to Wellington about the near miss. Surely the old hag wouldn’t let her precious grandson out to romp about Londonium without an escort next time.
Violet followed her man outside. Dottie tagged along, still chuckling to herself. “You made quite an impression on that young fool, Blackmyre. I hope his dear grandmamma doesn’t suffer an aneurysm as soon as she hears about his little coup tonight.”
“Hmm, the Queen would never forgive me if the newly appointed Field Marshal dropped dead.”
“Indeed.” Dottie laughed. “The Season would certainly be ruined. Majel would have to stop the parties long enough to find a new House desperate enough to accept the task of defeating Francia when so many others have failed. I’m surprised she hasn’t asked you to fill in, with your formidable reputation.”
Violet didn’t respond. In fact, Queen Majel had invited her to accept that very position before she’d extended it to Wellington. Where Wellington thought taking the helm of the army meant dressing up in a uniform while she continued to attend the same whirl of parties all Season, Violet would have actually relished the opportunity to command the troops to war.
However, her health had suddenly taken a turn for the worse. Even walking rapidly after her servant toward the stables was enough to make her heart beat too quickly with a telltale constriction in her lungs. Her breathing was painfully short and her reconstructed knee ached like the devil. She might be able to get about well enough on the bum leg, but she couldn’t defeat consumption.
Besides, to everyone’s great surprise, Wellington hadn’t been doing that badly. Though how she’d managed to take Vimeiro while neck deep in the Season, Violet couldn’t guess.
Forcing herself to slow down, she asked, “What’s the emergency, Cole?”
“I interrupted something I wasn’t supposed to see, Your Grace.” He glanced back at her, touching his throat and ducking his head. A few weeks ago, her collar would have lain on his throat, making such a gesture the perfect signal to convey the gravity of the situation. “I couldn’t help myself. I heard a commotion and once I saw him, I couldn’t leave him.”
Cole knew more about her secret inclinations than most, because he’d been on the receiving end more often than not. If he hadn’t been able to leave… “Dottie, perhaps you’d better return to the party.”
“I’m not leaving, Violet.” The use of her given name carried a solemn weight of their long friendship, although Dottie didn’t know half the things that Cole had already seen at her hand. “I’m your friend regardless of what secrets you carry, and you might need my help.”
“Very well,” Violet answered gruffly, but linked her arm with her friend’s gratefully. “Just remember that I warned you.”
“I put him in here.” Cole paused outside the last stall in the far corner of the stable. “Forgive me, Your Grace, but I took him without permission. They’ll know I’m your man and someone will come to collect the expense. I’m afraid we busted up the place rather badly.”
“No matter, Cole.” At her voice, something thudded against the heavy stall door. “You know I trust your judgment. Tell me what happened before I see him.”
“’Twas awful, Your Grace,” Cole whispered. Head down, he stared at his trembling hands. “He was screaming with fury and pain, enraged like a beast. They had him in a cage and kept poking him, stirring him up more and more. If he could have gotten free, he would have killed them. He’s that bad, Your Grace. I couldn’t leave him like that.”
Dread tightened her throat. “Who, Cole? Who did this?”
“I don’t know. The ladies weren’t known to me.”
So they weren’t part of Violet’s small, private circle who knew her proclivities and indulged in the same kind of play.
“He’s magnificent, Your Grace. Huge, powerful, a beast of flesh, and so damned defiant. Proud. Even with what they’d done to him, he was still fighting, still determined to break free. He’d have killed them all.”
Her heart quickened desperately. Cole had expressed interest in bringing a man into their relationship, but they hadn’t found the right man to suit them. Then she’d been forced to free him. A rough, wild stallion would certainly appeal to them both. Greatly.
The last thing I need in this condition is a challenge. “Let me see him, then. But if he’s that far gone, Cole, I don’t know what I can do for him.”
“You can help him. I know it.” Cole cracked open the door. “Shh, now, big fella. It’s me, your friend Cole, remember? I’ve brought some help. Nobody’s going to hurt you. I give you my word.”
Violet held herself very still, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkened interior of the stall. Straw rustled and something thumped against the wood again. A low growl came from the opposite corner, a raw animal sound of pain and hatred.
Cole turned up the lantern.
Dottie gasped. “Dear Lord, a man! I thought…” Her words stumbled into silence, as though her brain couldn’t even comprehend what she saw.
Even for Violet, the scene was bad. The poor man had been whipped and beaten so often that his body was a mass of bruises and welts. Even crouched in the corner, he was huge. His broad shoulders and heavily muscled arms looked like they belonged to a blacksmith. Still growling that low, vicious warning, he rose to his full height and her gaze went up and up. He had to be nearly seven feet tall. A veritable giant.
“The way your man was talking, I thought they’d trapped a bear or something. A man. God, Violet, what kind of person does this to a living, thinking human being?”
Me. Violet swallowed hard but she didn’t dare turn her gaze away for a single moment. Any sign of weakness or hesitation from her now, and he’d be gone. He’d be on her so quickly that Cole wouldn’t have a chance to unsheathe his lazor before the man snapped her neck like a twig.
“It’s all right now,” Cole soothed, his voice the singsong chant he often used on frightened horses. “She’s the mistress I told you about. She’s come to help you.”
Calmly, she laced her fingers together at her waist and simply looked at the man, letting him look upon her likewise. “Dottie, I think you should wait outside.”
“I’m not leaving you. Violet, have some sense. He’ll kill you in a heartbeat.”
“No, he won’t.” She smiled at him serenely, ignoring the snarl that rattled from his chest. “I’m not going to touch him. I’m not getting any closer than this. I respect his space and his warning. He’s not ready for a woman’s touch, even if all I want to do is help him. Cole, do you know his name?”
“No, Your Grace. If he can still speak after all the torture he’s endured, he refuses.”
“Dottie, be a dear and fetch that bucket I saw outside the door. We need some water to wash away the blood.” Grumbling beneath her breath about fools, Dottie passed the bucket to her. Violet set the bucket in front of her on the stall floor and backed away. “Cole, take off your shirt and use it to clean him off as gently as possible. We may have to sedate him if he requires stitches.”
Cole did as she ordered, still talking in that low, gentle voice that was almost a lullaby. With sure and gentle hands, he washed the other man’s upper body, stretching up to reach the top of his shoulders and his back. The man glared at Violet, his eyes black with malice, but he allowed the care and stood quietly under the other man’s touch. At least he was sure and steady beneath knowledgeable hands. Someone had handled him like this before, so his experience hadn’t been all fear and pain.
She knew firsthand the soothing, therapeutic strength in Cole’s hands. Muscle by muscle, the man relaxed under the thorough massage and Cole managed to slip the horse blanket off the man’s groin.
He hissed in pain, his muscles tightening, fists clenched at his sides. Violet closed her eyes a moment to try and make sense of what she’d seen while still giving him at least some privacy. A cruel trap enclosed his entire groin, tight wires digging into the tender flesh, and weights dangling between his thighs. Every time he moved, the agony must be unbearable. And if he became aroused…
She shuddered and forced her eyes open. Engorged and trapped by his own desire, his cock was swollen and so purple that she feared he might actually lose it. They’d tormented him not just with pain, but with desire, too, knowing the agony it would cause him. He’d been mutilating his own flesh, and yet powerless to stop it. No wonder he was lost in a killing haze.
“Get that abomination off him.” Cole flinched at the brittle, cold tone of her voice. “If he can release, let him, whatever it takes. But he might be in too much pain to even get the slightest relief until the swelling goes down.”
“Yes’m.” Cole bobbed his head but kept his gaze down, his shoulders low and submissive. He knew that tone of voice all too well. “May I have permission to stay with him until he can be moved?”
“Yes. Do anything you can to help him. I’ll send someone with more supplies and food as soon as I return home, and I’ll make arrangements with our host so that no one bothers you at least for a few hours. Do you think you can get him to Blackmyre by dawn?”
Cole gently worked the metal loose and tossed it aside with a clatter. Freed, the man’s erection rose hard and painfully huge. Cole’s singsong voice went sultry as he wiped the man’s bloody thighs with his shirt. “I’ll do my best, Your Grace.”
Keeping her head up and her manner as slow and regal as possible, Violet stepped outside the stall and firmly latched the door. The low murmur of Cole’s voice echoed through the stall, and the ragged groan from the man, whether in ecstasy or pain she didn’t know. Likely both.
She leaned against the wall for a moment and closed her eyes, concentrating on calming her breathing again before a coughing attack gave away her secret illness. In her mind, she saw the tall, proud man again, his eyes bleeding death and rage while his monstrous erection rose up in defiance. A challenge indeed. She’d never beheld such a fiercely proud man with the inclination of pony play. He was truly a wild stallion, and potentially as dangerous. Would his desire be as ferocious?
I hope so.
Dottie wrapped her hand around Violet’s arm, drawing a soft moan from her.
“So that’s what you’ve been hiding from me.”
Violet opened her eyes and searched her friend’s face, but Dottie’s carefully schooled features didn’t reveal her thoughts. They’d known each other since their schooldays at Eton, and nothing had ever broken their friendship. Not even when Violet had done her worst to gain the black reputation of her House’s namesake. Losing her now would be a blow from which she might not recover, especially with her days already numbered.
Pushing that sobering thought away, Violet forced a lighthearted laugh and slipped into the practiced lazy saunter of the privileged upper class. “That’s my great secret, yes. The Duchess of Blackmyre occasionally finds herself rescuing poor mistreated creatures, but I’m considered the vile blackheart of the ton.”
“That’s not what I meant. God, Violet, what was that? In all seriousness, I need to know.”
Violet let the fake mask of Polite Society slip away to reveal the harder, colder mistress that Cole knew all too well. “There are some of us who like to subdue our partners before we take them to bed. In fact, some of our partners like to be trained and handled like fine horseflesh.”
“Like your man Cole,” Dottie dared, her eyebrows arching.
“Yes. He’s been my pony more than once.”
Dottie’s lip twitched. “Pony?”
“That’s the general term for people who like to be treated like horseflesh by their master or mistress,” Violet replied stiffly. “I assure you, I’ve never done anything to him that he wasn’t perfectly eager to receive, nothing like that poor man has suffered.”
“And you know people who do this? Regularly? Both the…master…and the…er…pony?”
“Yes.” Violet clamped her mouth shut, refusing to offer any entreaties or explanations. She’d tried to deny the darkness inside her way too long, afraid of the condemnation of her friends, the same as her mother. With Cole, she’d finally embraced her truest self. She’d found something that she not only enjoyed, she excelled at, damn it. She was a damned fine mistress and had even competed in the ring. Granted, it was a small community of people and the title meant nothing whatsoever to anyone but them, but it was the first time anyone had ever accepted the truth about her without a single reservation.
Dottie squeezed her arm harder. “And you didn’t tell me?” She made a noise that Violet hadn’t heard since their schoolgirl days giggling about the first boy they’d caught for a kiss in the barn. “Oh, Vi, I’m positively titillated. I can’t stand that you never told me!”
Violet blinked and tried to keep the silly grin from spreading on her face, but it was a losing effort. “Oh, Dottie, I never thought you’d care to learn about the pony games. It never even occurred to me.”
“Whyever not?”
“Because you’re…so…normal.” And I’m so abnormal. She didn’t say that aloud, but it must be written in the agonized sorrow on her face that had been present since her mother’s death. It’s too late for me to ever win her approval. She’ll never forgive me for having the audacity to be born, let alone taking after my father’s perversion.
“You’re the bloody Duchess of Blackmyre, easily one of the top five most powerful ladies in the known civilized universe,” Dottie said in a low, fierce voice. “If anyone dare say a derogatory word about you they’ll be meeting me at dawn.”
Violet patted her friend’s hand soothingly. “No duels, dearest. You know Queen Majel’s opinion about such frivolous acts of honor. Besides, I’m only Duchess at her whim. She refused to hear the Dowager’s plea to disown me since there were no other living heirs to Blackmyre. Whatever cruel acts can be laid at Queen Majel’s feet, I owe her. When dear Mama died, all of Blackmyre could have returned to the Crown instead of coming to me. In all honesty, I’m rather shocked each morning when I’m still alive, let alone Duchess of Blackmyre.”
“Pish posh, the Queen’s lucky to have you as Duchess. Now about these ponies…”
 
 
Agonizing bliss racked his entire body. Spasm after spasm shook him and he couldn’t stop. He’d never allowed a man to touch him intimately, but the last thing he wanted was for his new friend to cease the gentle stroking. A simple cleansing had never felt so good. After agonizing need and pain for so long, even another man’s touch felt incredible.
I’m that desperate.
That’s how low I’ve fallen.
He collapsed against the smaller man, unable to stop the shaking sobs that escaped. They didn’t sound human. He hadn’t been human for a long time. Surely a real man wouldn’t cry like a baby in another man’s arms.
“Shhh, you’re going to be all right now,” Cole whispered, stroking his hair with those incredible hands. “You’ll see. Lady Blackmyre’s a rare mistress, good and kind, hard when she needs to be, and so calm, so confident, so…so…”
“Commanding.” He winced at the rawness of his throat.
“So you can talk. Can you tell me your name?”
Better late than never, he tried to think through his options. He’d been kicking himself for one idiotic choice after another. Desperation had driven him to trust someone, who’d then betrayed him to his family. Their betrayal hurt most of all. He’d rather die than let anyone find out who he was, but if he didn’t give out his House name, he doubted even the Duchess would recognize him.
“Arthur.”
“Good to meet you, Arthur. Let’s rest here awhile and when you’re ready, do you think you’ll have the strength to make our way to Blackmyre?”
“I thank you for your help, but I need to be moving on.”
“You need help.” Cole didn’t make any demands or raise his voice with insistence—but he spoke with the quiet conviction of common sense, which made it difficult for Arthur to argue. “You’re weak and hurt. You’ve been horribly mistreated, which takes quite a toll on a man’s body.”
You have no idea what toll has been taken on my body. Despite the man’s considerate attention, Arthur couldn’t help the tension screaming through his muscles. Fight, flee, destroy, rage, that’s all he had left. He hadn’t even been able to call his body his any longer. The last thing he wanted to do was put himself anywhere near that deceptively small lady. She had the calm confidence to stand inside a confined space with a wild animal of a man without a single glimmer of fear or doubt. God only knew to what new lows she could bring him.
“No one will touch you against your will, let alone hurt you,” Cole said softly, as though he knew exactly what fear stirred in Arthur’s heart. “Especially Lady Blackmyre. She’s not that kind of mistress.”
“I don’t want a mistress. I don’t want a woman to touch me ever again.”
“I understand. So does she. All we want to do is help you.”
Arthur couldn’t relax his grim wariness, his muscles aching with strain. He didn’t need the whispered rumors and innuendo centered about the Blackmyre name to be wary. He hadn’t been in the pony games very long before the bad moments had started, but he instinctively recognized the steel core shielded within her elegant, aristocratic demeanor. She might pretend to be a lady of the ton, but his body recognized her. She had the sort of power that could make a man bend knees and kiss her feet.
A man like me.
He shuddered so hard he banged his head against the wall. Tears flooded his eyes again and he balled up his fists and fought not to pummel himself into oblivion. Or fling himself in front of the first carriage he could find.
“Don’t be afraid of her, Arthur.”
The man rocked him, held him, and God forgive him, he allowed it.
I’m not afraid of her. I’m afraid of me.



Chapter Two
When the irate man showed up demanding stolen property, Violet had arranged for law enforcement backup. The kind of people who would do such injustice to another human being would think nothing of harming a lady. However, to protect her House’s tattered reputation as well as the unknown man’s they’d rescued, this interview must be done delicately. The general consensus in Polite Society was that anyone who played such sick games must be immoral and deviant. They certainly didn’t need any help spreading tales of depravity and cruelty among the ton.
At least Cole had been able to give her the first clue to their guest’s identity, although there were too many Arthurs in Londonium to count. It would take time for her to discover the truth. Time she might not have.
Her butler, Mr. Chumlee, introduced the man only as Jemm. He drew up with a righteous glare of indignation when he saw that she wasn’t alone.
“Mr. Jemm, come in, sir, and make your accusations.”
“No mister, just Jemm,” the man muttered. He yanked his cap off and twisted the wool in his hands. He might be dressed as a yeoman, but the wool and linen were especially fine quality to her eye. “Your man took something last night and my boss wants it back.”
“I see,” Violet replied coolly. “Pray tell, what did my man take, and who may your boss be?”
“He took a slave and my boss wants him back. I won’t tell you who she is because I’m well paid to protect her privacy.”
“Slavery is illegal in all of Her Majesty’s territories.” While the Sheriff of Blackmyre might have suspicions about exactly what happened at the current Duchess’s parties, she was staunchly for Queen first and Blackmyre (no matter what eccentrics the aristocracy might possess) second. “You must make a formal statement about how this slave was acquired.”
For a moment, Jemm tensed and glanced at the door as if to make a run for it, but then he grinned and shrugged. “I’ll tell you what I remember but I’m afraid my memory’s not the best. I’ve been kicked in the head a few too many times by feisty horses.”
Violet narrowed a glare on the man, because his meaning was clear. “If your boss was interested in willing ponies I don’t think you’d have been kicked quite so many times.”
“What’s the fun in that? Don’t you know, Your Grace, it’s the unruly ponies that are the most fun to break?”
He gave her a lecherous wink that made her stomach quiver with cold dread. Perhaps she’d made a mistake inviting the sheriff to be present. Her loyalty had been unswerving thus far, but if the truth came out about exactly what kind of pony slave they were talking about…
I don’t care what Society thinks. But I do care if my own people begin to revile me, like the Dowager hated Papa.
“I’m confused,” Sheriff Benton said slowly. “Are we talking about slaves or horses?”
Jemm waited with that awful gleam in his eye, but Violet refused to back down. There had to be a way to reprimand the man without revealing all the cards in her hand. “I’m not entirely sure,” she said just as slowly, letting a frown flicker across her face. “My man found a pony being horribly mistreated last night, so badly that we almost had to put him down. Is that what you’re talking about, Jemm?”
“This pony,” Jemm replied just as carefully, “hadn’t been sold yet and was putting up a good fight at the auction. His handler might have gotten a little out of hand.”
“An auction,” Violet drawled, leaning forward. “Now that’s something I’d be interested in. I’m always on the lookout for good horseflesh.”
“I thought as much.” Jemm laughed and rubbed his hands together as though he could already feel the heavy weight of her gold in his hands. “Perhaps my boss will extend an invitation to our next private auction if Your Grace is interested.”
She pushed one of her calling cards across the glossy desk toward him. “Indeed, I am. Please do extend my regrets to your boss about last night’s unpleasantness. Given the dreadful condition of the pony we recovered, I’m afraid I can’t in good conscience let him be returned. How much would it take to compensate your losses?”
He quoted a sum that made her arch her brow, but quickly amended, “But since he’s been damaged, as you said, perhaps you’d consider half the price?”
“Agreed, on one condition. The handler who abused him must be terminated immediately. I’m appalled at the way this poor pony was treated.”
“I’ll pass your recommendation on to the boss, Your Grace. I don’t have any say in the business dealings between her and the handlers.”
“Perhaps she could arrange a tour at your next auction so I can see the training procedures. I would surely regret having to call the sheriff if I find any more ponies being mistreated.”
“You can take that up with the boss.” But the way Jemm shrugged indicated his opinion on how welcoming she’d be to the inquisitive. “I doubt you’d care to have the sheriff digging around in your stable now, would you, Your Grace?”
She smiled, icy and so damned hard her face felt like it would shatter. “Indeed, Benton’s most welcome to tour my stable anytime she wishes. Any mistress—or master, for that matter—knows that ponies can have delicate constitutions. A beating is inhumane and uncalled for.”
“I hope you still think so once that bloody stud kills one of your people. He’s done that, Your Grace. He tore one of the handlers apart the first night we acquired him. Watch yourself around him, or you might find your pretty face shattered by his…er…hooves.”
“Perhaps he didn’t like your method of acquisition.” She stood to indicate an end to this unpleasant interview. “I’d have gleefully killed the bastard who did such damage to him last night. It’d be a shame to have to castrate such a fine stud due to your negligence.”
It galled to pay a man who’d at least been a witness to that kind of torture on another human being and done nothing to prevent it, but Violet had no choice. At least she’d hopefully secured an invitation to a future event where she could see the auctions firsthand. If they were as appalling as she feared, she’d have no choice but to put an end to the business once and for all.
As the man left clinking his gold, the sheriff sighed. “I have a feeling that this isn’t the end of some very unsavory business. I don’t know what kind of mischief you caught that man in, Your Grace, but I don’t like him. Not one bit.”
“Me neither, Benton. We might have to get Her Majesty involved if his business is as bad as I fear.”
“I’ve never said anything bad about the Blackmyres.” Benton met her gaze unflinchingly. “Some gossiped that the late Duke had too much interest in his stable. I don’t know exactly what that means nor do I care. People have a right to privacy as long as there’s no wrongdoing involved. I just wanted you to know, Your Grace, that I disapproved of the late Dowager Duchess’s treatment of you. Everyone always said she’d married so far beneath her that it shamed the family name, but I say she had no one to blame but herself. Taking her regrets out on her only child was not only wrong but ridiculous, in my opinion. Your father might have been lowborn compared to Her Grace, but I’ve never met a finer man. If you gained your interest in horses from him, then more power to you. If you need law on your side, you can count on me.”
Before Violet could shut her mouth and frame a reply, Benton tipped her hat and strode out the door. She’d laugh out loud if she didn’t have tears pooling in her eyes. Some of her fondest memories of her father were with horses. When Tiernan Kelly Meacham had walked into the stable, every single horse would nicker a welcome. He’d spoken to the horses like they were people and she’d sworn they’d understood every single word.
Some gossiped that the late Duke had too much interest in his stable.
Which is exactly why Mama hated him—and me—so much.



Chapter Three
Jerking awake in a cold sweat, Arthur seized whoever hovered nearby and prepared to rip the attacker apart.
“You’re safe,” Cole whispered, albeit raggedly since Arthur had his throat gripped in his hand. “You’re dreaming.”
If only the past weeks could be just a bad dream. If only he hadn’t returned to Britannia on a short but necessary leave. If only he hadn’t admitted his secret desires to anyone. If only…
Releasing Cole was surprisingly difficult. The non-threatening human contact was warm, safe and comforting like nothing he’d known in years. Even if from another man.
“Are you in pain?” Cole asked.
He closed his eyes. He hurt all over, but the worst was the constant throb in his groin that kept him on the knife’s edge of rage every single waking moment. “No.”
The man smelled faintly of straw and leather, a lingering testimony to his work in the stable, both as a man and pony. Maybe that’s why he feels so familiar and safe. I can’t see another pony ever harming me.
The mattress dipped beside him, making him tense. He fisted his hands, fighting to ignore the fire spreading through his body. I’m a man, not an animal. I can control myself. I can!
Cole’s palm touched his forehead and cheeks as if he was searching for a fever. Even such an innocent, nurturing touch made Arthur’s blood simmer. It’d been too long. After days—weeks?—of torture with sexual need, he couldn’t ignore the desire pulsing through his body. Sweat poured off him to soak the sheets. At least it was dark, so the man couldn’t see his erection. “You do feel warm.”
Arthur bit back an unpleasant laugh. I’m burning up with need, slowly slipping into madness like a rabid dog. No one’s safe with me. God help me, I’ve killed people with this rage.
That dangerous hand slipped down to touch his chest. “You’re sweaty.” Fire spread with each touch as Cole touched fingers to his throat. “And your pulse is rapid. Let me give Dr. Miles a ring—”
Cole started to get up. Without thinking, Arthur seized his arm and hauled him back down. His bare arm. Muscle moved beneath his palm, warm and alive. He couldn’t help but remember the damnable pleasure of the man’s gentle care that first night. Those strong, soothing hands.
He trembled, fighting to keep the tide of lust contained. Cole might be a man, not a slim slip of a woman like the Duchess, but he was still smaller. In a fair fight, he wouldn’t have a chance against Arthur. The memory of pounding with his fists, tearing at his tormenters, the screams, the vicious need searing his mind, driving him insane…
I can’t risk it. Never again. I’m too rough, too big, too—
Cole made a low, delicious sound, somewhere between a husky laugh and a pleased sigh, and it was too much to deny. Arthur rolled the man beneath him, pinning him facedown on the mattress. Skin and flesh beneath him, hot and hard and surprisingly naked. What kind of man slept naked in another man’s room? Let alone a crazed man who’d been tortured with desire until he’d lost his mind.
Even worse, the man was slicked with oil, enough that Arthur imagined it would be very easy to sheathe himself in that lean, wiry body.
He dropped his head against Cole’s shoulders and fought to control himself. Imagining ropes and chains looped about him, holding him back, didn’t help. It only made his lust worse. He loved the fight, the pain, the rage that filled him when someone tried to stop him. Let that bloody Duchess find me ravaging her man and see if she can stop me.
Cole didn’t fight or even protest. In fact, he arched his back, rubbing himself against Arthur on a low moan that broke his last restraint. He tried to thrust deep, but even slippery with oil, the man’s body was too tight, the angle too strange and new. Fumbling only made him more frantic. Awkwardly, he rose up enough to guide himself, forcing his way inside. Every gasp and cry made him more desperate, more brutal. Cole’s voice rose to a scream, but he couldn’t stop. He sank his teeth deep into the man’s neck, gripping him close while he savaged him.
The climax blew off the top of his head but he still thrust as hard and fast as he could. Pleasure roared through him, cresting into another, higher wave that pushed him down to the darkest, deepest pit of hell.
Exactly where I belong.
 
 
Pulling her wrap tight, Violet paced back and forth inside her bedchamber. Nights were the hardest time for her to be alone. In the wee hours before dawn it was easy to let fear close in. The growing tightness in her chest fueled that nagging fear. It’s too soon for me to die. I have too much to do.
Pacing only reminded her of her body’s failings. Her knee began to ache after such relentless activity without the rest her body so desperately needed but refused. Even nightmares from the old days came back to haunt her, the explosions and screams of war she hadn’t suffered in ten years or more.
She missed Cole’s warmth beside her. The soft sigh of his breathing, the sweet way he tucked his face against her neck. It wasn’t intercourse that she missed, but the intimacy. His arms wrapped around her, his hands gliding over her back, the sleepy, tousled smile in the morning. She ached to hold him while she whispered the truth about why she’d freed him from her collar and command.
Why I kicked him from my bed when I need him the most.
A slight noise outside her door drew her attention. If she’d been asleep, she never would have heard it. She strode over and opened the door, unsurprised to see Cole hunkering down like he intended to sleep on the floor.
He straightened immediately, but couldn’t meet her gaze. He was dressed in plain clothes, not his livery, shirt untucked and loose at the neck. Barefoot and rumpled, he looked like he’d just rolled out of bed and tugged on the nearest clothes for an emergency in the stable.
Silently, she held open the door and he came inside, moving slower, with a catch in his step like he hurt inside.
He’s been with Arthur. He must have left the ring with me and gone straight to him.
Staring down at the floor, he whispered, “I didn’t mean to wake you, Your Grace.”
“It’s all right.” She kept her voice light despite the heaviness in her heart. In all the years he’d been in her service, he’d never refused to look at her. She’d freed him against his will, and he’d found Arthur on his own. But that didn’t mean Cole still didn’t long for what they’d had. As I long for him, forlorn without him beside me. “I couldn’t sleep either. I might not be your mistress outside the ring, but am I not still your friend? There’s no need for formality in my bedchamber.”
Finally, he lifted his gaze to hers, his face etched with guilt and misery.
She hated that look in his eyes. Immediately, she reached out to him, and he sagged into her embrace, burying his face against her. “Did he hurt you?”
“I’m just sore.” His hands trembled on her back. “Violet.”
Her name came out a plea, quivering with pent-up regrets and unspoken need. It probably should have upset her that her ex-lover had come to her after finding pleasure in another man’s bed, but she couldn’t fault Cole for doing exactly what she’d told him to do. He wanted Arthur; that had been obvious from the beginning. I can’t be all he needs. It’s better this way.
Yet cruel talons still shredded her heart. From his tears, Cole was feeling the same agony. She ought to have ceased their activities in the ring when she’d taken back her collar, but she hadn’t been able to bear the misery on his face. He needed to be a pony and right now, she was the only mistress he had. However, each session in the ring made it harder for them both to make good-bye final.
Without pushing for details, she drew him to bed. He needed comforting, as did she. She stroked his back until his hands ceased shaking. He’d bathed, but she caught the faint scent of the other man on his hair. Images seared her mind. She didn’t have to ask Cole—she knew full well how Arthur had taken him. He was all stallion, wild and untamed. He wouldn’t—couldn’t—have been gentle. He probably needed help reining himself in to maximize his partner’s comfort and pleasure.
I could…
Stricken, she clutched Cole tighter and he made no protest. I can’t. I can’t help Arthur control himself because I may not live long enough to even see Cole safe and happy.
“I’ve never bottomed before,” Cole whispered, his voice hoarse and muffled against her throat. “He was rough. He used me hard. Thank God I was still oiled up from the ring.” He let out a wry laugh. “He gave me exactly what I wanted.”
She pressed her lips to his temple, letting her words become a caress. “But?”
“I don’t know. I knew it wouldn’t be the same. But it wasn’t… I don’t feel…complete.”
“The same as with me?”
He nodded but didn’t lift his face. “I wanted to be taken by a man. It was everything I’d hoped for, but now, I feel emptier than ever. Does that make sense? I got exactly what I wanted, but now I realize that it wasn’t enough. It might never be enough.”
Without you.
He didn’t say those last words, but the accusation and agonized longing slipped between them like a knife, cutting her just the same. “You still need a mistress.”
He tipped his head back, his eyes narrowed with intent and his tone steely. “I’ll always need you, whether Violet or Mistress or Her Grace. I’m your man and always will be.”
Sometimes she forgot how determined he could be. Cole was submissive in all ways that mattered, but he knew exactly what he wanted and went after it with single-minded purpose. It’d taken all her considerable self-control to refuse him until she was sure he was old and wise enough to understand what he was getting himself into after he’d first hired on as her stable hand. Once he caught a glimpse into her private stable, he’d pursued her as diligently as Her Majesty’s Ravens protected their Queen.
“I’ll find you a new mistress.”
His luscious bottom lip firmed into a stubborn slant that would have amused her if she wasn’t crying on the inside. However, he knew her well enough not to protest. In fact, on the surface, he appeared to go along with her plan. “She must be willing to take on Arthur too. He’s quite a handful. I don’t think just any mistress could handle him. Let alone me.”
“You’re easy to handle.” She tried to keep her voice light despite the bewildering surge of fury that threatened to turn her into a raving lunatic. Another woman running Cole around the ring, learning what he liked, demanding her pleasure whether he wanted it or not? Another mistress earning his affection and trust, luring his heart away?
Even if he didn’t end up hating her for removing her collar, he’d eventually forget their early days of play, where they’d both learned how to please each other. What it meant to step into the ring together. When he’d first come to Blackmyre, it was the innocent desire shining in his blue eyes that she’d found so irresistible. He’d been eager and willing to do anything in order to reach her bed. Once there, he’d gained confidence, growing into a deep, complex man who knew exactly how to challenge her with just enough affection and daring to earn another piece of her heart every single day.
It’s too much to bear. I’m losing everything I ever cared about.
Her fingers tightened in his hair hard enough to make his eyes water, but he didn’t protest. He merely looked up at her, letting his eyes darken. His lips parted on a low, ragged sound somewhere between a sigh and a moan that he knew full well would stoke the fire raging in her.
He wouldn’t demand explanations. He wouldn’t rage at her for breaking his heart. He wouldn’t swear to prove her wrong and fall hard for a new mistress. No, that wasn’t Cole’s way at all.
He’ll smolder and surrender and ache with every fiber of his being until I can’t bear to deny him.
She forced her fingers to uncurl from those sandy-brown locks. “It’ll take a day or two, but I’ll invite some friends over for you to meet.”
Cole quirked his mouth to reveal his adorable dimple. “What an excellent idea. Perhaps we can kill two birds with one stone and Arthur will recognize someone from the auction.”
She murmured some meaningless response that he must have taken for acquiescence. He settled onto her breast with a happy little sigh and promptly went to sleep. While her mind reeled at how quickly she’d gone from comforting him to the distinctly uncomfortable feeling that she’d been led into a trap.
Can I honestly bear to hand his collar to another mistress while there’s breath remaining in my body?



Chapter Four
Dottie peered over Violet’s shoulder, studying the viewscreen. “Have you figured out where the auction house is located?”
“Not yet.” Violet pointed to the red dot. “This is where we were, near Vauxhall’s. Cole said another pony he knew mentioned a big event happening down on the Thames, so he wandered along the docks, hoping to find someone who might…play with him.”
Jealousy pierced her heart so viciously she couldn’t breathe. I freed him as soon as I knew I was dying, but that doesn’t mean I’ll like seeing him running in the ring for another mistress.
“There are dozens of warehouses in that district,” Dottie mused. “The streets are full of thugs and prostitutes trying to scrape together a meager existence off the docking trade. I’m surprised your man was brave enough to go alone.”
The Thames provided the main docking station for all trade flowing into Londonium. Ships from all over the universe queued up outside the shields, going through extensive logging, tracking and gold-paying procedures for the chance to trade inside the Queen’s lucrative city. Naturally there were thousands of lowlifes haunting the winding channel of docks, hoping to chance upon some unwary alien or fat merchant and take some of that gold for themselves.
“Which is why Cole was hurrying and not exactly sure where he was,” Violet said. “It was a large building, but in the dark, he’s not sure of the address or any identifying features.”
Dottie helped herself to a brandy—thoughtfully pouring an extra snifter for her hostess—and propped her hip against the desk. “How’s the man doing?”
“Much improved, as far as I know. I’ve kept my distance to give him time to recover, so all I know is what Cole tells me.”
“Are you going to keep him?”
Surprised, Violet choked on her drink. “Of course not.”
“One pony’s enough for you?”
Carefully, she set the glass aside and busied herself flipping through her correspondence. “One pony’s plenty.”
“But I thought you said Cole was out looking for…action.” Dottie waggled her eyebrows dramatically. “Was he looking for you, or for himself?”
“Himself. I’ve actually decided not to play with Cole anymore. He’s looking for a new mistress.” Pleased that she’d actually managed to get the words out without grinding her teeth, Violet forced a bright smile. “I’m getting too old for him.”
“Nonsense. You’re still in your prime, certainly not too old to churn out a few heirs for Blackmyre. You’re only thirty-four.”
“Thirty-five in a few months,” Violet added, not that Dottie listened.
“And don’t blather on about your old war injuries. You know the lads think that wretched scar makes you all the more dangerously attractive.”
“My knee—”
“Has been fully reconstructed and you hardly even limp any longer. With all that long, mahogany hair and perfect skin, you make all the young bucks slobber as soon as they see you stride into the ballroom. Bloody hell, even your eyes are gorgeous. Not blue, not green, but aquamarine.” Only Dottie could manage to make a compliment sound like an accusation. “Plus you’re so damned wealthy even Houses highest in the instep would be willing to ignore your scandalous past in order to dip into those funds. You’re a catch, Your Grace. So what’s really bothering you?”
Violet sighed. Sometimes having an intelligent and true friend was a damnable inconvenience. Especially when one’s trying to hide a life-ending illness.
Only a nugget of truth would satisfy Dottie’s bloodhound sensibilities. “Cole has decided he’d rather have a man.”
Her friend’s eyes went as round as saucers. “Oooooh, I see. So he brought home that big stud for himself. But he’s so wild, I guess he needs you to help him control him?”
“Evidently, yes.” She sighed again, putting on a playful pout. “I wouldn’t normally mind helping break in a wild stallion like that, but to break him for Cole, my pony… It’s too much to ask.”
In truth, she’d normally have leaped at the chance to bring such a stallion into their relationship permanently. Arthur was too much a pony to be satisfied with another pony alone for long. They’d both need a mistress’s whip and firm hand to be fully happy.
The thought of watching Cole and Arthur together made her squirm.
“Of course you’re going to do it anyway.”
“Naturally. I can’t deny someone I care about so deeply. But before I can hand my pony over to someone else, I need to make sure this stallion is going to take care of him. For that, I need to know who he is.”
“He hasn’t told you?”
“No.” Genuine irritation flashed through Violet. The few times she’d stopped by just to ensure the man didn’t require medical attention, he’d simply glared at her and refused to utter a single word. While Cole swore the man could and did speak to him regularly. “So I must ferret out who this wild stallion is on my own.”
“I’m up for an adventure on the Thames.” At Violet’s arched look, Dottie had the grace to flush. “In the daylight hours, of course.” Then she turned a glare on her that few would dare, confident in their long friendship. “And if I hear of you going alone at night to that foul district, I’ll… I’ll…”
Violet laughed. “Horsewhip me? You’re welcome to try.”
Dottie thought a moment and then grinned triumphantly. “I’ll tattle on you to Queen Majel.”
Violet blanched. The last thing she wanted was for the Queen to know about Blackmyre’s fondness for the stable. Although with Majel’s legendary spy network, she probably already knew. “That was certainly uncalled for.” Dottie tipped her chin up, refusing to back down. “Very well. I’ll call you if I decide to go to the Thames myself. For now, I’m hoping Cole can weasel more details out of our guest on his own. He can be very…convincing.”
“Mmmm, sounds delicious.” Dottie accepted her hat and gloves from Mr. Chumlee. “If you decide to take that new pony out for a spin, do give me a call. I can’t wait to see you put him through his paces.”
 
 
“How’s our patient, Cole?”
Arthur tensed at Lady Blackmyre’s voice, his body on instant full alert. He swung his head around to keep her carefully in sight, even though she didn’t step foot inside the room they’d given him. It galled to know that he owed his life to this woman, this mistress, who’d given him everything from the roof over his head to the clothes on his back.
Nothing of his own remained. The schoolmistress had made sure he’d learned that lesson all too well. Not even his body was his own any longer. All he could deny this new mistress was his voice. He’d drawn a faint but crucial line in the sand where he could hide one small thing for himself, aloof and protected. My voice is mine alone.
Worries tumbled through his mind, especially at night. How long have I been gone? Aren’t people looking for me? What’s happening at the front?
The only way to find out would be to betray himself to Lady Blackmyre. Not only would he lose that battle of keeping one small thing for himself, but the resulting scandal would also put Grandmama in her grave. There’d always been bad blood between their families, though he didn’t know why. Since Grandmama had arranged to send him to the school in secret, he suspected no one even knew he was missing. Perhaps it’d been her plan all along to have him simply disappear. The war wouldn’t matter to her as much as protecting her House from scandal.
But the main reason he remained silent was his own fear. He couldn’t explain to his soldiers why he’d disappeared into a slave auction. If authorities came asking about a certain woman’s death, what could he say? How could he expect his House to stand behind him, let alone his regiment, when he was guilty of murder? I’m trapped, stranded behind enemy lines with no hope of escape. In all honesty, I may never see my home—let alone my regiment—ever again.
The room she’d given him was infinitely better than a prison cell. Small but clean and well furnished, it was his oasis of privacy, at least as much as a typical servant could claim in a large house. The maids had too many other things to dust and shine to bother him.
As if she knew his own space was important to him, Lady Blackmyre never set foot inside his room. That she understood—and respected—that need terrified him at a base level he couldn’t even explain. How had she known? If their positions had been reversed, would he have known to give her such consideration? He was terribly afraid that he wouldn’t, and that made her formidable indeed.
“He’s doing better every single day, Your Grace,” Cole replied cheerfully. “The injuries are healing nicely. He’s eager to get to work as soon as you assign him a position.”
“No infection?”
“No fever, no redness or swelling.”
“Very good.” Her gaze settled on his groin and he went ramrod straight with alarm. She’d allowed the other man to doctor him, thankfully, but now he feared she might demand to see evidence of his recovery with her own eyes. “Any other lingering issues I should know about, other than his refusal to speak to me?”
He clamped his teeth harder just to spite her.
“Not to my knowledge, Your Grace.”
What she wasn’t asking was whether his manhood had been compromised in any way.
He’d used that particular body part last night and the memory of his roughness shamed him to the core. He’d never used any person so violently before. Cole had rescued him and then been subjected to the basest of Arthur’s desires. Not that the man had complained. Not at all. Even this morning, the man didn’t seem to bear him any grievance.
That doesn’t make what I did to him any less unforgiveable.
She raised her gaze to Arthur’s face and the hair on the base of his neck rose to attention. “Now that you’re healed physically, we need to discuss your future. You’re welcome to stay at Blackmyre as long as you want, but I’d be remiss if I didn’t ensure your mental and spiritual wellbeing were addressed in addition to your physical recovery.”
Refusing to answer, he simply glared back at her, letting every muscle in his body bristle with defiance.
“I can’t in good conscience send you out into the world with this hatred of women seething in your heart.” She kept her voice gentle but her formidable, steely core echoed through his body, making his skin break out in gooseflesh. “Your trust has been abused and Cole believes I can help you recover what you’ve lost. If you’re willing. Before you leave, come down to my stable and let me show you how I handle my pony.”
Leave? Where can I go where I won’t be reviled or persecuted for what I’ve done?
She didn’t wait for his response since she knew he wouldn’t speak. With a polite incline of her head, she turned and sailed off as regally as always, leaving her man to break him to her will.
Arthur scowled at Cole but the man smiled sheepishly. “She can help you.”
“I don’t trust her.”
“Why not? Because she’s a woman? That’s ridiculous.”
“Not because she’s a woman, because she’s a mistress.” He sneered that last word, making it sound like the filthiest word a man’s dirty mind could ever conceive.
“You haven’t said much about the mistress who hurt you.” Pretending nonchalance, Cole sat down on the edge of Arthur’s bed. “Maybe it would help to talk about it.”
Seeing the man—even innocently—in his bed made a dull blush heat Arthur’s face. “Speaking of my foolish trust in a complete stranger won’t make me feel better.”
Cole didn’t say anything. He didn’t move. He simply watched every nervous twitch and frantically paced step, and listened, and eventually Arthur found himself telling Cole what had happened.
“I felt like I was living a lie. I had an important and dangerous job leading others, but I kept dreaming about things, improper things, that gentlemen in my…position don’t typically desire.” He’d betrayed himself with that little slip, at least revealing himself to be a member of the aristocracy if not how lofty his House. “I thought about it so much I couldn’t sleep. My intended…”
“You’re engaged?” Cole broke in, his eyes sparkling as though he was hearing the finest tale in all of Britannia.
“Not exactly, and not any longer,” Arthur said firmly, refusing to dwell on all that he’d lost. “We’d been intimate on more than one occasion, so I…asked her. Kitty had more experience than I, so I thought she might know what I needed.”
“Did she?”
The old shame churned in his stomach. From the very first time they’d had intercourse, it’d gone from badly to worse. He’d never forget her screeches when he’d fumbled his way inside her that first time. “To her credit, she did try, but the deeper she delved into my baser needs, the less she was interested in me. It was as though the more she learned about my true inclination, the less she desired me. She swore she cared for me, but the reality of my need was too much to bear. She spoke to my grandmother about it in hopes that she could get me the help I needed.
“Grandmama was rightfully horrified but promised to get me some training the next time I had leave. I thought…” Bitterness sharpened his voice and he fisted his hands, fighting back the rage of betrayal. “She sent me to a private school for the sexually depraved. I think she hoped they would scare me back onto the straight and narrow in the few days I had free from my duties. Instead, once they discovered the depths of my depravity, they auctioned me off to the highest bidder.”
“We are not depraved,” Cole said in that gentle way of his that melted away Arthur’s anger and left him only with the shame and humiliation. “Did they teach you anything useful before they hurt you?”
“Not all of it was horrible,” Arthur forced himself to admit. “It was humiliating and yet…”
“Freeing. To be who you really are.”
Arthur nodded reluctantly. “The schoolmistress took me in hand personally. At first, I was eager to learn whatever she cared to show me. But the more cruel her play, the more violent I became, until she didn’t know what to do with me.” He hesitated, trying to decide how much to share with the other man. He had trusted Cole with more secret pain and humiliation than he’d ever thought possible, but this could land him in the noose. “She had me trapped, bound and gagged while she beat me, and I broke free. I killed her.”
Cole stared up at him, very still, as though he’d ceased even breathing.
“That’s when they gave me to the auction house where you found me. It was hell there. They took delight in torturing me, making what the mistress had done mere child’s play.”
He stared at the other man, willing him to say something, anything. Ice trickled down his back, waiting for condemnation. Another betrayal.
“This woman was no true mistress if she hurt you so badly that you were driven to such violence. I don’t blame you for her death, Arthur.”
His shoulders sagged with relief, even though the man’s face hardened with determination.
“But I won’t allow you to hurt Lady Blackmyre. If you lay one finger on her with violence, I’ll kill you myself.”
Arthur let a relieved grin spread across his face. “Please do so, Cole. I’ll hold you to that promise. I never want to hurt anyone like that again.” Those words made the memory of last night flame through him. His relief faded back to shame and he averted his face, unable to look at the other man. I must have hurt him even more than I hurt Kitty that first time. “I apologize for last night.”
“Arthur—”
Whirling for the door, he didn’t look back, though he heard the man coming after him. He didn’t know where he was going, but he had to get out of the sick room and find something physical to do. Something to burn off this gnawing rage before he dragged the man beneath him again, careless and violent with his selfish lust. “It won’t happen again. I give you my word.”
Even without Cole’s direction, Arthur managed to find his way to the stable. He’d never been able to stay far from the horses, even as a boy. Closing his eyes, he breathed deeply. One by one, his muscles unclenched, releasing some of the constant strain in his body.
“You don’t have to apologize,” Cole said softly. He even dared to reach out and touch Arthur’s arm.
He jerked away before he could stop himself, unable to bear the man’s tender consideration. Not after what he’d done. Cole’s shoulders drooped and he turned away, obviously hurt, but Arthur refused to apologize. It’s for the best. I can’t bear to hurt him like that again. Not anyone.
“Give me something to do. Anything. If I have to lie in that bed and stare up at the ceiling one more day wondering what your Duchess is going to do to me, I’m going to jump on the first ship I find and head back to the front.”
Too much information, too much detail that would betray him. But his words seemed to salve some of the pain of his rejection. Cole was quick witted and his mistress had likely charged him with learning everything she could about their guest. Giving him some details about his background was risky, but Cole seemed to recognize it for what it was. An attempt at an apology.
“You could throw down some hay from the loft while I muck out the stalls.” Arthur looked around for access to the upper realm of the stable, and Cole jerked his head toward the end of the aisle. “That way. There are hatches every few paces to make it easy to reach all the stalls.”
Arthur climbed the ladder and did as directed. The air was hot and close with the smell of dust and hay that made his nose itch, but the work felt good. Not what he was used to, but he needed the physical activity. Too much alone time in his mind was never a good idea. His muscles warmed and stretched, eager to return to some kind of work.
Rejoining Cole for his next orders, a crash made Arthur whirl around, his hand automatically dropping toward his hip where he usually kept a weapon. He clenched his fingers into a fist, fighting the need to act, to strike out. To kill.
I’m too violent to trust myself with a weapon, even during war.
“That’s Caesar,” Cole said, leading the way down to a large box stall at the farthest end of the stable from the other horses. “Her Grace’s favorite mount, also affectionately known as the Crazed White Terror.”
The massive white charger belonged in a story book bearing a knight to battle. A rattling snort warned the two men to stay at a respectful distance.
“He really ought to be kept in a separate stable far from the mares, but Her Grace can’t bear the thought that he might be lonely. He causes quite the ruckus when one of the mares goes into heat, and she’s the only person he’ll allow in his stall.”
Arthur stared at the beast and a cold sweat chilled his skin in gooseflesh. His mind protested the idea of the slim, delicate lady managing the massive stallion when no one else could even get in his stall. But then he remembered the way she’d faced him that first night when he’d still been borderline crazed by pain and rage. “Where did she get him?”
“Oh, she’s had him for years, long before my time at Blackmyre.” Cole braced his forearms on the top of the lower half of the stall door and watched the big horse. “He was her primary mount back when Light Dragoons still rode horses to war.”
Grandmama had little to say that put the Blackmyres in a good light, but even she couldn’t disparage the Duchess’s military career. Of course Grandmama couldn’t help but comment about the ugly scar on Blackmyre’s face or how close she’d been to losing that leg permanently, but seeing the Duchess in all her Society finery had blinded him to the reality. She’d been to war. She’d fought and bled and nearly died in the Kali Kata uprising.
Just like me at Assaye.
Other ladies might take their officer positions lightly, but by all accounts, Lady Blackmyre had been a formidable colonel worthy of every accolade the Queen had given her.
“She’d probably be a general now and determined to place Iberia like a jewel into the Queen’s Empire if the Dowager hadn’t pulled strings in the House of Ladies and gotten her discharged.”
Arthur leaned casually against the wall, as eager to learn more about the Duchess as he was desperate to protect everyone from himself. “I thought the Dowager tried to disown her.”
“She did, later, as a last resort. I suspect the old lady thought it would scare Her Grace into settling down and at least marrying to get an heir for the House. But nothing scares her. Certainly not a blatant threat.”
Was Cole giving away secrets about the Duchess on purpose? Arthur stole a glance at him and was met with a wink. Cole might be the Duchess’s man through and through, but he didn’t seem averse to helping out a fellow man considering the battle ahead.
“Why did her own mother despise her?”
“I assume you know the military regulations about fraternization between the officers and soldiers.”
Feigning ignorance, Arthur shrugged. His little betrayals—like reaching for a weapon—weren’t helping hide exactly who he was.
“The Dowager wasn’t the officer her daughter made,” Cole continued. “She did her duty as the Queen required and accepted a token officer position, but she was too busy entertaining handsome young soldiers, if you know what I mean. Unfortunately, she neglected to take precautions and ended up pregnant.”
Arthur winced. The Britannian Army took unwed pregnancies very seriously indeed. No military brat was born a bastard.
“They ran DNA testing on every man in her regiment until they found the father. The Dowager never forgave her daughter for forcing her to marry a poor commoner from Eire.”
“The man was good enough to bed but not good enough to marry.” Arthur didn’t try to hide the bitterness in his voice. He’d seen the same ugly side of that coin himself. “It still doesn’t make sense to me why the Dowager would hate her daughter. It was her own damn fault. The Army uses so many involuntary contraceptives that it would take deliberate stupidity to end up with a pregnancy.”
“At first, maybe she didn’t hate Her Grace. But then it became obvious that the daughter had inherited her father’s love for the stable.”
Ah. That stung too, more than he cared to admit.
“At some point, Her Grace quit trying to win her mother’s approval and went the opposite direction. She did everything she could to bring shame to her House, from illicit affairs with married men, to duels, to riding through Hyde Park drunk as a skunk and singing at the top of her lungs. Her Grace can do a great many things, Arthur, but she cannot sing. Especially drunk.”
Chuckling, Cole turned back to work. “Is there anything else you want to know?”
Everything, especially why she thinks she can help me. What does that mean? “No.”
“Then I have a few questions for you.” At his immediate stiffness, Cole slapped him on the shoulder. “Oh, nothing like that. Do you know who ran the auction house where I found you? Did you overhear any names? Anything at all that we can use to track them down and put a stop to it?”
Arthur hesitated. He wasn’t sure if the people at the auction house knew who he was. He certainly hadn’t told them, but someone from the school could have passed along that information. But the last thing he wanted was for anyone else to fall into that mistress’s clutches. “The people running the auction were all women. The only men involved were servants and hirelings. They were rich, well-bred ladies, but they were careful to never use their names. And they wore masks.”
“Masks? Interesting. Did they have one particular leader?”
Closing his eyes, Arthur fought to remain calm and unaffected, but the memory of that woman made a snarl twist his lips.
“Hey, easy.” Cole gripped his arm in a comforting squeeze that shouldn’t feel so good. Arthur didn’t deserve the man’s help after what he’d done to him, but this time, he couldn’t bring himself to pull away. “What did she look like?”
“They called her Corbus and she always wore black. Her mask was a horrendous black beak with so many feathers that I couldn’t tell what color her hair was. She’s the one who…hurt me. The most.”
“Anything else you can think of?”
Arthur shook his head but didn’t move away from the man’s steadying touch. “I was only there for a short while. Most of it is a blur, like a bad dream that I know was horrible but I don’t want to remember.”
“I’ll let Her Grace know what you’ve told me. She’s going to invite some mistresses to a gathering in a few days. Let us know if you recognize anyone.”
Arthur nodded despite the chill sweat trickling down his spine. He wasn’t afraid of any of the auction house cronies. I’m afraid the Duchess will put me down as soon as I try to kill someone on Blackmyre grounds. Because so help me God, I’m killing Corbus as soon as I lay eyes on her.
“Can I give you one last piece of advice?”
Arthur dared a direct look into the other man’s eyes, braced for accusation. Instead, Cole gave him a playful dimpled grin that he found alarmingly attractive.
“If I were you, I’d start talking to Her Grace posthaste. Your refusal is a challenge she can’t ignore. It’s like waving a red flag in front of a bull. She’s determined to dig in and lay siege until you surrender. Everything.”
Arthur scowled. “She’s welcome to try.”
Cole laughed. “That’s what I was afraid of. Good luck, my friend. I’ll enjoy watching the battle.”



Chapter Five
Dressed in breeches and a plain linen shirt, Violet sank into the welcoming, familiar routine of the ring. She needed this as much as Cole did. Once he found a mistress who could satisfy his need to run as a pony, then she’d take to her bed and let nature take its course. Hopefully the disease would progress quickly, because the knowledge that Cole was running for someone else would kill her as quickly as losing the ability to breathe.
Today, they also had a visitor. Dottie had nagged her into sitting in on a pony session. It made Violet a little nervous since she didn’t know how the new man would respond. He might still be too violent and raw to settle into a calming routine, which wasn’t a good way to introduce anyone to the pleasure that could be had between a pony and his mistress. Now that he was physically healed, she needed to see how much damage had been done to his mind and his potential as a pony.
The whip in her right hand was an extension of her arm, her silent signals to Cole conveying her will. She didn’t have to touch him with it and no sharp crack of pain was needed to send him plunging in the opposite direction. He kept a careful eye on her in the center of the ring, reading her will through her body language and the subtle movements of her arm.
She’d chosen to lunge him without any reins, just the pony and the mistress and the whip. He preferred their play to be as simple and natural as possible, so while he wore no clothes, neither did he wear fake booted hooves or elaborate harnesses. She’d rubbed him down with oil until every inch of his lean, tight body gleamed. The only pony accoutrements he wore were a bridle and of course, his tail. Made from horsehair as close to the same natural sandy brown as his hair, the plug fit him firmly, providing him with a full, fine tail. He never pranced so much as when his tail was in place, which never ceased to amuse her.
The idea had both revolted and titillated her when he’d first broached the subject. Now, she’d expect nothing less than his tail swishing the backs of his legs when they played. It gave him an authenticity they both enjoyed.
Even if she hadn’t heard the door open, she’d have known they had company by the faint flicker in Cole’s attention. His gaze wavered toward the door just a moment, skin and muscle shifting just like a horse would signal with his body. He too knew they had an audience. A very important, delicate audience that interested Cole immensely.
She waited for the same pulse of jealousy at the thought of another mistress replacing her, but she felt nothing but intense interest. She wanted to see exactly how rough Arthur took him. If he was as wild and vicious as she suspected.
Cole arched his neck more and blew out a deep snort, drawing her attention back to him. The glint in his eye spoke of both determination and amusement, as though to say, Let him see me at my best, Mistress.
She smiled and snapped the whip in the air, just a pop that sent him trotting more energetically about the ring. Indeed, my boy, let’s give him a damned fine show.
 
“Welcome to Lady Blackmyre’s private stable,” the man said in a low voice, motioning Arthur inside. “I’m Dain, a friend and colleague of Her Grace. This is the only entry to this part of the stable, and I’m locking the door behind you. No one else has a key but Lady Blackmyre and myself. What happens here stays within these walls.”
Arthur hoped his eyes weren’t bulging from their sockets and that his mouth was appropriately closed instead of slack while he gaped like a fool. Dain was clearly a horse master, dressed in riding clothes as Her Grace. He gazed at Arthur with the same calm, steady appraisal that he’d devote to a new horse at market, as if he didn’t need words at all to access his wellbeing and comfort.
“Come, Arthur, I’ll show you to your seat.”
In a daze, he followed the man, trying to see everything all at once. The high roof soared above the ring and boxes had been built in two concentric rows, just as a small theatre. She might have meant him to sit and enjoy the scene, but he paused at the rail, unable to look away.
Cole ran—no, trotted—about the ring completely naked. The recent mauling Arthur had given him was evident in an angry-looking bruised bite mark on his shoulder. The man wore a simple leather headpiece…er, bridle. And a tail. That part made Arthur swallow hard, though he couldn’t look away. It looked authentic. The way Cole carried himself…
Head high, neck arched, he picked his feet up quickly and smoothly with a little sashay that sent that tail swishing back and forth across his thighs.
Arthur could almost feel the prickle of long hairs down his legs, and he wondered… God help him, he wondered exactly what it would feel like for his arse to be filled up while he trotted, moving about the ring, with that hair tickling his flesh.
At least now he knew why Cole had been oiled that night. He must have come straight from the ring to Arthur’s room.
He swallowed hard again, his throat aching, and he clenched his hands on the rail. The longer he watched, the more he felt like he was sinking. Drowning. Losing himself into the steady slapping of the pony’s hooves on the ground, the gentle flicker of the whip, and the cool, still mistress at the helm.
Blowing hard, he backed away from the ring. From her. The vision of the pony—Cole! His name is Cole!—sucking him under, rolling him down to deadly depths. A place of darkness. I’m losing myself.
“Steady now, boy.” Dain slapped him lightly on the shoulder, a sting of comfort that shook some of the suffocating fear away. “This is a place of safety. No one’s ever hurt or terrified here.”
You don’t understand, he tried to cry out, but his throat was locked shut. He was afraid if he tried to speak at all, only a desperate whinny would escape. It wasn’t pain he feared. Pain would drive him to the killing rage that would ground him back in reality. He feared losing himself, all sense of humanity, all decency, all pride, forever. God help me!
“Watch her, boy. Look at the way Cole responds to her. They’re one, woman and horse. He’s so fully under her spell that he’d try to stop breathing if she willed it.”
Exactly. Arthur tried to squeeze his eyes shut against the sight but since the man, the master, had ordered him to look, he found himself unable to disobey. It was a burning compulsion. A need to respond and comply, a bone-deep urge to sink further into their seductive world.
She raised the whip straight overhead and every muscle in Arthur’s body went rigid. Now she’d hurt him. They’d all see what happened to fools who dared play such a depraved game. He trembled, waiting for the crack, the whinnied scream of terror, but it never came.
Cole swung around to face her, waiting for her signal. The tip of the whip touched the ground and he moved toward her. He dropped his head, bending down to press his forehead to hers. Her hands slid up either side of his face into his hair. Mane. Whatever. He made a low sound of affection rather like a nicker and she laughed softly.
A sound that curled around Arthur like warm silk.
Still casually gripping a handful of his hair, she walked Cole over to the side table. She lifted a dipper of water for him and he drank deeply. Then she began brushing his hair and gliding her hands over his body. Grooming him, that’s what it’s called.
There wasn’t anything sexual in it. She didn’t force him to pleasure her. She didn’t try to arouse him. In fact, the more she rubbed him, the more Cole drooped in more ways than one.
“This time is important,” Dain said softly. “It’s comforting to them both. It brings Cole down out of the place she took him so he’s no longer a pony but back in his skin, solid and real as a man. It’s a time of affection and safety. She’s grounding him back in reality before she removes his bridle.”
“When—” he cleared the sandpaper rasp out of his throat, “—when does she fuck him?”
“She doesn’t.” Dain’s voice chilled, his manner less gentle and harder as though he was disappointed in the question. “Not unless he wants it. Lady Blackmyre would never take a man against his will. That’s not her way, nor mine.”
Arthur didn’t care if he’d earned the man’s disdain. He was too focused on the couple in the ring. He strained to hear their conversation, but their words were too low, too soft. She stroked Cole and he nuzzled her cheek affectionately, still horse-like despite their words.
She gripped the tail and Arthur tensed along with Cole, as though his entire body rejected the idea of slipping back into his humanity. Reluctantly, the plug slipped from his body and Cole transformed. The way he held his shoulders changed, the angle of his head shifted, and he was a man. Less, somehow, and more at the same time because of the transformation.
Arthur couldn’t put his finger on exactly what changed but it was monumental. Fundamental. In a way he couldn’t quite grasp even while every cell in his body burned to experience that same fiery shift of reality.
His fingers ached. Only then did he remember to release the death grip on the rail. Fighting to stay and watch? Or trying to keep himself from leaping over the rail and demanding the bit for himself? He burned, his skin damp and hot as though fever raged through his body, his shirt plastered to his body.
Worse, his cock thudded, furious at being trapped in his trousers, a hungry, desperate thing that demanded attention.
He didn’t want Cole. Not this time.
He wanted her. And that scared him more than anything.
 
“Blackmyre!” Dain called out a warning but she was already turning to face Arthur as he flew over the railing and charged toward her. She’d been aware of him hovering in her peripheral vision like a storm cloud, so dangerous that she daren’t turn her back on him fully.
From her viewpoint in the highest box, Dottie screamed.
Violet said nothing nor did she move other than shifting to face him fully. Cole cursed beneath his breath and scrambled forward as though to put his body between hers and the approaching threat. “Cole, out.”
He froze immediately but hesitated to obey her command fully. “Mistress…”
“Get out, pet.” She softened her voice and used her most rare term of endearment for him so he’d know she wasn’t upset with him. He’d only get hurt and then she’d be obliged to send Arthur away before he hurt someone again. “I don’t need any protection from him.”
Arthur slid to a halt just a pace away, breathing hard and loudly like a defiant herd stallion. His eyes glittered with malice, his nostrils wide, his lips pulled back in a vicious snarl. But it only took a quick glance to confirm that he was aroused. He’d liked what he’d seen. Perhaps too much.
Cole sidled closer, trying to insinuate himself between them. “Are you sure?”
“You’re competition,” she chided gently, sparing a touch to his bare shoulder without looking away from the threat. Arthur let a low growl rumble from his chest and he lowered his head even more, teeth bared and shoulders straining. “See? He’s jealous. You’ve had your time. Now let him come to me of his own will.”
She’d hoped her jibe at jealousy would draw Arthur to speak to her if only to deny his supposed interest, but his will in this regard refused to be swayed. Relinquishing his protective stance, Cole strode toward the side exit while Arthur glared and huffed at him every step of the way. It was amusing in a way, to see the new horse in the herd, so to speak, so possessive when he despised her so vehemently, but she kept that amusement hidden. She waited until Cole was gone and Arthur’s attention swung back to her.
“Did you like what you saw?” She kept her voice and manner unthreatening, with just enough teasing to hopefully entice him into playing along. “I asked Dain to be available for you as well. I won’t be offended if you’d prefer a master in the ring with you. In fact, that might be for the best.”
Dain gave his whip an experimental crack above his head at the edge of the ring, just to see what Arthur thought of it. He quivered, his eyes widening, but he didn’t turn away from her.
“I guess he’s yours to break, Blackmyre.” Dain laughed, keeping his manner light to match hers. “Good luck, Your Grace. If you need help saddling him up, send Cole along to fetch me. Otherwise, I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon at your soiree.”
She waited until Dain and Cole left and the unmistakable sound of the lock snicking back into place echoed through the ring. Dottie was still watching, but Arthur didn’t spare a glance in her direction. Hopefully he wouldn’t even realize he had an audience.
“Go ahead,” she urged him, tipping her head toward the table. “Take a look at my equipment and see what you think of it.”
She hadn’t known what might interest him, so she’d brought a wide assortment of tack. Halters, bridles, even chest harnesses and martingales that Cole refused to wear.
Arthur tried to keep a wary eye on her, but as soon as he scented the leather, his eyes started to haze over with the same look that Cole got when he thought about his tail.
“It smells good, doesn’t it,” she whispered encouragingly. “I keep all the leather soft and supple. It won’t rough up your skin. Do you want to try a bridle? Or would a simple halter be better?”
Closing his eyes, he breathed deeply and trembled at her approach, but he refused to answer. She’d always desired to comply with her pony’s natural inclinations as much as possible but if he refused to communicate, she’d simply have to experiment. A metal bit in his mouth might be too strange for him after everything he’d been through. She’d certainly seen vicious spiked rings on some ponies that looked quite painful.
She examined his mouth, looking for fine lines or scars that might indicate damage, but his full, sensual lips appeared unmarred. He breathed deeply, drawing her scent in with the leather, and when his mouth relaxed enough to crack open slightly, she made her decision. She picked up the bridle with the largest headspace and held it out toward him.
Lowering his head, he sniffed the leather, making a low sound very close to a nicker. The man was a natural pony, despite whatever horrors he’d seen. It was such a shame that someone had hurt him so badly.
She lifted the bridle toward his chest, intending to touch him with the leather and get him used to her hand, but he shied away, flinging his head up with alarm.
“I’m going to have to touch you, Arthur. If you put the bridle on yourself, it loses some of the pleasure, yes? It won’t be the same. I give you my most solemn word that I won’t touch you sexually in any way without your explicit verbal consent. I wouldn’t force myself on a real horse. I certainly won’t force myself on you.”
Warily, he watched as she came nearer, even though she kept her approach slow and steady. She didn’t ask his permission, but instead, commanded his compliance in this small thing with every ounce of her will that she could muster. Holding the bridle in her hand, she pressed her fist against his chest and just held the leather against him. This time he held still, but his heart pounded hard against the backs of her fingers.
“Since you refuse to speak to me, you can’t give me a safe word when you’ve had enough. What kind of signal should we devise for when you’re ready to end our play, hmmm? You saw how I ended the scene with Cole. You won’t want to simply walk out and skip the grooming, would you? He’s always loved that part.”
When she made no other offensive move, muscle by muscle he relaxed. Only then she did begin to rub the bridle across his chest and shoulders, breaking him in slowly to her touch through the leather.
“Once we get the bridle on that magnificent head of yours, I think you’ll like it very much. So if you ever reach up and remove the bridle, that will be my signal that you’re ready to stop for the day. All right? Just slip it off your head and our game is done. Simple as that. I never bind the hands of my pony or impede his normal movements other than whatever tack he prefers.” She lowered her voice to a playful husky timbre. “I prefer au natural, as you saw with Cole. But if you wish to retain all of your clothing, I don’t mind. Whatever makes you comfortable, Arthur.”
He blew out a long, heavy sigh and lowered his head, inviting the bridle. For a moment, she didn’t trust her voice. His trust—after the horrible things another mistress had done to him—moved her heart so deeply she wanted to weep for him. But that would destroy the fragile bond she’d forged so far, and tear down his proud, confident defiance with her pity. He deserves so much more than my teary regrets about things I cannot change no matter how much I wish otherwise.
Using her other hand, she cupped the bit and lifted it to his mouth. He might change his mind and try to bite her, so she kept her fingers as close together as possible. Cole had been known to playfully nip her on occasion just to keep her on her toes. With her other hand, she slid the headstall into place.
His teeth clacked on the metal but he didn’t throw his head up or try to jerk away. He mouthed the bit, rolling it in his teeth as she adjusted the buckles to bring the bridle into the correct position on his head. A normal horse’s elongated head and ears made it easy to keep such a piece on his head; it was trickier to get the same look and feel on a human.
He suffered her touch on his head, her fingers gliding over his forehead and cheeks and around behind his head, checking to make sure the bridle would stay in place without pinching or rubbing his skin. However, she didn’t push him into accepting more than what was absolutely necessary to assess his wellbeing. She stepped back and let him adjust to the feel of her bridle.
For a moment, he simply stared into space, that distant haze still in his eyes, his mouth working the bit. Sweat had dampened his shirt, even though she hadn’t asked anything of him physically yet. She had a feeling he’d be wishing he’d stripped out of at least his coat soon enough.
His hands hovered awkwardly at his sides, even inching toward the small of his back. Perhaps his previous mistress had bound his hands behind him in order to make him less formidable. His fingers closed into fists and a grim hardness flowed over his handsome face that made a shock of recognition flood over her.
That look of intelligence and determination in his dark, thickly fringed eyes, the same elegantly masculine nose, square jaw and full lips. He’s considerably older than Garrett and has definitely seen the harsher side of the kind of domination I enjoy, but if he’s not a Wellington, I’ll give Dottie my favorite hat.
When he clamped his teeth firmly on the bit and focused on her, she smiled. “There’s my fine, strapping stallion.”



Chapter Six
On one level, Arthur remembered exactly who and what he was enough to be humiliated at the idea of wearing a ridiculous bridle meant for a beast of burden. Emotionally, he was both jubilant that someone saw that need in him and was more than capable of satisfying it better than anyone he’d ever had the privilege of meeting before, and also horrifically ashamed that a beautiful woman of Lady Blackmyre’s station had witnessed his utter humiliation. Surely he’d see pity in her eyes. A glimmer of horror and revulsion that had grown daily in Kitty each time she forced herself to subdue him in some way.
Instead, the Duchess of Blackmyre beamed at him like he’d just leaped the Thames for her in a single bound.
The rush of her approval was like a drug.
Physically, he felt like his blood was being pumped through his body by one of Her Majesty’s marvelous machines her scientists had created. He threw his head up and shook himself, enjoying the way the leather felt and smelled. Chains tinkled merrily at his cheeks and he shook again, relishing the sound.
“Ah, you like the jingle of chains and decoration. I’ll remember that for next time.”
Next time echoed in his skull with the pounding of his heart. Would he allow this again?
Could he even think of denying himself this extreme pleasure?
For it was a pleasure. The scent of leather filled his nose in a heady plume more mouth-wateringly arousing than the finest Francian perfume ever sold at market. Combined with the jingle of the bridle and the cold metallic bar between his teeth, he was so hard he seriously regretted the constraint of clothing. The neck cloth strangled him. The heavy woolens trapped the rising heat of his body in a tropical heat wave worthy of the Colonies instead of civilized Britannia.
He didn’t want the reminder of his humanity. He wanted to be the stallion she called him.
I want a complete transformation like what she managed to give to Cole.
She lifted her chin, expectation forming in her body before her order came, and he found himself tensing, alert and ready. If he’d had horse ears, they’d have been perked toward her, awaiting her command.
“Very good, Arthur.”
In the space of a few minutes, she’d already praised him more than any mistress he’d ever worked with. However, he wasn’t fooled into thinking she was soft. The warmth in her voice was there, but underneath, the icy core waited.
“All I’m going to do today is put you through your paces.” She paused a moment and gave him a smile that was nothing of warm encouragement and everything to do with the cold determination to bend him to her will no matter what it took. “I won’t be so easy on you again.”
Her right arm flicked out and the tail of the whip slithered across the ground. Nowhere close to striking him but he flung up his head and raced in the opposite direction anyway. Too much energy blazed in his body to settle into a staid trotting about the ring like Cole had done. God, he felt so strong, so invincible. Like he could gallop for days, leap any obstacle, race like the wind.
The whip cut him off and sent him charging in the opposite direction. He didn’t mind. The slide of his boots in the loose dirt of the ring felt too good to complain. In the center of the ring, she trotted along with him, her face as hard as porcelain with supreme concentration. He tried to turn back but she caught him with the tip of the whip right in his flank. It stung enough to make him growl.
Fine. Your direction, Your Grace, but my speed.
He ran harder, pumping his arms, digging his boots in so deeply that he flung clods of dirt up on her clean white shirt. He tore about the ring, forcing himself harder, faster, ignoring the burn in his lungs, the sweat stinging his eyes. Outrace her. Tire her. She can’t possibly keep up for long.
But he was wrong. She didn’t have to keep perfect pace with him, not with the whip in her hand and central position of command in the ring. Even the old war injury that had damaged her knee didn’t slow her enough to give him the edge he sought. As he began to tire, she pushed him harder, using the tip of the whip to remind him to keep moving. As long as she was moving, he had to move too, in the direction she told him to go.
He ignored the stitch in his side. The sweat blinding him. His fool pride demanding that he outlast her.
Faltering a moment, she coughed. He took the opportunity to explode back in the opposite direction, hoping to catch her unaware. The whip came in and snapped a warning on his thigh perilously near his groin. Arousal throbbed through him, inflamed by the small pain. Whip me again, Your Grace. Give me the pain that will allow me to hate you.
With the bit clamped hard in his teeth, he kept charging against her command, ignoring the threat of the whip. But the pain didn’t come.
In fact, she didn’t even try to stop him. Slowing his headlong charge, he risked a glance in her direction and what he saw drew him to a halt.
Lady Blackmyre had turned her back on him.
 
Blood speckled her palm. Surreptitiously, she scrubbed her hand on her trousers. Her chest spasmed but she ignored the urge to cough again. Her breathing was too rapid and shallow despite the mild activity of jogging about the ring. In her prime, she’d been able to keep up with Cole easily, even when he’d done his best impression of a frisky colt.
Now I’m coughing blood. The end is in sight.
Her hands trembled, so she tossed the whip on the ground, both to avoid betraying the weakness as well as providing a sign of her disapproval. As though she didn’t have a care in the world, she strolled away from Arthur.
He snorted, trying to draw her attention, but she ignored him. If the pony doesn’t listen to my commands, dear boy, the pony doesn’t exist.
Leaning casually against the railing she waved a hand at Dottie, inviting her to come down for a chat. “What’d you think?”
Her eyes were so big that Violet couldn’t help but chuckle. “I’m astounded. But what happened? Are you done?”
She tapped her friend lightly on the arm, drawing her gaze away from whatever Arthur was doing behind her. Smiling, she pointed at herself and lifted her chin, trying to keep Dottie from even looking at him. “Oh, most definitely. When the pony misbehaves, he’s punished.”
Dottie gasped and fluttered her hand in front of her face like she needed air. “Oh, dear, that sounds dreadful. Are you going to beat him?”
“No. I’m punishing him much more severely.”
“I hope I didn’t offend you with my ignorant comment. Of course you wouldn’t hurt him.”
Violet let out a husky laugh. “Oh, I would certainly hurt him under the right circumstances. If he wanted me to give him pain for his own gratification, I’d be perfectly willing and able to deliver his most painful wishes.”
“You would enjoy it?” Dottie asked in a small voice, lacking any sort of condemnation but revealing only honest curiosity.
“Yes, I would, if he were enjoying it too.”
“Then why didn’t you whip him just now? I don’t know a thing about horses but even I could tell he was deliberately disobeying your commands.”
The hair prickled on the base of Violet’s neck. Although she didn’t hear his stealthy approach, she didn’t need the faint quiver of her friend’s glance behind her to know he was close. She could almost feel his body heat burning her back. “If he looks me in the eye and begs me to whip him until he cries like a baby, I’ll give him exactly what he requests. But I won’t be manipulated into giving him anything. He doesn’t want me to hurt him so he can enjoy it. He wants me to hurt him so he can lump me in with every other woman who’s betrayed him and I shan’t do it.”
He bumped her with his shoulder, not with his full weight, but too playfully to win her favor. He certainly wasn’t apologetic enough. Unrelenting in her silent disapproval, she turned her back on him again, shifting so she could still look at Dottie. “If you’re sincerely interested in learning how to handle a pony, I’ll talk to Dain and see if he knows of a pony who’s able to instruct as well as run.”
Violet had known he’d be a real challenge. Not just physically, but mentally. He was a strategist, a line crosser, and too headstrong by far to settle into an easy routine like what she had with Cole. Which is regrettably why I’m so attracted to the big beast in the first place. He won’t be easy by far.
Add to that challenge the knowledge that Cole desired him, and she ached to bring the two men together in her ring…and her bed. However, she couldn’t sit down with Arthur and get him to communicate his true name, let alone whether he’d be interested in sharing a man with her. Frustration made her voice sharper than usual, and her tongue willing to throw barbs that her heart couldn’t face. “I’d offer Cole’s services but he’s rather busy at the moment. Lately he’s developed a taste for men which makes keeping him exclusively mine impossible.”
He’ll never be exclusively mine ever again.
Reflexively, she touched her chest, although the pain radiating from her heart had nothing to do with her disease.
Arthur growled, deep and vicious in his throat like that first night of his rescue. Not because she was ignoring him, Violet decided, nor even because he was afraid she might spill his secret with a stranger. He didn’t like the idea of her farming out her pony to other partners. Because if she’d send Cole to another woman’s bed, then someday, she might send Arthur, and he was making his displeasure known here and now even though she couldn’t—and perhaps never would—call him hers.
He’ll never willingly run the ring for another mistress once I’ve fully won his trust.
And then what am I going to do to ensure his safety and happiness once consumption eats away my lungs? Sorrow pierced her so viciously she touched her chest again, unable to draw breath. In that regard, perhaps I should leave him with Cole. At least they’ll have each other once I’m gone.
“Are you well, dearest?” Dottie pressed the back of her hand against Violet’s cheek as though checking for a fever. “You’re clammy and pale.”
She mustered a smile. “I’m just a little weary. I’m not used to running two horses about the ring, let alone one as fiery as my new stallion.”
“Are you sure?”
“Quite.” Violet held her friend’s gaze and winked suggestively, hoping she’d play along. “So have you enjoyed what you’ve seen so far? See anything you’d like to try out yourself?”
Bless dear Dottie, she accepted the gauntlet effortlessly. “How about this big stud you keep teasing me with? I’ve never seen such a delicious brute running about the ring before.”
Perfect.
Arthur snorted again, whether in disbelief or disgust Violet couldn’t tell. But the effect was the same. He crowded close against her back and hung his head over her shoulder. Whether he was claiming her or hoping she would claim him, she wasn’t sure.
“Well…” He nickered again and swung his head toward hers, bumping his chin on the top of her head. “That’s up to him. He won’t even speak to me, and without his approval, I won’t offer his services. They’re not mine to negotiate.”
Tension leaked out of his body until he leaned into her.
She took that moment of surrender by seizing a handful of his hair and dragging his head around so she could glare into his eyes. “If you desire true punishment, you must ask me. I won’t deliver pain to you without your request. So help me God, if you disobey my commands again, I won’t step foot in this ring with you and that’s final. Do you understand?”
He lifted his head enough that she had to exert force to keep him where she wanted, showing what kind of pain and force he’d like from her hand. But then he relented enough to dip his head in acquiescence. Not Cole’s fond head-to-head affection, but for now, it was enough.



Chapter Seven
“I have some information about our special guest.” Cole didn’t look at her and pitched his voice low for her ears only.
Dressed in his best livery, he stood at attention beside Violet’s chair. Other staff moved throughout the parlor offering trays of various finger foods to the richly dressed visitors.
“Can it wait until tomorrow?”
A broad lady with remarkably short, stocky legs—regretfully encased in tight breeches—approached. The grim expression on her sagging, heavily jowled face promised to accomplish a most dreaded deed forthwith. Only those who knew her would recognize that as her normal expression.
Lady was not exactly how one referred to the Countess of Eagleton despite her title, for the woman always wore manly garb unless the threat of the Queen’s presence forced her to don more acceptable garments. In pony circles, everyone referred to her as Basset, for she truly did resemble the long-bodied, short-legged hound.
During her apprenticeship years ago in the ring, Violet had called her many less charitable names, though she grudgingly had to admit the woman was a fantastic mistress. She’d have Arthur harnessed and begging to lick her toes in a jiffy. While he still refuses to give me a single word.
“Blackmyre,” the woman boomed. “A word with you.”
Violet sighed and marshaled her most serene expression. It would serve me right if Cole asks for Basset as his next mistress.
“Yes,” he whispered.
Shocked, she stole a glance up at him, afraid she might have muttered that thought aloud. And worse, that he was agreeing.
He grinned at the appalled look that must be on her face. “Tomorrow will be fine, Your Grace.”
Irritated by the knowing look in his eyes as much as the relief surging through her, Violet stood to meet her old mentor on her feet. “Lady Eagleton, thank you so much for coming to Blackmyre.”
Eagleton gripped her hand in a punishing bear-like shake that almost buckled her knees. “Have you heard about some nefarious goings-on down on the Thames?”
She shouldn’t be surprised that news had reached Eagleton. The woman had the nose of a bloodhound, especially when it came to protecting their small community. Which was exactly why Eagleton had taken Violet under her wing after her father had died. In some ways, she’s the mother I never had. And we have the angst-filled disagreements to prove it. “Yes, I have.”
“So I can trust you to take care of it.”
Violet opened her mouth to protest, but she couldn’t refuse that hang-dog face. Not after everything the woman had done for her. Besides, I fully intend to see Arthur avenged anyway. “Of course.”
“Excellent. Dain tells me you took on a new project.”
“Yes,” Violet answered slowly, unsure where this discussion was going.
“That he’s quite the challenge.” Basset studied her appraisingly, cataloguing every betraying twitch of her eyebrows and tiny wrinkle about her tightened lips.
“And you think I’m not up to the challenge?”
Basset turned her attention to Cole. “I didn’t say that.”
Despite his impeccable discretion, staring straight ahead as if blind and mute, a faint wariness radiated from his tense shoulders. He was poised, whether to flee or attack, Violet couldn’t be sure. He could be very protective of her, even from her mentor. In the early days of their relationship, Basset had made it clear that she didn’t approve. A mistress shouldn’t be so completely devoted to her pony, nor the pony so blindly dedicated to his mistress. It wasn’t healthy, so she claimed.
Part of Violet understood that now. When I die, it’ll break his spirit. He’ll never find the same kind of satisfaction and happiness with another mistress.
But mostly her heart refused to surrender its fierce grip on Cole short of death, and from the tension vibrating in him, so did his.
“Interesting,” Basset drawled, turning her attention back to Violet.
Barely, she suppressed the urge to roll her eyes or stick out her tongue at that smug, knowing look. Irritated that Basset managed to reduce her to a recalcitrant toddler, Violet refused to respond.
“Now I know why you’ve set up this impromptu gathering. He’s not wearing your collar any longer.”
Violet couldn’t help but flinch and Cole’s hand rose toward his neck before he snapped back to attention. With his fine uniform in place, no one should have noticed the lack of collar, but Basset had managed to sniff out that little tidbit.
“I want to meet your new project.”
Blinking rapidly, Violet let a dozen fierce retorts fire through her mind until she settled on, “Why?”
“He’ll tell me what sort of problem you find yourself in.”
“I’m not in trouble.”
Basset smiled kindly. “Of course not. Shall we?” At the stupefied look that must be on Violet’s face, her mentor took her arm and started her walking toward the door. “Isn’t that why you invited us all anyway? To show us your fabulous stable? Come along, everyone. The tour’s beginning!”
 
 
Forking another dirty pile of hay into the wheelbarrow, Arthur straightened at the noise coming toward him. A woman’s booming voice echoed down the aisle, followed by the rising noise of chatter. Cole had warned him to keep a low profile today and to watch discreetly from a safe distance, but he hadn’t expected the party to make its way toward Her Grace’s private stable for at least another hour.
His first instinct was to hightail it to his room as quickly as possible. The last thing he wanted to do was meet a bunch of mistresses. Not that he was afraid of them.
If I kill someone again, Lady Blackmyre won’t help me. She won’t…
Teach me? Tame me to her seductive hand?
Could he actually look upon one of the so-called ladies who’d tormented him and not rip her limb from limb? But that’s exactly what my mistress has ordered.
That thought froze him solid like a sheet of ice. Panting, he trembled, his mind shaking between blinding fear and choking dread and, most ridiculous of all, exhilaration. My mistress? Have I already surrendered to her in my mind, the most dangerous place of all?
Leading the way down the aisle, Cole noticed Arthur standing in the stall and his step hesitated. The man shot a warning look and gave him a small shake of his head, and then quickened his stride toward the hidden stable at the rear.
Arthur drew back into the shadows as the guests began passing. Lady Blackmyre followed, arm in arm with a larger lady. He narrowed his gaze on her face. She smiled and chatted, apparently fine, but there was a harsh firmness to her features that told him she wasn’t entirely pleased to be in the woman’s clutches.
Pulling his attention to the other women, Arthur scanned each face, looking for anyone remotely familiar. Other than possibly vague social introductions, he couldn’t recall making any of the other ladies’ acquaintances. He let out a relieved breath as the last woman stepped into the rear stable.
He began to turn back toward his work, but the open door snagged his attention. What sort of party was Lady Blackmyre having? Was she going to demonstrate something with Cole? They hadn’t been dressed for pony play. In fact, that fine gown she wore would have been acceptable in any drawing room in Town. Of course the large woman had been wearing breeches, so surely it wasn’t a formal gathering.
Curiosity drew him closer. He crept up the aisle, hanging in the shadowed doorways until he was sure no one was paying him any mind. Guests milled about the ring and the box seats. Someone requested to see Lady Blackmyre’s equipment, so with her nod, Cole went trotting off to fetch some of the tack.
“Hello.”
A woman spoke into Arthur’s ear, that one whispered word echoing with wicked amusement. Startled, he stumbled back and came up hard against a stall door.
It was the large woman who’d been walking with the Duchess. She gave him a very pleased smile, all toothy friendliness. A predator eyeing a tasty snack. Worse, though, were the waves of the purely powerful presence that rolled from her.
This isn’t a mistress to play with, figuratively or otherwise.
“You must be Blackmyre’s new project.”
He drew himself up to his full height and squared his shoulders. He was taller than her, but she had him beat on width. He started to open his mouth, but at the last moment remembered he refused to speak to the likes of her.
I’ll beg the bloody Duchess before I speak to this woman.
“Ah,” the woman breathed out, nodding as though he’d answered her. He narrowed his eyes and clamped his mouth shut firmer. “A right challenge, you are. No wonder she’s so flustered. What do you think of her other darling?”
Her jovial tone warred with her formidable demeanor. Concentrating on guarding his expressions, it took him a moment for her words to sink in. Her other darling could only be Cole.
Why would she ask me about the other man? Unless… At that thought, a dull flush flooded his cheeks.
“I knew it.” She grinned widely and clapped her hands together like a little girl. “I don’t know why she removed her collar, but I doubt you know about that. Not yet.”
She took a step toward him and he rocked forward on his toes, fisted his hands and prepared to fight for his life.
“Yes, dear boy, I see your warning. Not to worry, I’ve got a strict policy against tampering with my students’ projects, even when they graduated long ago. Win or lose, she’ll have to get her saddle on your back in her own time.”
Dear God, the Duchess used to be this woman’s student? Even though Blackmyre was formidable in her own right, he didn’t envy anyone with such a teacher.
“So you’ve had her darling.”
Heart pounding, he fought to keep the dread and guilt off his face. He clenched his jaws firmly, refusing to begin blurting out explanations or excuses. If anyone deserved to hear his apology, it was Blackmyre, not this stranger.
“Was he very good?” The woman walked her fingers up his chest with an alarmingly seductive lilt to her voice that had his eyes bulging from his head. He wouldn’t have thought she could be sultry, not with manly attire and such a commanding presence. Her fingers were teasing, but also firm, each seemingly innocent thud marching closer to his throat. Like she intended to collar him.
And he couldn’t move a muscle to protect himself.
“I bet you enjoyed rutting on him, didn’t you? Out of control, fierce, brutal. I can see it now. Poor little Cole trapped and squealing beneath you while you drilled him into the mattress.” Her palm settled over his heart, measuring the frantic thud with a grin. “But that’s the way you like it, isn’t it? You don’t have to answer me, boy. Your body’s telling me what I need to know.”
Trembling, he fought to breathe. Sweat beaded on his lip and forehead. His hands throbbed, gripped into fierce fists, whether to protect himself or to keep from answering her, he didn’t know.
“Get your hands off him.” Blackmyre’s low voice echoed with menace, each word carefully enunciated. “Now.”
Chuckling, the woman reached up and patted his sweaty cheek. “There, there, young man. Your mistress has come to save you.” She stepped away and turned to Blackmyre. “He’s told me what I need to know. Good luck with him, my dear. You’ll need it.”
The woman sailed back down the aisle, whistling a lively tune. Relieved, Arthur leaned against the wall, the only thing keeping him on his feet. Sweat trailed down his back and his chest burned like he’d run from here to Town pulling Her Grace’s coach alone.
“We’re finished.” The harsh tone of her voice brought his head up so he could search her face. She stared after the other woman, her mouth tight in a grim frown. “You’re free to go. If you need a ride somewhere, I’m sure Cole will be more than obliged to take you.”
Straightening from the wall, Arthur opened his mouth, caught her arched eyebrow, and clamped his mouth shut. Instead, he shook his head. I’m not leaving, Your Grace. I’m not done with you yet.
She planted a palm in his chest and shoved him back against the wall. Her face was white but her cheeks were splotched with red. Stunned at how easily she’d pushed him off balance, he could only stare down into her face, trying to figure out why she was so angry. “You’re refusing to obey me? Why should I be surprised?”
The flash of ire in her eyes couldn’t hide the glimmer of hurt. Despite the tightness of her lips, her chin wobbled faintly.
Ah, hell. Before he could talk himself out of it, he wrapped his arms around her and drew her into a hug.
She stiffened with shock, but she didn’t pull away. As the moments passed and she didn’t rebuke him, he dared to mold his hands more boldly to her back.
With a sigh, she dropped her head against his chest and let him hold her.
It was…nice. The ironclad mistress had been irresistible from the beginning, but certainly not warm and approachable, let alone vulnerable. He loved the way she could make him run around the ring exactly how she wanted, but he hadn’t dared hope she’d allow him a peek of her feminine side. That the softer, smaller woman might like a bigger, stronger partner to wrap his arms around her, even if just for a short while.
“Basset always takes a toll on me,” she finally said, her words muffled against his chest. “Always judging, evaluating. It’s exhausting trying to live up to her expectations.”
He knew all too well how easy it was to grind oneself to dust trying to please other people. For so long, he’d been striving to impress Kitty’s family enough that she’d relent and ask him to marry, but he’d finally realized the truth.
She’ll never be happy with me. Nor would I be happy with her.
So many years wasted, striving to win new honors and titles just to gain another notch on his career that might cast a more favorable light on his House for a woman who couldn’t care less.
He let a low murmur escape, confirmation that he was listening and understood what she was saying.
“Basset’s nothing like the Dowager, though. She’s tough on me, but I know she’s only trying to make me better. Dear Mama wanted nothing but to forget my very existence.” She forced out a wry laugh and lifted her head. “Listen to me go on.”
She studied him, head tilted slightly, her eyebrows arched in expectation. He knew very well what she wanted.
Forgive me, my lady, but I can’t.
As if he’d spoken aloud, she gave a small nod. “Very well. Then there’s just one question remaining, Arthur. I expect complete honesty at all times, but how you answer this question will be particularly crucial in whether I allow you to enter my ring ever again. Do you understand?”
He nodded curtly, tightening his hands on her shoulders. He didn’t want to leave. What choice would he have, though, if she ordered him off Blackmyre lands? He had no recourse, no right to be in her house or ring, let alone her bed.
“Did you speak to her?”
When he denied her the most basic communication, she wouldn’t take it too kindly if he’d spoken to another mistress. Let alone her old mentor.
“Because I’m sorry, Arthur, I can’t forgive that. If you responded to her, I’m sure she’ll take you on. She’s the best mistress I know, but she’s hard, very hard. I don’t know…”
He squeezed his hands tighter on her shoulders until her words fell off into silence. Then he shook his head.
“You don’t want to go to her? Or you didn’t speak to her?”
He lowered his head and glared fiercely while he gave a single, adamant shake of his head.
“Are you sure?” Her mouth quirked into the wicked smile of a young hooligan stealing pies from the kitchen. “You seemed quite…shaken after meeting her. We all used to joke that she had eyes in the back of her head, or at least spies of her own as thorough as the Queen’s Ravens because she always knew what we were about before we even began to get into mischief. I do believe—”
Her constant talking—when he couldn’t return the banter—was driving him insane. He did the only thing he could do. He sealed his mouth over hers.
Caught with her lips parted, she didn’t pull away or refuse him. In fact, she let out a low, rich sigh and opened her mouth wider, letting him sample the heat of her mouth.
He’d never kissed a mistress before. Somehow he’d always thought it would be forbidden for a dominant female to let a man into her mouth. It was too personal, surely even more vulnerable than intercourse. Eye to eye, nose to nose, her very breath inhibited by his. She hadn’t ordered him to action, but she didn’t put a halt to such a display.
Certainly the other mistresses who’d played with him had never consented to share the privacy of their mouths. They’d been eager to give him orders about how to pleasure them, but never had they allowed any crack in their iron wills, as if once a man was allowed even a small indulgence, he’d be worthless as a pony.
Lady Blackmyre softened even more against him, her arms sliding around his shoulders, her fingers curling in his hair. Her mouth was sweet and soft. Not iron. Not cold. Not punishing. Her tongue played with his, stroking and twisting, driving him to haul her closer to the erection that hadn’t completely faded since he’d awakened in her house.
She let him kiss her, without reining him back or snapping at him. Even better, she didn’t attempt to wrestle control from him.
Shaken, he released her mouth, but didn’t pull back. He wasn’t ready to let her see the confusion that must be written in mile-deep grooves on his face. What kind of mistress let a pony steal a kiss? And enjoyed it?
A mistress that I want very much indeed.
“Apology accepted, Arthur.” She patted his cheek and stepped out of his embrace. Heart pounding, he watched her stride back toward her guests. “But I must admit that I’m looking forward to the day when you’ll beg me to let you kiss me again.”



Chapter Eight
Drumming her fingertips on her desk, Violet let a plan of action form in her mind. Cole stood before her with an eager air of expectancy, hoping, no doubt, that she’d send him on some clandestine mission to determine the identity of their stable guest. All the bits of information he’d provided rattled about in her mind like one gigantic puzzle she burned to solve.
She wasn’t familiar with anyone named Kitty but she was hardly an expert on the multitudes of Houses who crowded the ballrooms and parlors hoping to find a suitable matrimonial prospect, whether titled or moneyed or both. The Wellesleys had been relative nobodies until Wellington had been promoted to Field Marshal. If the engagement hadn’t been made formal, perhaps the infamous Kitty had been holding out for a more socially attractive mate. Though how she could have looked at the explosive strength in Arthur’s impressive body and not snatched him up formally, Violet had no idea.
I shan’t make the same mistake.
However, the thought that Arthur’s own grandmother had had a hand in his suffering made her so violently furious it was all she could do not to call Wellington out and risk the Queen’s wrath. She’d had her own run-ins with the hateful bitch, but she’d never expected Wellington would mistreat her own family with such betrayal.
“Has he mentioned any other names?”
“Only Corbus, the mistress at the auction house.”
Violet froze but kept her voice even and hopefully unalarmed. “She’s the one who hurt him?”
Cole nodded. “He said she wore a black bird’s mask with feathers that covered her hair. She led the others.”
Dread the size of a cannonball rolled about in her stomach and her mind buzzed. It couldn’t be Majel. She wouldn’t risk her throne. But it could be one of her daughters. House Krowe was certainly wealthy enough to own every warehouse on the Thames and likely did.
The name, the black mask, Majel’s feathers. A deliberate message? Or a deadly ruse?
Only the eldest princess, Jane, was rumored to be insane enough to risk such a blatant challenge to her powerful mother. How many knew or suspected that the Queen’s heir might be torturing young men?
Her skin prickled. All of Dottie’s whispered tales about spies and electronic bugs throughout the grand dome protecting Londonium made Violet’s blood run cold. “Let’s not repeat that name again. Ever. Tell him to forget he ever heard it if he cares at all who lives or dies around him.”
Cole’s eyes widened with surprise. “You won’t let this woman escape punishment for hurting him.”
It wasn’t exactly a question, but he wanted, needed, confirmation. “Of course not. But it’s going to be a very delicate, dangerous matter.”
Relieved, he nodded. “Anything else, Your Grace?”
She forced herself to broach the painful topic of their relationship. As his former mistress, I must ensure his wellbeing, no matter how much it hurts. “Have you been happy with him?”
Another man might have dropped his gaze and shuffled his feet in embarrassment, but Cole continued to meet her gaze levelly. “No, Your Grace.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’re not there with us.” At the stricken look that must be on her face, he quickly moved on. “Besides, I don’t know that he particularly likes men. I mean, he didn’t hesitate to use me at first because his need was too great to ignore. But he told me it wouldn’t happen again.”
Surprised, she reached out to Cole and he came around her desk immediately to drop at her feet and bury his face in her skirts. “You mean he hasn’t…”
“Only the time in the stable when I first found him, and then once after that when he was fully recovered. He seemed…to regret it.”
“Oh, dearest, I had no idea. I thought you might be happy with him and I was perfectly willing to step aside.”
“I don’t want another man if I can’t have you too, Mistress. I certainly don’t want a man who can only stomach the thought of touching me in a desperate moment of weakness better quickly forgotten.”
“Of course not,” she murmured, smoothing her hand through his hair. “You deserve more than that, Cole. I swore I’d take care of anything you might need, and I shall.”
“I don’t understand why you set me free in the first place.” He kept his head buried against her, muffling his words, but each one sank like a barbed arrow straight to her heart. “I don’t want to be free, Mistress.”
“You need more than I can give you.” And I can’t bear to make you watch me die a slow, agonizing death.
“I need you more than another man, Mistress. Please. You’re my sun and my sustenance, the very air I breathe. Tell me to drop dead at your feet and I shall but don’t send me away from you, please. Keep Arthur, I don’t mind. Just keep me too.”
What could she say that might allow him some assurance? The last thing she wanted was for this dear boy to waste away at her bedside while she coughed up her lungs and slowly expired. I can’t bear to let him think I don’t love him as much as I do.
“We shall see, all right?” She cupped his cheek and pressed her forehead to his, letting him see the tears in her eyes. “I love you dearly, Cole. It’s hurt me more than I ever imagined to give you your freedom. But I can’t explain the entire situation to you at this time. Please, trust me to do everything I can to see to your wellbeing and happiness as long as I’m able.”
His eyes narrowed and she feared she’d said too much. No one knew she was ill besides the Queen. That’s the way she preferred it. She wouldn’t have even told Majel, except no one refused Her Majesty without a death wish. I have nothing to fear in that regard, for my death has already been signed, sealed and delivered.
“The Duchess of Blackmyre is able to do a great many things. If you can break a wild stallion to your hand, then you can surely keep this mischievous pony in your stable too.”
Relieved that he didn’t push for answers she wasn’t ready to give, she smiled and tugged gently on his hair. “Speaking of mischievous ponies, what did you find out about the sweet Mr. Wellesley who introduced himself to me at Vauxhall’s the other night?”
“It seems that he has an unusual penchant for sneaking away at dawn for an old-fashioned horseback ride in Hyde Park.” Cole grinned, and a very adorable dimple flashed in his cheek. “Alone.”
Violet sat back in her chair with a satisfied smile of her own. Arthur looked too much like the young man she’d met that night to not be related, and the old hag Wellington would certainly be the type to kick Arthur out of his own House and abandon him to the mercy of slavers in order to prevent a scandal. I just need confirmation that Mr. Wellesley has an older brother or cousin named Arthur. “How unfortunate for him. I dearly hope some wicked lady doesn’t compromise the dear boy.”
“Shall I ready your mount at the crack of dawn tomorrow, Your Grace?”
“Absolutely. Let’s also see if Dottie’s free for a little pre-dawn romp. I believe she still has a highwayman’s costume that we might find useful.”
 
 
Swathed in a black hooded cape, Dottie chased the wild-eyed doe straight into Blackmyre’s clutches. She pretended surprise at encountering his galloping flight and immediately drew her weapon. The latest and deadliest version of technology that Britannia had to offer, the deceptively slim lazor could slice a man in half with a flick of her wrist. “Halt in the name of the Queen!”
Dottie drew her gray to a sliding halt, fired a playful shot into the air from her ancient gunpowder pistol, and quickly high-tailed it back to bed. Hopefully to a warm and willing partner.
“Are you unharmed, sir?” Violet sheathed the blade and turned to the white-faced young man. “Wellesley, isn’t it? I remember you from Vauxhall’s.”
“Your Grace,” he stammered. “Thank goodness you were nearby! I had no idea bandits might be about in broad daylight, let alone in the center of Londonium.”
“Her Majesty’s capital is a hellhole of violence if you know where to look.” The boy was too naïve to understand the meaning hidden behind Violet’s words. Majel had probably seen more enemies killed than all the soldiers they’d lost in the war. “Allow me the honor of escorting you, Mr. Wellesley. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you.”
“Thank you, Your Grace, I accept your offer of assistance.” His attempt at a prim and proper response was ruined by his vibrant blush. “As long as you neglect to mention this incident to anyone. Grandmama has been beside herself lately. I’m afraid this sort of accidental encounter may push her over the edge.”
Somehow, Violet managed to keep her face smooth and devoid of her contempt. “I’m sorry to hear that she’s not well.”
“It’s not her health, exactly.” He sighed, fumbling with the reins as though mulling over how much he dared say aloud.
“The war, then? I know it must be dreadfully exhausting to manage all those trivial details.”
His eyebrow shot up and his mouth quirked. “Between you and I, those trivial details are beyond her comprehension.”
Ah, not so naïve then. This boy was definitely related in some fashion to her Arthur. That same challenging look glinted in his eyes, if younger and more innocent in the ways of men and women. Too bad he’s so young and unschooled—Dottie would have immense fun breaking this colt to halter.
“So I thought when I heard of her promotion. Although the war is going well, isn’t it? At least as well as the Queen wants us to believe.”
Wellesley guided his mount closer to hers and lowered his voice, even though no one rode within sight. A wise move, for no one knew exactly where the Queen’s Ravens listened. “It was,” he admitted, “but due in no part to Wellington’s credit. She was receiving assistance from my older brother, but something’s happened to him. He’s no longer able to give her any information and she’s floundering, Your Grace. Once Majel finds out, I fear the worst.”
“And your brother—what happened to him?”
Wellesley lowered his voice even more, until Violet strained to hear. “He disappeared. Grandmama is quite distraught.”
Violet couldn’t help the sneer that twisted her mouth. More than likely the old hag feared the scandal if news got out about Arthur’s equine proclivities.
“I speak truly, Your Grace. I know there’s bad blood between your family and mine, but in this, I fear the worst. Grandmama has hired private runners to search for him. Last night, she admitted that she might well have to throw herself on the Queen’s mercy and beg help in his search.”
“Majel has no mercy,” Violet said automatically, though her mind raced through alternatives. She could absolutely believe that Arthur had been helping Wellington in the war effort, for he’d already proven to be a clever strategist. She might only have their time in the ring for comparison, but in her experience, that’s where a man’s true self was exposed. He was courageous and bold in all ways, bending only to her command when she proved herself capable and trustworthy.
If he’d been leading men to war, then he’d take his recent captivity especially hard as an extreme blow to his pride. He might even doubt his ability to lead since he’d been broken by a woman.
So many things to consider in how best to handle him, not to mention the greater scope of the war effort. If he’d been helping Wellington against Francia, then all of Britannia may soon feel his loss. Yet she couldn’t send him back to Wellington seemingly in disgrace with such a violent distrust of women. He’d be forced to work with ladies of all ranks, from the lowest dragoon to Her Majesty herself.
“I’m not privy to the conversation Grandmama had with the Queen, but I suspect Her Majesty knew exactly who would be making recommendations on the front, and it certainly isn’t Grandmama. For appearance’s sake…”
Violet let out a disgusted growl. “It’s fine to send our young men off to die in war, but it’s not acceptable to give them the honor of leadership positions. Never mind that most of those officers have been bought and paid for by supposedly honorable ladies who’ve never even seen the backside of a cannon.”
From the slack-jawed look on his face, she’d managed to surprise young Wellesley with her radical opinions. “Forgive me, sir, but that’s a very sore subject for me. My father served in the army for nearly a decade and saved countless lives in Bengali, but he was never commended for his service. Meanwhile, my mother drank her way through every officer’s pub between here and Kali Kata and still managed to bring home Her Majesty’s Cross and half a dozen other worthless trinkets, thanks to my father’s dedication. My mother constantly berated him for his low-class birth and failure to even earn a captaincy. If your brother has the ability to command, then he should rightfully possess the honor and rank associated with that responsibility.”
Wellesley gave her a wan smile. “I think Arthur would like you very much indeed. Is there anything you can do to help us find him without alerting the gossipers of our difficulty?”
I knew it. Violet dismounted and reached up to hand the young man down at his door. Inside, a woman’s voice boomed with pompous authority, though Violet couldn’t make out the words. “I’ll see what I can do. Forgive me, Mr. Wellesley, but I’d rather be along. If I must speak to your Grandmama, I’m afraid I’ll issue a formal challenge rather than exchange pleasantries.”
She swung back up on Caesar and thundered down the street. Wellington yelled after her, but she kept riding as though she hadn’t heard.
Arthur Wellesley of House Wellington, whatever am I going to do with you?



Chapter Nine
Violet measured her progress with Arthur by how much less clothing he wore each day. One day he neglected to wear a coat. The next, his neckcloth. It took him a few days of sweating hard before he removed his shirt and stepped into the ring.
It was that day that she decided to reward him—and torture herself—by oiling him down before they started. Of course, without the impediment of his clothing on at least his upper half, she could try some of her fancier tack as well.
“I’ve been wondering how long you’d make me wait before you allowed me to get my hands on this magnificent chest of yours.”
He made a low whuffing sound that she was coming to associate with a proud sort of amusement. He might refuse to speak words in her presence, but they’d worked out a fairly thorough form of communication, granted with typically equine sounds and signals. It’d forced her to read his body language extremely well, which wasn’t a bad thing at all.
When she laid her palm on his bare shoulder, he didn’t shy away or snort a warning. She kept her touch light, trailing her fingers down his thick biceps, back across the impressive breadth of his pectorals, and down his other meaty arm. Heat radiated from his skin, muscles gliding just beneath the surface. He managed to flex without actually moving, as though showing off silently for her.
Which I greatly appreciate. She let a sultry smile curve her lips but didn’t voice her approval aloud. Let him read my body language for a change.
Pouring a small amount of oil into her palms, she rubbed them together, warming the oil before spreading it over his skin. She used firm pressure now, letting him enjoy the strength in her hands. His knees actually buckled a moment when she gripped the back of his neck and worked those muscles.
Standing close enough to his back that her breasts brushed him, she continued massaging the ridge of muscles joining his neck and shoulders. “I’d love to have you spread out in my bed so I could massage every inch of you. Think how good this would feel on your knees, the backs of your thighs. Or perhaps…” She trailed her fingers down his spine to the waistband of his trousers, but no lower. I gave him my word. “Your calves. A pony’s leg muscles can get very sore after running so hard in the ring.”
She stepped back around to his front so he could watch her face as she poured more oil into her hands. Spreading out her fingers wide, she ran her hands over the broad planes of his chest. Chiseled rows of muscle ran over his ribs. Her fingers found a puckered scar low on his right side. “Bullet wound?”
He shrugged one shoulder as though to say nothing to be concerned about.
So many questions burned in her mind. She yearned to talk about the war. Cole said he’d mentioned the front, so he must have been to the Iberian system. In which company had he served? Where had he trained? How many times had he been wounded? Did he prefer traditional weapons or embrace the newer technologies?
She could certainly use her datapad to find out all of these details, but it would be so much more rewarding to hear it straight from him. However, she couldn’t ask him anything. Not when she wasn’t supposed to know who he was, while he refused to give his voice.
She slid her palm up around his throat, working that long, proud column. His jaw flexed, the bit rattling against his teeth. Impatience? Or a growing concern that she was touching him too much? She couldn’t know with one hundred percent confidence because he refused to tell.
She let out a long sighing breath and turned away to the table of tack. Perhaps…
Teeth closed on her shoulder so hard she involuntarily cried out. The harsh snap made her whirl around, eyes narrowed to search his face. Anger? An attempt at punishing her for taking too many liberties?
He whuffed again, his eyes glittering a challenge.
Her shoulder throbbed while she schooled her reaction. She quite enjoyed rougher play, especially a pony’s teeth. Where Cole was playful, Arthur did it more for dominance, a reminder of his strength. He bit like a stallion would grip a mare while he mounted her.
Heat pooled in her abdomen. Which is a very bad thing indeed when I’ve sworn not to touch him sexually in any way.
Her nipples rubbed against her linen shirt. Her palms itched to stroke across his body again, spreading heat and oil and need until he begged her to remove his trousers. Calmly, she turned her back on him again and picked up a martingale of linked chains and leather straps that would frame his well-defined pectorals perfectly.
Damnation, is this bloody man ever going to relent and speak to me?
 
He wasn’t sure what had possessed him to dare a bite, but seeing her reaction, he was glad he’d acted on instinct. Lady Blackmyre needed to be shaken out of her grim control at least every once in a while. It certainly didn’t harm his ego in the slightest to know that he could not only surprise but also arouse not just the woman, but the mistress.
However, he now sailed into dark uncharted territory of the “here be dragons” variety.
So far in the ring, she’d never wavered from the calm, controlled mistress retraining the damaged pony. She’d been steady in her requirements that he obey the smallest command as quickly as possible without once mistreating him. She’d never allowed him to push her into corporal punishment, which both relieved and frustrated him. He’d had enough pain to know he could tolerate fairly high levels before self-preservation would drive him into the same violence he’d used to protect himself before. A little pain would make the pleasure all the sweeter if she used it wisely, and Lady Blackmyre knew very well what she was doing.
She’d certainly know exactly how many times she could cut his back with that whip before he’d break and bury himself inside her.
That thought should have alarmed him. The last thing he’d wanted was a sexual relationship with a mistress. Much better to return to his careful, staid life and hide all of these uncomfortable and frightening longings far away from everyone, especially himself.
So what am I doing?
It’d been one thing to steal a kiss from Lady Blackmyre in the stable. It was entirely another for the pony to dare the audacity of putting his mouth on the mistress in her ring without explicit permission.
She looked at him differently now. Slumberous heat sparked in her eyes. The mistress had touched him and he’d been able to enjoy it. In fact, the memory of her hands lingered on his flesh, an imprint he feared he’d never be able to escape.
She looks at me and sees not just the pony…but a man she desires.
That knowledge changed everything. She buckled a chest harness into place and even the innocent stroke of her fingers licked his skin like white-hot flame. She didn’t stroke him as before, but his skin remembered and hungered for more. She’d deliberately chosen a contraption containing clinking metal. Again, the high and mighty mistress adjusting whatever preferences she might have to bring the fullest pleasure possible to her lowly pony.
No one had ever catered to his desires like this. He didn’t have to ask. In fact, he refused to utter a single word to her, and she’d seen to his unspoken needs anyway. She cared enough to watch his every move and adjust her own actions to better satisfy him.
What kind of mistress is this?
A very dangerous one indeed.
One that would make a man slither across broken glass on his belly if she ordered it.
She sent him about the ring in a controlled trot that jingled the bit and harness, an orchestra that sent his heart pounding harder than the staccato of his boots on the dirt. He wondered what she’d do if he stripped off his trousers. What sort of rigging she might choose to ornament his cock. Certainly not a cage like she’d found on him that first night. No, that wasn’t this mistress’s style at all. Cole went natural, as she said, but was that his preference, or hers?
Would she balk at the thought of leading me about by a tinkling chain held on my body only by my erection? Would she embed a few rings into my flesh so I could feel the metal beneath my clothing anytime I wished?
Cold metal, her metal, piercing my body at all times of the day, jingling each time I took a step.
Dangerous, so dangerous, this game they played. It was terrifying to know she’d been able to arouse him like this without blatant caresses. To plant such dark desires in his head without ever once touching him intimately or putting her mouth on him. No, he’d been the one to put his mouth on her first, not once but twice.
And I burn to do it again and again.
He feared the wool would give way and tear beneath the prodigious size of his erection.
She’ll have me on my belly kissing her boots in a heartbeat.
Which his cock insisted wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.
Not at all.



Chapter Ten
When Arthur saw the other man in the—his!—ring the next day, he very nearly turned smartly on his heel and marched off Blackmyre lands as quickly as possible.
Not retreat, surely not.
His upper lip curled in a silent snarl but he stepped into Her Grace’s private stable and locked the door behind him.
Cole didn’t even look at him as he came to stand beside him, waiting for Lady Blackmyre’s attention. Arthur certainly didn’t care that the man was nude. Nor that he was already erect. So was he, truth be told, but he blamed it on the pony games. Days and days of playing with the smoldering Duchess and no sexual relief in sight. That’s all this is.
The other man’s scent filled his nose, leather and horse from his real job in the other side of Her Grace’s stable, and he couldn’t help but remember that lean, wiry body smashed beneath him while he savagely plunged out of control. His cock twitched so hard he couldn’t entirely suppress the grunt.
“Impatient, are we?” Chuckling softly, she stopped before them and simply ran her gaze over them both head to toe. Her gaze lingered longer than usual on Arthur’s groin, unneeded fuel for the fire blazing in his body. When she finally raised her gaze to his, the secretive little smile on her luscious lips drew a rumbling growl from him. Which only made her smile wider. “Today, my ponies are going to work together. Of course, if you object, Arthur, you can simply say so now before we begin.”
He gritted his teeth and glared at her.
“Wonderful. I’m so pleased that you don’t object. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you side by side with Cole. Rather, I should say tail to nose. You’re too big and he’s too small in comparison for you to work very well side by side in harness.”
He almost walked out. He did. It was just too much teasing, too strange and new and forbidden to consider on top of everything else she’d been teaching him. He’d fought beside men, even led some to their deaths, which he’d never be able to forget, but he’d never once thought about taking a man sexually.
Until Cole.
And now she brought that tantalizing morsel to stand in front of him, already slick with oil, lean muscle gliding and flexing just paces away. He loved a woman’s curves, but the rounded muscle of the man’s buttocks held his gaze as surely as Lady Blackmyre’s breasts would entrance him.
She knew it, too, the conniving little witch with the smoldering eyes and her secretive little smiles. She put that tempting arse in front of him just to torment him. Cole’s tail to my nose. God, what have I done by submitting myself to her will like this?
Then he suddenly noticed that Cole’s tail was missing. Absently, Arthur shook himself to hear the harness jingle while he tried to decide what that meant. Maybe that’s why I can’t seem to keep my eyes off his backside. Where’s that scandalous tail?
Maybe she’s punishing him too.
That thought made Arthur feel a little better. He didn’t want to be the only one powerless beneath her will. Maybe he burns to have that plug crammed up his arse as much as I burn to seat myself firmly in him again.
Hot shame flooded him and he took an involuntary step back, dragging the surprised Cole with him. I had to have hurt him. What has he done to earn such punishment that she’d put him defenseless and naked in front of his rapist? In the end, I’m no better than the clods at the auction house, taking and abusing the helpless.
Cole bumped into him, naked ass pressed to his groin, and he jerked away, stumbling, tangled up in the rigging until he struggled harder, desperate to free himself. He tripped and went down, dragging the other man with him, on him, rolling and fighting the harness, bucking to get away before he hurt anyone again.
“Arthur!” He’d never heard that sharp tone in her voice, cutting more fiercely than her whip. “Stop it!”
The dragging weight pinning him suddenly disappeared and he leaped up, backing away until his back slammed into the railing. Shaking, he panted, trying to clear away the darkness suffocating him.
Lady Blackmyre had cut the traces binding him to Cole, and she held the man in her arms, smoothing his hair.
Dear God, he’s crying.
“I told you,” Cole choked out. “It’s no good, Mistress.”
“I’m sorry, pet, so sorry. It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have harnessed you together so quickly. I didn’t know he had such a hard limit or I never would have taken him there.”
She didn’t even look up at Arthur, which allowed him to settle himself without her all-knowing prying eyes. He ached all over like a herd of real horses had trampled him. Cole must feel even worse.
Despite the horror churning in his stomach, Arthur made himself ease closer to them. He deserved punishment. Maybe then he’d feel better about what he’d done to the poor man.
“I knew you’d like him the moment I saw him.” Cole peeked up at Arthur through his tangled hair. “I liked him too, all big and mean and violent, a terror on the loose. Even then I wasn’t afraid of him.”
That made Arthur hesitate a step. He’d avoided Cole as much as possible, assuming the man would rightfully despise him. He couldn’t bear to see fear or shame in the other man’s eyes. Cole had seen him at his worst, his most desperate and broken, and the man had held him in the straw while he cried.
Arthur had paid him back by taking him as hard as he’d ever taken a person in his entire life. Even now, Cole could still look up at him with a naked longing and compassion that made him feel an inch tall.
“Now I know why you freed me.” Cole’s voice broke and he buried his face against Lady Blackmyre’s neck. “I didn’t know he’d hate me so much.”
“Absolutely not. Cole, that doesn’t even make sense. I freed you a month before you brought Arthur to us.”
“You’ll never find another magnificent stud like him that can tolerate me too. That’s why you have to get rid of me.”
The other mistress had hinted that Cole was free, but that didn’t make sense. Lady Blackmyre obviously cared for the man. She held him with such tenderness that it made jealousy creep into Arthur’s heart, despite the shame eating away at him. He’d never intended to take the other man’s place as her pony.
Let alone take that pony himself.
“I’m not getting rid of either of you.” That flat, uncompromising tone in her voice brought Arthur’s gaze to her face. Squaring his shoulders, he was determined to take whatever punishment she gave without losing control to either rage or pain-driven fear. He deserved to be horsewhipped for hurting her primary pony, in more ways than one.
She simply looked up at him without saying a word. Expectation weighed heavily in her eyes, the way she held her shoulders, the firm tightness in her lips. She commanded him to do…what?
This would be so much easier if I’d simply tell her the truth.
I’m sorry. Would that be so difficult to say?
But then he would have surrendered, ultimately and completely. There’d be no hope for him to ever go back to a normal life. He’d drawn a line in the sand and refused to cross it. If he did, he couldn’t call himself a man of his word any longer. He’d have lost the battle entirely.
A look crept across her face that he didn’t like at all.
Disappointment. Contempt, even. And then hurt, because he refused to trust her enough to allow her to help him resolve his guilt.
Shame blanketed him, dragging him down to such depths of despair he wanted to throw his head back and rail at the heavens. Agony, such horrible agony, delivered with a single look. She didn’t need a whip to cut him open. She didn’t need a cage to cripple him. The mistress was severely displeased and it was all he could do not to throw himself on top of Cole in her lap and beg for mercy.
His knees crumpled and he found himself on the ground beside them. He couldn’t speak, even if he’d wanted to break that promise to himself. His throat ached and his stomach quivered as though he’d caught camp fever. He hung his head and tried to make a sound to express all the regret and guilt he carried that she would be able to interpret.
A wretched groan came out of his throat, halfway between a bleat and a sob.
Someone’s hand cupped his cheek, and it wasn’t hers. “You have nothing to be ashamed of, Arthur.”
He squeezed his eyes tighter, fighting to keep the words bubbling up inside. I’m so sorry, Cole. Forgive me, Mistress, please. Please.
“You didn’t hurt me,” Cole whispered, daring a stroke of his thumb on Arthur’s cheek. “Until you regretted taking me.”
Arthur leaned into the other man’s caress, making sure Cole recognized that he wasn’t pulling away. From the beginning, he’d instinctively trusted the man’s gentle touch. He hadn’t been repulsed by Cole’s tender care. Without his help, Arthur would surely have lost his manhood completely to infection and gangrene.
His face twisted with self-recrimination. And I repaid him by…
“Oh for pity’s sake, why are you so guilty?” Exasperated, Cole shoved him in the chest, making Arthur’s eyes fly open. “I finally receive the experience I’ve been aching for with a man, and you’re moaning and groaning like you raped me. Do you honestly think you took me against my will?”
Lady Blackmyre made a small sound of shock or amusement, drawing his reluctant gaze to her. At least the disappointment had been wiped from her face, but his refusal to speak still darkened her eyes like an old, painful bruise. “My poor, rampant stallion, no wonder you’ve been torn up with guilt.”
“I wanted wild and out of control, Arthur.” The slumberous timbre of Cole’s voice drew his gaze back to the other man. “I wanted you. Hard, violent, raw. Please don’t regret the most exhilarating dream come true in my entire life.”
Arthur stared at him and hoped his mouth wasn’t hanging open with shock. He forced himself to replay those early days of recovery. Every time he’d jerked awake, rising up to fight off his abusers, Cole had been at his bedside with a quiet whisper and gentle touch. Lust had hammered him constantly, demanding relief, and it’d been strangely natural to drag the man down into his bed and roll him beneath him.
Cole reached back and wrapped his arm around my head, holding me close the whole time. Even when he buried his face in the pillow to stifle his screams.
“If I’d ever suspected that you’d misunderstood my compliance that night, I would have corrected you immediately. I thought you merely regretted the night altogether and tried to spare you any shame or upset at bringing up an uncomfortable subject.”
Seemingly unruffled, the cool mistress stood and brushed at the dirt smeared on her trousers. “You need to make amends, Arthur. My poor little pony has been agonizing over your rejection for days.”
Arthur didn’t miss the tightness lingering in her mouth. He might be able to apologize easily to the other man, but the mistress wouldn’t soon forget that he still withheld the most basic communication from her. At some point, she would simply turn him away.
Which is what I want, isn’t it? I don’t want to become her…
Stallion?
I already am.
Her lover?
Her slave.
He looked into Cole’s eyes and couldn’t call him a slave. Devoted, yes, compliant and submissive in every way a man could ever surrender to another. No one would ever call Cole a slave. Not when she took such care of him. In fact, she’d freed him, despite his obvious longing to belong to her completely.
“I’m waiting,” she reminded in a tone that didn’t contain much patience.
What could he do that would be accepted as amends that didn’t involve speech? While relieved that Cole didn’t harbor any horror or fear at their encounter, Arthur wasn’t entirely ready to admit that he’d take the man again. Not until he understood fully what Lady Blackmyre intended. Cole was hers, whether she claimed to have freed him or not. For now, Arthur was hers too, though he could leave whenever he wished.
What kind of future could he have in a world dominated by women? If his men ever found out he’d fucked another man, would they ever follow his commands again? Did any of it matter if he had to lie about who and what he really was?
Cole didn’t say anything to give him any direction. No, a man like him wouldn’t ever make any demands. He wasn’t a slave, yet he’d always prefer his partner to grasp his reins in a firm hand, whether man or woman.
Holding his breath, Arthur leaned toward the man, watching him carefully for any hint of withdrawal or reluctance. Cole’s gaze dropped to his mouth, confirming what Arthur ought to do. After taking the man so roughly, he owed some small tenderness. Even if I’ve never kissed another man.
Lightly, he rubbed his lips against Cole’s. His lips were just as soft as Lady Blackmyre’s. His breath as warm, as sweet. Shaken, Arthur lifted his head, terribly afraid the tips of his ears had burst into flame.
Cole’s eyes had gone soft and dreamy. Laughing, he traced Arthur’s lips with the tip of his index finger. “You’re forgiven.”
“For future reference,” Lady Blackmyre said as she fisted her hand in Cole’s hair and jerked him around and up to his knees, “he prefers to be kissed like this.”
 
Cole melted against her, groaning deep in his throat. She thrust her tongue into his welcoming mouth, pressing her lips so hard against his that she smashed his lips against his teeth. A tumult of emotions thundered through her. Need, because it’d been so long since she’d touched him sexually. Lust, because she’d loved watching him with Arthur, seeing the fragile new bloom of his hopes and dreams coming to fruition. Even jealousy, because while she found the men’s interaction arousing, she still wanted Cole as her very own.
But that serves only my needs, not his. I have no right to constrain him like that, especially when I can’t promise him the future.
Relenting her savage attack, she pulled back enough to drop a gentle kiss on his nose and helped him to his feet, granted, by his hair. “Come along, boys. We have to correct this fiasco with a positive experience for everyone. Arthur, if you think you can keep from molesting Cole while he trots around the ring, I’ll run you through your paces together.”
She probably shouldn’t tease the man so, especially since he’d been so sincerely horrified at the thought of forcing or hurting Cole in any way, but she’d nearly reached the end of her rope. If she could prod him into a response, even insult or anger, she’d take it. She could diffuse his anger and salve his pride, but she couldn’t do anything at all if he continued to withhold the most basic of communication from her.
Grimly silent, Arthur shot a dark look at her that made her arch a brow. He’ll regret such disrespect when I make him watch me give Cole his tail.
“Please, do molest me,” Cole purred to them both, drawing a sound from the other man that sounded remarkably like desperation.
She picked up the destroyed harness and dropped it onto the table, watching the way they interacted out of the corner of her eye. Now that Cole was assured of a possibility with Arthur, he turned that mischievous nature into full-blown flirting. Instead of walking in her wake, he pranced and arched his neck, snorting out his breath to keep drawing Arthur’s attention toward him. The poor man kept looking and then averting his gaze when he remembered Cole was naked, his eyes wider and wider each time.
It would have been amusing if either of them remembered that their mistress waited.
She picked up Cole’s tail and ran the strands through her fingers, silently waiting. Deliberately, she remained casual, even hopping up to sit on the edge of the table as though she didn’t care how long they took to obey. Cole usually had an uncanny sixth sense, especially when she turned on her full will. He didn’t have to see her to know she wanted something.
This time, she didn’t want to activate his extrasensory abilities. She simply waited, watching, letting piece by piece of her heart crack and fall away. I’m losing him. I’m losing them both, even if Arthur has never been fully mine.
It was Arthur who started guiltily and snapped into pony attention. He actually paled when he saw what she held and quickly averted his gaze.
Cole had the grace to hang his head and look abashed at how long he must have kept her waiting. He rushed to stand before her, even demurely turning away from her to give her easy access to his bum, while making sure that he didn’t block her line of vision to the other man.
“It’s about time,” she drawled out, lightly scratching her nails along his ribcage. “I was starting to think you don’t need a mistress at all.”
“Forgive me, Mistress. I need you above everything.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that.” She leaned close against Cole’s back, but it was Arthur she stared at over his shoulder. “Seems like you’ve got everything you want in that big stud snorting and pawing the ground over there.”
“No,” Cole gasped out. “He can’t make me a pony like you can, Mistress.”
She picked up the vial of oil and poured a good portion into her hand. Casually, she took her time slicking the plug, rolling it in her palms like she was working a real cock. “He didn’t fill you up like my little toy, pet? He didn’t mount you from behind like the pony you are?”
Arthur was so tense he vibrated, his shoulders and neck corded with strain. She couldn’t tell if he was repulsed or so violently aroused that he would shove the other man down and take him right there on the ground before her. Or maybe it was just the tail he wanted, because he was mesmerized by her fingers stroking and sliding over the plug.
If he’s so entranced by the thought, perhaps I can use the lure of his own tail to finally get him to speak to me by begging for it.
She took her time, making them both wait until Cole answered her. It was a difficult answer to give. Perhaps Arthur wasn’t as hung as she believed from that first glimpse at the stable, but she guessed Cole had been more than happy with the man’s size. But his honesty might very well offend her.
Even I don’t know what answer I really want him to give. Truth? Or a lie to salve my own pride?
“He stuffed me to the brim, Mistress,” Cole finally said, sparing a glance over his shoulder to watch her reaction with not a small amount of trepidation. “I thought he was going to split me open and I loved every minute of it. But it’s your tail that completes me the most. Without you, without your tail, I’m just a man who likes to be used as roughly as possible by others. I’m your pony and always will be.”
 
Even so aroused that pain throbbed in his groin, Arthur had enough blood left in his skull to suspect that she was hurt or angry, or both. If she didn’t want to share her pony, then why did she keep taunting them both with innuendo? Not to mention this show of dominance as she played with Cole.
For it was a reminder of her dominance. She’d taken a position on top of the table that put her higher despite her shorter height. At Cole’s back, threatening his tender hole with a plug that, while not as large as Arthur’s cock, would surely not be an easy insertion. She rubbed the plug against Cole, sliding it just barely inside him, but she refused to sink it deeply.
Panting, Cole was sweating in his effort not to push himself back and end the torment.
Licking his ear, Lady Blackmyre whispered—but ensured she kept her volume loud enough for Arthur to hear. “Did you come when he was inside you, pet?”
“Yes,” Cole whimpered. “Forgive me.”
“I gave you permission to stay with him, did I not?”
“Yes, Mistress, but you didn’t give me permission to enjoy it.”
Arthur shuddered, fighting back his own arousal. He knew this kind of game all too well. The schoolmistress had refused to let him come at all whether he was in her presence or not. At first, he’d tried to comply with that order because he’d sincerely wanted to learn and win her approval. But when it became clear she intended to break him with his own body’s natural desire, he’d taken every opportunity to relieve himself.
Resulting in the cage of agony that kept him from even thinking about release.
“I’ve never refused you pleasure, Cole.”
Her words broke through the darkness crowding back into Arthur’s mind. Surprised, he watched as she wrapped her hand around Cole’s cock and thrust the plug smoothly but deeply into his body.
At her touch, he exploded, his hips jerking helplessly. Somehow he remained on his feet, probably because she held him upright, even hugging him with her thighs. The sight of her against the man’s back, her legs wrapped around him as he bucked in release, that tail flowing to the ground…
God, she’s riding him. She’s riding her pony and he loves it.
She smoothed her hands over Cole’s flanks and chest, waiting until his breathing calmed. Whispering in his ear—a true whisper now, not meant for Arthur no matter how hard he strained to overhear—she ran her fingers through that damned tail and gave a small tug. Cole jumped up on his toes, making her laugh softly.
“Do you think you can run for me now, pet?”
Cole gave a decidedly horsey snort and leaped into action.
She turned to Arthur and arched a brow at him. “Do you need release, Arthur? I’m happy to oblige. Or perhaps you’d rather have Cole relieve you.”
Yes, yes, please, he babbled inside his head, wishing he dared jerk his trousers open and invite that feminine hand to squeeze him into release. Perhaps with a little help from her pony’s mouth.
A smile flickered on her lips but it wasn’t amusement. This was too hard, too fierce. She knew very well how close he was to exploding, but she did nothing without his request. As she’d promised from the very beginning.
“No? Very well, then. I’m quite impressed with your forbearance, Arthur. To your paces then.”
She’s determined to break me.
Even jogging was painful. There just wasn’t room in his pants. He started to wonder if she’d deliberately sized him small, knowing what kind of agony she’d end up putting him through.
When she flicked the whip at his buttocks in a light encouragement to match his pace with the other pony’s, it was remarkably difficult to remember why it was important he not surrender the war.



Chapter Eleven
Arthur would never tire of seeing Lady Blackmyre dressed for riding, even if she truly meant to take out a horse instead of him. She strode down the aisle dressed in a pristine coat and breeches, her military experience evident in the shining brass buttons and gleaming Hessians. The confident, ringing tread of her boots sent his heart into a frantic gallop.
Grateful she hadn’t seen him, he leaned against the wall and concentrated on slowing his breathing. His hands trembled, his palms damp, and dear Lord above, if he didn’t get some relief soon, he’d wish he’d lost his manhood in that wretched cage they’d used at the auction house. Easing the need himself wasn’t the same as having the mistress demand his release.
I could always go to Cole…
He dropped his head back against the wall and cursed. Lady Blackmyre and her darling pony had him tied up in knots. Even that was an uncomfortable realization. It led his mind to imagining exactly what kind of knots his limbs would make with hers. Or his. Or both…
“Cole!”
Her cry echoed with such urgency and fear that Arthur didn’t hesitate a moment. He raced toward her, meeting Cole at the door to Caesar’s stall.
The big charger was stretched out in the straw, his white coat dull. He already looked thinner, as though a fierce fever had ravaged his once-powerful body. Where a few days ago, Arthur wouldn’t have stepped inside that stall without some kind of weapon to discourage the big beast, now there was no need. By the sound of the horse’s labored breathing, there might never be such a worry again.
“He was fine yesterday.” Her voice trembled, but her hands were sure and strong as they stroked the stallion’s neck. “Are any of the others sick?”
“No, but we need to get them out of here before they contract it too. Arthur, tell Fredrick to start moving the other horses to the stud barn. They’ll need to be quarantined until we know what and how contagious this is. I’ll grab my bag, but we need to get the veterinarian here immediately. I’m not sure, but it sounds like influenza.”
Lady Blackmyre closed her eyes, fighting to hide her reaction. Even with all the technological wonders in this age, influenza still managed to kill too many people and animals to count, especially the elderly and very young. The proud old horse might very well be at the end of a long and rich life.
Arthur ran to find the other stable hands and gave them the orders, then rushed back to see if Cole needed help. He found him in the tack room. Cole stared down at a leather bag clutched in his hands, eyes closed, mouth moving as though he prayed.
Arthur waited until the man opened his eyes, then he asked softly, “Is there anything I can do?”
Cole’s hands trembled, his eyes moist. “I doubt there’s anything any of us can do. She loves that horse. If he dies…” Shoulders shaking, the man averted his face. “I can’t let her see me like this or she’ll fall apart. I can’t do that to her.”
Arthur found himself moving closer, drawn by the man’s pain and vulnerability. This was his chance to return the gentle consideration Cole had shown him from the beginning. The man was obviously hurting and in need of strength. I have more than enough strength for us both.
Gripping the man’s shoulder, Arthur turned him around to face him. Cole wept, his eyes desperate. “If I can’t save him, she’ll never forgive me.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” Gruffly, Arthur pulled the man closer, wrapping his other arm around him in a hug. “She loves you too much to ever blame you for something completely out of your control.”
Cole fisted his hands in Arthur’s shirt, his grip fierce. “I have to find a way to save him. You don’t understand what that horse means to her. If he dies, it’ll destroy her.”
Kneading his back, Arthur remained silent, unsure what to say but determined to help in some small way. Sometimes in war, a soldier just needed some compassion, the warmth of another human’s touch to know he wasn’t alone. That he wouldn’t die alone.
“He’s got to be at least twenty years old,” Cole whispered. “He’s in fine shape for his age, but an illness like this could easily kill him. You should see the look in her eyes when she tells the story about how she almost lost her leg. Wounded on the wrong side of the line, she was too hurt to mount him and ride to safety, but he refused to leave her, even with cannonballs falling all around. He finally laid down beside her so she could pull herself up on his back and he took her straight to the field hospital. He knew she needed help and he wasn’t going to leave her to die.”
“And we’re not leaving him to die alone.” Arthur dropped his chin to the other man’s shoulder. “We’ll be with him through the end, even if he can’t recover.”
Cole’s breath sighed out, soft and warm against his throat. “It’s difficult to watch a loved one die.”
Arthur murmured agreement, but something nagged at him. Cole was so worried about how Lady Blackmyre would take this beloved animal’s death, even though she had to be one of the strongest women he’d ever known. Odd, wasn’t it, that she’d freed her darling pony, even though she obviously loved him? Was she afraid of death? His or hers?
“She’s a soldier at heart,” he said aloud, testing the idea. “She’s seen death before.”
“Of course, but very few loved ones. Her father died before we met, but to my knowledge, he’s the only person who’s died that she truly loved. She can’t bear to even speak of him.”
“Then we must help her.” Arthur firmed his voice. “She’ll need us more than ever.”
Cole tipped his head back and managed a grin. His palms flattened against Arthur’s back, and he was suddenly very aware that he held another man in his embrace. Emotion washed over him, leaving him shaken but calm.
This man needs me. Lady Blackmyre needs me.
And I need them.
Cole stared up at him, searching his face as though looking for any hesitation or lingering regret. “It’s going to be difficult to help her when you won’t even talk to her.”
Arthur deliberately squeezed his arm around the man’s back, letting him feel the acceptance and determination in his body. “I’ll manage.”
“No doubt.” Cole’s voice softened, hope brightening his eyes despite their worry for her horse. “You’ll have to speak to her before…” He hesitated, as if unsure how far Arthur might be willing to go.
Before we can be together. With her.
“I will,” Arthur admitted, releasing the man so they could get back to the horse. “But on my own terms. I can’t surrender to her, not the way she wants.”
Cole didn’t say anything, but simply shook his head with a sad, pitying look. They hurried back toward Caesar’s stall, but Arthur’s gut tugged uncomfortably, like he sometimes felt before battle.
When the odds were stacked against him. When defeat seemed imminent.
 
 
Caesar’s breath rattled in his lungs. Heat rolled off him, and his eyes were glassy, empty, like he was already gone.
Violet’s throat ached with the pressure of keeping her tears in check. He’d had a good, long life, but that didn’t mean she was ready to let him go. Deep down, it shouldn’t surprise her. They’d been together since her childhood.
If my life’s ending, why should I be surprised that my horse is failing too? His life expectancy has always been much shorter than mine. I’m lucky I’ve had him this long.
That didn’t make it any easier to think about walking into the stable and not seeing his head hanging out of his stall. Never to hear his impatient huff again because she’d taken too long to fetch him for their daily ride.
Cole and Arthur dropped down on their knees in the straw on either side of Caesar. Cole had a bowl containing a putrid-smelling poultice that he began smearing all over the horse’s chest.
Arthur examined the horse’s head, lifting up his eyelids, checking his nostrils, and feeling under the horse’s jaw. He met Cole’s gaze and shook his head.
“That’s good. It’s probably not strangles, then.” Cole spread the whole bowl of poultice, and then leaned down and pressed his ear against the horse’s stomach. Slowly working his way down the horse’s mid-section, he tested for discomfort while listening to the inner workings of the digestive tract. “I don’t think it’s colic, either, not with the discharge and breathing issues. He doesn’t seem to have any pain in his intestines.”
Resigned, he straightened and met Violet’s gaze. Eyes solemn, he used his calming, singsong voice. “I called the vet and she’s swamped with cases of influenza all over Londonium. She’s too busy to make it out here for hours. Besides, she said there’s nothing much she can do. We keep him comfortable, use the natural poultices to help his breathing and congestion, and wait.”
“Wait.” Violet cleared her throat, trying to rid the betraying rasp. “Is there anything I can do?”
“His breathing sounds better now that you’re with him. Why don’t you talk so he can hear your voice?”
“About what?”
“Tell us how you got him.”
Her heart thudded so hard that she couldn’t hear anything but the thundering pulse of blood in her head. So many years ago. Such heartache.
Cole must have sensed her turmoil, because he settled beside her in the straw and took her hand, stroking his fingers over her skin in a soothing caress.
“He was a gift from my father’s family.” She let out a long breath, letting herself remember. “According to Mama’s exacting standards, the Kellys didn’t have much to improve their social standings, but they raised fine horseflesh. On holidays, I never came home to Blackmyre. Papa and I went to Eire instead for weeks at a time. We all preferred it that way.”
She paused for breath, to gather herself before facing the uglier memories of her childhood.
“When I was older, Mama decided I should be training to take over the Duchy, not cleaning stables all summer and playing with horses. She refused to let me go to Eire ever again, and the row she had with Papa went on for days. Weeks.” Violet took a deep breath, held it, and slowly let it out. This time tears escaped. “Papa was so upset that he decided we’d leave Blackmyre forever. In the middle of the night, he came to wake me and we were going to Eire and stay forever. Mama couldn’t allow that, though. She hated us both, but she refused to let her only heir escape to a decent life of love and horses, not when she offered so much unpleasantness and responsibility here.”
She forced out a laugh that grated her throat. “I wasn’t allowed a choice, and neither was Papa. He had no right to me, she made that point very clear. Unfortunately, she’d been drinking for days. The Dowager pulled me out of the carriage and tossed me to the ground. Papa came after me to make sure I was all right, and she shot him.”
Arthur made a low sound of surprise, while Cole leaned into her, wrapping his arm around her shoulders.
“It was all ruled an accident of course, and the Blackmyre money and title managed to keep most of the scandal at bay. But if anyone deserved the name Black Duchess, it was my murdering mother. I never saw the Kellys again, but on my next birthday, my paternal grandmother sent me a snow-white colt sired by Papa’s favorite stud. Caesar’s the only piece of my father I have left.”
 
Now more than ever Arthur regretted his decision to not speak to Lady Blackmyre. He’d had no idea that the ugly rumors Grandmama had whispered about how the Duke had died were true. He’d thought it nothing more than an extravagant, malicious lie. The Dowager Duchess had truly shot her husband in cold blood—in front of their daughter—and escaped prosecution entirely.
He couldn’t imagine the miserable cloud of hatred under which Lady Blackmyre had lived her entire life.
Cole pulled her closer, offering the comfort of his body, and Arthur burned with jealousy. He wanted to be the one holding her, patting her back while she cried and whispering that surely Caesar would recover. Instead, he had to remain locked on the opposite side of the sick animal, muted by his own pride.
Muted when she needs me the most.
Hours crawled into evening. Cole repeated the poultice and called the tardy vet again, who still couldn’t make it to Blackmyre. Supper came and went and the horse’s breathing rattled in the silence, worsening with each passing moment. Unable to resist the Duchess’s distress, Arthur found himself drawn to them, until she huddled between them in the straw, her hand never ceasing in her soothing stroke to the horse’s head and neck. They settled into an uneasy, never-ending silence, almost as though they joined the horse in that slow slide toward darkness.
So when she abruptly stood, Arthur jerked up from a light doze.
“Where are you going?” Cole asked.
“I can’t watch him die.”
Arthur scrambled to his feet with the other man, though he didn’t dare put his hands on Lady Blackmyre. Cole gripped her arm, keeping her from leaving the stall. “You can’t leave him. He needs you!”
“I’ve said my good-byes.” Wooden and cold, her words fell flat and heavy like fat raindrops of sorrow despite her dry eyes. “I’ve honored him with my fondest memories. I’ve eased him the best I can. What more would you have me do?”
“I’d have you stay by his side until he draws his last breath!”
She tipped her chin up, her voice a lash of icy fury. “I won’t sit here and watch him die. He deserves better than that. He deserves to die in a glorious gallop to victory, not this slow misery sucking his life away. He wouldn’t want me to see him like this, weak and broken and wretched. Leaving now lets him die with dignity!”
Watching her dark eyes hollowed with grief, Arthur couldn’t help but suspect she was hiding something. Dark demons seemed to writhe within her eyes, shadows that she couldn’t shake. She loved the horse, that was clear. She’d certainly be devastated by his death.
But that’s not what’s tearing her apart right now.
“How can you do this to him?” Cole whispered, his voice breaking. “He needs you now more than ever.”
“He doesn’t need me to watch him die,” she whispered softly, reaching out to touch his cheek. “He needs peace. He needs me to keep his memory alive in my heart, all the good and wonderful times we had together. Not the suffering.”
Why did she look at Cole like she was pleading with him to understand? Arthur looked from one to the other, the growing sense of certainty and dread weighing heavier in his stomach. What’s she not telling him?
“I’ve known him his entire life.” She clutched Cole’s arm, squeezing hard enough that his eyes flared with the force of her determination, as though she could physically will him to understand and hear whatever silent message she was sending him. “He’d want it this way.”
Cole stared into her eyes with the lost, bewildered look that said he didn’t even know the person he was looking at. “You’d leave him to die alone?”
“Yes,” she said softly, but her voice echoed with power. “It’s what he would want if he could speak.”
She released Cole and turned to leave, but caught Arthur’s gaze. Her eyes flared with surprise at his intensity. But then she nodded, as though she were silently telling him he was right.
Right about what? That she’s hiding secrets from us both?
She marched out of the stall and Cole sank to his knees. Shoulders slumped and shaking, he wept, dampening the horse’s mane. “I won’t leave you, Caesar. You won’t die alone. I can’t believe she left you.”
Arthur settled back down beside him, letting out a groan as his knees protested about the long vigil. “It’s not over yet. There’s still hope.”
“She left him. How can there be any hope?”
He gripped the man’s shoulder, squeezing firmly. “There’s always hope. She needs time too. People grieve in their own ways and there’s something bothering her. Something…”
Cole turned and searched his face. “What?”
“Why did she free you?”
“I don’t know,” Cole answered glumly. “It was like a kick in the gut. She keeps telling me that I need more than she can offer, but that can’t be the only reason. I told her I was interested in finding a man over a year ago and she didn’t free me then. I could see it if I’d found you and asked for my freedom… Or if you didn’t want her…”
“I don’t want her,” Arthur replied automatically, stiffening at the knowing look that flickered across Cole’s face. “I want to learn, yes. But I don’t want a mistress.”
“Your erection says otherwise.”
Arthur flushed and averted his gaze. Damned cock refused to cooperate. And damn Cole for noticing!
Because that only made him harder.
“She’s hiding something.”
“She’s the mistress, Arthur. She’s always got an agenda, planning ahead for some great test or event that I don’t even have an inkling about. I don’t have a head for chess or strategy. I feel too strongly, I guess, to ever play by my head.”
“So you’re just going to sit back and let her cut you off for no reason.”
Cole gave him a slow smile that made Arthur’s eyes flare with surprise. His stomach tightened at that look, a surge of what could only be called attraction at that wicked, confident amusement. “I never said that. I have my ways. She hasn’t gotten rid of me yet, has she? And she won’t as long as there’s breath in my body.”
“She loves you.” Arthur tried not to let emotion creep into his voice, but he feared he failed to keep the envy out of his words. I don’t want her love. I don’t want the mistress. I don’t…
I don’t want to leave Blackmyre. Ever.
“Why would she hurt you like this?” he continued, ignoring the uncomfortable rasp in his throat. “You aren’t into that kind of play, are you?”
Cole shrugged and settled back against the wall of the stall. He rubbed his neck tiredly, surely sore and tense from the long, watchful hours. “I’m into whatever play she wants, but generally, no, I’m not into humiliation, although I like it rough enough to hurt.”
Arthur had to swallow down the growl threatening to escape. Rough enough to hurt. My kind of play exactly. He shifted his weight backward beside Cole, stretching out his legs. Even if that made his erection painfully obvious to anyone who cared to look. “Has she been sick?”
“No.” Cole frowned. “Not that I know of. She looks well enough to me.”
“Do you know her friend well enough to ask if she knows what’s wrong?”
Cole turned to study Arthur’s face. “You’re that sure there’s something wrong with her?”
“You know her better than I, obviously. But I’m telling you my senses are screaming that there’s something wrong. Her speech about giving him peace while heartfelt was too…deliberate. As if she was encoding a secret message for us, if only we could figure out what she meant to say.”
Cole bent his neck side to side and then tipped his chin to his chest, stretching out his neck. Before Arthur quite knew what he was doing, he found himself grasping the man’s neck and massaging the kinks out.
Groaning with pleasure, Cole sagged against him. “That feels wonderful. Thank you. I tossed and turned last night, unable to sleep, and then to have this happen today, it’s just too much.”
Arthur didn’t ask why the man hadn’t been able to sleep. Very likely the same reason he hadn’t slept more than an hour at a time in days. He was consumed with need, obsessed with Lady Blackmyre, her ring, and what she had planned. After last night, he wondered whether she’d consider hitching him up with Cole again. Whether she’d get Arthur a tail.
Assuming I ever asked. Which I won’t. I won’t!
Cole drooped lower, his breathing lengthening into slumber. Stress had taken its toll. Arthur kept rubbing the man’s neck and shoulders, enjoying the way Cole simply melted, fully relaxed, into slumber despite all the worry about Caesar. In fact, his own eyes began to get heavy.



Chapter Twelve
A solid thud made Violet jerk upright. Groggily, she rubbed her eyes. Straw tumbled onto her lap, so she shook her head to get the rest out of her hair. Stiff from sleeping on the hard floor despite the straw, she pushed up to her feet, wincing until she got the kinks out of her bad knee. Her chest felt tight and her energy reserves low, as though her body were beginning to fail.
So much for my demonstration for Cole’s benefit. I got as far away as a few empty stalls before I couldn’t go another step.
Afraid of what she’d find, she made herself go back toward Caesar’s stall. She hadn’t heard any urgent running back and forth. Surely Cole would have come to tell her the worst if the horse had passed. The thump came again, urging her to quicken her step.
Bedraggled and scruffy, Caesar was on his feet. He nickered, not his usual deep-chested welcome, but a sweet sound indeed. Crying, Violet rushed inside and threw her arms around his neck. He was thin and weak, leaning against her as though he might slip back down into the straw, but he was up and his breathing was better.
She wiped her face on his neck and sought Cole. He and Arthur were huddled in the corner and the sight of them tumbled together like puppies made her smile. Arthur might never have had a man before, but there was nothing reluctant in the way he kept a thick arm clamped around the smaller man. Cole’s head was tucked up into Arthur’s neck.
Like he used to sleep with me.
Heart aching, she buried her face in Caesar’s mane and held onto him for dear life.
“He’s better!” Cole scrambled to his feet and pressed his ear to the horse’s chest. “His breathing is still congested, but definitely improved.” He drew Violet into a hug, squeezing her so tightly she grunted. “I knew you wouldn’t leave him.”
Throat aching, she stared up at him. Should I tell him the truth? Why is it so hard to tell him that I’m dying? I thought a sharp, clean break would be best, but would it be better to tell him now?
Staring into his cloudy blue eyes that seemed to reach deep inside and tug on her heart, she began to doubt her original decision.
Arthur came to stand beside them, drawing her attention to him. He didn’t say anything, but the narrowed, considering gaze told her he suspected. He arched a brow and lifted his chin slightly, as though urging her to simply say it.
Staring back at him, she willed him to voice his doubts. With her steady gaze, she dared him to speak and break his determined battle to keep her out. I’ll lay down my sword if you will, dear boy.
Cole waited between them without saying a word, as though he could sense the complex battle surging about him. He leaned back enough to press against Arthur’s chest, a gentle bump urging him to speak. To give on this one thing.
Arthur opened his mouth.
Violet fought to keep her eyes and expression flat and even. No victory, no relief, no understanding, just the calm, steady order for him to surrender. Give me your will, Arthur, or you’ll never be my pony. Not the way you want and need.
He shut his mouth, took a deep, raw breath, and tried again. His eyes blazed with fury as he battled his curiosity and his own urge to tell her she was wrong. Wrong to keep whatever secret from Cole, wrong to free him against his will.
Tell me how wrong I am. Violet stared back at him. Challenge me with your words. I’ll gladly admit I was wrong in order to win your war.
Voices echoed down the aisle, breaking the silent confrontation in the stall. Arthur’s head jerked up, his eyes blanking and his face slipping back into a mask of cool disinterest. The veterinarian tromped into the stall to examine Caesar, so Violet stepped back to give her and Cole space to work and discuss the horse’s treatment plan.
Wearily, she rubbed her eyes. Doubt weighed on her chest, clogging her weakening lungs to the point she felt lightheaded. I’m going to have to tell Cole the truth. But how? When? What am I going to do with Arthur? How much longer do I have?
“He’s already begun the road back to recovery,” the veterinarian said. “He needs lots of rest, quality feed and fresh air and sunshine. Some time in a country paddock away from the city will do him a world of good.”
Violet agreed to have Caesar sent to one of the manors in the Duchy’s extensive network of lands and estates far from the urban sprawl of Londonium. She stroked his neck, he nibbled on her hair, and she fought the urge to throw her head back and wail like a baby. Even though I might never see him again.



Chapter Thirteen
It was surely a sad state of affairs when the front page of the Royal Gazette was covered in war news and not the latest on dit with the Season in full swing. Queen Majel must be beside herself that someone had dared leak a story about the failed siege of the Pyrenees, a scattered trail of moons that served as the outer defense for the main Iberian system. Without the fortresses secured at her back, Wellington wouldn’t be able to penetrate deeper to the central planetary jewel.
She has absolutely no idea how to make the final push to Iberia. Not without Arthur.
Violet scanned the rest of the article and set the datapad aside, sick at heart. More than a thousand Britannian soldiers had died at the initial battle. They’d withdrawn for now to regroup, but if Arthur wasn’t returned in the next few weeks, she feared the worst.
How many more will die?
She pushed up from her desk but wavered, dizzy. Sweat broke out on her forehead and her chest clamped down in a vise. She still hadn’t managed to recover from the long vigil in the stable. Her knees quivered, alarmingly weak, and she fell back down in her chair.
Closing her eyes, she fought to keep the involuntary panic at bay. Breathe, I have to breathe!
A spasm tore through her lungs and she coughed so hard she feared her head would explode. She barely managed to catch the bloody phlegm in her handkerchief. Pain tore through her lungs and blackness threatened.
Laying her head down on the cool wood, she concentrated on slow, shallow breaths. Control yourself. Fear will only make this worse. You’re not dying yet, Blackmyre. You have to help Arthur before you can expire.
The muscles slowly relaxed around her ribcage. Drained, she put herself together as well as she could. She couldn’t do much about the deathly pallor of her cheeks, but she tucked the bloody evidence away and smoothed the dampened strands of hair off her forehead. She pressed the call button and Mr. Chumlee’s thin, sharply angled face immediately appeared on the screen.
“Yes, Your Grace?”
“Send Cole to my study as quickly as possible and ready a carriage for him. I need him to run an urgent errand.”
“Of course, Your Grace. He’s en route to you now.”
Sorry Arthur, she thought, allowing her head to fall back against the chair wearily. I have no choice but to bring our personal battle to a head.
Tonight.
 
 
Arthur was both disappointed and relieved to find Lady Blackmyre alone in the ring. If he acted on his desires with Cole, how could he refuse the mistress who’d brought them together? Besides, everything Cole experienced or heard would be shared with her. She was too deeply entrenched in everything the man said or did or felt. Eventually, she’d reel Arthur in through the other man and then where would he be?
Trapped beneath the mistress’s boot once and for all.
It was a very pretty boot too. Despite the iron heart powering her formidable will, she somehow managed to look fragile. Her translucent skin matched the pristine white of her shirt, and she’d chosen to wear her hair loose down her back, gathered in a simple ribbon. Feminine and soft, her siren call set a fire in his blood that was just as compelling as the urge to roll Cole beneath him.
He wanted to wrap his big hand around her throat and drag her to the ground. He’d take her here in the dirt, wild and out of control.
Clenching his hands into fists, he fought back the raw desire rising in him. This is what he’d feared for so long. The more games he played, the more violent his needs became. He’d killed the last woman he’d gotten his hands on. Granted, she’d been torturing him for days before he’d finally broken free. He’d done his best to split Cole in half—his own words.
How can this little slip of a woman think to keep me in control when I could flatten her with a single blow?
That old, familiar rage began boiling to life in him—the urge to destroy everything in his path until he was free. She’d never bound or penned him in any way. She’d certainly never used pain to drive him insane. He was free to go whenever he wished. But he felt chained, as trapped as surely as if she’d locked him in a dungeon.
He should have stayed in his old life. At least then he’d been safe. He’d never even thought about hurting someone. Granted, there’d never been fireworks between him and Kitty, but it’d been normal. Safe. He could have married her and given heirs to her House.
While I died a little more inside every single day.
“What do you think?”
He jerked his gaze to Blackmyre’s face, unsure what she meant. She inclined her head at the table. A pile of glossy black hair lay curled on top.
His heart skipped a beat and then leapt into a frantic gallop that left him lightheaded. She’d done it. A tail.
“As full and long as it is, I’m afraid every black horse in Londonium must be running about bald.” She picked it up, letting him see all that glorious length, combing her fingers through it. “Only the best for my magnificent stallion. All you have to do is ask me for it.”
Fury ignited with his lust until he seethed, a mass of conflicting emotions that made absolutely no sense. He wanted that tail shoved up inside him, burned to be a pony, a real pony like Cole. Yet he hated it. He hated what it represented. He hated her.
I never wanted this.
I never wanted her.
Which he knew was the biggest lie he’d ever tried to convince himself.
“Come stand at the ready for your harness. If you want anything else, tell me.”
Rage made him grind his teeth and clench his fists, even while he went to stand where she indicated. No speaking. No tail. It’s as easy as that.
The bloody thing held his gaze like a poisonous but glorious cobra he dared not take his eye off.
Her hand came up to his face, startling him enough that he nearly shied away as he hadn’t done since the beginning. Not offended, she merely smiled and showed him the bit. “Would you rather have a halter today?”
He opened his mouth wide, showing his teeth. Laughing softly, she slipped the bit inside, uncaring of that sharp threat. His gums throbbed almost as badly as his groin, aching to bite her again. He’d loved biting Cole, pinning him beneath him. Biting her had been a victory. He’d managed to rattle her control.
Naturally, I ought to do it again.
Without pausing to think, he darted his head down toward the expanse of creamy throat tempting him.
A sharp jerk on the bridle kept him from his target. Metal clanked painfully on his teeth, leather squeezing his head.
“My, my, someone’s feeling naughty today.” As soon as he ceased trying to lower his head, she released her grip on the top of the bridle and let it settle into place on his head. “You don’t get the martingale then.”
She turned away, giving him her back, and headed to the center of the ring.
Damn it, I hate it when she does that. She ought to keep her eye on me. She ought to fear me.
Like a meek little pony he followed, simmering at his own inability to strike out. Automatically, he started at a quick clip to her right as they always did, but a sharp snap from the whip sent him wheeling the opposite direction. He glared at her with the one eye she allowed him. When he tried to look at her full-on, she gave him another warning flick with the whip.
Play by her rules or the game is over.
Pressure boiled higher. His heartbeat thundered in his head so loudly he couldn’t hear his steps. The tinkling of his harness would have helped provide a calming music, but she’d withdrawn that small pleasure. At any time, she could take off his bridle too. She could throw the whip down and walk out of the ring, leaving him here alone.
He wasn’t a stallion—as she called him—if she wasn’t here.
She makes me the pony. Without her…I’m just a violent, damaged man.
The whip caught him in the shoulder and he snarled out his frustration. She made him change directions, back and forth, snapping that whip tantalizingly close but never hurting him. Just a lick. A sweet warning. When he wanted that throbbing sharp cut across his shoulder.
So I can charge her. See how many times she can catch me with that whip before I’m on her. Does she think the whip will keep me back if I’m determined to get her?
Rivulets of sweat dripped down his chest and his trousers felt like they were shrinking, binding him tighter and tighter. His breathing sawed in and out, a loud, rough growl of air that he couldn’t control.
Lady Blackmyre held her arms out to either side, her signal for him to swing around and come to her.
He stalked toward her as ordered, but he couldn’t understand why she dared call him in. Steam rose off him in waves, a shimmer of aggression and violence she’d have to be blind not to see.
“You’re awfully nervous tonight, Arthur.”
It was all he could do not to wrap his hands around her throat and shake some sense into her. His face hurt from keeping his mouth clamped shut. In fact, his whole body hurt.
She checked the bridle, her lip caught in her teeth. Another taunt of something he couldn’t have. “Is it pinching you to put you in such a nasty mood?”
He snapped at her fingers but missed, which only infuriated him more. He shouldered into her space and nipped at her throat again, but all he caught was a bite of shirt.
She stabbed him in the chest with the whip handle. “Back up, Arthur. You have to respect my space as I respect your limits.”
Lowering his head, he pushed his body closer, ignoring the scrape of the leather-wrapped handle digging into his gut.
“Oh, I see. I’m sorry you’re displeased with the tail. Don’t worry, pet, you don’t have to wear it. I thought you liked Cole’s or I never would have ordered one for you too. I’ll send it back first thing in the morning.”
He threw his head back and strained not to yell at the top of his lungs. Even knowing she had to be playing obtuse on purpose just to piss him off didn’t help curb his temper. Too many passions raged inside him. Fury and desire trampled his pride, destroying all the achievements he’d won over the years. To be brought so low, and so needy, by the thought of a silly horse tail…
His hands dropped to his trousers of their own accord. He yanked at the closure, ripping material to get some relief. He didn’t care if she reprimanded him for using his hands. The schoolmistress had whipped him bloody for such an offense.
Lady Blackmyre merely watched, her brows arched coolly and that damnable smile flickering on her lips. “You’re going to have a hard time getting those trousers off when you’re wearing boots.”
Growling, he dropped to the ground and dragged his boots off. His stockings. Worked the tight legs loose so he could stand and strip the itchy, miserable cocoon off his body. The linen drawers were cooler but he stripped them off too. Might as well give her the entire show.
He’d make it clear with his actions that he didn’t want to leave. He certainly didn’t want her to send that bloody tail back.
Tapping her index finger to her pursed lips, she made a slow circle around him. “Very nice, Arthur. Those haunches! Such power and strength. And such a lovely, thick cock. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a pony better hung than you. No wonder Cole felt like you were tearing him apart.”
That’s nothing compared to what I’m going to do to you.
He flinched at the thought, relieved that he had never spoken to her. The head of his cock brushed his stomach and his breath hissed out. The relief he’d given himself before even thinking about coming to the ring felt like days ago, not an hour. His ballocks felt like they hung down to his knees, swollen with lust.
He didn’t want to court her. He didn’t want to make love to her in a civilized bed as a polite and proper partner.
He wanted to fuck her as hard and long as he could, and if she screamed and struggled, all the better.
What’s wrong with me?



Chapter Fourteen
He’s almost ready to break.
She took no pleasure in watching him fall apart. Forcing him to break his word could destroy a man. She had to believe that Arthur was stronger than that. In the end, he would understand why she’d been so hard on him. Why she’d refused to give up on him.
If I don’t make him fall apart, I can’t help him put the pieces of his life back together.
The toll was almost as hard on her as it was for him. If he was a mass of sweaty, straining muscle and the promise of rumbling violence, she was ice, hard and cold and sharp as she had to be. She wanted to cup his cheeks and bring his head down to hers, not torment him. He wanted to be a pony so badly he couldn’t take his eyes off the tail.
That tail represented everything for him. He wouldn’t be a pony without it. He’d never be complete. Yet she refused to give it to him until he broke, which he believed would destroy him utterly. Live incomplete the rest of his life, wishing he’d had the courage to submit to her fully, or murder his ego and confidence? The dilemma was tearing him apart and it hurt her to watch it. To cause it. Because every single verbal, physical and mental prod was deliberate.
I have to take him where he’d never willingly go. No one else in his life can do this for him.
She gave him a flirtatious wink and headed for the table.
He followed, bumping into her, his excitement driving him to dare rub himself against her. She allowed it, though it made her blood pulse heavily in her veins. It was all too easy to think about letting him fall upon her, all rage and violence and magnificent power thrusting between her thighs.
Concentrating on keeping her breathing as regular and easy as possible to avoid a coughing attack, she picked up her newest implement of torturous delight. From a thick leather belt, the craftsman had hung varying lengths and thicknesses of chains. Arthur heard the musical clamor and trembled against her. As she buckled the leather about his waist, the cold links of metal fell about his cock, a sweet torment that made his breath a heavy growl in his throat.
But she kept her touch clinical. No physical touching, no sexual inference, no matter how much she wanted to measure his girth with her hand.
The belt kindly provided rear access for his tail. She placed her palm in the small of his back, high enough to keep her promise. He vibrated with anxious excitement.
“I had this made especially for you. Do you like it?”
He gave a little shimmy with his hips that tinkled the chains all about him, drawing another rough, desperate sound from his throat.
“I take that as a yes. Good. I’m pleased that you like it.” She pressed against his back for a moment, letting him feel the hardness of her nipples. “I’m just sorry you don’t like that glorious tail. It would look incredible surrounded by all that silver chain.”
Calmly, she stepped away and headed for the center of the ring once more.
A low, wretched sound came out of him that made her hesitate a step, though she didn’t turn around. “Words, Arthur. You must give me your explicit verbal consent.”
A rumbling roar that was more of a cry for help than a sign of his rage tore at her heart, but she kept on walking. I know it’s hard, pet. But you must break. Break, damn it!
She heard his attack like an explosion of hoof beats. Whirling to face him, she raised the whip, but the surge of grim victory in his eyes warned her. He wanted the whip, the pain, so he could blame her later for what happened.
Lifting her chin, she dropped the whip on the ground.
He slammed into her, bearing her down beneath his full weight. Her back pounded into the dirt, rattling her diseased lungs into a cough that she barely managed to contain. She didn’t try to fight him or push him off. In fact, she went limp, giving him no reason to continue the fight.
If I fight him, he’ll escalate instead of breaking.
Clamping his teeth on her shoulder, he tried to give her a deep bite, but the bit between his teeth prevented him from doing much more than grazing her hard. It hurt—in a deliciously wicked way that would have her purring and scratching his back if she’d given him permission.
I have to get through to him. Somehow. Before he seriously hurts me.
He tore at her shirt, baring her breasts to the roughness of his big palm. Gripping her chin, he forced her mouth to his. She averted her face as much as possible and refused to respond. No matter how much she wanted to suck on his tongue and bite his lip as he did hers. While he was occupied, she reached up and loosened the bridle on his head so it would slip off. It might enable him to bite her severely, but he didn’t deserve the bit.
As she hoped, the removal of the bridle broke through his raging lust. She’d told him the game ended when the bridle came off. Blinking, he stared down at her as if surprised to find her crushed beneath him.
“I won’t hurt you, even to protect myself.”
He flinched, but the fortress walls he’d built about himself remained fully in place. He glared down at her, and she could see the rage returning in his gaze. He still tried to protect himself by feeding his hatred and rage against the previous mistress who’d hurt him.
“You’re not my pony.”
He rocked back like she’d plunged a knife into his gut. The bridle fell down over his face, the leather tangling him up, giving him something to fight. He jerked at the bridle and tore it completely off his head. Free from her pony gear, he rubbed his stubbled jaw on her breasts, his breath hot, his teeth drawing a gasp from her, but she didn’t touch him.
That’s the last thing I can withdraw from him. No response. No fight. No words. Exactly what he denies me.
Closing her eyes, she kept her body limp beneath him, arms splayed to the side, her hands relaxed and open. She concentrated on breathing, fighting back the bloody phlegm trying to suffocate her. If it’s the last thing I do before I die, I’m going to get through to him.
His hands fisted in the material at her waist, but he didn’t yank the jodhpurs down her hips. He pressed his face to her belly, his skin scalding hot, slick with sweat. His shoulders heaved, his arms squeezing her so tightly it hurt, but she didn’t make a sound.
Please, Arthur. Just a single word. That’s all I need. Then I can help you.
A wordless cry tore out of his mouth that shredded her heart, tugging on her determination. Such a plea from a powerful, supremely masculine man almost shook her will. But she held on, refusing to move or respond.
Sobs shook him against her, deep wretched sounds of pain, and he finally broke to her will. “Mistress, help me. Please, help me.”
She immediately buried her hands in his hair and held him close, lifting her thighs to hug him with her entire body. “Shhh, Arthur, it’s all right. I have you. Everything’s going to be fine now.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to hurt you. Not really.”
She used his hair to pull his head up so he could see her face. “Yes, you did.” Deliberately, she made her words harsh, punishing him with the truth because he couldn’t face it on his own. “You wanted to hurt me. You wanted to fall on me like a lust-crazed stallion will ravage a mare in heat. That’s who you are and what you want. Admit it!”
Shame darkened his eyes, his face lined and pale despite the sweat dripping from him. “Yes.”
She smiled gently and pulled on his hair so he came up her body, hovering above her on his hands and knees. “Good boy, Arthur. At another time of my choosing, you’ll receive exactly what you want.”
Shocked, he forgot himself and fell back against her, his eyes wide, searching her face. “You’d let me do that? A pony?”
“My stallion,” she corrected. “Yes.”
She tried to laugh at the look on his face, but a spasm across her chest made it impossible to breathe. She froze, waiting for the pain to subside.
“Mistress? What’s wrong?”
“Off,” she whispered, trying not to breathe. If I cough, I’ll splatter him with blood and gore. “Get out.”
The silly man refused to obey, as if that should surprise her. He did at least get up off her, but he gathered her in his arms. “Cole!”
Clamping her mouth shut, she willed her body not to cough, not to show any weakness, but it betrayed her. Her lungs were disintegrating and they had to come out one way or the other. She fell into a coughing fit that rocked her whole body, coughing so hard that blackness threatened.
Too much blood. Too weak. Dr. Miles didn’t warn me the end would come so quickly.
The door slammed open and Cole screamed with such rage and anguish that she tried to push free of Arthur’s arms. “You bastard! I told you if you hurt her that I would kill you!”
Her vision wavered, but if she wasn’t mistaken, Cole had pulled a lazor. She’d always insisted her servants be armed in case the Queen ever changed her mind about her right to Blackmyre, but now she regretted it.
“Cole,” she rasped out, barely more than a whisper but he heard. He’d always hear her commands, even if she couldn’t voice them. He cupped her cheek and his tears dripped on her face. “I’m sick. He didn’t…”
She coughed again, her throat and chest an agony of razors like she’d swallowed down his vicious blade.
Arthur stood, clutching her to his chest. “Call her doctor.”
They were moving, yelling out orders as they raced for the house. Even as she drifted into emptiness, she had to smile. At least they’re working together now. Cole will have someone to take care of him once I’m gone.



Chapter Fifteen
She came awake slowly, fighting through layer after layer of gray fog. Dr. Miles gave a tired smile and turned to say something. Other people were in the room. Violet closed her eyes for a few more moments, waiting to hear voices. Cole and Arthur, she was sure. She could feel their energies in the room, flowing and mixing with hers. Who else is here? Can I trust them?
A big hand gently lifted her head. Arthur. Cole pressed a cup to her lips and she drank the vile concoction as quickly as possible. Dr. Miles believed in natural remedies. As badly as this brew tasted, she’d scraped the bottom of everyone’s boots after they’d shoveled out a cesspit.
Dr. Miles checked her pulse and listened to her breathing. Violet watched the other woman’s face and didn’t miss the flicker of resignation.
As I thought.
No surprise when her chest felt like an entire herd of elephants had taken up residence on top of her ribs. Even her limbs felt heavy and unresponsive, as though not enough blood and oxygen were getting to her extremities. Cold, I’m so cold.
“I’m sorry, Your Grace. There’s nothing I can do but make you comfortable. It shouldn’t take long.”
Crying, Cole pressed her hand to his face. Until then, she hadn’t even felt him holding her. Arthur knelt beside the bed, not touching her, as though unsure of his right to do so. She pushed her left hand toward him and he seized her hand like a lifeline. He didn’t cry, though. Not her fierce stallion.
“That’s why you freed me,” Cole said. “You knew you were dying and you didn’t tell me.”
“I didn’t tell anyone.” Her voice sounded thin and stretched out. Irritated, she lifted her head, and they took the hint to help her sit up better. “Not even Dottie. Can someone fetch her?”
“I’m here.” Dottie slammed the door open so hard it rebounded on the wall. “If you’d died before I got here I swear I was going to have to kill you again.”
Violet tried to laugh but it hurt too much and she was afraid of coughing out the last bit of her lungs. “You would too.”
“Is there anyone else you want us to notify?” Dr. Miles asked.
The careful tone of the doctor’s voice gave Violet pause. “Are you thinking of someone?”
Dr. Miles sighed. “I’m not sure, but…” She gave a long glance at the two men, as if questioning whether they should hear. Violet waved her on. “I’ve never seen consumption develop so quickly. Usually it’s a slow disease, giving you several months of reduced activity. I saw you barely a month ago and you’re already so weak I’m guessing it’s just a matter of days. A week, possibly, if you stay completely still and don’t risk irritating your lungs, but that’s it. That’s not natural.”
“Did anything unusual happen a month or two ago?” Dottie asked. “Something else you might have neglected to tell me?”
Dottie won’t soon forgive me for keeping such a secret. Violet sighed. “Queen Majel requested an audience a few days before I became ill and offered the Field Marshal position to me before Wellington’s promotion was announced.” Carefully, she avoided looking at Arthur. Your secret’s safe with me, dear boy, at least until you’re ready to talk about it. “Of course, she told me to keep this information in the strictest of confidence. I was surprised at the time that Her Majesty didn’t demand an answer on the spot. I thought she was merely being considerate—”
Dottie snorted with disbelief.
“Because of everything that had happened with the Dowager,” Violet continued. “It was my time to pay Majel back for refusing to disown me. But then why did she give me a few days to make a decision? Did she honestly believe I would refuse and risk having my entire House leveled out of spite?”
“That does seem odd,” Dottie mused. “Did you see anyone else?”
“The very next day, a representative from Military Intelligence & Galaxy Sciences came to Blackmyre to give me a routine checkup.”
“MIGS!” Dr. Miles recoiled. “And you let those monsters into your home? They’re the most unnatural scientists I’ve ever seen.”
“He had Queen Majel’s official seal requesting a general exam before my term of service began.” Violet’s mind reeled, trying to put the pieces together. “Do you think she could have ordered them to infect me with a new virulent strain?”
“I’ve heard horror stories about their experimentations.” Dr. Miles jumped up to pace at the foot of the bed. “They’ve even been creating mechs using the poor boys injured in the war. Abominations of man and machine melded together. God only knows what kind of biochemical warfare they’ve concocted to use against Francia. Did they give you any injections? Anything unusual?”
“No injections.” Her stomach gave a distinctive roll and her fingers trembled in her men’s hands. “But he had an unusual device. He said it was a new scanner. I didn’t feel any pain or anything suspicious. I certainly didn’t feel sick until days later, and that’s when I stopped by to see you, Dr. Miles.”
“Maybe some kind of virus that you inhaled?” Dottie plopped down on the bed so heavily that Cole tumbled over closer to Violet. Certainly neither of them minded in the slightest. “But then the MIGS agent would be infected too. Some kind of contaminant, maybe, and he’d already been exposed?”
“I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Dr. Miles admitted. “But anything’s possible with those mad scientists. They have unlimited funding thanks to Queen Majel and her determination to do whatever’s necessary to defeat Francia. Even if they must create monsters and countless weapons of mass destruction to accomplish the feat.”
“Or poison a minor Duchess.” Violet held up a hand to halt Dottie’s fierce retort. “I know, Blackmyre is the fifth most powerful duchy in all of Britannia. I’m still only a Duchess by the Queen’s largess. So in the end, Her Majesty couldn’t have had a hand in this conspiracy, whatever or whoever has infected me. The only reason she could want me dead is if I’d refused her order, and she knew I wouldn’t. I owed her, and besides, I was admittedly excited about the opportunity. Only illness kept me from accepting the position—an illness that must have been delivered by the MIGS agent to deliberately prevent me from accepting the promotion.”
Violet would have let out a heavy sigh if she could draw enough breath as realization flooded her. “It was all a set up. When I regretfully declined the promotion, I was terrified of Queen Majel’s reaction, but she seemed almost smug. She certainly wasn’t shocked or furious at my refusal. She must have known all along that someone inside her administration was passing information to MIGS. That’s why she made the offer to me but delayed the public announcement, so she could sit like a fat spider on her web and wait for the person to betray himself. My sudden illness gave her proof not only of a leak but also that MIGS was more than capable of trying to circumvent her orders.”
“So then MIGS acted against the Queen’s will.” Dottie clapped her hand over her mouth with horror, and then dropped her voice to a whisper. “No one does that and lives to tell about it.”
The door opened again and Violet’s butler tumbled inside, so pale with alarm that Violet struggled to rise up out of bed. She gripped Arthur’s hand, willing him to help her up. I’ll meet whatever’s terrified Mr. Chumlee on my feet.
“Exactly correct, Dottham.” Swathed in a heavy black cloak and gown, the woman was unidentifiable. Even her voice sounded odd, as if distorted by something. She went to the windows and made sure the curtains were drawn, and then walked about the room with another strange device that emitted a low beeping.
Mr. Chumlee wrung his hands and jerked his head at their uninvited guest, but he didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. Violet had seen her mother rage at their entire household while staggering drunk and he’d never blinked. She’d thought her mother the meanest, hardest lady in existence.
Until I met Queen Majel.
She tugged harder on Arthur’s hand, but he refused to help her up. He put a hand on her shoulder and eased her back down to her pillows despite her alarm. He sat beside her, shifting so he put his body between her and the intruder. Which only made her throat tighten with worry.
Finally, the stranger pushed back her cloak, revealing the flawless beauty of the most powerful woman in the universe.
Dottie tried to jerk to her feet, got tangled up in the coverlet, and slipped to the floor in a tumble of skirts and bedding. “Your Majesty!”
Queen Majel pulled the desk chair closer to the bed and seated herself, carefully adjusting her voluminous skirts. “Do sit down and make yourself comfortable, Dottham.”
Beneath the plain outer cloak, the finest black and gold silks sparkled even in the dimmed room. Her golden hair was artfully arranged in a swept-up style framed by raven’s feathers. Of course it was all the rage for the ladies to wear bird feathers in their hair this Season since Majel had set the fashion, but no one dared wear the Royal House Krowe’s symbol.
No one else but Arthur’s tormenter. Will Majel ever forgive me if I reveal such a wretched secret about one of the princesses? The thought almost wrung a despairing laugh from her. She has no mercy. She certainly doesn’t forgive.
“I’m not formally here. In fact, there aren’t any formalities today. I’m just here visiting an old friend on her death bed.”
Violet couldn’t help but flinch.
“I’m not surprised to find Dottham at your beside, Blackmyre, but I must admit interest in that strapping young man with the death grip on your hand. If my eyes don’t deceive me, you’ve kidnapped Wellington’s oldest grandson.”
Now it was Arthur’s turn to try and shoot up with alarm. Violet held on to his hand for fear he’d unsheathe the lazor Cole had probably given to him. Majel would see him dead for carrying a weapon in her presence. “Shhh, pet, I already knew.”
He jerked his head around, the whites of his eyes rolling wildly. “You knew? For how long?”
“Nearly from the beginning. Your brother bears a remarkable resemblance to you.”
His eyes narrowed, his mouth flattening into a jealous slant. “And where did you meet Garrett, Your Grace? It wouldn’t have been with Grandmama’s approval.”
Queen Majel laughed softly and clapped her hands. “Oh, Blackmyre, I had no idea that you’d provide such entertainment or I would have called on you more often. However, I’m regretfully not here for my own amusement. Unless you’d rather die, of course. I do typically find such final struggles at least somewhat entertaining.”
“Of course not.” Violet studied the Queen, trying to gauge how hard she ought to push. Sometimes a preemptive strike was courageous; other times, disastrous. The puissance wall loomed before her, unknown darkness threatening on all sides. My favorite kind of jump.
“Dottie, Dr. Miles, please take my men to the other room.”
Dottie opened her mouth like she’d protest, but a look from Majel sent the ladies scurrying to the door. Cole went because he’d always obey her orders.
Arthur gripped her hand and refused to be moved. To save him face, Violet pretended to ignore his presence. I just hope he doesn’t hear something for which Majel decides he needs to be silenced. The Dowager will turn over in her grave if I’m forced to lift a hand against the Queen.
“I hope your leak has been appropriately silenced, Your Majesty, though I admit displeasure that my life hangs in the balance so you could ferret out whoever was passing information to MIGS.”
Majel smiled and Violet’s nape crawled. Chills crept down her spine that had absolutely nothing to do with her illness. “Said leak is very effectively plugged, Blackmyre.”
“And MIGS?” Violet fought to keep her voice from shaking as badly as her hands. “I’m assuming they didn’t approve of me for Field Marshal, which is why I had such an unfortunate physical exam the very next day.”
“They feared you might be too effective in that regard and finally put an end to this intolerably long war, which would negate my willingness to look the other way while they drain my coffers to fund prohibitively expensive research projects. Though I may find MIGS useful yet.” Queen Majel opened the reticule on her lap and pulled out a simple-looking silver trinket box. “If I may, I believe I can resolve your unnatural case of consumption.”
Waiting, evidently, for Violet’s approval, the Queen simply held the object up before her.
Do I trust her?
If I have any hope at all of living to enjoy everything Arthur and Cole offer, then I have no choice.
“Your Majesty, I greatly appreciate any assistance you can provide against this horrible illness.”
Queen Majel stood and came closer. Holding her breath, Violet watched with not a small amount of trepidation as the box lowered to her chest. She braced for pain, lights, something…
Majel sat back down and continued to chat. “I believe you’ve been infected with a very small kind of programmable robot initially created by the late Royal Physician, the Duchess of Wyre.”
Violet had to concentrate very hard not to react to the infamous name. Wyre had disappeared, certainly, but no one truly believed she was dead, no matter how hard the Queen tried to convince them otherwise.
“She intended her invention to be used for significant healing, but naturally MIGS used the opportunity to create a virtually undetectable weapon. These miniscule robots have been tearing apart your lung tissue, but now I’m reprogramming them to heal the damage they’ve caused instead.”
The thought of tiny robots roaming around in her sent a lazor-sharp chill straight to her marrow. “That’s very kind of you, Your Majesty, but will you also be able to remove them once their job is done? I don’t care to have them roaming about my body indefinitely.”
“I believe so, but I admit that you’ll be the first person upon which I’ve attempted such an extraction. We must wait several days, at least, to ensure your health has been returned. I can only hope that MIGS hasn’t implemented new security procedures that will prevent the reprogramming, let alone the extraction.”
Violet closed her eyes a moment and listened to her body, trying to tell if anything was changing or moving inside her. How small are these things? Shouldn’t I be able to feel them burrowing into my tissues?
She shuddered and Arthur patted her shoulder soothingly.
“How will I know if you’ve been successful?” she asked faintly.
“Other than the fact that you haven’t yet expired?” Majel gave her a wry smile. “It will take a few days, but I’m confident in the person who provided this device, else I wouldn’t have risked your life. I need you in the war against Francia too much. Speaking of which, I’m not pleased in the slightest that you deprived Wellington of her grandson. We’ve lost too much ground on Iberia as a result.”
Queen Majel pinned Arthur with her gaze. “You must return to Wellington at once. I shan’t risk the entire Empire while you prance around with Blackmyre.”
The Queen’s choice of words made Arthur clamp his hand down harder on Violet’s, but his voice rang with determination. “I have absolutely no intention of ever returning to Wellington. She made it very clear that I am no longer welcome in our House.”
“Nonsense,” Queen Majel retorted. “She’s been looking for you frantically for days. And, by the way, she used her new temporary power as Field Marshal to see that the private school she sent you to was closed earlier this week after she discovered your disappearance. I myself can only commend whoever eliminated the treacherous schoolmistress who participated in sending free Britannian citizens to a slave auction.”
At least there’d be no repercussions against Arthur for killing the woman. Keeping her voice soft, Violet dared a delicate push to determine exactly how much Majel knew. “And the auction house where he was tortured?”
Majel’s head jerked around and she snapped, “’Tis no concern of yours, Blackmyre. I’ll see to that myself.”
The Queen’s spy network must be as tremendous and far-reaching as rumored. No wonder Dottie whispered every time she had a negative thing to say.
“Of course, Your Majesty. I fully trust your ability to mete out justice in this matter.”
However, Queen Majel wasn’t entirely appeased. “While you take command of my army and bring me Iberia.”
We’re not out of the woods yet. Violet held the Queen’s gaze steadily without showing any weakness. I might be on my deathbed, but the last thing I’m going to let you do is rob Arthur of his honor and House in one fell swoop. Even if his Grandmama is a heartless bitch.
“I believe Mr. Wellesley was commanding your army quite well, Your Majesty, whether he bore the formal title or not.”
Arthur made a small sound that didn’t even draw Majel’s gaze. After the days in the ring, Violet knew he’d gasped with shock. That she knew so much about his true identity, or that she intended to see his honor returned? She didn’t dare turn to look at his face and try to discern the truth, not until they were alone where she could reassure him.
Queen Majel smiled like a cat torn between eating the mouse or the canary first. She settled back in her chair. “Entertain me with your suggestions, Blackmyre. I’m feeling magnanimous today.”
“I think you should make his promotion official.” Arthur leapt to his feet, but she kept a firm grip on his hand and silenced him with such a fierce look that he immediately sat back down on the bed without saying a word. Though his glare promised that later he’d have plenty to say about it in private. I welcome the fight, pet. “He’s earned it.”
“Do you mean to suggest that I ought to name a man from a minor House the commander of the finest army in the known universe?”
“His grandmother was good enough to promote and she wasn’t even the one making the orders.”
“I know that, Blackmyre,” Majel said testily. “Else why do you think I promoted the damned fool in the first place? Wellington has no warfare experience, let alone a proven leadership record, much as your dearly departed mother.”
Refusing to be baited, Violet replied, “But my father did an admirable job for Blackmyre, didn’t he? He certainly helped her win your Cross, even if he wasn’t good enough to have the title of command. No, that honor went to my mother, even when he saved the battalion from her mistakes.”
“It was a different time.” Majel softened somewhat. “As well, your father was from a much less desirable background.”
“Which is more important to you—appearances or ability?”
“You know very well my answer to that, Blackmyre, or I wouldn’t be here to ensure Wellesley returns to his service. However, appearances do matter as well. I can’t snap my fingers and change centuries of tradition and law in one millisecond, no matter how much I may wish otherwise.”
“But—”
“Don’t you think I would rather my brilliant and talented son inherit the throne rather than my wicked eldest daughter? Or how about my firstborn son who died in the Kali Kata uprising? Surely he was more honorable, brave and deserving than the rest of my spoiled females, but his courage saw him dead before he was barely twenty. Even if I disown Jane on grounds of insanity—thus tainting House Krowe for all time—I’m left with daughters sired by a traitorous rebel.” Bitterness lined the Queen’s face, as well as untold heartaches. “And if one word of this is whispered outside these walls, I’ll see House Blackmyre extinguished so quickly and thoroughly that no one will even remember that you existed. If you receive any further information about these auctions, you shall contact me immediately and cease any further contact with them.”
Shaken, Violet simply stared at the Queen for a moment. It was easy to forget that beneath all the power and responsibility, Majel was still human, a woman and a mother, with the same difficulties countless other mothers faced with their children.
She could almost forget that Queen Majel had devastated countless planets in order to reap their resources for her own coffers. Hundreds of millions of other species had been killed during their assimilation into her great Empire. Her threat to wipe out House Blackmyre wasn’t idle. It’d been done countless times before in order to keep her crown secure.
She must sincerely regret my near death to divulge so many personal secrets. So use that to our advantage. “You could make him the First Duke of Wellington in his own right, inheritable by his sons. Granted, it’s a rare honor, but you have precedence and he’s more than earned it. That will elevate his personal rank and earn you some favor with the bluestockings demanding more men’s rights. Wellington won’t protest since she has no surviving heirs. Her only other hope to keep the duchy in her bloodline is for one of her grandsons to marry and have a daughter before her death.”
“I could…” As if deep in thought, Majel drummed her fingers on the arms of the chair. A smile flitted across her face that was almost playful, sending Violet’s alarms screaming with urgency. “Then he could provide heirs for your House as well as his own.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Arthur retorted. When both ladies arched a brow at him, he blushed and added, “Your Majesty, I beg your pardon, but surely you don’t intend for Her Grace to offer for my hand in marriage.”
It was all Violet could do not to climb out of bed and find her whip so she could drive him around the ring until he fell at her feet, exhausted, and begged her to marry him. I must be feeling better.
Majel held up a hand to silence whatever protest Violet might voice. “Whyever not, young man? You’ve been compromised by none other than the Black Duchess herself. You’ve been in her House without supervision for weeks now. There’ll be scandal,” she whispered in a perfectly shocked and titillated voice that made Violet crack a smile. “Kitty Parkenham wouldn’t offer for you before. She certainly won’t marry goods tainted by Blackmyre.”
“Don’t you want to marry me, Arthur?”
He kept his shoulders squared, head high, and avoided looking at her. “I only just began speaking to you, Your Grace. You certainly haven’t courted me formally.”
“If you’re going into maidenly protests and declarations of love, then I’ll take my leave.” Queen Majel stood and retrieved the silver box from Violet’s chest. Violet had forgotten it was even there. “The programming should have taken effect. Your color’s already improved, although due in part, no doubt, to your impending nuptials. I expect to hear the formal announcements shortly from you and Wellington. Only then shall I give your young man his dukedom.”
Arthur vibrated with tension, his entire body aching to explode into action. “Don’t I have any say in this?”
“Of course you do, pet.” Violet stroked his hand soothingly. “Yes, Mistress” is the appropriate response. “And the Field Marshal promotion?”
“If the Duchess of Blackmyre takes House Wellington’s newly appointed heir as her husband, then the Field Marshal position shall belong to you both jointly. That’s the best I can do at the moment, though I fear I may need a new admiral in the months ahead. How do you feel about flying the latest and greatest starship, Blackmyre?”
“It will be an honor, Your Majesty.”
 
Although the Queen had left, silence still weighed heavily in Her Grace’s bedchamber. Arthur held himself stiff and aloof, waiting to see what she would say.
Would she order him as the mistress to accept her hand in marriage?
Would she punish him if he refused?
Could they possibly continue to play pony games if they were married? Why would she even want to?
“I do believe I’m feeling better, though perhaps it’s psychological.” She stroked her fingers in circles on the back of his hand. “I hope you can forgive me, Arthur.”
His heartbeat quickened uneasily. “For what, Your Grace?”
“I knew who you were but said nothing. If Wellington has truly been trying to find you, then I’ve caused her upset by withholding information about your whereabouts. I was too selfish. I wanted to keep you as long as I could.”
His ears thundered with the frantic beating of his heart. “So that means you’ll let me go?”
“If that’s your wish, absolutely.”
“It would probably be for the best.” Then why does my stomach feel like a horse kicked me with both rear hooves?
“Why would you say that, pet?”
He pushed to his feet, unable to sit beside her any longer. “For many reasons.”
“I am known as the Black Duchess after all. Your grandmother will probably put a price on my head as soon as she finds out I’ve compromised you. I hope she can afford Lord Regret to assassinate me. Maybe then I’d be as famous as Lady Doctor Wyre.”
“That’s not what I was thinking at all.”
“No? Then surely you must be concerned about the Queen’s decision not only to name you co-commander of the army but also to make you an heir in your own right. That’s quite a heaping pile of responsibility and honor to be dumped on your head at once.”
“Of course I’m honored, Your Grace, but not at the expense of our freedom.”
“Oh, it’s freedom you want? I suppose you’re afraid I’d keep my husband locked in the stable.”
He forced out a shocked gasp of mock horror, but she had to know all too well that he wouldn’t mind getting locked in her stable on occasion. Especially if she gives me that blasted tail.
She laughed softly. “I suppose the servants would think me rather eccentric. Of course, the Queen’s cure might fail and you’ll find yourself a widower with my huge fortune at your disposal. That would be rather inconvenient, I suppose. You’d be swarmed by greedy titled ladies desperate to fill their Houses’ coffers.”
The thought of her death made his knees tremble enough that he knelt beside her bed and allowed her to take his hands in hers once more.
“Dearest Arthur, surely you know that I’ve come to love you during these days of training and play. That I would see to your every need and ensure your happiness with my utmost ability.”
He closed his eyes and bowed over her hands, pressing his forehead to her knuckles. “Why would you wish such a crippled, violent man for a husband, Your Grace?”
“You challenge me. You’ve pushed me to become a better mistress, which makes me a better person. You’ve grown too. You’ve faced the darker side of yourself and embraced it. Only then can you be complete and whole. You were crippled before you came to me, Arthur. Now you’re on the verge of galloping in all your fierce glory. I only have one lingering concern.”
He brought his head up to meet her gaze. “Cole.”
“Yes. I love him too. If I survive this illness, I won’t give him up for any reason.”
“I’d never ask you to do so.”
She held his gaze. “But he wants you too, Arthur. He brought you to me because he wants us to share him. How do you feel about that?”
He avoided the question by asking one of his own. “You would do that?”
Her eyes widened. “Of course. I’d do anything to make him—and you—happy.”
“But…” He felt his ears charring again but the open candor in her eyes gave him the courage to continue. “What would make you happy? How could you find any enjoyment in knowing your husband might be dallying with another man?”
Heat darkened her eyes and softened her lips, inviting him closer so she could whisper in his ear. “When you took Cole before, did you enjoy it?”
Unable to speak around his heart that had somehow lodged in his throat, Arthur merely nodded.
“Were you sweaty and hot with need, Arthur? Did you grunt and groan with ecstasy as you rutted on him? Did he scream out his release when you climaxed in him?”
He squeezed his eyes shut, his face flaming at the memory. “God, yes. I was afraid I’d hurt him, but I couldn’t stop.”
“Then I’ll enjoy it a great deal, pet.” She laughed softly and combed her fingers through his hair. “As long as you allow me to watch, I will be very happy indeed. This is why it was so important that you begin to talk to me. I couldn’t ensure our mutual happiness without it. Is there anything else you’d like to ask me?”
He buried his face against her chest. “I want that bloody tail. I want it so badly I can’t stop thinking about it. I can’t sleep. I keep dreaming the most scandalous horrible things but I can’t seem to help myself.”
She stroked his face, not trying to make him look at her, but reassuring him with her calm, steady touch. “I know you want it, pet. That’s why I denied it until you finally broke. What scandalous horrible things do you keep dreaming?”
When he hesitated, she wrapped her arms around him and held him closer. “Please, Arthur. I must know. I’m positively titillated, as Dottie would say.”
Now is my chance to test her. If I say the filthiest thing I can think of, I might be able to warn her before she’s trapped in marriage to someone she’ll despise. Forcing the words from his throat, he ground out, “I want to fuck you like a wild, vicious animal. I don’t care about anything but being inside you, taking you as hard as I can, as many times as I can. In all these dreams, I’m the stallion taking you, not a man, because I have my tail.”
She continued stroking him, holding him, but she didn’t say anything. Her heart pounded beneath his ear, but she’d been ill. If the Queen’s cure doesn’t kill her, then my shocking secrets will likely finish the job MIGS began.
“Is that wrong?” He finally asked, hating his tremulous voice. “Does it break the mistress-pony rule?”
“I’ve never let Cole take me when he’s wearing his tail.”
His heart sank and his eyes burned as hotly as his ears. For a moment, he was sincerely afraid he might very well cry like he’d done with Cole that first night in the stable.
“When Cole’s in the ring, he’s wholly pony. He doesn’t want to be a man or think of me as a woman until later. If he’d asked me as you’ve done, I would consider it honestly and thoroughly, and then I would agree or not depending on how I felt.”
Her fingers tugged on his hair, encouraging him to look up but giving him the choice. When he finally complied, she smiled and leaned up to kiss his nose.
“You need to stop worrying so much about what’s right or wrong and simply concentrate on what you feel in your heart. I don’t care what Society will think about me running my men around the ring like the ponies they are. I don’t care if Queen Majel would faint dead away at the thought of my big brute of a stallion taking me when he’s wearing a tail. I couldn’t care less about what anyone says or thinks about the Black Duchess, as long as you and Cole are happy and satisfied. My question to you, Arthur, is do you trust me? Honestly, pet. You have to be willing to put yourself completely into my care.”
He nodded and gave her the formality of words, his most solemn oath. “I trust you to be my mistress.”
“I’m strong enough to push you until you break, until your darker urges are unleashed and you’re wild with violent lust. I’m strong enough to retain enough control over you so that we can all enjoy that lust without fear or injury. I’m certainly strong enough to admit to you when I have concerns or to give my full consent when I’m eager to try something with you.”
She rubbed her lips against his, sharing her breath with him while staring deeply into his eyes. “I’m eager to let my stallion fuck me like the wild animal he is. I just ask that you also consider doing the same to Cole while he’s inside me, so I can have the pleasure of watching you both climax with me.”
His pulse skyrocketed so high and fast that he swayed, dizzy and unable to draw breath. She lay her head back down on the pillows and laughed.
“Now that is a look I dearly love to see on your face, Arthur. So, does the
First Duke of Wellington in his own right consent to marry the Duchess of Blackmyre?”
“Posthaste.” He nodded, his voice thick. “Your Grace?”
“Yes, Your Grace?”
“How quickly do you think we can act out what you just described?”
She chuckled and patted the mattress beside her. “If these bloody nanobots fail to kill me, then I’ll endeavor to allow you and Cole to do as you will as soon as possible. But first I must pay a call on Wellington. With my luck, I’ll survive MIGS’s assassination attempt only to die with your Grandmama’s bullet in my skull.”



Chapter Sixteen
“Your Grace, thank God!” Garrett Wellesley threw open the door and dragged Violet inside House Wellington. “Grandmama, she’s here!”
Braced for shouted accusations and vile names, Violet allowed herself to be bustled into the sitting room and seated before a cozy fireplace. Garrett practically fell over himself taking her gloves and shouting for tea. The entire house was in an uproar.
Bemused, Violet simply sat and sipped the fine brew, waiting to see what Wellington would have to say.
Finally the grand old dame of House Wellington strode into the room. Nearly as big as her strapping grandson, Wellington had crammed herself into a low-cut gown more appropriate for court than a simple daytime call from an old enemy.
Calmly, Violet set the cup aside and stood, lifting her chin and preparing to stoically endure whatever insults the woman threw at her. We already have Queen Majel’s consent. In fact, she practically ordered us to marry, regardless of what the old battleaxe has to say.
Wellington threw her arms around Violet and burst into tears.
Awkwardly, she patted Wellington on the back and met Garrett’s gaze with a silent yet urgent plea for help.
“There, there, Grandmama,” Garrett soothed, sparing a wink for Violet. He drew his grandmother away and seated her in a chair opposite. “Don’t scare Lady Blackmyre away with your hysterics.”
“Forgive me, Your Grace.” Wellington blew her nose briskly into a handkerchief and mopped her tears away. “I’ve been beside myself worrying about poor Arthur. Her Majesty said he was safe and that you’d be by as soon as possible, but I couldn’t allow myself to hope until you finally arrived. Is the dear boy unharmed?”
“He’s unharmed and safe at Blackmyre,” Violet replied carefully. “What else did the Queen tell you?”
“Only that you would explain everything.”
Violet sighed. Of course, she’d leave me to do all the dirty work.
Wellington cleared her throat. “First, I must offer my sincere regrets with some explanation about my recent deplorable behavior.”
To hide her shock, Violet picked up her cup and concentrated on sipping it with a hopefully guarded but not antagonistic look.
“It seems that I may have misjudged you.”
Violet clenched her jaw and fought to keep the angry retort from blurting out. I’ve never met you, I’ve never done anything to you, but you’ve done nothing but spread gossip about my family and me ever since I can remember.
“You see, my argument was actually with the late Dowager Duchess over a rather…delicate matter. I assumed that you knew all the horrible details, but I fear that may not be the case. Garret assures me that you’ve been nothing but honorable in all dealings with him and even saved him the other morning. Not to mention Her Majesty’s trust in you and assurances that you’ve been instrumental in finding Arthur. If you’re truly ignorant of my old dealings with Blackmyre, then I sincerely apologize, Your Grace.”
Schooling her face, Violet tried not to show how absolutely lost she was. “You argued with the Dowager?”
Wellington sighed. “This isn’t known by anyone else to my knowledge. I doubt even the Queen knows of it, though her Ravens flock to every scrap of innuendo or inflammatory situation. How much do you remember about your father, Blackmyre?”
“You’re not going to try and tell me that Arthur’s descended from my father through some illicit affair, are you?”
Wellington roared with laughter. “Only if my husband were able to bear children.”
“What?”
“Some said the late Duke of Blackmyre was too fond of his stable.” Wellington stared down at her hands, twisting her signet ring on her finger. “My husband enjoyed the Duke’s stable as well.”
“Oh, dear,” Violet replied faintly.
“Indeed.” Wellington laughed grimly. “Your mother couldn’t just tell me that our husbands were having an affair. She set me up to catch them in an unfortunate act in the stable.”
Violet couldn’t help but wince. She could well imagine what sort of equine scene Wellington might have caught them in. The same kind of scene she’d catch me in with her grandson and Cole.
“Naturally, I feared the scandal, even after all these years. Then you hit Town and the scandals and gossip around Blackmyre continued. I assumed the worst, that you knew every gory detail about my family and so I foolishly did everything in my power to continue the negativity centered about your House. It wasn’t until the Dowager attempted to disown you that I realized you might have been wrongly maligned, and if so, I sincerely apologize.”
“In that regard, I’m far from innocent. I earned my nickname, Wellington. My mother hated my father, and since I took after him, she hated me too. After my father’s death, I was determined to do everything I could to ruin her House. I very nearly succeeded, until the Queen refused to allow the Dowager to disown me.”
“So when Arthur came to me with his unique problem…” Wellington glanced up, and tears shone in her eyes. “I should have contacted you immediately. You of all people would have been perfectly capable of assisting him. Instead, in my pride and fear of scandal, I sent him to a private school, from which he promptly disappeared. Only after I threatened to level them to the ground did someone finally admit what had happened to him.”
Violet fought to keep her emotions reined in, but her eyes filled with tears too and her hands trembled so badly that she very nearly sloshed tea on her gown. “They almost killed him. They very nearly destroyed him. If I hadn’t gotten to him…”
“I know,” Wellington whispered, her voice breaking. “I should have simply swallowed my pride and contacted you. By the time I knew he was in danger, it was too late. You did…are…helping him?”
“Yes.” Violet cleared her throat and straightened her shoulders, determined to do this right with all the formality and honor he deserved. “In fact, in helping Mr. Wellesley, I discovered that I’d fallen in love with him. Lady Wellington, I’ve come to ask for your grandson’s hand in marriage.”
Wellington’s mouth fell open and she looked from Violet to her other grandson beseechingly. “You love him? Despite… I mean, well, I mean no offense…”
Violet smiled and the other woman blanched. Hateful woman. Despite knowing her pride nearly killed him, she doesn’t think he’s worthy because of a physical need that she can’t understand. “He’s promised to overlook my unfortunate reputation as the Black Duchess, for which I’m eternally grateful.”
Garrett rushed over to kiss Violet’s hand, and this time she didn’t mind the lack of her gloves. “I knew he’d like you, Your Grace. May I be the first to offer my congratulations?”
“Here now, boy, I haven’t consented to let Arthur marry Blackmyre.”
Smiling so hard her face hurt, Violet stood. “Queen Majel has some news for you pending our engagement. Perhaps you should give her a call. In the meantime, considering your fear of scandal—and counting the number of nights he’s been in the Black Duchess’s wicked clutches—you may decide to reconsider. It’d be a shame if we were forced to marry by the army’s edict before all the marriage settlements could be finalized and you lost out on all my money.”
From the sudden wash of paleness on Wellington’s face, Violet had aimed that blow true.
“I intend to marry Mr. Wellesley tomorrow evening at Blackmyre’s…” She hesitated, narrowing her gaze. She very nearly said stable just to see Wellington’s reaction. “…chapel. I’m sure he’d appreciate his family’s public support.”



Chapter Seventeen
“I thought I’d find you here.”
Arthur looked up from his work. Her Grace’s saddle was spread across his lap and he lovingly polished every inch of the leather until it gleamed. Lady Blackmyre smiled warmly at him, but he noted the tightness about her mouth and her high color. “Are you feeling well, Your Grace?”
“I’m fine.” She waved off his concern. “I’ve just returned from Wellington’s.”
“Ah, that explains why you look like you need to smash something.”
She picked up the riding crop he’d already polished and thoughtfully twirled it in her hand. “I’d actually like to beat something. Or perhaps chase a pony around the ring.”
Heat flooded him. Pausing until he was sure he had control of himself, he carefully set the saddle aside and stood. “Is that a promise, Your Grace?”
“You’d like to be beaten? Or chased?”
“Both, if it’s you doing it.”
Without another word, she left the tack room and headed toward the private stable at the rear. Arthur followed, his boots ringing on the wood floor, but his head already heard hooves. He tossed his head, simmering with growing need. Now that I’ve surrendered the battle, I intend to enjoy every single torturous pleasure she’ll give me.
Still dressed in the formal calling gown of pale green silk, she was the epitome of a privileged lady of the ton. She certainly wasn’t dressed for riding, but with that crop in her hand and the formidable sense of presence and will that radiated from her, she was all mistress. My Mistress.
Locking the door behind him, she hesitated and dropped her head against the wood for a moment.
“Your Grace? Shall I call Dr. Miles?”
“No, no, I’m fine, truly. Whatever the Queen did to me has been miraculous.” Her voice was tight, though, vibrating with strain, and she kept her gaze averted. “I need to know what your limits are, Arthur. What do you want me to do, and what do you need me to avoid?”
Concern tempered his need. “I want it all, Your Grace, but if you’re not up to it…”
“Bloody hell,” she retorted, whirling around to face him. She slammed her hand holding the crop into his chest and pushed him back against the wall. “I’m so up to it that I don’t want to undo our hard work and destroy the trust I’ve finally earned. Tell me now what you need me to avoid so I don’t cross the line.”
His heart pounded, blood singing in his veins, but he couldn’t help but marvel at her strength. This dainty-looking lady had slammed him against the wall with one hand. “You’ve been holding back on me, Mistress.”
“Of course I have. The last thing I wanted to do was earn your hatred.”
“That’s a very pretty gown.”
She narrowed her gaze and slid the crop up under his chin, pinning his throat. “So it is. I foolishly thought I’d wear my best to meet your grandmother. If you’re so interested in my wardrobe, I’ll give you a tour later after I whip your arse for not answering my question.”
“If you value it, perhaps you should go change into something you won’t mind me tearing off you.”
She pressed the crop harder, letting him feel the pressure on his windpipe. He could still breathe, but it was definitely a warning. “What else?”
“I want it all,” he repeated, letting his voice go smoky with lust. “I want you to shove that tail inside me. I want your bridle, your harness, your whip, the grimmest, meanest mistress in Britannia driving me around the ring as hard as I can go. And when I can’t control myself anymore, the stallion is going to try his best to split you apart.”
She stepped back and lowered the crop. “Remove your clothes.”
 
“You’re magnificent,” Violet whispered, smoothing her oiled palms over his chest. “So much power, so much strength. If I didn’t need you so badly, I’d simply rub you down for hours.”
He made a low nicker and brushed his cheek against hers. Affection, but also a reminder to hurry. He’d already sunk into his pony role. She suspected he’d find it difficult to speak words. Perhaps that was why he’d been able to refuse to speak to her for so long. He sinks so deeply into his pony mind that words no longer matter.
She poured more oil into her hands and trailed her fingers in a slippery path down to his groin. He groaned deep in his throat and thrust his hips forward, begging for a deeper caress. She gripped his cock in a firm squeeze. “I think this needs some ornamentation.”
He pushed harder against her hand, not withdrawing or showing any fear after the horrible contraption in which they’d found him.
“I have a cock ring that might suit you. Delicate chains attach to it.” He quivered, another low, rough sound escaping his chest. “Another day when I want you to show me your stamina, I’ll use it. Today, I don’t care how many times you release. In fact, I want to see how many times you can climax and then recover. So no rings today to help you hold back.” Leaning against him, she trailed her oiled hand down the crease between his buttocks, preparing the way for his tail. “Besides, I don’t want anything in the way when you’re ready to come inside me.”
His tack jingled as he shifted in place, not moving exactly, but showing his impatience and excitement with the slight movements of his body.
“Have you ever had anything in this tender hole?”
He quivered again and tossed his head in a decidedly negative fashion.
She gave him a low chuckle. “Then you’re in for a treat, my boy. We’ll take it slow and easy. Nothing like when you took Cole.”
Rubbing her hand up and down his buttocks, she simply massaged him while spreading oil, getting him used to her touch in such a foreign place. She kept her left hand on his cock, holding him steady but also giving him the distraction of pleasure to mix with the discomfort and unease. For he was uneasy. He gave a little side step to one side and then stepped back, as if he couldn’t stand still, but was determined to stay too.
Circling her index finger in easy strokes, she whispered to him. “There, now, my mighty stallion. This feels good, yes? I know you want that glorious tail, but this is very different for you. It feels shockingly good, doesn’t it? So dirty and yet so, so good. Imagine what Cole felt as you surged into him, filling him up.”
His cock gave a mighty surge in her hand, so she picked up the tail. Strands tickled the backs of his thighs and he quivered, his body painfully alert and tense. Pumping him in her hand, she deliberately played with him, letting the tail swish against him, up and down his buttocks, his knees, even flicking it up so it fluttered over his shoulders and back. Sweat dripped from him and he was so hard and swollen in her hand that she knew he was close to release.
Slowly, she began to push the plug into him. He blew hard, a low growl rattling his chest. The first pulse of climax tore through him. He strained against her grip, head thrown back, arching into the dual pleasures surging through him. The tail slid into place and he let out a wordless roar of release. But he didn’t tremble and sag against her like Cole.
Arthur leapt away in a dead run.
Like that first day in the ring, he simply ran, relishing the newfound freedom he found in the pony role. He might wear her harness, but he was no slave. No submissive. He thundered around the ring with the bit in his teeth, his tail streaming behind him, and took her very breath.
Tears streamed down her cheeks. For the first time, he was complete and whole. A man who’d nearly been destroyed, who’d fought to keep his secrets hidden for fear of losing his family and position of command. Now he was free. Free to be who he was.
And he trusts me enough to let me see him like this, free and wild and fierce in his joy.
After a few minutes, he slid to a halt. Tossing his head, he pranced to the side, making that tail swish against his long, powerful thighs. He turned to face her, head high, waiting her command.
So he could challenge it.
Smiling, she picked up the crop she’d laid on the table. His eyes flared and he shook his head, as though in disbelief that she’d trust such a meager weapon to protect her from him. A whip would give her the ability to keep him at a distance, and she didn’t want that, not tonight.
No, if he wants me to lay a few stripes on his back, then he’ll have to come in close.
As if she were going on a Sunday morning stroll, she turned away from him and ambled toward the center of the ring. He blew out a loud snort and trotted past on her ride side, deliberately prancing to give her plenty of warning with all the jingling of his tack. She waited until the last possible moment and then gave him a sharp blow to the back of his right thigh.
Releasing a low, rattling nicker that sounded more like a growl, he cut across in front of her, one eye carefully locked on her even as he pretended to be ignoring her entirely. He came back on her left and again she waited, walking, until she had to whirl and clip him a smart blow as he passed.
Again and again he came in close, baiting her. Or she turned away unexpectedly, giving him her back and enticing him to come back for another blow. The crop delivered a stinging cut for him and a nice solid thud to her arm. She couldn’t deny the exhilarating rush of blood thumping in her body. Cole didn’t care for pain. He was certainly too obedient to ever intentionally earn corporal punishment, let alone play this cat and mouse game like Arthur. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed the physical release of tension she could gain by giving pain.
She held back some of the strength of her arm until he made it clear he wasn’t afraid of the pain or her. In fact, he deliberately bumped into her as he passed, a rude “accident” for a pony to commit on his mistress. The more he bumped her, the harder she whipped him. He’d already ruined her gown by smearing it with oil from his body, and he hadn’t even put his hands on her yet.
He paced in a tight circle about her, so close that he filled her nose with the raw masculine scent of desire. Lowering his shoulder, he plowed into her again, but this time he stepped on her gown, sending her tumbling backward beneath him. She slammed the crop against his back and seized a hold of his shoulder with her other hand, trusting him to break her fall to the ground.
Material ripped, whether from their fall or his desperate hands working to find a way beneath her skirts, she didn’t care. She lashed him with the crop again and his breath hissed out. He rose up enough to throw her skirts up toward her waist and she wrapped her thighs around him. He surged deep and she couldn’t keep the choked cry from escaping. It didn’t matter how much she wanted him, because he was too damned big and she’d driven him too hard to allow any gentleness now.
Exactly the way we both want it.
He worked himself deeper, fighting through the tightness of her body. Finally he pushed to the hilt and paused to look down into her face. He hesitated, blinking his eyes with a vague shake of his head as though he was trying to fight up through layers of pony enough to speak, despite the bit in his mouth.
She brought the crop down in a sharp blow on his hamstrings. Shuddering, he hauled himself out and thrust again with a guttural cry. Every time he filled her, she rewarded him with a cutting blow until he was savage with lust, sweating and grunting like a massive beast.
Like my stallion.
Fisting her free hand in his hair, she buried her face against his chest and held on for the ride of her life.
 
Gasping for air, Arthur tried to push up off her before he crushed her, but his trembling arms gave out. He tried to ask her if she was well, but the damned bit garbled his words. Furious and sick with dread, he fumbled with the bridle, nearly choking himself before he managed to drag the leather off his head.
Why had she driven him so hard? She knew exactly what sort of vile, perverted sort of man he was. Instead of helping to rein him in, she’d pushed him so far over the edge he might have killed her. Dear God in heaven, she was barely recovered from technologically induced consumption and here he’d ravaged her like a mindless beast.
“Mistress? Your Grace?”
She nuzzled his neck, so at least she was still alive. “Arthur.”
His shoulders sagged with relief for a moment, but then he redoubled his efforts to get off her so he could see how much damage he’d done. But she still had a handful of his hair. Every time he tried to push up, she tugged his head to the side. At least he managed to get his knees beneath him so he wasn’t crushing her.
She sighed heavily and released him. “Very well, if you insist, but I rather like your weight against me, dearest. I wasn’t quite ready to let you escape my evil clutches so quickly.”
He hovered above her on hands and knees to survey the damage. Her gown was streaked with dirt and oil. He’d managed to tear the hem and split the material almost all the way to the waist. The bodice, too, had been shredded in his desperation to get to her breasts, now spilling out of her modest and proper corset. He could only imagine the damage he’d done to her body. He’d always been so careful with Kitty after that first time, mindful of his size, both of his massive body and his cock that she professed to be the largest she’d ever beheld.
For the first time, he wondered why she’d continued to dally with him when his needs were so repellant to her. Why she’d continued to have sex with him without making their engagement formal. Then the truth hit him like a locomotive right between the eyes.
She was using me, even while she made me feel like a dog for wanting things she couldn’t give me. I was good—and big—enough to bed, but not good enough to wed.
The tip of the crop lifted his chin, stilling his frantic thoughts. The Duchess met his gaze levelly, without any fear, pain or recrimination. “I believe you said you wanted to fuck me like a wild, uncontrollable stallion. Did I not give you exactly what you—and I, dear boy—wanted?”
Silently, he nodded, not trusting his voice for fear it’d break.
She cupped his cheek and smiled. “That was glorious. Exactly what I dreamed about night after night lying in my big bed alone.”
“You’re not hurt?”
“Of course I’m hurt. I feel like I’ve been trampled by a herd of horses. I’m going to ache in places that Cole never managed to touch. Who says that’s a fearsome thing? Now help me up and let’s go soak in a nice hot tub before I take you to my bed like a proper husband.”
Dumbfounded, he pushed to his feet and took her hand, steadying her while she fought to right her balance. “Proper husband?”
Laughing softly, she started unbuckling the leather strapped across his chest. “That is, assuming you don’t mind Cole. I’m afraid he’ll just sleep outside my door on the floor if I don’t invite him to join us.”
“I thought you might make us both sleep on the floor.”
She paused, eyes narrowed and a grim slant to her mouth. “Do you want to sleep on the floor?”
“No.”
“Do you mind if Cole sleeps with us?”
“Sleep? Or more?”
“Does it matter?”
Heat seared his cheeks but he couldn’t find the idea repugnant. In fact, a stirring in his groin indicated a physical interest if he thought to verbally deny it. “No.”
She slapped him on the backside and winked. “Then the matter’s decided. Let’s go to bed. Though you may want to dress before we walk through Blackmyre. Mr. Chumlee might pretend to believe that I took a fall off my horse, and he might even forgive the pony tack, but I don’t think we can convince him to ignore the tail.”



Chapter Eighteen
The maid touched the display panel, shutting off the stream of hot water into the massive copper tub. “Anything else, Your Grace?”
“No, thank you, Beth. I won’t need you until morning.” Violet settled back into the deliciously hot water and sighed. “Make that midday. I’ve a mind to sleep in shockingly late.”
Winking at Arthur, who hovered at the door like he was afraid he’d be arrested if he stepped foot into a lady’s private water closet, Beth handed him a fresh stack of warmed towels. “I’ll wait for your ring, Your Grace. Cole just arrived. Shall I send him in?”
“Yes, please.” Arthur didn’t say anything, but Violet read his surprise in the stiffness across his shoulders. She waited until Cole came in and shut the door before saying anything. “The servants already know where Cole slept before my illness, Arthur. Did you expect me to tip-toe about my own house?”
“Of course not, Your Grace.” He hesitated, his dark eyes searching her face as if trying to assess how hard to push. “I’m new to this.”
“There’s no need for formality between us, especially here. I’d much rather hear you bellow my name when you come rather than ‘Your Grace’.”
Chuckling, Cole knelt at the tub’s edge and began washing her hair.
“By this, do you mean a complicated ménage a trois?”
“You said proper husband. I thought you meant…well…proper,” Arthur finished lamely, spreading his hands. “What do you expect of me? Your House is grand compared to mine. One moment you’re the Duchess, the next you’re the Mistress, both formidable ladies with enough power to send me packing if I offend.”
Eyes burning, she crossed her arms and leaned on the edge of the tub, chin cushioned by her arms. My dear strong, proud man. He just wants to know his place. “The only expectation I have is that you live happily with me until the end of our days. I would never send you away, even if we quarrel every single day.”
Arthur jerked his head at the other man. “You sent him away.”
She started to protest that she’d been ill, but Cole interrupted. “He does have a point, Violet.”
Shocked, she gaped at him over her shoulder. “So now you want assurances too? Perhaps you ought to petition Her Majesty to leg shackle me to you both.”
“I have no such aspirations.” Cole laughed and dumped enough water on her head that she spluttered. “I know my place. Whether I’m with you in private or in public, I’m yours to command. I’m your servant and that’s the way I like it. Is that what you expect of Arthur too?”
“You know it’s not.” She sighed. But he doesn’t. “We’ll be husband and wife in public, just like any other married couple.”
“And then in the ring… You’re the wife who puts a bridle on her husband?”
She shot a glare at Cole. You’re not helping.
“Look at the two of you.” Arthur knelt in front of her and took her hands, his face twisted with anguish. “I’m not jealous, I swear, but you have a long and rich history together. He knows what you want without you ever having to say a word. I don’t have that history. I don’t know what you want. I’m not the sort of man who can obey without question whether in the ring or your bed or the ballroom. I can’t, Your Grace.”
She arched a brow at him and he flushed.
“Violet. If all you want is a handsome husband on your arm to laugh and smile at the parties, then I can’t marry you. Even if the thought of leaving you makes my chest so tight I can’t breathe. Please, tell me what you could possibly want from me when you already have an eager and obedient servant who loves you as much as I.”
She gripped his hands firmly. “Didn’t I show you this afternoon exactly how much I want you? I know you’re not obedient like Cole. There’s not a submissive bone in your body, even if you are a pony through and through. But that doesn’t mean I love you any less, Arthur. You’re the greatest challenge of my life.”
“And what if that challenge grows cold?”
“We’ll continue to grow together. We’ll find new challenges. We’ll invent new ways to torment Cole. You entrusted me to be your mistress, so I’ll do whatever you need me to do, even if it means whipping you until I can’t lift my arm.”
Arthur kissed her knuckles fervently. “In the ring, you’re Mistress.”
“Yes.”
“In your bed too?”
“Yes, to a point. I can’t help being in control most of the time, but I like to simply make love and cuddle too. It’s not always a power or head game for me either.”
“In your House?”
“You’ll be my husband and a Duke in your own right. My staff are yours to command. I dearly hope that once this blasted war is over that we’ll come home to Blackmyre and you’ll take over managing the estate lands for me. I’ve no interest in the crop reports and the tallies of how many pigs my tenants have raised. But if you don’t care for such details either, than my steward is a good and just woman who’s served Blackmyre well thus far. We’ll find new interests. I’ve always wanted to try my hand at raising horses like the Kellys. Maybe even racehorses.”
He raised his head, his eyes solemn. “On the battlefield?”
“I know my strengths and my limitations,” she replied calmly. “I’m an excellent strategist. I did my best to kill myself in Kali Kata before the Dowager forced me to come home, so I’ve seen the front. I’m not the sort of officer who hides in my tent while my men die, or arrives drunk and late every morning. But I’ve had my fill of life in the trenches. I’d much rather run a war room on Her Majesty’s flagship and sift through intelligence reports than lie awake in the cold and damp while men screamed all about me.”
“Then we’re agreed I’ll return to take command at the front?”
She squeezed his hands harder, letting emotion twist her face so he had no doubt of her feelings. “I can’t bear to think of you in danger but I know in my heart there’s no one better to lead us to victory. I’ll support you from the fleet with Britannia’s finest technological weaponry and bathe the entire Iberian system in hellfire flames if one hair on your head is injured. I fought Majel herself to make sure you were given the responsibility and recognition for your skills. The last thing I’d ever do is dishonor you before our troops.”
He let a slow, deep breath out and some of the tension eased in his shoulders. “I know you wouldn’t deliberately dishonor me, but generations of customs are difficult to overcome.”
“It starts with us, here and now. Much as it pains me to admit, I’m far from perfect. I’m going to make mistakes. So are you. But as long as we communicate like this, we can give Her Majesty the victory she requires.”
 
Arthur still couldn’t quite comprehend the fact that he was in the Duchess of Blackmyre’s bedchamber. That he’d been promoted with her to lead the troops against Francia, let alone that he’d be a Duke twice over.
That he’d actually had a tail this afternoon and he’d never felt more exhilarated and free.
And while she now took another man into her bed, he’d never been more aroused.
She didn’t voice any requirements or limitations or even orders, much to his surprise. She’d simply wrapped her arms around Cole’s neck and let him carry her to bed.
Cradled between her thighs, Cole nestled against her like he was never going to leave. She wrapped her arms and thighs around him, holding him with her entire body, and he sighed with pleasure. “It’s been so long, Mistress.”
“I’m so sorry, pet. I thought a clean break would give me time to place you with someone to take care of you, and I didn’t want you to have to watch me die.”
Kissing his way down her body, Cole stroked her like a blind man, memorizing every secret curve and hollow of her body for all time. “I’d rather watch you die than lose a single moment we could have been together. I could have taken care of you for a change.”
Barely breathing, Arthur took note of each small moan, how gently—or hard—the other man touched her, where she sighed with pleasure, when she scored Cole’s back with her nails. It was like a crash course in how to make love to the woman and not the mistress.
However, he couldn’t help the feeling that he ought to hide in the shadows. Better yet, he should withdraw and leave them to privacy. The care and love between them filled the room to overflowing, swelling his heart until he couldn’t breathe for fear of breaking a rib. How could she possibly love him when she loved Cole so very much? What could he offer her that Cole hadn’t already given a million times already?
As if she’d heard the turbulent thoughts rolling about in his head, she let out a husky laugh. “I had the stallion today, Cole, so be gentle with me.”
The other man groaned and buried his face against her neck. “He’s quite the brute, isn’t he?”
“Indeed.” She turned her head, pinning Arthur with those heavy-lidded sultry eyes. “He bruted me like none has ever done before. If he wants to join us, he can brute you while you’re inside of me.”
Arthur’s entire body vibrated with sudden energy as though MIGS had managed to infect him with a million nanobots. His buttocks tightened involuntarily at the memory of the tail filling him. He was still a little sore, a sweet reminder of how it’d felt to prance as the stallion for her.
How much more had Cole’s ass hurt after he’d plowed him so roughly?
Fisting his hands, Arthur fought to remain still, to avoid the ceaseless pull of her desire. His cock complained at the tight constraint his trousers had suddenly become. I don’t want to hurt anyone, let alone the man who brought me to her.
“Would you like that, pet?” she whispered in Cole’s ear, loudly enough for Arthur to hear but low, making him strain and lean closer. “Or is he too much brute for you?”
“God, yes,” Cole ground out. He rose up enough to turn and look at Arthur with a coltish smile that made him want to fist a hand in his hair and smash his lips beneath his. “I’d love for him to do it again. Anytime he wants. As hard as he wants. And if he takes me while I’m inside you, I’ll probably die in your arms in a detonation so violent the Queen’s Ravens will come to investigate for fear someone’s trying to assassinate her.”
Arthur was moving toward the bed before he realized it. Shaken, he paused in the act of unbuttoning his trousers, unsure of his ability to control himself. He’d hoped that time in the ring would curb the rougher edge of violence in his lust, but his body temperature rose to scalding. No one had touched him, and he was already as viciously aroused as she’d had him in the ring.
Every stinging mark from her crop blazed like fire in his skin, inflaming him more.
“There’s oil in the drawer.” Her voice caught on a husky little moan that made his fingers leap into action once more. “Pour some in my hand and I’ll prepare him for you.”
His fingers trembled so badly that he spilled a lake on her palm. Evidently she didn’t mind, and neither did Cole, who trembled as she poured some of the oil down his crack. Her greased hand came back to slip inside Arthur’s trousers. It was all he could do to strip the rest of his clothes while she held him in a tight, firm grip, a promise of what was to come.
Until Cole groaned, Arthur didn’t realize she’d been teasing him with her other hand.
“You’re not going to come too quickly, are you, pet?” With a low, teasing chuckle, she swirled and prodded, spreading the oil deeper. “Arthur’s not even inside you yet and you feel like you’re ready to burst.”
“I won’t come until you do, Violet. I’ll hold it or die trying. But hurry, please, I beg you!”
Arthur climbed onto the bed, as awkward and nervous as a virgin on his wedding night. So many limbs… He wasn’t even sure where and how to kneel. As soon as Cole felt the mattress dip, he groaned and arched his back, lifting those tempting buttocks. The sight of Cole moving above her nearly made him spill his seed then and there. She pulled her thighs higher toward Cole’s shoulders, giving Arthur an unimpeded path straight to Cole’s arse.
Hesitantly, Arthur laid his palm on that sleek curve. Part of him wanted to simply grip the man’s hips and plunge to the hilt like he’d done that first time. Mindless, savage, lost in lust. But Cole deserved better this time. They all did. If I’m going to marry her and join their relationship permanently, then I need to know him as well as I know her. I have to control myself.
He smoothed his hand up Cole’s back, tracing the shape of his spine. He quivered beneath Arthur’s hand, so responsive and receptive. Cole didn’t thrust—he simply lay on top of her and waited to see what Arthur would do. She didn’t direct him either, as though she wanted him to simply feel and act on those feelings.
She made no protest when Arthur stroked her calf and thigh. With one hand on her and the other on Cole, he marveled at the differences. She was soft and silk, Cole was lean and hard. Arthur pressed closer, leaning down over them both. He’d never felt so much muscle beneath him before. She was certainly a strong woman in more ways than one, but having a man between them made her curves all the more feminine.
“Am I doing this right?”
Cole groaned again, making her laugh. “Judging by the sounds you’re drawing from him, I’d say yes.”
“No,” Cole growled. “You’re not going fast enough. I’m going to die before…”
Gritting his teeth, Arthur pushed inside enough that Cole’s words turned into a strangled groan. “Better?”
“Better,” she purred, arching beneath them. Somehow she managed to reach around Cole and grab a handful of Arthur’s backside, hauling him closer.
Cole sounded like he was dying. “Please, Violet, don’t let him stop!”
She leaned up and kissed Cole, and then pulled his head to one side so she could see Arthur over his shoulder. At the beckoning look in her eyes, he bent down lower over Cole’s back, bracing on his hands so he didn’t crush them both. She kissed him, too, sucking on his tongue until he thrust deeper, fighting through Cole’s body to get closer to her.
Shuddering, Cole pushed back against him, taking him to the hilt on a low whimper that made sweat bead on Arthur’s brow. Control. Slow. I’m a man not an animal. “Am I hurting you too much?”
“Never,” Cole panted. “I love it.”
She dug her nails into Arthur’s buttocks, drawing his attention to her face. “I want to hear him scream.”
Involuntarily, he jerked back enough to make Cole writhe beneath him. “What?”
“You heard me.”
Arthur stared down at her, his stomach quivering so hard he was sure Cole must feel it. His hands clenched on the bedding, his blood thumping a frantic cadence in his head. It’d be so easy to rock and thrust and slam himself over and over, lost in the heat in her eyes. But he held on to the last corner of sanity, afraid he’d lose himself for all time.
“Where’s my stallion, Arthur? Where’s the man who fucked me senseless in the dirt today? That’s who we want in this bed, this and every night. We want you, the full you, burning with unbridled need for us.” She reached up and grabbed enough of his hair to force him back down so she could lick his ear. “Fuck Cole, and through him, fuck me too.”
Something snapped in his head. With just a few dirty words, she’d managed to slip off the bridle and muzzle he’d slapped on himself. Wildfire poured through him, igniting with his desire to create the very detonation that Cole had threatened. Rearing back, he shoved himself deep with a guttural roar.
Cole’s back bowed on a ragged cry, involuntarily driving him deeper into her. Arthur thrust again, again, unable to stop, mesmerized by the way they both squirmed and cried beneath his thrusts. He wasn’t inside her, but he could feel her through Cole, could feel Cole surging into her with his every thrust. I truly am fucking them both.
And the sounds that Cole made… Alone, Arthur might have hesitated, afraid the man was in pain, but he trusted her to stop him if he was too rough. She’d already managed to stand up to him alone and keep the stallion in line. For once in his life, he simply let go and thrust as hard and deep as he could, not caring about his size, how heavy he might be, whether he was giving pain.
They want me, this way, exactly as I am.
He didn’t remember climaxing, not exactly. It was more like falling, an endless tumble from a height so great that it didn’t matter how long he fell. It was going to kill him, so he might as well enjoy the journey. Somehow he ended on his side by a sweaty and disheveled Cole, who nuzzled into him like a warm kitten. In a haze, he felt the bed dip, heard the splashing of water, and then felt her cool hand on his brow. She cleaned them both. The high and mighty Duchess, wiping her men.
Here, he held no title, no command. He was still her stallion whether she wielded the whip or not. She’d broken him to her will and he’d die trying to please her. She’d already given him the impossible.
She gave me the ability to be myself.
He felt like crying again, like that first night in the stable with Cole. But this time, it was tears of such heart-soaring emotion that joy and love failed to describe it. She slipped into bed behind him and stroked his hair while making some low sweet murmur in his ear. He had no idea what she said. He couldn’t understand the words. He didn’t need words.
She held him. He held Cole. And they drifted into peaceful slumber together.



Chapter Nineteen
Dressed in full regimental regalia, Lady Blackmyre knelt with her new husband before Queen Majel. She tapped them both on the shoulder with a heavy ceremonial blade. “Lady Blackmyre, Lord Wellington, rise and lead us to victory as Field Marshals of my Britannian Army.”
Taking Arthur’s hand in hers, Violet stood. “Thank you, Your Majesty. Long live the Queen!”
The wedding party roared with approval. So many people had attended despite the hasty arrangements that the doors were flung open and the crowd spilled out around the small building. The Wellesleys had even arranged for the modest event to be broadcasted across Londonium. Violet allowed it, if only to make Arthur happy by attempting to get along with his grandmother.
Wellington actually dabbed at her eyes and beamed with approval. Never mind that she’d threatened to refuse the marriage until Majel’s bribes were revealed. Now House Wellington’s continuation was assured, and Arthur had accomplished something no other man had done in generations.
He held the highest military command in the formidable Britannian Army.
Queen Majel held out the traditional ceremonial baton tipped in gold that the Field Marshal always carried. Suddenly queasy, Violet tried to decide how best to proceed without alienating the most powerful lady in the known universe while not dishonoring her newly minted, extremely proud husband.
When Majel shifted to point the golden tip at Arthur, Violet fought to keep her shoulders stiff instead of drooping with relief. “Lord Wellington, I hear that you will be taking position at the Iberian front, while Lady Blackmyre supports you from HMS Dreadnought. Therefore I believe it only fitting for you to bear the baton into war.”
Arthur bowed low and accepted the baton. “I’m honored, Your Majesty. We shall win Iberia for you by the end of the year.”
“I’ll hold you to your husband’s promise, Blackmyre.”
Violet lifted her chin and tucked her hand around Arthur’s arm. “The sooner we sail, the sooner Iberia is yours, Your Majesty.”
Majel smiled, sending chills down Violet’s spine. “Your ship awaits. Your honeymoon will be a fortnight on a warship.”
“No more than a week, Your Majesty,” Arthur’s voice rang in the chapel. “We’ll break every record getting to Iberia.”
“Indeed.” Violet tightened her grip on his arm, whether to hold him back from saying something alarmingly stupid…or herself, she wasn’t sure. “The sooner we reach the front, the sooner we’ll be home.”
“Excellent. I expect a full report as soon as you arrive. As for the extraction we discussed, I believe we ought to wait until you return.”
Violet wasn’t thrilled with the idea of those nanobots living in her body for months, though she couldn’t deny that she felt incredible, even beyond the healing of her ravaged lungs. Her knee hardly pained her at all. It might be her imagination, but even the decade-old scar on her face seemed less prominent.
“One never knows what manner of weapons the Francians may throw at us,” Queen Majel continued. “You might need the additional help. Dottham.”
Dottie took a step forward to stand beside her best friend.
“I expect you to be next.”
“Oh, dear, Your Majesty, I have no military knowledge whatsoever, but if Lady Blackmyre has need of me, I’ll set sail with her this very day.”
“That’s not what I meant, Dottham.” The Queen tried for severity but the twinkle in her eyes betrayed her. “Your head’s on the chopping block next. Or should I say leg? If they’re winning me Iberia by the end of the year, then the least you can do is shackle yourself to a suitable husband. Your House needs an heir.”
Dottie’s hand fumbled out and latched on to Violet’s arm for support, but her voice was stoically resigned. “I’ll do my best, Your Majesty.”
The crowd dispersed with the Queen’s departure. Wellington kissed Arthur’s cheek and shook Violet’s hand, while Violet congratulated herself on not sucker punching the old hag. Garrett pounded his brother on the back and tried to steal a kiss from his bride. Violet tipped her mouth aside and allowed a puppy kiss on the cheek, although Arthur scowled mightily.
She smoothed her hand up Arthur’s chest to his neckcloth. Beneath the tight linen wrapped about his neck, she could feel the slight ridge of the chain he wore, a matching twin to Cole’s collar. “After last night, I didn’t think you’d ever be jealous again.”
“I’m not jealous, merely discouraging my silly brother from embarrassing himself.”
Cole waited for them at the door. “Our trunks have been sent ahead to the ship.”
“Thank you, Cole.” Smiling at him, she took his hand and tucked him on her other side. They walked down the path, lined on either side by Blackmyre staff. Somber Mr. Chumlee shocked her by stepping out and hauling her into a bear hug. “We’ll return home before you know it, Mr. Chumlee.”
“I know, Your Grace.” He sniffed, and for such a reserved man, he might as well have burst into dramatic tears. “Blackmyre shall be kept in perfect working order, ready for your rapid return, and I’ll have Caesar waiting for you in his stall as soon as he’s recovered. I have utmost faith in your ability to kick that miserable Francian monarch’s motley crew all the way back to Parisii.”
“Bonaparte won’t know what hit her.” She squeezed him again and laughed. “After we return home, I’m filling the stable with the fastest racehorses I can find. Caesar will be so happy with all his new mares he won’t know where to begin.”
“To help in your search, we packed your tack and riding equipment and had them sent to the Dreadnought.” With a perfectly straight face, Mr. Chumlee added, “You won’t want your riding skills to grow rusty from disuse.”
Arthur’s ears turned red and even Cole had the grace to look abashed, though he flashed a dimpled grin at the butler. Dottie laughed so hard that Violet had to catch her and keep her from sprawling on her back. “I’m sure I’ll have the chance to use my whip a time or two.”
Dottie choked. “You never know when you’ll stumble across a naughty pony.”
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The Connaghers, Book 3
The day one of her old clients gunned down a cop, former defense attorney Vicki Connagher lost everything—her passion for justice, and her lover, Detective
Elias Reyes. The dead cop’s partner.
Even though she’s following her dream to start her own fashion line, it’s tough with heartache as her only companion. Until she brings Jesse, a wandering street artist, in from a freak Texas snowstorm. His submissive flirting brings out dominant tendencies she never knew she possessed, yet she hesitates to let him take her as far and as hard as she wants to go.
Some homeless junkie in Vicki’s house? Not on Elias’s watch. Pride kept him away, but as long as Jesse is staying in Vicki’s downstairs shop, he’s staying with Vicki. On the couch, but it’s a start.
As the days go by, the three work out an uneasy alliance. But Vicki’s joy at having Elias back in her life is tempered with a growing desire to have it all. Elias in her bed, and Jesse under her command. The only question remaining is if her tough alpha cop is willing to embrace all that she is…
Warning:
Explicit sex, BDSM, a tough alpha cop, a reluctant Domme, and a smoldering submissive street artist willing to do anything to belong to her.
 
Enjoy the following excerpt for Yours to Take:
“You make me quiver every time I see you. You’re one hell of a woman, Vicki Connagher. I’m glad you and your brother beat that punk up. I’m glad you’re a strong, powerful woman who’s willing to go up against anyone and anything to make sure the law is followed. You were one hell of an attorney, and if I were ever on the wrong side of the law, there’s no one else in the world I’d want defending me.”
Cupping her cheek, Elias kissed her so tenderly her eyes burned again. Tenderness from him—or her—was as rare as her phone calls to Mama in the last few years.
Jesse sat up, a sheepish look on his face. He scooted away and began to stand up, but she turned and reached for his hand. “Where are you going?”
“It’s late. I ought to leave you two alone.”
“Not without a kiss goodnight.” Elias’s voice sounded normal, but when she searched his face, she noted that his jaw was tight. “I might be a mean son of a bitch, but I’m not cruel. We did a lot of tormenting and play today. He’s going to need a little more from you than a peck on the cheek.”
“Are you sure?”
“I need to see how I’m going to feel when I see you touching him.” He ran his hand through his hair and ground his teeth. “I’ll be honest, Vik. It’s going to be damned hard for me to watch. But we need to start somewhere.”
Jesse slipped off the couch and moved over to kneel in front of her. The sight of him waiting on his knees made her heart thud heavy and hard. Her pulse jumped, her blood hot and sweet, rushing through her veins. The light in his eyes was intoxicating. Touching him, even her fingers stroking his cheeks, increased that feeling of rising desire.
She kissed him, trying to keep it fairly clean for Elias’s sake. She didn’t want him to see her gobbling up another man, but the way Jesse melted against her made her crazy. Boneless, he sank into her embrace, soft, open and willing for anything she needed. All too quickly, she found herself gripping his bottom lip in her teeth. She dug her fingers into his buttocks, pressing him as close to her as possible.
Breaking the kiss, she dropped her head to his shoulder and concentrated on breathing. Damn it, what had happened to her control? Her desire to protect Elias as much as possible? Another few minutes and she would have shoved her hands down Jesse’s jeans.
“Are you okay?” She didn’t dare lift her head to seek Elias’s reaction. Jesse didn’t answer—he knew who she was asking.
“Yeah,” Elias replied in a graveled voice that made her shiver. “I’ve never seen anyone go so limp and eager like that. It’s like he’s giving you every single thing he’s got. His breath. His will. God, no wonder he makes you so hot, Vik. He’s begging you to ravish him.” He must have leaned close because his hot breath moistened her ear. “Show me some more.”
 
Elias had never thought of himself as a Peeping Tom, but he couldn’t deny that he was rock-hard and throbbing at the sight of his woman kissing another man. It wasn’t any man, though. If it were anyone but Jesse in her arms, he’d probably be dead. The kid wasn’t a threat to him. Vicki wanted him, but she gave Elias no doubts about how much she wanted him too.
She released Jesse’s ass to jerk his T-shirt over his head. Using the soft cotton, she tied his hands together in the small of his back. She’d been feeding him well, because he wasn’t as painfully thin as when she’d first taken him in. “What do you want?”
“Rough me up a little,” he gasped. “Pull my hair or bite me. God, I’d love it if you’d bite me hard enough to bruise.”
She wound her fingers in his hair and gave his head an experimental jerk. “Like that?”
“Harder. Force me to bend to your will.”
Elias made himself hold his breath for a count of ten and then let it out slowly. Damned if he was going to embarrass himself by hyperventilating…or coming in his pants like a pimply-faced teenager.
She pulled Jesse’s head back, forcing him to arch his neck and upper body away from her. She had strong hands, so Elias knew she was pulling hard, giving him what he’d asked for. With her other hand, she began unbuttoning Jesse’s jeans. His breathing was loud, rasping through his strained throat.
“Make me wait,” he ground out. “Don’t let me come without your permission.”
“Okay.” She twisted her fingers tighter in his hair and pressed her mouth to his neck. 
By the way he jerked and groaned, she wasn’t kissing him. There was a reason Elias joked that she was like a shark or a crocodile—she’d always loved biting, and the neck and shoulder were her favorite targets. She ran her mouth down Jesse’s neck to his shoulder, leaving bites as she went, harder, really working the underlying muscle. He moaned louder, his breath panting, his skin a sheen of sweat. 
Finally, she got his jeans unbuttoned. His shoulders bunched, tendons standing out in his neck.
“Not yet.” She let out a husky laugh, tracing his ear with her tongue. “You said to make you wait.”
“I’m going to die.”
“Good,” she purred. “Elias loves it when I do this to him.”
“The hell I do.” He did, though, and she loved it too, because he gave as good as he got. “Why don’t you dig those claws into him? He’ll really like that.”
She cupped Jesse’s balls, using her nails to grip that fragile skin. His eyes fluttered shut. Completely surrendered to her, his body hummed and vibrated like a delicate instrument in her hands. It was all Elias could do not to jerk open his own pants. Then she could have a cock in each hand. Maybe even have a contest over who could last the longest when she started using her mouth.
Christ, all the blood must have leaked out of my skull for me to even think about such a thing.
Shifting around to Jesse’s side so he was between them, Vicki stared over his shoulder at Elias. Her eyes were dark, gleaming pools of need. She tightened her hands, drawing a louder cry from Jesse. Defenseless, eager, softly pained male, it was a sound that Elias never thought he’d hear, let alone one that would turn him on. But it did. Because the woman he loved had drawn out that sound from the other man’s throat.
Still holding his gaze, she bit Jesse’s left shoulder, gripping the top muscle in her teeth firmly like a pit bull. He arched in a trembling, straining bow, his cock rising hard and desperate to rub against her, but she only bit him harder. “Please!”
She released him enough to speak. “Say my name.”
He shuddered, as though she’d told him to stick his finger in a light socket. “I can’t. I’ll come, I swear it.”
“Then come.” She jerked his head to the side and sank her teeth into his straining neck.
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…the Receptionist, Book 3
In the year since Dana joined Ethan and Simon’s firm, the three of them have found the perfect balance of power and pleasure in their three-way, work/play relationship. Not only that, but it’s been the firm’s most successful year financially.
Except something is missing. Her men won’t tell her anything about their past. How they met, or how they formed such an unconventional business and personal partnership. Until they start sharing their secrets, Dana fears she’ll always be the odd girl out. 
Everything changes when a vengeful former partner resurfaces. Suddenly, both the business and their idyllic relationship are under siege. With a tax auditor watching their every move, the three must be on their best behavior. 
Never one to back down from a challenge, Dana seizes the chance to prove herself—and finally win her sexy bosses’ full trust and confidence. Now the race is on to root the evil nemesis out of their lives once and for all—before her dream relationship cracks under the pressure.
Warning: Contains hot three-way M/F/M sex, highly inappropriate office behavior, a shocking secret, a kinky accountant and some really bad girl-on-girl porno reenactments.
 
Enjoy the following excerpt for Unleashing the Receptionist:
“Ethan didn’t say anything about clothes. He only banned physical contact.”
“True. Besides, I have a feeling you didn’t wear this for Ethan. Or me.”
A mischievous smile was my only answer.
“Well, enjoy your new pet, but just remember, we’re right here if he steps over the line.”
“He won’t. He’s not interested.”
“Now that I have a hard time imagining.” He lifted my chin and planted a long, slow kiss on my lips.
“Simon!” I was shocked. “You know the rules.”
“And you know I’m a rule-breaker. As are we all. We like breaking the rules almost as much as we like the punishment.” He winked, a green-eyed pirate devil-man.
He kissed me again, and I was just starting to melt into him when he straightened up. “There you go, Ms. Arthur. Simon Dirk Tailoring is at your service.” He gave me a secret wink, then swung around.
Standish stood in the doorway, dressed in his standard Standish-wear.
“I was just helping Dana with a loose button,” Simon told the auditor. “And speaking of tailoring, if you should ever need any advice in that area…”
“Mr. Dirk,” I said sternly. “Mr. Standish is perfectly happy with his style of dress.”
Simon raised an eyebrow at the word “style”, but I squelched him with a frown.
“Which, I might add, is highly appropriate for his line of work.”
“Point taken.” Simon gave an ironic little bow of his head and headed into the inner office suite. “Standish, it seems you’ve won yourself a defender. Well done. Dana is a treasure.”
I heard the warning in his voice, and so did Standish. He pushed his glasses nervously up his nose and refused to look me in the eye. Which might have been because his gaze kept darting to my chest.
“Good morning, Standish,” I said cheerfully, as if nothing was out of the ordinary. “Simon was just telling me I should go home and change, but I think he’s being an old stick in the mud. What do you think?”
“Oh, I completely disagree with him, all due respect, but on no account should you change, that is, maybe if you didn’t look so good, or if you worked at a different location, most definitely, but no, I think you’re just fine as you are.”
I smiled innocently as he babbled. He really was cute. I rested my chin on my folded hands and tilted my head at him. Little angel Dana, that’s me.
He went into his hidey-hole and started to shut the door. But he couldn’t seem to quite bring himself to. He poked his head out. “I…uh…brought an extra tea bag today, if you’d like to try it.”
“Sure, I’d be thrilled!” I chirped.
Really, I couldn’t say why I was toying with him like this, except my intuition told me to. And besides, maybe I mentioned this already, but he was kind of cute.
The red button on my phone blinked—Ethan was calling me into his office. “I’ll come by later,” I told Standish, and hurried to find out what Ethan wanted.
Apparently he wanted to glower at me with a double dose of Blue Fury from behind his desk. “What are you trying to pull?”
I twined my hands behind my back, a perfect little schoolgirl. “Excuse me?”
“I warned you about Standish. I said we were to behave with complete professionalism.”
“Which is exactly what I’ve done.” I lifted my nose in the air. This had the effect of accentuating my breasts. His gaze flicked across me.
“That outfit is hardly professional.”
“Depends on your profession,” I said pertly.
From behind me came a click. Excitement churned inside me. I knew that sound—the remote controlled lock on Ethan’s door. The atmosphere in the room turned suddenly heavy and charged.
Ethan’s voice dropped into the sudden tension with two stern words. “Come. Here.”
“Fine.” I stepped forward. “But I feel I should remind you of the current policy against physical contact established by the head of this firm…” I broke off with a squeak, finding myself suddenly turned across his lap. In the space of half a second, I was staring at the beige carpet and feeling my skirt yanked over my head.
“You’re pushing me,” Ethan growled. The sound of a drawer opening came next. Ethan’s treasure chest of sex toys. Excitement shot through me, made me wet between the legs. All these sounds were like cues to me, announcing we’d reached Punishment Time.
About time. All that abstaining stuff had been driving me crazy. I decided to push him harder.
“You’re breaking the rules, Ethan. You said no physical…”
Wham. The paddle. The flat wood came down on my right cheek. I yelped as adrenaline flooded my brain. The next spank followed right on top of the previous one. When Ethan paddled me, he gave me no room to rest, no room to catch up to the pace of his strokes. I clutched the side of his leg, afraid I’d lose all sense of where I was. The carpet blurred before my dazed vision. He maneuvered his knee so my clit, with its delicate piercing, pressed against the fabric of his trousers—a fine woolen weave. Caught between his hard spanking and the pressure of his knee, I felt wild spirals of arousal somersault through my body.
Adding to the general frenzy was the fact that my breasts were hanging over the edge of his thigh and the weight of the bronze dragged on my nipples. Every time Ethan spanked me, my breasts would get jostled and a charge would shoot straight to my nipples, then ricochet back to my pussy. If only I could make him stop for a second so I could take them off.
I opened my mouth to request this, but only a desperate wheeze came out. Ethan wouldn’t stop anyway, not for a silly reason like that. I’d have to grit my teeth and bear the spiraling pleasure, the maddening friction against my clit.
“You insist on being disobedient, don’t you?” Spank. “Even when I spell out exactly what I need from you, that little rebel inside has to thumb her nose at me.” Spank.
“I’m sorry,” I gasped. “I shouldn’t have worn this. I’ll take it off.”
“Do you think that’s funny?”
The spanking stopped suddenly. I blew out a long breath of relief, then yelped as his thumb worked its way into my pussy. With my clit still pressed against his pants leg his thumb explored inside me, pressing one spot then another, until he hit the jackpot—the one that made me jerk like a marionette. His hot thumb applied a slow, steady pressure from above, his knee from below, until I became nothing more than a quivering, whimpering slice of Dana in an Ethan sandwich. I raced toward a mind-blowing climax, bucking and twisting in his lap.
“You stubborn little rebel, I should have known you wouldn’t be able to stick to the new policy. I should have done this first, brought you off hard so you wouldn’t be tempted to do anything crazy with the auditor. Come, Dana, get it out of your system. Come so hard you don’t need another orgasm for days. You’re such a hot little thing, you can’t last for a week without a man’s cock in you, or his thumb, or his tongue, or…”
I lost track of the body parts he was listing as I soared into a full-body orgasm that included even my weighted nipples. I grunted like a primitive beast against his knee. I probably left spots of drool. When the spasms finally died down, he rolled me off his lap so I curled on the floor between his legs. He opened his pants and brought out an industrial-strength erection.
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Silence is his only defense. But no truth escapes his lady’s whip.
 
A Jane Austen Space Opera, Book 2
Lady Violet Blackmyre, the daring “Black Duchess” of the Queen’s Light Dragoons, never thought she’d die a slow, miserable death. Yet only days after being named Field Marshal of the Britannian Army, she’s been diagnosed with consumption.
Giving Cole, her devoted stable hand and “pony”, his freedom is as easy as removing his collar. Convincing him to seek another mistress will be impossible should he learn of her condition. At all costs, she must spare him the pain of witnessing her demise.
Cole will not be pushed away so easily. When he stumbles across a magnificent “stallion” being abused at an illegal human auction, he is sure this wild, untamed brute is the challenge that will re-engage his mistress’s interest.
Arthur is desperate to return to the Iberian front, but betrayal and relentless torture have left him unable to trust himself with a weapon, much less lead soldiers into battle. What’s more, Lady Blackmyre’s dreadful secret is becoming more obvious by the day…and the scourge tearing at her lungs may not be natural at all.
 
Warning:  Ladies in positions of power and technological advances invented by the infamous Lady Doctor Wyre. A ménage a trois featuring a brute of a stallion, a mischievous pony, and the Mistress with the will (and the whip) to tame them both.
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