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Author’s Note

 

Dear Readers, I hope you enjoy this short story about Viola Marsh and her Christmas wish to be kissed beneath the mistletoe, the result of which is definitely more than she was bargaining for.

 

If you’re interested in exploring my other works with a ménage theme, please check out the books in my Scandalous Seductions series. To be notified first about my new writing ventures and upcoming releases, please join my mailing list. 

 

Happy Reading!

Madelynne xx

 

THE KISSING BOUGH ~Viola Marsh has been forced to live an austere life, locked away under the watchful eye of her spinster aunt. Only on Christmas Eve is she allowed her freedom, to take part in the tradition of wassailing. Cousins, Percy Gilling and Lord William Ricborough share a close and special relationship, and they require a very particular woman to satisfy their needs. What they’re not expecting is to find her poised beneath the mistletoe on a wintery hilltop.

 


Chapter One

Knasebrook Hall, Rutland, 1816

 

“It’s awful cold, m’dear. Are you sure you want to go out and risk a chill?” Aunt Clara asked.

What an utterly preposterous thought. Given this was the one night of the year when she was allowed her freedom, Viola Marsh intended to make the very most of it. Hence she had no intention of staying home and mouldering any longer within the confines of the old nursery. In the village, folks would be ambling from door to door, bringing songs and winter cheer. There’d be hot chestnuts and apple tarts to buy on the green, and loving cups full of spiced ale to pass around. Everyone would be full of joy and might even spare a nice word for her.

Excited by that prospect, she snatched up her muff and turned eagerly to the door.

She didn’t care if the worst blizzard in history struck Knasebrook; she intended to go a-wassailing all the same. She’d sing until she grew hoarse, and then she’d stand beneath the branches of the stately oak tree all hung with mistletoe and apples, close her eyes and perhaps this year a miracle would occur and her dearest wish would be granted.

“Viola, you do remember you’re to join the family tonight?”

“Heavens, Aunt Clara, as if I’m ever likely to forget it.” The imminent Marsh family Christmas ball had consumed her thoughts for weeks. It was the highlight of the season, and as the only social engagement on her calendar, her one chance to shine. Ever since an unfortunate incident during her one and only London season four years ago, she’d been barred from attending anything but the most intimate of family dinners. More often than not, she and Aunt Clara ate together in the old nursery wing. Tonight was to be different though; she had a new dress to wear, made of the finest white muslin and cut in the very latest style, with a rich gold fringe at the hem and beautiful embroidery on the sleeves, and she’d get to dance, even if it was only with her brothers. For a few hours she could be normal again.

“Don’t worry, Auntie; I’ll be home in plenty of time to make myself presentable. I promise.” She kissed Aunt Clara’s whiskery cheek.

“Be good now, and do as your brother, Tom says.”

“I will.”

“Are you finished with your goodbyes yet?” Tom muttered querulously. He already stood by the door muffled to his earholes. “Heavens, you’d think you were going to the moon. We’re only headed to the village and back.”

“I just have my bonnet to tie on.”

“Well do hurry.” He stamped his feet impatiently as she tied the ribbon.

Tom continued to grumble as they followed the bridle path toward the village. There was snow on the ground which made the going treacherous, so he was forced to offer her his support. Being chivalrous toward her didn’t come easily. Tom much preferred making her squeal with his horrid tricks.

“I suppose you mean to go and embarrass yourself standing beneath the kissing bough,” he remarked humourlessly, as they crossed the stile. “I do wish you wouldn’t. It’s a pointless activity. A future husband is hardly likely to float down like a snowflake and bless you with a kiss, and nor is anyone about to carve their initials into the pie you’ve spent hours baking either.”

Tom liked to believe he was a pragmatist. In truth, he merely lacked imagination.

“It’s traditional,” she replied waspishly. It did no one any harm for her to cook in silence or to stand beneath a decorative garland and make a wish. “Besides, as you’re always so ready to point out, I’m not likely to find a husband any other way.”

“And whose fault it that?”

Viola sniffed. Not hers, no matter what everybody thought.

“Vi, everybody knows what you did. No one reputable is ever going to offer for you, and none of the villagers would dare to give you a kiss. Father would skin them alive, and rightly so in my opinion.”

“I suppose you think I should content myself with sitting in the dreary little nursery parlour for the rest of my days, growing sour and grey. I want a life, and a husband, and maybe children of my own. I don’t see what harm it does for me to stand beneath a tree on Christmas Eve and wish for that.”

“You should have considered all those things before you chose to go canoodling with two men.”

“I didn’t,” she protested, coming to a standstill. Tom plodded on without her, so that she was forced to slip and slide in order to catch up. “I’ve told you a thousand times. All I did was attempt to get out of Sarah Walsingham’s way. The wretched woman had already stood on my train, snatched a feather from my hair and spilled punch down my front. A further encounter would likely have resulted in serious injury.”

“She’s Lady Oglvive now, Vi. And really, when are you going to stop pretending and own up to your actions. You were seen by a whole roomful of people, and with two men no less, as if being debauched by one weren’t scandalous enough.”

If what she’d experienced was genuine debauchment, then it wasn’t nearly as interesting as the rumours made it sound. It seemed to her that ravishment ought to leave one feeling more exhilarated and blissful. She felt sure too that it involved more than a quick peck on the cheek and a slight ruffling of one's clothes, else what was all the fuss about?

“Those people only saw what they wanted to see.” As Sarah Walsingham had been among the first to decry her, it was hardly surprising things had ballooned out of all proportion. The minx had wanted Viola out of the way so she could firmly sink her talons into Lord Oglvive. He’d paid Viola one or two compliments prior to that incident. Sarah’s endeavour had evidently been a resounding success given her new status. 

“I saw you,” Tom insisted, puffing out his chest. “I saw exactly where you had your hands.”

It was hard to argue with that, as Viola had no clear memory of where her hands had been. Given that the two men had just manhandled her into a position between them, she didn’t doubt they’d been on their bodies somewhere, but not out of any prurient desires on her part. “I’m innocent,” she stated simply.

“Wicked more like, and definitely wicked stubborn. Oh do as you please when we reach the green, but don’t complain to me when you end up with a frost bitten nose and your skin turns red and blistered.”

They walked in silence after that, until they crossed the canal and rounded the side of the coaching inn. “What will you do if I go to the tree?” she asked.

Tom peeped shrewdly at her. “Visit the good villagers, of course, and bring them father’s blessings along with the gifts of song and merriment. Isn’t that how the tradition works?”

She didn’t believe a word of it. Tom had other plans in mind, or she was as guilty as folks made out. “Do you even know any carols?”

“One or two.” Tom adjusted his collar so that it almost met the brim of his hat. “Also, I said I’d meet some of the fellows that father has staying with us. They came out earlier for a stroll.”

“You don’t mean to go house to house at all,” she said shaking her head. “Don’t even pretend. Honestly, Tom, and you say that I’m wicked. Father gave you those pennies to dish out, not for you to squander on ale and…and…”

“And what? Perhaps you ought to think carefully before open your pretty mouth; you wouldn’t want anything unladylike to spill out.”

“Buttonholes,” she said, not caring what knowledge she was admitting to. She was already a pariah, refusing to turn a blind eye to his whoring, was hardly likely to change her fate. “I swear you’re the biggest hypocrite in the world, Thomas Marsh. You pay women to do exactly what you condemn me for.”

“You’re the daughter of a gentleman, not a common tart. Go and stand beneath your tree, Vi, and you’d better not say a thing to father about this, or I swear I’ll tell him you kissed a whole line of men and charged them a penny each for the privilege.”

“Beast,” she spat as he strode off toward a group of gentleman revellers on the green. Why could she not have been born into a family who looked out for one another? Other girls of her acquaintance had come from families like that, and they’d all made desirable matches.


Chapter Two

 

She was the one. She was definitely the one.

Percy Gilling could hardly believe his eyes when he saw her standing beneath the ancient oak tree, her delicate face tilted to the stars, with snowflakes caught on her eyelashes and in the stray wisps of ash-blonde hair that had escaped her fur-trimmed bonnet. She was the loveliest creature he’d ever seen in or out of an empire-style dress, and while he was no rogue, he’d seen a few. She was perfect. Generously proportioned in both the length of her legs and the girth of her hips, she also possessed a beautifully abundant bosom. In fact, everything about her gave the impression of soft, yielding curves and a gloriously giving nature. Well, perhaps everything besides the defiantly stubborn tilt of her sharp little chin. 

He wanted to suck upon that chin while her endless legs were wrapped around his middle, and his prick explored the valley between her thighs.

“Perfect, isn’t she,” his cousin, William, Lord Ricborough purred into his ear. “Did I not tell you so?”

“You did.” And Percy had wanted, but not dared to believe it. They’d been searching for so very long now for the right woman, and he’d grown weary of the task. The woman they wanted. The wife Will’s family insisted he needed didn’t exist. How could she? What he and Will shared was considered unnatural and contemptible, asking a lady to not only turn a blind-eye, but to embrace the notion of it was unimaginable. Why they might as well ask her to go and thwart Napoleon single handedly.

Will had turned numerous heads as they’d hunted through England’s many shires. He was dashing and charming with a merry wit and an infectious sense of devilry. He also had a title and twenty thousand a year to offer, but Will didn’t want a wife in name only. He wanted someone who would not only accept his eccentricities, but embrace them. He wanted a woman who would allow him to bring his male lover into their marriage bed and share her with him. Truly such a lady didn’t exist.

At least, Percy hadn’t believed so, until they heard of Miss Marsh’s dramatic fall from grace. They’d both known immediately that she was the one they’d been searching for. A few inquiries had confirmed she was everything they could have hoped, from a good family with proper connections and no undue scandal attached to their name. Well, at least until Miss Marsh’s ignominy. 

Introductions to the family had been simple enough, but access to Miss Marsh was rather more difficult to accomplish. Will had managed to foster a friendship with one of her brothers, however, which in turn had led them to an invitation to the Marsh’s annual Christmas ball where they hoped to finally address her and if all went well, Will would speak with her father the following morn.

“She’s not one to be ogling,” Royce, one of the gaggle of beaux Percy was with thumped him on the back, causing him to slosh the contents of the wassailing bowl he’d been supping from over his boots. The scent of hot spiced ale wafted over him. “That’s Tom Marsh’s sister, the one who disgraced herself. Look at her up there, brazenly begging for a kiss. No man’ll kiss her tonight or any other.”

Percy shook the droplets of ale from his gloves and gave a sagely “hmm” although he quite disagreed with Royce. He would happily kiss Miss Marsh, tonight, and every other night if she’d permit him. The fact that she might not be as virginal as new wives were supposed to be didn’t bother him a jot. Better she had a little experience considering what he and Will would be asking of her. He shook his head, not wanting to let his thoughts wander too much. His desires had a way of displaying themselves all too clearly on his face. Unlike Will. Will was a superb card player. Currently, he was pretending not to notice Miss Marsh, but Percy knew him well enough to tell the difference between feigned and genuine indifference. He was as acutely aware of the young lady as Percy, if not more so.

“Tom. Tom, ain’t that you’re sister poised up there beneath the oak?” Royce hollered.

“I suppose it is,” Tom remarked, showing not the slightest concern that his unwed sister stood beneath the kissing bough; a hoop of mistletoe decorated with apples and other assorted evergreens with her eyes tight shut. “Don’t pay her any heed. She does it every year, for all the good it does her.”

“Ruined herself at her coming out,” Royce hissed conspiratorially, as if it were some great secret and not common knowledge. “They found her in a closet with two married men, or that’s what was claimed. Sandwiched between them, brazen as you please and them both with their pantaloons undone and her hands on their…Well, you know.” He winked. “What do you think about that, Gilling? Does it make your ears burn?”

What Percy thought—that he’d like to have Miss Marsh’s hand on his “you know”—and what he was prepared to say to Royce were two entirely different things. The former would send a ripple of shock across the snowy green and likely scandalize him more than Miss Marsh’s misdemeanour. The latter, he reduced to as few syllables as possible.

“Jealous it wasn’t your prick she was fondling?”

“Lord no,” Royce spluttered. His cheeks turned as red as his hair. “I shouldn’t want to have to take her to wife. Whoever would want a woman who’s prepared to cuckold you with your best friend, no matter how engaging her caresses?”

I would, Percy thought, but didn’t say it. And in any case, she’d officially be Will’s wife, as he was the one expected to produce an heir. In reality, of course, they’d all be bound to one another.

A pulse of arousal flowed up from his loins at the thought of them both taking her to bed, and of them hemming her between them, and coaxing and kissing her, and of her letting them between her thighs. He and Will had once bedded a courtesan together, and had both been deep inside her at once. It had been the most incredible experience of Percy’s life, and one he wanted to repeat over and over. His shaft thickened at the mere thought. He’d been able to feel Will’s every move, while simultaneously having the woman’s soft curves to embrace. He’d come so hard, his head had damn near flown off.

“Time’s passing, gentlemen, shall we move on? I’ve a particular call I’ve yet to make,” Tom said.

The sky had grown heavy with snow, so that the flurries were becoming heavier and the streets and fields around them white-washed. He and Will had come out to stretch their legs and explore the village, but Tom was supposed to be delivering Christmas blessings to his father’s tenants. As far as Percy could tell, the young buck hadn’t made a single call as yet.

“I’m not much for singing,” Percy remarked. He’d much rather stay here and continue to admire Miss Marsh than be ushered into some hovel or other, and besides, at the moment, he’d find it uncomfortable to walk. Similar sentiments regarding the singing were uttered by several others of their group, until Tom made a remark about buttonholes and then everyone was only too eager to demonstrate their warbling. A moment or two later, they all ambled off, Will included, leaving Percy behind. He wandered over to the chestnut seller and made a purchase that he handed over to the half-frozen urchins he saw playing in the snow. His estimation of Tom Marsh, whose company he’d enjoyed so far, had rather dropped. The young fox had wandered off without a thought for his sister and her safety. He had to ask himself, what sort of man left a woman alone in the dark? 

It almost prompted him to go straight to her and grant her plea of a kiss, so he could claim her and keep her safe. Only his own doubts held him back. What look, he wondered, would shine in her eyes when she opened them? Would she see him and smile, or be disappointed? He wasn’t refined and fashionable like Will. His lover was wiry and light on his feet, whereas Percy was broad across the shoulders and danced badly.

Will had eyes that melted hearts, wide and blue like the sky on a summer’s day. Percy’s were a mottled mélange of holly green and tawny, and he had to weigh a constant war on his bushy eyebrows. Miss Marsh would probably mistake him for a rabid beast and run screaming from him.

The beast had been his nickname ever since his nursery days.

Will always claimed he fucked like one.

Will chose that moment to return to the green, having set out with the other men. He’d presumably doubled back once their attention was diverted. “All sorts of tongues will be wagging if you don’t stop staring at her.”

“Not unless Jack Frost whispers into their ears or the snowmen hereabouts have voices,” he replied. The thickening snowfall had chased almost everyone indoors now. Only the chestnut seller and a few of the most foolhardy urchins remained.

“How long do you suppose she intends to stand there?” Will asked. He blew into his cupped hands to warm them. “She must be frozen through, I know I am.”

“Then mayhap we should offer to warm her.”

Will smiled shrewdly at him. “I was just about to suggest as much. A kiss would seem to be a perfect way to state our intentions.”

Many marriages were informally declared beneath the kissing bough each year, Percy’s parents among them. It’d also been where he and Will had first explored their attraction to one another.

“Both of us together, or do you wish to address her alone first?” he asked.

Will slapped him on the back, pushing him firmly forward toward the oak. “Together, of course. Let’s sally forth as we mean to continue.”


Chapter Three

 

Viola knew she was being observed. Every year she attracted a little group of onlookers who thought her hilarious for even imagining someone might kiss her. Maybe she was a fool for believing it, but since the only way she could hope to leave her father’s house was as a wedded woman and as she was only permitted one night of freedom each year, then what other option did she have than to believe in miracles?

Please, she silently prayed. Please bring me someone. I don’t care if he’s short, round and ruddy or built like a whippet. Just make him kind, willing to listen, and prepared to see her as she was, instead of how the rest of society perceived her. Somewhere out in the world, there had to be a man like that.

A deep sigh left her throat when whoever was watching her grew closer. She listened to the crunch of footsteps against the snow-crusted grass and waited for Tom to bark at her. For whom else would it be besides her brother? Perhaps one of the ragged village children might venture close enough to lob a snowball. She winced pre-emptively, but when after several moments neither snowball nor instruction had come, her senses screamed out for more information.

The simplest thing would be to open her eyes, but part of her little ritual hinged on her keeping them shut tight.

Was it? Could it be a man?

No, two men, she corrected herself, given the crunch of footsteps upon the frozen grass. Her future beau supported by a friend, perhaps? 

They drew closer, perhaps close enough to touch if she reached out her hand. The scent of damp wool and spices blew to her on the breeze, along with an impression of heat and something else. Something mysterious and masculine, that she didn’t quite recognise, but turned up the corners of her mouth all the same.

Finally it seemed her wish would be granted. Her lips parted expectantly. Tom was watching over her, and he’d have chased any miscreants away, so this man had to be a worthy match. Oh, God, please let him be kind.

 Warm breath buffeted her face, heating her skin and causing her heart to thud inside her chest. However, her suitor did not kiss her on the lips as she’d always supposed he would. Instead, he grazed one cheek with a caress, and then the other. Viola held her breath awaiting the final denouement, once done she would open her eyes and face her fate. Only for the impossible to occur—he kissed her on both cheeks at once.

Her eyes shot open immediately to find not one man before her, but two, both with brown hair, and alike enough to be related, though of very different builds. The man on the left was slender, and had side-whiskers, while the other man was broad and square-jawed. His smile made dimples in his cheeks.

Viola’s mouth dropped open. No one had ever stared at her in such open admiration before, not during her coming out or at any time since. A strange fluttery sensation filled her chest and spread out across her body, chasing away the pinch of the frost.

“Good evening, Miss Marsh. I hope we haven’t startled you,” said Mr Smiley-Dimples. “I wonder if you might grant me a wish.” He briefly removed his hat, revealing curly brown hair while he bowed to her.

“Likewise,” said Mr Side-Whiskers. He didn’t bow. Instead he caught hold of her hand and lifted her fingers so that he could kiss their tips, before sweeping his gaze upwards to the mistletoe strung between the branches above them.

“You both…You both wish to kiss me?” She gave a little squeak of surprise. This was quite beyond even her wildest imaginings. How incredible that two men should desire her, when she’d hardly dared hope that even one would find her worthy. Of course, this left her in the unfortunate position of having to choose between them, since she couldn’t very well kiss them both no matter how exciting that prospect might seem. No, to do so would only spell trouble as surely as it had the last time. The very reason people had been so thoroughly scandalized over her seduction was that she’d been compromised by two men rather than one. 

“Um…well…I’m not really certain how to decide between you.” She gave a nervous laugh, prompting Mr Smiley-Dimples to take hold of her other hand and gently rub circles into her palm. “Maybe if you introduced yourselves I might be better able to make a choice. I don’t think we know one another, do we?”

She felt quite sure she’d remember them if they did.

Mr Smiley-Dimples shook his head. “Not as yet, but we’ve long admired you from afar. Allow me to do the honours. I am Percy Gilling, and this is my cousin William, Lord Ricborough.”

Lord Ricborough proceeded to press his soft lips to her inner wrist, in the gap between the edges of her glove and her sleeve, causing her mouth to form an O and a tiny mewl to escape her throat. She fancied she might have to watch herself around Lord Ricborough. Already she felt drawn to him and certain parts of her felt interestingly heavy and that was after only a few seconds acquaintance, lord only knows what a longer friendship might result in.

She gazed at him, certain she would very much like to kiss him, but then there was Mr. Gilling to consider too, with his soft eyes and warming smile. Maybe what she ought to do was to shut her eyes again, count to ten and see which of them delivered, except of course, they would probably both do so.

“I’m sorry, I’m afraid I’m rather at a loss as to how to proceed.” She looked around, wondering if Tom was on hand and could offer any guidance, but she couldn’t quite spot him. In fact, there wasn’t anyone around at all anymore. There was only her and the two gentlemen upon the green. Nervousness and something else—was it excitement—tingled in her nose and through her breast.

This was bad. Very bad. If somebody happened upon them, the she’d be accused of the same deeds that had ruined her life four years ago. So why wasn’t she rushing to leave? Why was she staring at them in wonder with hope in her heart? 

“Perhaps you could kiss us both,” Lord Ricborough suggested, confirming that ravishment was their intent and not anything more honourable, such as proposing to her. “I certainly don’t have any objections to that. Do you, Gilling?”

Viola suspected that he already knew that the other man didn’t. 

“Did Tom set you up to this?” she asked. It would be just like him to play such a horrid trick, although usually he restricted himself to placing toads inside her footwear or short-sheeting her bed. “Where is he? Is he hiding, watching this?” What did he hope to prove? Did he merely intend to embarrass her because he thought her actions stupid, or did he intend to prove that she was just wanton as ever?

“Tom is not aware of our intent.”

Yes, their intent. She apprehensively pressed her teeth into her lower lip. “Which is what exactly?” Not just to seek kisses, she was certain.

 “To talk to you,” replied Mr Gilling. “To ascertain your position on certain things.”

“And offer a proposition,” finished Lord Ricborough. “You see I’m looking for a wife, but no ordinary young lady will do.”

“Oh dear, I’m afraid I’m quite ordinary,” she replied, as a shock wave of delight rippled through her body.

“We don’t think so,” they replied in unison, making them all smile.

“Ordinary ladies, don’t get caught pleasing two men,” Lord Ricborough continued. 

“Oh!” she said, finally understanding, and yet not understanding. “No, I don’t suppose they do.” She guessed that did rather make her unique, but not in a terribly attractive way. This probably ought to be the point when she pleaded her innocence, and explained how it had all been a frightful misunderstanding, but for the first time ever something made her hold her tongue. “I’m still not entirely sure that I follow.” 

Lord Ricborough nodded. “Allow me to explain. Put very simply, and I hope you don’t find the notion too scandalous, Miss Marsh, Percy and I are lovers, thus whatever young lady I choose for my wife must not only be able to accept that fact, but be willing to welcome him into her bed too.”

Viola moistened her lips, hardly able to figure out what he was saying to her. She had until this moment, no notion of the fact that two men could love one another in such a way, and as for whether she was willing to allow both of them into her bed. Well, mayhap if she had some notion of what that precisely entailed she might have strenuously objected. As it was, bubbles of joy filled her insides at the notion of being desired, when everyone had stated so ardently that no man would ever find her so.

“And you believe me to be this woman, because of what happened before?”

“Not only that. You’re beautiful as well.”

She had been right to hold back from telling the truth, though she supposed at some point they might realise when they saw how innocent she really was about what happened within the marriage bed. She freed herself of their hold so that she could pace a little. “What you’re suggesting is scandalous.”

“Yes,” Lord Ricborough replied, falling into step alongside her. “But I hope it will be marvellous too.” She stopped pacing, far too hot in her pelisse and cape despite the snow swirling all around her, and faced him again. “Have you spoken to my father?”

“Not yet, we wanted to ensure you were agreeable to the arrangement first.”

“I don’t know. I don’t know if I’m agreeable or not. It’s all…It’s rather overwhelming.”

Mr. Gilling came up behind her and considerately led her to a fallen tree trunk the villagers sometimes used as a seat. He stretched his overcoat out upon it so that she could sit. “What you’re asking is highly unusual,” she said to him.

“Unusual, but not I think incomprehensible or distasteful to you.”

“No,” she agreed. While her heart beat ridiculously fast, it was not due to that, but rather due to excitement and a touch of apprehension.

Lord Ricborough held her hand again, and ticked his index finger against the pulse point in her wrist. “Should I tell you how much it excites me to think of sharing you with Percy, of having you both lying naked beside me, of us all pleasuring one another?”

“Yes,” she mouthed, excited by the idea of those things too. “Tell me.”

“Better would be if we were to show you,” Mr. Gilling remarked.

“It’s a little cold out here for that, Pers.”

She wasn’t cold at all.

“Maybe for the moment, we ought to content ourselves with the kisses we sought.”

“Yes,” she murmured again, tilting her head toward him eager for that, whilst praying he wouldn’t notice that she’d never previously been kissed.

His warm breath heated her skin as he moved close. The touch of his lips muffled her cry of pleasure as he drew her into his embrace. He tasted of ale and spices and everything forbidden. When he slipped his tongue between her lips, arousal made her limbs feel weak. It didn’t matter, he held her steady, and so too did Mr. Gilling, who cuddled up to her behind and pressed his lips to what was evidently a rather sensitive spot on the side of her neck.

Heavens, if this had been what had actually happened in that cupboard four years ago, it would have been worth all the heartbreak that followed. Yet, the recollection of those times instantly sobered her. The fright, the tears, the freedom and friendships she’d lost and all because what…because—she realised looking at Lord Ricborough and Mr. Gilling—two men had loved one another and hadn’t wanted the world to know about it.

“Who would know about this arrangement?” she asked.

“Only us.” Mr. Gilling insisted.

Lord Ricborough closed his eyes and sighed. “That’s not true, Percy. Let’s at least be honest. Even the most loyal servants talk, and gossip about us and our ways has already passed through numerous drawing rooms.”

“So everyone would know. I’d forever be whispered about. I’m already reviled for what I did, and this would just prove to them that I’m the harlot they all branded me.”

“You’ll be my wife, and no one will dare criticise you.”

She believed he would try to protect her in any way he could, but on balance was that enough? Marrying Lord Ricborough, and accepting this strange three way relationship might grant her freedom from the austere, suffocating prison that was the old nursery, but at what cost? Would she ever be able to hold her head up in public? Not that she could now. Did that even matter if what they had in private lived up to the promise implicit in their kisses?

“I see you need time to think about this.”

Mr. Gilling covered his face with his hands as if he couldn’t bear not to resolve this now.

“We understand that. Take your time and we’ll speak again later. In the meantime, perhaps we could escort you home before the snow becomes so deep we’ll have to wade.”


Chapter Four

 

“Will she accept?” Percy asked for about the twenty-fourth time since they’d left Viola’s side. They’d hung back once they were in sight of Knasebrook Hall and let her return ahead of them, so as not to rouse suspicions or give anyone an excuse to berate her more than was already likely given she’d arrived home without her brother. Mostly though, Will didn’t want her to be forced into accepting his offer just to avoid the whiff of another scandal. It was important to him that she came willingly and of her own accord.

Now thawed out after their tramp through the snow, he and Percy were dressing for the ball. The hall was already full of guests, many of whom required accommodation for the night due to the snow that was still falling, hence he and Percy had been asked to double up. Neither of them considered the notion a hardship, though their host had been particularly apologetic.

What Will was missing at present was his valet, whom he’d be obliged to give compassionate leave to, owing to the looming death of his father. Bringing along anyone else simply raised too many questions, and opened his preferences to downstairs gossip.

Percy made for an inadequate stand in. He hadn’t a clue about clothes and could hardly tie the simplest knot, let alone be expected to replicate the exquisite folds in Will’s cravat that his man normally fashioned.

“Will she?” Percy asked again, as Will tossed another discarded length of linen, and reached for another. He stood before the mirror and endeavoured to knot this one himself.

The simple truth was that he didn’t know. It was plain as day that Viola desired her freedom, and he’d felt the desire in her kiss, but neither of those things guaranteed that she’d throw in her lot with them. He couldn’t blame her for her doubts. They’d be criticised, and her reputation was already a tattered ruin. He might suggest she hold her head up high and embrace the notoriety, but things were much easier said than done. Also, if he were honest, he would rather they lived quietly and kept their private matters to themselves. Whatever arrangement took place within their home was of no concern to anyone else. And in any case, most of the rumourmongers only did so in order to deflect attention from their own rotten relationships.

 “We just have to believe in her, Percy.” And see if they couldn’t enchant her a little this evening, perhaps give her another taste of what might come.

“And if she says no?”

Will abandoned his pursuit of the perfect knot and tugged Percy to him by his coat tails instead. His friend fell into his arms, whereupon Will silenced him before he could ask any more questions by kissing him roughly. When their mouths were locked, and tongues entwined, worries faded into insignificance. When they were entwined within one another’s arms the world was very, very simple. 

Percy groaned and pushed his hands into Will’s hair, kissing him back with enormous zeal. When they parted a few minutes later, they were both flushed and showing obvious signs of arousal.

“If she does, we’ll keep looking,” Will insisted. It was all they could do, since he refused to contemplate the alternative. At least, no matter what happened tonight in regard to Miss Marsh, they would still have one another.


Chapter Five

 

“Whatever is the matter with you, Viola?” Aunt Clara observed her with a frown that made the crow’s feet around her eyes collapse in on one another. “You’re as twitchy as if you were to be presented to the Queen. I can’t believe you’re this nervous over a ball.”

“I’m merely concerned that people will stare,” she replied, not wanting to admit the real reason for her agitation. She’d been unable to get Mr. Gilling and Lord Ricborough, or William and Percy as she’d begun to think of them, out of her head since she’d arrived home. The taste of William’s lips, the heat of their bodies pressed so close to hers and the sheer exuberance of their smiles when they looked at her completely dominated her thoughts, and tempted her. Yes, tempted her to say “yes” to whatever they wanted.

“People’s opinions have never bothered you overly much before. The past three years you’ve been giddy with excitement over being allowed to mix. Why should you be so nervous on this occasion? Did something occur while you were out with Thomas? Did somebody say or do something?”

“No, of course not.” she said dismissing the notion with a little hah! of laughter. As if anyone ever spoke to her.

Aunt Clara wrenched the lacing of her stays tighter, causing Viola to forcefully exhale. “Don’t lie to me, child. I’ve known you since you were a wailing babe, and I know you think I’m an addle-brained crone, but I’ve still wits enough to see through you. I might add that I’m the only one willing to entertain the notion that you didn’t step into that cupboard willingly, so show some respect.” She proceeded to tug Viola’s dress over her head, and then to pin the front into place.

“I did enter it willingly,” Viola said, repositioning each pin her aunt jabbed into place. “I just wasn’t expecting to find two men inside, or for them to cosy up to me.” Having two men so close had been surprising on that occasion. It might even have been scary, if she’d had time to think about it, but the experience beneath the kissing bough had been quite, quite different. Exhilarating and…not delightful, that was too mundane and didn’t adequately describe the way it had made her feel inside. Oh, if there were words for it, she didn’t know them.

Meanwhile, her aunt sighed and shook her head. “Did some fool try to kiss you beneath the mistletoe?” 

Viola fought to mask her surprise. How could she possibly know that? Had someone seen her and passed on word of her salaciousness already? 

Aunt Clara tottered over to the chair by the fireside. “Oh, don’t look so shocked. Do you think I don’t know what you do while you’re supposed to be spreading Christmas cheer? I know everything you do, girl. And let me tell you, I’ve been on this Earth long enough to know that when a woman gets doe-eyed it’s generally due to a man. So you had better spit it out and tell me who it was. Sit,” she ordered Viola, then picked up her knitting and began to cast the woollen loops from one needle to the other.

Viola sat as instructed, perching on the very front of the rocking chair to prevent its motion. How much ought she to tell?

“There was a man,” she tentatively confessed. 

“Aye, but did you grant his request. No, don’t answer. I know from your expression that you did. I think you had better tell me who it was, and what sort of promise you had from him.”

Viola slowly wetted her lips. She didn’t really want to admit any of it, but she knew her aunt well enough to realise she wasn’t going anywhere until she at least produced a name. “Lord Ricborough.” Even now, after battling her way home through the snow, and then a full hour of being powdered and laced, she could still feel the sensation of his kiss and the thrill that had shot through her body at his touch. “I told him I would consider what he asked.”

She kept her gaze firmly focussed upon the blaze in the hearth to avoid the penetrating stare levelled in her direction.

“Someone actually offered for you and you told him to wait on your answer. Aah, Viola, I’d laugh at the sheer absurdity of your actions if I wasn’t so concerned for your mental capacity. What in heaven’s name is there to consider? Accept him. Marry him. Go out and live your life.”

Her aunt shook her head. “Ricborough is from and old, old family. If ever a second chance was offered to somebody then here it is. He’ll inherit an earldom when his father passes on—interesting man, I knew him in my youth—all the tattle-tales that have spun tales about you these past years would be desperate to be your bosom friends again.”

“I know,” she said. She understood that, or at least that would be how things were if he had offered her an ordinary sort of marriage, but he hadn’t. Instead, he’d said right to her face that he loved someone else, and that he expected her to love his lover too. 

However could that work? 

Oh, she appreciated that Percy Gilling was smart and handsome, with his wild curls and beatific smile, and she was excited by his presence, but how could three people possibly live harmoniously? From all she’d heard and observed, it was difficult enough with two.

“He’s young, he’s handsome and titled, what reason could you have to turn him down, since one presumes he’s already aware of your unfortunate past. He would have had to have had his head buried somewhere exceedingly pretty not to be aware of it.”

“He knows,” she confirmed.

“Then why is he not right now speaking to your father?”

She shook her head, refusing to divulge her reasons. Aunt Clara wouldn’t understand. She’d be shocked to the tips of her knitted stockings. Also, how did one explain that you feared you’d be exchanging a prison for a gilded cage? Although, when she thought about it, one did sound a lot nicer than the other.

“You’re stubborn, girl. It’s ever been your undoing. You’ve an opportunity to make something good of yourself, take it before you’re compelled into accepting something far less agreeable.”

Foreboding tickled at the back of Viola’s neck. “Whatever do you mean?”

Aunt Clara’s attention remained focused on her knitting. “Your father has a match in mind for you too,” she said after a moment or two. “And it’s not to Lord Ricborough or even anyone of his standing.”

“Father has!” She sprang from the rocking chair and began to pace back and forth across the threadbare rug. “To whom?” Who could her father have possibly found that would marry her? Some impoverished distant cousin perhaps, or a man with “new money” and no pedigree? “Will he be here tonight?”

“Aye,” her aunt dipped her head in affirmation. “I imagine, unless he’s given a reason to do otherwise, your father will look to announcing the engagement at breakfast tomorrow. You know he does so enjoy having an audience to witness his triumphs, and you have to admit, finding a match for his sullied daughter is quite an accomplishment.”

“But…but…Don’t I have any say in this matter?” 

“Of course,” her Aunt said, giving her head a little shake. “You get to say, “Yes” and do whatever you’re told. Beyond that, I’m sure he would listen if you were to present Lord Ricborough as an alternative match. Your father’s easily swayed by status. I don’t think he’d object to you marrying a future earl.”

“Yes, but…” She couldn’t possibly make such a momentous decision in one night. Gracious, she didn’t even have the first inkling of what loving William and Percy might entail, and she didn’t want to contemplate giving herself to whatever man her father had chosen. Suddenly, staying in the nursery didn’t seem so bad after all. At least she knew what was expected. It might be dreary dull, but at least she knew she could comply with minimal fuss.

“Do stop pouting,” Aunt Clara chastised. “Any young woman ought to be thrilled to be in your position.”

“Of course.” She smiled meekly. Whatever was she supposed to do? She needed time to think, to consider all possibilities and weigh them up. “Suppose you thought that someone was only interested in you because they thought you were something you weren’t.”

Aunt Clara immediately levelled her with a very shrewd stare. “Then I’d dispel them of the notion immediately. Lies are not a good foundation for a marriage. I advise stepping into it with both parties quite clear about their expectations.”

Oh damnation! Why hadn’t she admitted the truth? Dispelled them of the notion that she was experienced? She’d said it over and over to everyone else, but when it had really mattered, she’d kept silent, and now it would be excruciatingly awkward to bring up, not to mention a very real possibility that William would withdraw his offer. What a horrid, horrid mess.

“You ought to go down, girl.” Aunt Clara rose from her chair to shoo Viola toward the door. “Stop brooding and go and choose your future.”


Chapter Six

 

Knasebrook’s grand salon always looked its finest at Christmas. This year proved no exception. Great wreaths of holly and painted apples decorated the glittering bank of mirrors that graced the long wall, while mistletoe hung in loops from the chandeliers and a huge yule long burned on the fire. Outside, the gently falling snow provided a festive backdrop to the sextet of musicians.

Viola remained on the periphery of the room, watching the other guests dance and listening to the music. The only noise that ever disturbed the environs of the old nursery was the clack of Aunt Clara’s knitting needles, so the harmony of the stringed instruments was a true delight. Nobody spoke to her. Guests moved away from where she stood, and the women raised their fans so that they could whisper behind them.

It wasn’t long before she spotted William and Percy. Her heart stirred at the sight of them in their finery, and butterflies awakened in her stomach. She’d not truly appreciated them out in the cold, on the green, beneath the mistletoe. Percy’s slightly unkempt curls made him stand out and seem so very vital next to all the mincing dandies, while William was by far the handsomest man in the room in his blue tail-coat and white waistcoat, with the possible exception of Lawrence Bellshawe, an old macaroni who still favoured mouse-fur eyebrows and star-shaped patches. She’d always had a soft spot for Bellshawe, ever since she was a very small girl. He still spoke to her sometimes too, unlike everybody else, who treated her as though she had an infectious disease. Would William and Percy be prepared to talk to her she wondered? It was one thing to converse with her on a deserted green, another entirely to openly acknowledge her in a roomful of their peers. Maybe she could use this as a test of their worth, a way of discerning what kind of relationship they would truly have. She made the decision to go to them, only for Tom intercept her as she tacked across the room.

He scowled at her. “I’m to dance with you. Father says so.”

Every year her father insisted that each of her three brothers take a turn about the floor with her, and while Viola very much enjoyed dancing, none of her siblings ever made it a pleasant experience. The elder two inevitably used the occasion to berate her over her past conduct. Tonight they had so far left her alone, both seemingly preoccupied with pursuits of their own. Edward was wooing the imperious Lady Anne Claythorpe, while Samuel was chasing a pretty Scottish heiress.

Tom didn’t give a fig about any woman; his passion was reserved for lady luck. 

“Do let us get this over with,” he complained, as he pushed her into the line of ladies that was forming for the next dance. He slotted himself into the line of gentlemen. “I suppose you think you were awfully clever running off earlier. Father has given me no end of grief about it. He even threatened to reduce my allowance.”

“Was I supposed to stand in the snow until I was completely frozen through? You vanished, Tom, and the snow was falling thicker. It would have been ridiculous to stand there. It wasn’t as if I was certain you were returning. You did leave without a word as to where you were going.”

“I didn’t want to disturb you. You seemed so happy standing there with your lips puckered. I sense however that your future husband didn’t fall from the sky.”

The dance required them to part ways and skip to the head of the line before reuniting again; else Viola might have said something she’d have regretted. The moment apart gave her time to squash her irritation. She was not going to let Tom goad her into a revelation; he would only use the information to spite her. Nor was she going to allow him to make her feel guilty. He had been the one in the wrong. He oughtn’t to have left her alone on the green, though she was jolly thankful that he had, else William and Percy would not have had the opportunity to approach her, and whatever choice she made tonight, she would never forget that kiss.

“Why are you here, Viola?” Tom demanded, as they looped arms and swung round in a circle. “A civilised gathering isn’t any place for your sort. You forfeited your right to belong here.”

She did so wish she knew some ribald phrase she could use to deride him with.

“This is the only engagement father permits me to attend. You’re a dolt if you can’t see why I’d choose to come.” 

“And you’re a bigger dolt for not seeing why you shouldn’t.”

Viola deliberately stepped on his toes.

Tonight she had more reason to be here than on any previous occasion. “It’s not my fault you have to dance with me. It’s father’s rule, not mine.” As a matter of preference she would have willingly skipped being partnered by Tom, but she knew better than to argue with her father’s rules. “As none of you pay me a single thought the rest of the year, is it truly such a hardship to spare me a few minutes of your time on Christmas Eve?”

“What’s a pity is that you never spared any thoughts for us when you surrendered the only asset that you had.” He scowled.

Viola skipped away from him, wishing the dance would end. There was no point in wasting her breath defending her actions. She’d done so hundreds of times before to no avail. Not one of her brothers would acknowledge their role in what had happened. If they’d looked out for her, as elder brothers ought, then…then she would never have had to endure Sarah Walsingham’s abuse, and there need never have been a scar upon the family name.

The dance did finally come to an end. However, instead of releasing her to go about her own business, Tom held on tight to her wrist. “Father wants me to bring you to him.”

“He’s busy at present.” She could see he was talking to Sir Hutsby Mede.

“He said right away.”

“Oh, very well, but I’m sure he’d rather I didn’t intrude.”

“And I’m certain he wants you to.” Tom gave a malicious laugh that made her dig in her heels.

“No,” she protested, realising who her father was intent on matching her with. Not Hideous Hutsby. He couldn’t. Surely he couldn’t be so cruel. Didn’t he value her a little more than that? “He’s buried eight wives already.” Numerous rumours abounded as to how they’d met their various ends.

“Don’t be so dramatic, Viola. You should be honoured he’s even interested in you. He is after all a hero.”

She swallowed slowly, and tried to get her desire for flight under control. Sir Hutsby may well have returned from India a hero, but he’d left part of his nose behind, sliced from his visage during the Battle of Assaye. He wore an un-fetching silver one in its place.

There was no choice to make. Two men versus Sir Hutsby-Mede; her decision was already made. 

She looked around frantically; desperate to spot Lord Ricborough, but she couldn’t see him. Nor Percy either. 

Then somehow her father and Sir Hutsby were right before them. “You danced beautifully tonight, Viola. Don’t you agree, Sir Hutsby? Do allow me to present my daughter.”

“A delight.” Sir Hutsby bowed his head. “Miss Marsh, my pleasure.”

Viola reluctantly offered him a curtsy.

“Perhaps the baronet would like to partner you for the next dance,” Tom suggested, a huge smile eating up his face.

Why the little weasel. She would’ve kicked him, had not the horror of a future spent with Sir Hutsby almost paralysed her.

“That would be—”

“No,” Viola blurted, before he could finish the sentence. “That is…What I mean is, I’d be honoured, but I can’t.”

Her father’s beetling brows furrowed. “Why not?”

“Because…” She dragged her teeth across her lower lip as she spotted William re-entering the room. “I’m already promised to someone else.”

Her father blinked in absolute astonishment. “You are?”

Tom shook his head, refusing to believe a word of it.

Viola plucked her dance card from her reticule and pretended to consult its blank surface. “Yes, sir. To Lord Ricborough.”

“Ridiculous! Ricborough—Lord Ricborough asked you to dance?” Tom near choked on his own incredulity.

“Yes,” she squeaked. “He did.”

“Then what the devil are you standing her for?” asked her father. “Don’t keep him waiting.” He gave her an encouraging shove in the right direction. “Ricborough, eh?” She heard him mutter. “Well there’s an interesting development.”

“You don’t believe her, do you father?” Tom probed. “She’s never even met the man. She’s not spoken to a soul since she set foot in this room.”

“Aye, well, all will be apparent soon enough.” 

Viola sensed her father’s gaze burning a hole in her back as she crossed the room to reach Lord Ricborough. For once she was pleased when the folks surrounding him retreated as she approached. 

“Miss Marsh.” His elegant brows lifted as he greeted her. Close to, he looked even more magnificent in his finery than he had done from across the room.

“You have to dance with me,” she blurted. “I told my father that you’d asked me, so that I wouldn’t have to dance with Sir Hutsby-Mede. You will, won’t you?” He’d asked for her hand in marriage, surely he wouldn’t balk at turning her about the salon.

“Not because you wanted to dance with me, then?”

“Well…I…” She peeped up at him, to find him smiling. “Actually, yes I would. Very much so.”

He held out his hand to her.

Viola heard the gasps of those around them as she accepted it.

“Do I need to watch out for my toes?” he asked, as he slid his arm around her waist. “I saw what you did to poor Tom.” 

“It was no more than he deserved.”

“Then I’ll endeavour to keep my remarks civil. Here. You need to put your hand here.”

Oh, my! Viola gulped, realising they were to waltz. She ought to have realised it would have been included in the roster. Her mother had grown up in Vienna, and dearly loved the Spinner or Walzer, as she’d called it. They’d often danced it together, but this was the first time she’d been crushed so close to a man. William was joyously light on his feet, but it raised her pulse every time his leg brushed her skirt, and she was hyper aware of every inch where their bodies touched. She wallowed in the scent of him too. Cinnamon and cloves, mixed with that heady masculine scent all of his own. If only he was prepared to take her for his own, without any addendums to his proposal.

“I believe you may have a few takers after this,” he remarked a few minutes into the movement. “Please promise you’ll save a space on your dance card for Percy, and one or two more for me.”

“People will talk if we dance that many times.”

“Sweet Viola, people are talking already. We’re causing quite a stir. I fear they may already have matched us and married us off. We’re not going to disappoint them, are we?”

Even the potential threat of being forced into wedlock with Sir Hutsby-Mede wasn’t enough to make her plunge feet first into a different murky pool. As Aunt Clara had rightly said, they both needed to look at this with clear vision. “I can’t accept, not yet, not without telling you something first.”

“Then tell me.”

She shook her head. “Not here.” There were too many people close by, and she was wise enough to the ways of her peers to know they liked nothing more than to repeat things they just happened to have overheard. In any case, Percy really ought to be present too.

“Very well, but you should know that nothing you tell me will make any difference. Not to me, and not to Percy either. We know you’re the right woman for us, Viola. I can feel it in here.” He briefly held her hand to his heart, so she could feel its thud through her fingertips. “If it were possible I would make you mine now, so that we could both love you at once.”

“You oughtn’t say such things. What if you’re overheard?”

He shifted his hold, so that he could stroke the bare skin of her neck with his fingertip. Immediately, her nipples tightened to sharp points that punched against the bones of her stays. “I don’t care if they do. My intentions are entirely honourable.”

Perhaps not quite entirely.

“Do you have any idea how much I long to kiss you again?”

She blushed, and lowered her gaze.

“So coy.” He lifted her chin so that he could see her eyes. “You are so beautiful when you blush. Those little spots of colour light up your whole expression. I want to see that glow all over you, and do things to you that’ll turn you absolutely pink.”

“Yes, but you want Mr. Gilling to watch.”

“No. I don’t wish him to watch, Viola. I want him to be part of everything. He’ll touch you and rouse you just as ardently as I will. We’re both so very desperately looking forward to discovering how best to please you.”

“Please, you shouldn’t say such things.” Although in truth, she rather liked them. His words excited her almost as much as the press of his hand upon her back, and the brush of his hip as they turned. “You’ve a wicked tongue.”

“Sweetness, if you think my talk is vulgar now, just wait until I tell you where I’d like to thrust my p—”

“Shush!” she hushed him, and covered her face to hide both her outrage and laughter. “That’s the most impolite thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Then what a lot you’ve missed out on. We’ll have such fun, Viola. Please, say yes.”

“I told you, we must speak privately first. The three of us.”

“Very well, then let us do it now, before you’re so in demand, I’ve no hope of securing your attention again.” He led her from the floor and toward the pitchers of spiced wine that were being served. Having acquired two cups, he thrust one into her hands. “Drink, your expression is far too serious. Be merry, Viola or else everyone will believe me exceedingly dull, and that won’t do at all.”

She sipped at the warm beverage, as having summoned Percy with a tilt of his head, William steered her into the quieter vestibule that led to where the card tables were being housed. They were still within sight of everyone, but no longer likely to be overheard.

“Is something untoward?” Percy asked when he caught up with them.

“Viola feels she has something she needs to tell us both. As you can see, it’s clearly rather dire, because it’s sucked all the joy from her.”

“Are you sure you haven’t insulted her? Was he rude to you, Viola? He can be such a terrible cad. Lewdness, is not becoming, sir.” He addressed the latter part to William. “Must you show all your warts to her?”

“It isn’t anything he said to me. It’s something I ought to have told you.” They both stared eagerly at her waiting for her to continue. Viola took a deep breath. “I’m not what you think I am. Nor do I know if I can be the woman you want. I don’t have any experience of loving two men.” She didn’t have experience of loving even one. “What happened to me in the past wasn’t quite as people report. It was all a huge misunderstanding.”

She paused to steal herself for their reactions. They were both hanging on her every word. “I didn’t sneak off to do wicked things with those men. I stumbled upon them by accident, and then they grabbed me and we were found. I spent less time and had less contact with them than we have enjoyed, even if the kiss upon the green were discounted.”

“You weren’t…They weren’t your lovers?” Percy queried. His handsome face crumpled by a frown.

“No. I was trying to avoid somebody, and chose the wrong place to hide, that’s all.”

Her words sucked the joy right out of him. He just stared at her. Then he shook his head and kept on shaking it. Viola had never seen a man look so crestfallen, not even in the immediate aftermath of her fall from grace. Her brothers and her father hadn’t been hurt by what had happened, only angered that she’d allowed herself to compromised.

William squeezed Percy’s shoulder, and then exchanged a look.

“I’d best go,” she said. Now, before she caused any more hurt.

“No. Viola, wait.” William caught hold of her arm, and made her face him. His expression was soft and kind, though his eyes burned with raw emotion. “The past doesn’t matter. It doesn’t change anything. What’s important is whether you’re willing to let us love you now?”

She shook her head. It was no use. “I don’t even know what that entails. You both understand what you want, but I don’t know what that is, or even if I’m capable of giving it.”

“You are.”

“It’s a risk. What if you’re wrong?”

“I’m not.” He tried to tug her closer. “Please, Viola.”

“Forget it, Will. She’s given her answer.”

“No she hasn’t. Not truly.” He grasped both of her hands and held them within his. “Tell me what reassurance I can offer. Anything?”

She shook her head. She didn’t know. “I fear I’ll only disappoint you. I don’t want to trap you.” She knew only too well how that felt. “I don’t know if there’s room in my heart.”

“There is. There’s room in every person’s heart for more than one lover. It’s only convention that says we must restrict ourselves. I know you’re hesitant, Viola, and your reasons are admirable, but please, don’t dismiss us yet. Get to know us.”

“In one night?” That’s all she had. “How?”

“Come to us,” Percy said abruptly. “If you want to know how it will be, then let us show you.”

“Percy,” William snapped in warning. “Remember you’re talking to a lady.”

Percy rolled his eyes. “I’m only saying what you’d like to, and I dare say you’ve whispered a vulgar thought or two into her ear already as you danced.”

William cast him a wounded look. “Might I remind you that we’re guests here?”

Unrepentant, Percy folded his arms across his chest. “We’re in the blue room, in the north wing,” he told her, ignoring William’s huff of outrage. “By two o’clock things should be quiet. If you want us, if you have any affection for us or desire for this match, then come to us and let us open your eyes as to how it will be. I don’t believe we’ll disappoint.”

“I can’t…”

Percy pressed his hands together as if in prayer and tapped them against his lips. “So be it.” He shrugged, then bowed stiffly and turned on his heels. Viola watched his retreating back.

“I’m sorry,” William apologised, squeezing her hands again before he released his grip upon them. “I’m afraid he longed for this too much, and I built up his hopes.” He peeped awkwardly at her, with his brows drawn low. “I ought to go after him. Please forgive him for causing offence. He shouldn’t have said such things.”

He nodded to her. Then captured her hand once more and raised her knuckles to meet his lips, bidding her goodbye in the way he’d originally greeted her. “And Viola, never do anything you don’t feel comfortable with.” Then he too left her.


Chapter Seven

 

“Are you decided, Viola?”

Aunt Clara still sat by the fireside when she returned to the old nursery. “You’re back a little earlier than I anticipated.”

“Sir Hutsby-Mede!” Viola protested, needing an outlet for all the mixed emotions she was feeling. “I can’t believe you would allow father to marry me to that man.”

Her aunt stopped knitting in order to look at her. “Whatever are you blabbering about, girl? It’s not Sir Hutsby-Mede your father has in mind for you. Not unless something radical has happened between luncheon and this moment.”

“It isn’t? But Tom prompted him to ask me to dance.”

“Your brother takes great delight in stirring trouble. Come and sit down, and tell me what has happened. I sense something else is troubling you besides Thomas’ mischief.”

Viola drew close to the fire, after the heat of the crowded salon, the nursery wing seemed particularly cold and dreary. “If it’s not Hideous Hutsby, then who is it?”

Her aunt smiled, “Gracious, you must be able to guess. The man’s admired you since you were small.”

Viola shook her head. Since she was small. What man had even known her then? “Mr. Bellshawe!” she blurted not a moment later. “Surely you’re not serious. He’s older than father. I think he remembers the Tea Act being passed.” She sank heavily into chair, no more able to envisage life as Mrs. Lawrence Bellshawe, than she was able to countenance a life as the wife of Sir Hutsby-Mede. Though at least she imagined Mr. Bellshawe would be kind, and that had been her wish all those hours ago. Maybe she ought to be contented and accept that, and not think about William’s kisses, and what he claimed he’d like to do to her.

“Tell me what occurred with Lord Ricborough. Did you give him an answer?”

“Not precisely.”

“It’s not like you, Viola, to dither so much. It’s clear from looking at you, that he’s won your heart, so tell me why you’re head’s in rebellion.”

She shook her head, still unwilling to divulge her concerns. They were the sorts of concerns best kept to one’s self. It would only endanger William and Percy to voice remarks anyway. So they sat in silence, except for the clack of the knitting needles.

“If you’re averse to Mr. Bellshawe, then you need to settle whatever is concerning you with regards to Lord Ricborough, my dear, and time is running out. Let’s hope he’s not the sort that sleeps horribly late.”

“I imagine he does.”

“Ah well,” Aunt Clara reached across and patted her knee. 

“What should I do?” Viola pleaded a moment later.

“Dear, didn’t I already say? You must do whatever it takes to settle the matter.”

Whatever it takes? That would mean doing as Percy requested, and visiting them in their room. She was worldly enough to realise that ravishment would be the result. Percy didn’t mean for them to talk things through. He meant for them to bed her.

A knot of fear tightened in her stomach, only to be immediately unravelled by a throb of longing. Ravishment didn’t seem so very terrible a proposition when she thought about it. She passed her hand across her lips, remembering William’s kiss, and the heat of the two men pressed to her front and back. She wondered if Percy’s kisses would make her shiver in exactly the same way.

“I think I’ll retire now,” she said. She needed to think this through some more. After all, if they were caught she’d be doubly disgraced, and likely the only topic of conversation from Edinburg to Bath for the whole of the coming year.

Then again, if she could survive that once, she could weather it twice.

And William had offered for her. They wouldn’t be the first couple to tumble together before their vows were spoken. She’d worry about how Percy’s involvement could be explained away later, after she’d discovered the way in which the three of them could fit together.

“Promise you won’t be vexed with me if I do something exceedingly foolish,” she whispered as she kissed her aunt good night.

“Better you’re foolish than you live in regret for half a century.”

Viola suspected there was a story behind that she wasn’t privy to.

Once alone in her room, she changed into her night rail and braided her hair. If she was going to go to them, then she first needed to wait until the assigned hour. Her candle burned down, and the hour hand on the mantle clock slowly turned. Aunt Clara was right. Her heart knew what it desired. It longed for Lord Ricborough’s arms around her. His body pressed close to her, but she was excited by the prospect of Percy Gilling’s kisses too. The only thing to face here were her own fears, and had she not already spent enough of her life afraid? Hiding had never served her well in the past, so why choose to do so now? Why not instead accept the risk and live?

 

***

 

The blue room was not an easy room to reach in the dead of night across creaking floorboards. Viola put on her softest pumps so that she might creep across the far too creaky floorboards making the minimum amount of sound. 

Too bad she didn’t even make it past the first hurdle. 

The clock struck two, but Aunt Clara still remained perfectly alert in her chair by the fire. Unable to slip out that way, Viola retreated back into her room. She’d have to wait or find a different route. But what route? She crossed to the French windows to peep out at the snow-covered fields and the bright moonlight. Everything seemed so crisp and clean.

She could see the windows of the north wing from her balcony, and that gave her an idea. What if she didn’t go through the house, but used a route no one would ever consider. Aunt Clara would believe she was in her room fast asleep.

Snow seeped through the fabric of her shoes, as Viola crept out onto her balcony. The wind was biting, but she bound her shawl tight about her shoulders, and girded her loins in a manner she’d once seen in a book so that her legs were free to move, then swivelled herself over the balustrade and onto the narrow ledge between her balcony and the next. She clung tight to the wall, as she inched her way along, and refused to look down. There were only twelve icy ledges between her and her future.


Chapter Eight

 

“It would seem that Miss Marsh has chosen to accept your offer after all, unless you suppose the sprite outside is some other being.” Will remarked, raising his hand to shield his eyes from the candle glare. 

Percy released his lover’s cock from his mouth, to complain, “That’s not funny, Will.” Being worse for wear on drink wasn’t an excuse for making light of a sensitive topic. Percy had never actually believed Viola would come. He’d already realised when he’d suggested it that she’d decided that what they were asking of her was too scandalous and too big a risk. She wasn’t the woman he’d hoped for at all. Leastways, that was what he was trying to convince himself. Actually, he was doing his damnedest to let go of his thoughts of her altogether by focussing all his attention on Will. It’d been working too, until Will had spoken.

“It wasn’t a jest. She’s actually come.”

Percy turned his head, resting his cheek against Will’s thigh so he could look toward the door to their room.  He’d heard no knock, and there was no glow of candlelight seeping around the frame. Evidently Will was more inebriated than he’d realised, if he was hallucinating things.

“Not there. Outside the window.” Will pushed him off. “Go. Let her in before she catches her death.”

Percy stumbled to his feet. “You’re serious?” All he could see were windowpanes caked with rime, and how the devil could she have got out their anyway, without wings or an exceedingly long ladder? He opened the French doors, but the balcony appeared empty save for a few sad looking potted shrubs. “Miss Marsh?” he enquired softly, feeling faintly ridiculous, not to mention chilly. “Viola, are you there?”

“To your right,” Will informed him. “She has her enchanting derriere pressed tight to the glass, and a pleasanter sight I’ve not seen in a long while. Well, besides the vision that’s your derriere.” The latter, Percy was relieved to report was not currently on display, but concealed by his breeches and shirttails. If Viola truly was here, most likely the sight of him naked wasn’t the sort of greeting she’d be anticipating.

“Viola?”

Startled, she leapt forward, and skidded to a halt right before him.

“Viola,” Percy said, catching her. “You’re here!” Her warmth filled his arms, as a delicate scent of lavender and rose surrounded him. She was indeed, as Will said, in her night gown, with only a thin shawl about her shoulders to ward off the chill. Percy stared at her, his throat all of a sudden tight, as he caught sight of her nipples steepled by the cold pressing against the thin cotton sheath. 

What he wouldn’t give to simply take her in his arms and close his mouth around those points. His cock stiffened at the thought, prompting him to take a step back from her. No sense in unnecessarily alarming her. “I didn’t think…I never imagined you’d—” The position of the moon made the simple garment she wore almost translucent, so that he could see her every curve.

Oh God, he was doomed. If she changed her mind now, his damned head would crack open.

“I had to know,” she replied. “I couldn’t leave things as they were. If there’s a chance we could be happy, I want to take it.”

Percy just stared at her, his heart in his mouth. He knew they could be happy. The fact that she’d come to them told him that. He didn’t like to boast, but he was pretty certain that between them he and Will could be damned persuasive particularly as they wouldn’t have to purely rely on words to get their point across.

“Don’t keep her in the cold, you dolt. Invite her in so we can warm her up,” Will called.

“After you,” Percy mumbled, stepping back so that she could pass him. Was this real? Were all his Christmas wishes actually going to come true?

Viola hesitated for a second, and then purposefully entered the room. Percy followed, watching the sway of her golden-blonde hair against her back. She’d tied it in a long braid ready for bed, and the end of it tickled the curve of her plump bottom. He couldn’t wait to see her naked, so he could admire it properly.

All at once, his physical need for her became an ache in his gut and a deep throb in his balls. Lord, could this really happen? Would she really allow them to make love to her, and show her how wonderful it could be?

“I want…You said if I came…” She didn’t quite seem able to get the words out. And no wonder, Percy realised, given that Will was still sprawled across the feather bed in exactly the position Percy had left him. Breeches missing, one arm in his shirt and one arm out, and his cock standing just as proud and ready as it could be. He watched Viola’s eyes go wide, and her mouth fall open. “Oh, my!” She gave a little gulp, and turned her head as if she wasn’t sure where she should look or she might flee.

“Cover yourself up, Will. There’s a lady present.”

A lazy smile spread across his lover’s face. “This is what she came here to see. She was peeping through the window at us, so don’t imagine she doesn’t already know it’s your fault I’m in this state.”

Two bright pink spots expanded across Viola’s cheeks. “I wasn’t. I didn’t see anything,” she said. “Only that you were both on the bed. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” She back stepped a pace, making Percy relieved that he’d fastened the latch upon the French doors. 

“You didn’t,” he said reassuringly, and turned her about so that she didn’t have to see Will and his nonsense. Only, she didn’t stay facing him, she turned straight back to look at Will, who not content with flaunting his assets, proceeded to wrap his hand around his shaft and stroke himself.

“Do you want to move a bit closer?” he whispered into her ear.

“I don’t think so. Not yet.” She glanced at him, at how close he was.

“You’re shivering. Are you cold?” He drew her toward the still roaring fire, so that she stood facing him, but stood side on to the bed, and could hence still see Will. “Let me warm you.”

“I’m not cold,” she said, putting her arms around herself, and thus making her bosom swell. “Just a little apprehensive.” Her head continued to turn back and forth between them.

Terrified more like. She looked like a deer peeping at the barrel of a hunter’s gun. “Don’t be. We won’t hurt you.” He stroked a wisp of blonde hair back from her face, before cupping her cheek. “Neither of us will do anything you don’t want us to. I promise you that.”

She gave him a little nod of acknowledgement. “But how will I know whether I want you to?”

Percy brushed his little finger across her lips, prompting her to part them. “The same way you know whether you want to be kissed. Can I kiss you, Viola?” He’d wanted to so desperately from the moment he’d spied her beneath the kissing bough. 

To his astonishment, rather than answer him with words, she rose on her tip-toes to reach his mouth, and kissed him. The taste of her delicate lips sent a thrill right through his body, making him groan and his blood heat to an intolerable level.

Viola looked at him in concern. “Did I do something wrong? I didn’t hurt you?”

“You didn’t.” By God, no! She could never hurt him, leastways not like that. He crushed her to his body, and assaulted her mouth with hungry kisses, until she too was making funny, desperate little noises in the back of her throat. She tasted so sweet, like champagne and syllabub; two of his very favourite things all rolled into one that he couldn’t bring himself to let go.

“You’re supposed to share,” Will complained after a while, prompting Percy to recall that the occasional breath was essential. Viola was flushed and her eyes dazzlingly bright as she stared at him. “That was…That was…amazing.”

“He has a few talents,” Will remarked dryly, adding a sigh. “Do bring her here, Percy, so that I can kiss her too.”

He was of half a mind to tell Will to move his lazy bottom and come over here, except the prospect of getting Viola onto the bed was far too appealing.

“I will if you show some respect and cover up.”

Will tutted. “I might be flaunting it, but you’re the one poking her with your pizzle.”

“I’m not poking her. I wasn’t, was I?”

“I don’t think so.” She shook her head, though he noted that her attention did drop to the hummock tenting the front of his breeches.

“Oh, very well.” Will rolled his eyes upward, but nevertheless reached for the sheet.

“Actually, don’t.” Viola darted forward, her hand outstretched to stay him. “You both promised that if I came, you’d show me everything. Percy was kissing you there, wasn’t he? I saw you though the window.” Her voice was whisper soft, like the snowflakes settling on the window ledge. “I know I shouldn’t have spied on you, but when I saw what you were doing, I couldn’t look away. I really couldn’t. It was not like any kiss I’d ever seen or imagined. It was beautiful, and raw. It made me feel alone.”

She seemed determined to fracture his heart. How could he not have noticed her there out in the cold, looking at them, thinking perhaps that there wasn’t space in their lives for her? He wanted her with every inch of his body.

“He wasn’t kissing me, he was sucking me,” Will informed her. “There’s a world of difference.”

“Sucking. As a babe does?”

Percy was glad she’d turned around, and couldn’t see his face at that moment, because goddamnit, there was an inferno blazing across his cheeks. “Not entirely like, no.”

“Maybe you’d like to try it?” Will offered. A broad smile spread across his face. He arched his back so that his hips lifted toward her.

“I…Well…”

“Stop teasing her, Will. You’re being frightful. You don’t have to, Viola. It’s a disgusting thing to do.”

“You do it,” she said, walking toward the bed.

“Percy likes anything that’s dirty and lewd; don’t believe this act he’s putting on. The man’s a beast. You’ll see.”

She reached the bed, and stopped by the side of it, her gaze roving over every inch of Will’s glorious body. He shucked off his shirt properly so nothing was hidden.

“If he’s a beast, then what are you?”

“King of the beasts.” He held out his hand to her, and when she accepted, pulled her onto the bed beside him. 

Percy followed her, but lingered by the footboard.

“What now?” she asked, as Will slid his hand around the back of her neck and drew her forward to meet his kiss. “I’m glad you came, Viola. I’m glad you gave us this chance.”

“Me too.” She grinned, and shot nervous glances at them both. “Can I touch you?” she asked Will.

“Absolutely.” He sagged against the bolster. “Touch me all over, anywhere you like.” 

Viola lifted her hand but seemed uncertain where to put it.

“Here.” Will drew her palm to his bare chest and helped her stroke him in a broad circle. Once she seemed comfortable with that, he moved her hand down a little, over the ridges of his abs toward his straining cock. When she ringed her fingers around the shaft, he exhaled sharply. “Gently, Viola. Else you’ll set me off. Like this.” He showed her how to move her hand to give him pleasure.

Percy watched her explore his lover’s body. He felt no jealousy, only longing. He wanted her touch, her small neat hands roving over his chest, stroking his cock. When Will began kissing her again, and coaxing her to lie back, he knew he had to act, and hence jerked forward suddenly and grasped Will’s shoulder.

“Feeling left out?” Will entwined an arm around Percy’s thigh, and then squeezed him through his breeches. “Whoa, someone’s fit to burst. What do you need, Percy?”

“Am I making things awkward?” Viola asked, her pretty eyes filled with concern. “I don’t want to cause trouble or come between you.”

“I hope you come between us hundreds of times,” Will quipped. 

It was clear from Viola’s expression that she had no idea what he meant. That was something they needed to fix right away.

Percy leaned to her, seeking her kiss. He was rewarded with her hand upon his hip instead. 

“What does that mean?”

“He’s being vulgar.”

Will flicked his thigh with his fingertip. “There’s nothing vulgar about seeing a woman shatter in your arms. It’s pure bliss. I think maybe we ought to show her. Don’t you, Percy? Why don’t you take the first taste of her? That seems only fair, since I had the first taste of her other lips.” Will rose onto his knees, and shifted his attention to Viola’s neck, dotting it with tiny kisses.

“Would you let me do that?” Percy asked, coming forward a pace, and then dropping down onto his knees next to where her legs dangled over the bedside.

“If I knew what you meant, then maybe, perhaps.”

“He wants to lick your quim,” Will said, straight into her ear, before proceeding to dot her neck with a thousand tiny kisses. “And suck you, like he was doing to me.”

Viola’s mouth fell open, and her eyes seemed to grow round and huge “How? How is that possible? I’m not made like…like this.” She drew the ring of her fingers up to the tip of Will’s cock, causing him to leak bead of precome over her fingers. Surprised, she stared at it, fascinated. Then tasted it with her tongue. 

Percy nearly came on the spot. Will groaned as if he’d died a little death. “Keep stroking him like that,” he said, “but open your legs so that I can lick you too.” Forget pretty words, he needed to express what he meant and trying to do so with delicate language just didn’t work. “And let’s get his sack off you. I want to see your curves.” He gathered up the hem of her night gown, swept it over her head and discarded it in a heap on the floor. Lord, she was beautiful, all creamy skin and soft luscious valleys. Will’s attention immediately focused on her breasts: holding their heavy swell, stroking them, and teasing her nipples into beautifully steepled points. 

Percy placed a hand on one ankle and lifted her foot, relieving her of her shoe. He kissed her toes first, making her giggle, then her ankle and shin as he made his way up her leg to where her garter still held her stockings in place. One of his favourite things was the stretch of skin between the top of a lady’s stocking and her bush. He kissed her there, slowly making his way up her thigh, until it was quite obvious where he was headed. She shivered when he finally licked along her split, and her breathing became sharp, but she opened for him.

Her perfume filled his nostrils, as he roused her with his tongue, paying special attention to her sensitive little nubbin that grew hard and peeped out at him eager for attention.

Percy couldn’t get enough of her taste. She was so sweet and delicious, and warm and giving. She wriggled her hips and pushed herself against him, eager for more of everything he offered. Her legs quivered as he coaxed her toward her first peak. And this was her first. He silently thanked Will a thousand times for allowing him this privilege. 

They’d definitely made the right choice. Viola was absolutely the right woman for them: responsive, giving and sweet as an angel. 

She was close now. He could feel it. She was going to come apart.

 


Chapter Nine

 

Viola had never imagined. She understood that animals mated, and that humans joined together too, but she’d no idea it would feel anything like this, nor had any notion that a man might use his tongue in this fashion. It seemed so rude. Hell, it was rude. It made her blush all over, exactly as William had claimed he wished to see her. He was exploring every inch of her blush now. Pressing kisses to her skin, teasing her with his caresses until she was almost overloaded with glee, but the true pleasure came from what Percy was doing. That—it dashed her thoughts to pieces. It made her want to writhe and twist, and squeal and yell. It made her feel heavy and achy, and caused her muscles to clench and set every inch of her skin alive. It felt as though something was building up inside her, something that might at any moment shatter and cause her to fragment into a thousand pieces.

She thought she was going to die from the bliss of it when he finally tipped her over into climax. Viola cried out as she lost herself for a moment it some cloud of ecstasy. When she came to again, both men were holding her tight. She blinked at them and their serious faces, and then lapsed into the broadest of smiles. “Again, please,” she mouthed, making them both laugh.

“I think we owe Percy some attention first,” William said, cuddling her against his fiery warmth. “Take your clothes off, Percy. It’s time she learned what a beast you really are.”

Percy tugged his shirt off over his head and cast it aside. His breeches immediately followed, leaving him just as naked as Will. Except, he wasn’t quite like Will.  Will was hairless and smooth, his skin like porcelain. Will had dark hair on his legs and arms. A diamond of it covered his upper chest, and from that a line led down toward his groin. He looked animal, and masculine. Her mouth turned dry. 

“Fantastic, isn’t he?” Will whispered.

She could only nod, as Percy climbed onto the bed beside them. He stayed upright on his knees, leaving them both head level with his, “cock” Will informed her. He wasn’t as long as Will, but he was thicker. She watched as the little eye at the tip wept beads of fluid.

“Go ahead, taste him,” William whispered into her ear. “Open your mouth and let him slide inside, or else I’m going to deprive you of that prize.”

“Show me,” she whispered back. She wanted to see that, as much as she wanted to do it. William obediently opened his mouth, and let Percy thrust into him. She could see his throat working. She watched Percy’s hands fist within Will’s hair, and the flick of Will’s tongue over that little weeping eye as Percy pulled away again.

“Now you,” Will prompted. He gathered her into his lap and held her as she tasted his lover’s prick. Percy whimpered as she kissed down the length of him and then back up to the tip of him. She didn’t try to take all of him as Will had done, but sucked only the tip instead, using her hands to hold him steady.

Shivers ran though his body. “Can’t…can’t hold it,” he panted. “Want it too much.” 

“Yeah,” sighed Will, taking another turn at sucking him, before releasing him again into her hands.

“You taste so musky and rich,” she said, then licked across the head of his shaft.

“Oh, God!” he cried. “That’s it. Here it comes.” A sudden jet of fluid filled her mouth. Reactively, she swallowed, as she felt him buck. He held onto her tight until his spasms abated, then he sagged against her and laved messy kisses across her mouth. “I didn’t mean for it to be such a surprise. Sorry about that.”

“It’s all right. It was a nice sort of surprise.”

“God, you’re sweet.” He mussed her hair.

“Ahem!” Will coughed. She turned and saw that his cock was still standing proud, whereas Percy’s had lost its vigour.

“Do you want me to suck you too?” she asked.

Will shook his head. “I’ve something else in mind.” He rolled onto his back. “Come and sit astride me.” 

Given the way he wrapped his hand around the base of his cock so it stood perfectly upright; there was no mistaking where he meant her to sit. “Shouldn’t we wait until our wedding night?” 

“Only if you mean to kill me. I need you, Viola. I need to be inside of you. I need to absolutely make you mine.”

Thank heavens. She didn’t know what she’d have done if he’d agreed that it might be best if they waited. She wanted to be theirs and to understand what part of this equation was still missing. Tentatively, she straddled him, lining herself over his rampant cock. “That’s right,” he encouraged. “Now slowly, sink down onto me. That’s it.” He guided his cock between the lips of her quim. “Slowly. There’s no rush.” 

Other than she felt her limbs would give way from the excitement of it.

It felt so strange. Tight, even though she was slippery with need and her body wanted him. Lord, all of her wanted him.

“Let me help.” Percy was suddenly behind her, his warmth moulded to her back, and his fingers there, spreading her lips, guiding Will right into the heart of her. “Relax. I know he’s huge, but you can take him, all of him and more. Press down a little. That’s right. Up and down, just like that. Just a little bit more every time.” She felt a sharp pain then Will was right inside her all at once, moving, rocking her, and filling her up.

“I’m not hurting you, am I?”

“No,” she said, catching her breath. “No, it’s good. It’s…” There weren’t really words, particularly not when Percy shifted his focus and began to rub her sensitive nubbin while Will continued to fill her. 

The same soaring tension she’d experienced earlier began to build inside her belly. She knew now it would grow, spread through her fingers and toes, tickle all across her scalp until it possessed her completely, just as surely as William was possessing her now, and how she knew in time they would both possess her together.

“More,” she groaned a few moments later, realising she wanted him to speed up, even though her heart was already racing and she sounded completely breathless.

“You’ll have no complaints from me about that. Ride as hard and fast as you like.” 

Yes of course, she was astride him. She leaned forward, clinging to him as she ground her hips, and he met her thrust for glorious thrust. The change in angle not only improved things, it made her wetter, hotter…Oh God! She was there again, shattering all to pieces while he still plunged into her.

She felt him come, felt the pulse of his cock while she was still clawing her senses back together, and the wetness of his seed filling her. She heard his cries and the way he moaned as he said her name. “My precious treasure,” he called her. “My sweet love.”

She was his. His and Percy’s or at least she was going to be. She’d made her mind up. A kind man wasn’t enough. Not when she could have two wicked men instead.

Percy was hard again by the time Will pulled out. He pushed into her, taking her from behind until he spent again. Then the three of them cuddled up tight, their heads all in a line upon the pillows, with one man on either side of her.

“I had no idea,” she admitted. “If I had there would never have been any doubt in my mind. I know what I want now.” She wanted this, wanted both of them, and to hell with convention and the potential backlash. Being loved by them would make it worth it. “The answer is yes. Yes, I will be your wife, Lord Ricborough—Will. And I’ll gladly welcome Percy into our bed and between my thighs.”

“Do you hear that Percy? She agrees.”

Their lover only grunted. He was already sleeping soundly.

Will dropped a kiss upon her nose. “Stay here for the rest of the night, so that we can see you when we wake.”

“If I do that, there’ll be no hiding what we’ve done.”

“I don’t want to hide it. I want to scream it out loud to everyone, so that they know that you are ours.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “I’ll always be that.”


Epilogue

 

“What do you have to say for yourself, sir?” her father demanded of William the following morning. Aunt Clara had eventually realised that she was missing from her room when she hadn’t risen when called. It’d taken her no time at all to decipher where she’d gone, and to gather her father so that they might storm the room.

Poor Percy had been obliged to hide on the balcony so as not to cause too great a storm, while they were both marched down to the study.

 “I should have you expelled from this house immediately. You bed my own daughter, in my own house, and at Christmas no less. It’s not done, sir. It’s not lordly. It’s not right.”

William failed to look contrite. “What I have to say is this—May I please wed your daughter.”

“What?” Mr. Marsh huffed and spluttered, his face turning even redder than hers. She guessed he’d assumed Lord Ricborough to be an irredeemable cad. “Marry her? Well yes,” he blustered. “I damned well think you better had, and soon too.”

“I’d be happy for the vicar to read the first banns today,” William remarked amiably.

“Good,” her father said. “Good.” She’d never seen him quite so lost for words. 

“May I please join with the family and guests for breakfast?” Viola asked him. Strictly speaking, she was not invited to mix, but was supposed to return to her quiet life in the nursery on Christmas Day.

“I rather think you had better. It seems I’ve an announcement to make. You’d best go and make yourself presentable somehow.”

Aunt Clara tugged her away. “Leave them to work out the details. Let us go and find you something decent to wear. Perhaps the yellow and blue sprigged muslin could be made presentable. We’ll have to send for some dresses to be made and order stockings and shifts and all manner of new things. If you’re to be a lady, you’ll have to be well turned out.”

“Of course, Aunt,” she agreed, though she didn’t think Will would mind what her clothes looked like, as long as they were easily unfastened.

Percy stood poised at the bottom of the staircase. He met them in the centre of the hallway, shot her a questioning glance and beamed in response to her nod. “I hear that congratulations are in order, Miss Marsh. It seems were about to be cousins.”

“That’s right,” she agreed.

Aunt Clara tutted.

Percy stepped forward a pace, so that he was only an inch or two away from her. “Then allow me to be the first to offer you room in our heats as one of our family.” Then raising a sprig of mistletoe above her head, he kissed her. “I know you’ll make William the most splendid wife.”
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Buy Now!

 

Indiscretions (Scandalous Seductions Book 2)

 

When you have two lovers, life is never simple. 

 

Viscount, Lucerne Marlinscar, never wants to choose between his lovers—Vaughan, the Marquis of Pennerley and Miss Bella Rushdale—thus he is caught in the middle of a constant tug o’ war as the pair battle for his affections both publically and privately.

 

However, considering the effort Vaughan and Bella pour into tormenting one another, Lucerne’s beginning to wonder if it’s not he who is the outsider in their relationship.

 

Buy Now!

 

Phantasmagoria (Scandalous Seductions Book 3)

 

1800 – Three years after she escaped to London with her bisexual lovers, Bella Rushdale wakes to find Vaughan gone. Determined to reclaim him and preserve their ménage a trois, Bella pursues him to his family seat on the Welsh Border, where she finds herself embroiled in his preparations for a diabolical gothic celebration on All Hallows Eve – a phantasmagoria. Among the shadows and phantoms, Bella and her lovers peel away the deceits and desires of past and future.

Buy Now!

 

Three Times the Scandal (Scandalous Seductions Book 4)

Ruining her reputation is her only means of escape...

Engaged at her parent’s behest to a man she despises, Fortuna Allenthorpe abandons duty and flees into the night with notorious rakehell, Giles Dovecote. Too bad her betrothed is more interested in her impressive inheritance than her errant virtue. What’s more, he’s prepared to destroy her family to ensure he gets what he wants.

A vocal advocate of free love, Giles isn’t looking for a wife, but Fortuna makes him want things he considers off limits. As the stakes mount, how long can he hold fast to his principles, if they mean surrendering the woman he loves to a hellish match?

Buy Now!

 

 

Her Husband’s Lover (Scandalous Seductions Book 5)

Darleston was beautiful. Not in a dandified fashionable sort of way, but in a beastly way… Any woman with a modicum of sense would be a fool to fall for him.

Emma Langley abhors physical contact, consequential she’s shocked when she realizes she’s attracted to one of her father’s guests. Robert, Lord Darleston is like no other man she’s ever met. He’s flamboyant, charming and terrifies her as much as he arouses her. Nor is Emma the only person caught under his spell…

Lord Robert Darleston has a reputation as a rakehell and a voluptuary. When his wife’s scheming drives him from London and unexpectedly reunited him with his first love, a now married man, only Emma stands in the way of happiness. Yet, this, frigid woman fascinates him in a way he can’t explain. Perhaps, if he can win her over, then the three of them can create a future together. Old ghosts, a jealous wife, and an outraged father stand in his way.

Buy Now!


Other Books by Madelynne Ellis

 

Contemporary Erotic Romance

The Black Halo Books

#1 Come Undone

#2 All Night Long

#3 Remastered

#4 Come Together

#5 All Fired Up

#6 Resistor

#7 Come Alive (due December 2015)

 

Related titles:

Anything But Vanilla

Anything But Ordinary (due August 2015)

 

Standalone titles:

Enticement

Dark Designs

Passion of Isis

Sharing Adam

Gabriel’s Naughty Game

Confessions of a Greedy Girl

 

Historical Erotic Romance

 

Scandalous Seductions

#1 A Gentleman’s Wager

#2 Indiscretions

#3 Phantasmagoria

#4 Three Times the Scandal

#5 Her Husband’s Lover

#6 The Ghosts of Christmas Past (coming soon)

#7 The Serpent’s Kiss (coming soon)

 

Romps & Rakehells

#1 Capturing Cora

#2 Ménage After Midnight

#3 Taming Taylor

 

Standalone Titles:

The Kissing Bough (coming soon)

Pure Folly

 

Short Stories

We Were Lovers Once
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Paranormal Erotic Romance

 

Blood Moon

#0.5 Broken Angel

#1 Prophecy

#2 The Demon Way
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About the Author

 

A New York Times & USA Today bestselling author of erotic romance, Madelynne Ellis aims to deliver burn-the-fingertips-off, character-driven stories that enchant, torment and don’t shy from the darker aspects of life. She lives in the UK, not far from the Welsh border with her partner of 20+ years, their two adorable children, and two equally adorable cavachons.

 

Madelynne drinks decaf out of preference and has a healthy obsession with a certain Japanese rock star. She has a degree in Biology & Chemistry and a fetish for notebooks. She loves connecting with her readers. You can catch up with her at:

 

Website: http://www.madelynne-ellis.com

Newsletter: http://bit.ly/madelynnenews

Facebook: http://facebook.com/MadelynneEllis1

Twitter: http://twitter.com/#!/madelynneellis

Tumblr: http://madelynneellis.tumblr.com/ (Totally NSFW)

Blog: http://madelynne-ellis.blogspot.com/ 
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