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Chapter 1
 
Mid-November, 1817
Stowmont House, London
“Not again!” Sebastian Falkner, the Duke of Stowmont, snorted his disgust as he threw down the letter he had been reading onto his desktop. “Lysander, is there a notice of some kind attached to the front door of Stowmont House in which I invite all motherless waifs and strays to enter?”
“Not that I’m aware of, Your Grace.”
Sebastian frowned across his study at the man seated at the smaller desk on the other side of the room. “Lysander, have I not told you, repeatedly, to call me Sebastian when we are not in the company of others?”
“Many times, Your Grace.”
“Then bloody well do so in future.” The duke scowled. “You’re my brother, not my lackey!”
“Half brother, Your Grace, born to our widowed mother out of wedlock,” the younger man corrected. “I am also your secretary, and you are well aware the reason I prefer not to use the familiarity of your given name when we are alone is because I might then inadvertently do so when we are not.”
“So?”
“So it will not do for Society to know of the existence of your bastard half brother, Your Grace.”
Sebastian had become heartily sick of hearing what “would not do” in Society since he had inherited the title of Duke of Stowmont a year ago.
Previous to that, he had been plain Mr. Sebastian Falkner, only son of the third son of the brother of the Duke of Stowmont, and able to live his life in whatever way he chose. Whoever would have guessed that all the male heirs to that title would have perished, one way or another, by the time the old duke died and left Sebastian as the unexpected heir?
Certainly not Sebastian. Nor had he welcomed this change in his circumstances. Oh, he had no problem with the fortune now at his disposal, but he could have happily done without the rest of the pomp and ceremony now expected of him as duke.
From the very beginning, Sebastian had found the easiest way to deal with the attention which had suddenly come his way was to effect a mantle of haughty superiority. Which, luckily, no one in Society questioned and all respected, and which had earned him the reputation of being somewhat contemptuous of that Society, as well as arrogant in the extreme. A reputation Sebastian was more than happy to foster if it meant, for the main part, Society left him alone.
He also doubted very much that anyone looking at him and Lysander would ever make the familial connection. Admittedly, they were both a couple of inches over six feet tall and of muscular build. But Lysander’s hair was the color of spun gold and his eyes a clear Aegean blue, much like their mother’s. Sebastian took after his father, his fashionably styled hair black as night, and his eyes of a similar hue. Devil’s eyes, some people called them. Sebastian made no effort to disprove that belief either.
Nor did he give a damn what Society thought. Lysander was his brother, and that was an end to it as far as Sebastian was concerned. He made no distinction between legitimacy and illegitimacy, Lysander was the one who preferred not to make their relationship public.
“What appears to be the problem with your letter, Your Grace?” Lysander had risen to stand in front of Sebastian’s desk.
He eyed the missive he had thrown down on his desktop as if it were a serpent about to strike. “Some obscure female relative appears to have named me as guardian to her young son.”
“Again?” Lysander arched surprised brows.
“Again.” He sighed.
He had only recently rid himself of the responsibility of his previous ward, Miss Darcy Ambridge, by marrying her off a month ago to the Scottish gentleman with whom she had fallen in love. Under the circumstances, Sebastian was not amused at being informed by some lawyer he had never heard of before today that he was now expected to take on the care of a seven-year-old boy.
“How so?”
“It is this bloody title.” Sebastian scowled. “No one paid me the least heed until I became duke. Now every motherless child in England is being foisted upon me!”
“Hardly that, Seb,” Lysander mused. “And you seriously underestimate the attention paid to you when you were without the title. By the female of the species, at least.” His brother leaned a hip against the imposing desk as he picked up the letter and scanned the contents. “Who is this Mrs. Mary Chelford to whom the lawyer refers?”
“One of Mama’s many female cousins several times removed, and married to a naval officer, I gather. Mama has so many relatives, it is impossible to make heads or tails which one it is.” He waved a dismissive hand.
“Bit short notice.” Lysander continued to read the letter. “This lawyer says the boy should already be on his way here from Portsmouth.”
“Accompanied by his stepsister. I am heartened to see I am providing amusement for someone!” He snorted his disgust as his brother attempted to hold back a smile.
Lysander lost the battle, now openly laughing as he placed the letter back on the desk and momentarily shed that stiff-lipped attitude he irritatingly chose to adopt as Sebastian’s secretary. “God, Seb, whoever would have thought you would become guardian first to a beauty like Darcy, and now to an impressionable seven-year-old boy!”
Sebastian perfectly understood his brother’s amusement at his expense. Aged five and thirty, Sebastian privately lived the life of a bachelor, both in bed and out of it. He liked to dine and gamble at his club in the evenings, followed by a visit to one of the houses of the demimonde to relieve his sexual needs. He had never contemplated taking a permanent mistress, preferring variety in his women rather than the boredom of bedding the same one.
His guardianship of Miss Darcy Ambridge had succeeded in curtailing those activities for several months, and now it seemed his nocturnal activities were almost immediately to be interfered with by taking on the guardianship of a seven-year-old boy.
The mention of the stepsister sounded slightly ominous too.
No doubt she was some giddy-headed young miss the deceased Mrs. Chelford had not considered mature or sensible enough to care for her young stepbrother.
Sebastian intended sending the stepsister on her way at the earliest opportunity, had no intention of being made responsible for her too.
“I believe I heard a carriage drawing up outside a few minutes ago, so perhaps it is your new ward arrived already?” Lysander teased.
“Do not joke about such things.” Sebastian scowled his displeasure as he reached forward to remove one of the strong-smelling cigars he favored from the box on his desk. He clipped the end before standing to select and then light a taper from the fire blazing in the hearth. He lit his cigar and then resumed his seat behind the desk. “Better.” He sighed his satisfaction as he was very quickly surrounded by the flavorsome smoke.
“I trust that disgusting habit is not something you intend to continue whilst Martin is in residence?”
Sebastian drew in a startled breath at the sound of that unexpected and disapproving female voice, and instantly began to choke and cough on the acrid smoke he had drawn far too quickly into his lungs.



Chapter 2
 
Tia waited until the blond-haired gentleman had given the dark-haired one a hearty thump on the back, restoring some semblance of order to the other man’s breathing, before she spoke again. “I presume one of you two gentlemen is His Grace, the Duke of Stowmont?”
“And who the devil are you, madam?”
To her dismay, it was the dark-haired gentleman who answered her. He snuffed out the cigar in a receptacle on his desk, instantly drawing her attention to his lean and elegant hands. She had always thought a gentleman’s hands told one a lot about the man himself. Her father’s hands had been square and solid, in keeping with his position as captain of a ship in His Majesty’s Navy. The Duke of Stowmont’s long, graceful hands said he had never worked a day in his life. Outside of the bedchamber, at least.
What on earth…?
Tia was slightly taken aback at the direction in which her thoughts had wandered. It was not her custom to look at a gentleman and immediately assess his prowess in the bedchamber. And yet something about the devilishly handsome gentleman seated behind the desk had now caused her to do so…
“And what do you mean by just walking in here without a by your leave?” The man who had identified himself as the duke gave his butler a censorious glance as the elderly man stood outside in the hallway behind Tia and Martin.
“My name is Horatia Chelford.” She made a formal curtsey. “This is my brother, Martin. We are your new wards, Your Grace.” She kept her gaze lowered, not out of modesty, but because she did not wish the duke to see any evidence of falsehood in her eyes.
She had been heartbroken when her dear stepmother had been set upon by cutpurses in Portsmouth a month ago while on her way back from attending the funeral of an elderly friend of theirs. Mary had received a blow to her head which had proved fatal. Tia had been in such a state of shock at the time, it had taken her several days to feel in the least grateful she and Martin had not also been in attendance. She and Mary had discussed the matter and decided Martin did not need to be subjected to such a sad occasion, and that Tia should remain at home with him.
So far, the authorities had proved ineffectual in finding the men responsible for killing Mary.
Nor had they ascertained who had broken into the cottage whilst Tia and Martin were attending Mary’s funeral a week later. Not that there was anything of value there to be stolen. But it had seemed like the final blow when they returned to the cottage with Mary’s lawyer for the reading of the will and found their own and Mary’s belongings ripped and strewn about, and the furniture overturned or broken.
It was not the final blow Tia was to suffer that day.
Mary’s death had been so unexpected, so shocking, it was not until the lawyer read Mary’s will that Tia realized she had absolutely no familial right to keep Martin.
Martin had been merely a baby when Tia’s father married Mary Foster six years ago, the young widow of one of his fellow officers in His Majesty’s Navy. At the time, Tia had been a rather outspoken miss of fourteen summers, and instantly laid claim to the baby boy as her brother. She had duly treated Martin as such ever since. When her own father died three years ago in yet another sea battle, there had never been any question that Tia would remain with Mary and Martin. They were a family.
Except, legally, they were not. A fact brought home to Tia when she had questioned the lawyer as to why Martin must go to the home of the Duke of Stowmont, who had proved to be Mary’s closest male relative, rather than allowing Tia to take on the guardianship of Martin herself.
Not only had that gentleman informed her she was far too young to be given such a responsibility, but he had also gently reminded her she was not legally related to Martin. He had added that once she had duly delivered Martin to his new guardian, she would have to make her own way in the world. He had gone further and suggested that might be done by finding herself a husband and having babies of her own. She blushed even now to think of what her acerbic reply had been to that advice.
One had only to look at her, with her unremarkable mousy hair, blue eyes, pale complexion, and unfashionably slender figure, to know that finding herself a husband would not be the easiest of tasks.
If she had wanted one.
Which she did not.
She’d had her chance at love and marriage once, and it had been snatched away from her by the death of her betrothed at Waterloo.
Nowadays, Tia much preferred to lose herself in the pages of a good book rather than have to curtail her own wishes in deference to some boorish gentleman she could not love and who did not love her. One of the four trunks, packed with everything that she and Martin owned in the world and currently being brought in from the carriage they had taken from the public coach depot, contained her extensive collection of books.
She had come up with a plan once the lawyer had left her that day, and decided to try to brazen it out when she met the Duke of Stowmont. She would inform him that he was to become her guardian as well as Martin’s and hope he would accept the statement as truth.
Except she had not expected that gentleman to be quite so young—the duke could be no more than five and thirty. Or quite so handsome—his profile resembled those depicted in the pictures she had seen in books of Roman coins. Or quite so tall and muscular, she acknowledged, as he now stood from behind the desk and instantly towered over her own slender five feet and two inches, in his fashionable blue superfine, close-fitting pantaloons, and highly polished black Hessians.
The look in those cold, black eyes was not in the least reassuring either as he looked down the haughty length of his nose at her.
Why, oh why could the duke not have been the blond-haired gentleman, with the less harsh face and teasing blue eyes?
“Correct me if I am wrong”—the duke’s voice was coolly condescending, implying she would be wise not to even think of correcting him—“but I believe my guardianship is of Master Martin Foster and no one else?”
Tia went hot and then cold at the knowledge the whole of her future rested on this conversation. That this duke had the power to separate her from Martin forever, if he so chose. She would not be parted from Martin. She could not. He was all the family she had left in the world, and she loved him dearly.
In which case, she had better start tempering her usual brisk and determined nature into one of compliance and sweetness. She had fully intended to do so, until she found herself totally disconcerted by being confronted with such a strikingly handsome gentleman as this cold and haughty duke.
She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue before forcing herself to smile pleasantly. “I am sure that Mary—my stepmother—would have wished for me to accompany Martin to his new home.”
“Accompany, perhaps, but not for you to continue to stay once your charge had been delivered,” the duke replied in clipped tones. “Is Martin’s nursemaid waiting outside?”
“He does not have a nursemaid.”
“Your own maid, then?”
“I have never had the luxury of a maid, Your Grace.”
“Why not?”
Her brows rose. “Perhaps because a nursemaid for Martin and a maid for either myself or my stepmother was an unnecessary expense we could ill afford on a sailor’s pension.” As it was, they had only had enough money to pay for the meager lodgings she and Martin had moved into after everything was destroyed in the cottage, and the public transport which had brought them both here today.
The duke’s scowl deepened. “Does that mean you traveled here unescorted?”
“With Martin.” She nodded, sensing something brewing inside the duke and threatening to burst or lash out at any second.
“I think this is a good moment for Martin and me to go and organize some tea and leave the two of you to continue your conversation in private,” the blond-haired gentleman suggested brightly, no doubt having also sensed the duke’s increasing impatience. He did not wait for acknowledgment of his suggestion as he turned Martin around and marched the boy ahead of him out into the hallway before closing the door softly behind him.
Leaving Tia feeling very much alone with the man who held not only Martin’s future in the palm of his arrogant hand, but also her own.
“It is completely unacceptable that you, a young, unmarried woman, should have traveled all that way with only a child for company.” The duke voiced his disapproval.
“I can think of no other way in which Martin and I might have arrived here.”
“Perhaps a letter informing me of your circumstances might have been in order, at which time I might have organized a coach to be sent to collect Martin.”
Perhaps, but Tia had not wanted to give the duke the opportunity to prevent her from accompanying her brother. “It is done now. No point in crying over spilt milk, as my stepmother used to say,” she dismissed with a lightness she did not feel. How could she when there was still the possibility the duke might not allow her to stay, even temporarily?
Sebastian did not feel the same lightness of mood Horatia Chelford currently displayed. Indeed, he felt completely out of sorts, from both the untimely arrival of this young woman and her charge and the manner in which she had done so. He also felt more than a little irritated for having been placed in this position when he was ill-prepared for it.
Which had, perhaps, been the lawyer’s intention with the late delivery of his letter. Far better, that gentleman might have thought, to present the duke with a fate accompli than spend weeks or months arguing the details.
Even so, the lawyer’s letter clearly stated that it was Martin Foster who was Sebastian’s ward, and Miss Horatia Chelford merely the stepsister who was to deliver the boy to Stowmont House.
Much as he might sympathize with the stepsister’s feelings in the matter, Sebastian had no wish to house the sharp-tongued Miss Horatia Chelford too. Nor to, perhaps, hire that maid for her or even escort her about in Society next Season in the hopes of finding her a husband, as had happened with Darcy Ambridge.
He shuddered at the very thought of it.
Martin Foster’s stepsister was not at all the giddy-headed young ninny he had thought she would be…
She was aged perhaps nineteen or twenty, her nondescript hair pulled back in an unfashionable bun. Dark blue eyes dominated an otherwise unremarkable face: pale cheeks, small nose, a deceptively sweet mouth, and a pointed chin that perhaps showed a little too much stubborn determination for any man’s comfort.
Even bundled up beneath a warming cloak, her body was clearly devoid of the soft curves currently the fashion, and the black mourning gown she wore buttoned up to her throat gave her skin an almost sallow appearance.
Miss Horatia Chelford was decidedly not an example of what he, or any other gentleman in Society, would consider a desirable female. In which case, marrying her off could prove decidedly difficult. So it was just as well Sebastian had no intention of even considering undertaking such an onerous task.
Yet, at the same time, Sebastian appreciated, perhaps better than most, the familial love one felt for a half or stepsibling one has watched grow to adulthood. In his case, Lysander, in Horatia Chelford’s, her stepbrother, Martin. Good God, Horatia really was a horrendous mouthful of a name, and one that should never have been applied to a female. He doubted the admiral would have appreciated the sentiment either.
No, Sebastian was not unsympathetic to Miss Chelford’s dilemma. He simply had no answer to it which did not involve inconvenience to himself. Something he refused to countenance.
“Perhaps I might be allowed to stay with Martin until after the Christmas holiday, at least?” she ventured timidly.
The Christmas holiday was still almost six weeks away!
Nor was Sebastian wholly convinced by the sincerity of that timid tone, the demur lowering of Miss Chelford’s long lashes, or the sweetness of her expression, when the first words out of her mouth upon her arrival had been to chastise him for smoking one of the cigars he favored.
And yet allowing Miss Chelford temporary accommodation could prove useful when he was so totally unprepared for the arrival of his young ward. Yes, a few more weeks would give him time to find a suitable tutor as well as a nursemaid for the boy.
Perhaps he might allow Horatia Chelford until after the Christmas holiday to find suitable accommodation or employment for herself.
 
“Do not think I am unaware of the smirk currently upon your face, Lysander.”
“I never smirk, Your Grace.” His brother met his gaze with innocent blue eyes. The two gentlemen were enjoying a brandy together in the study before Sebastian went out to a dinner engagement.
The smoke-filled study, Sebastian noted with satisfaction as he leaned back in his chair and placed his booted feet up on the edge of his desk before drawing happily on his cigar. “You are most definitely smirking,” he assured Lysander. “But as I have already explained to you, the girl will be gone immediately after Christmas.”
“She’s hardly a girl, Seb.”
He raised surprised brows. “Do not tell me you find her in the least attractive.”
His brother shrugged. “Miss Chelford has a certain…presence.”
Sebastian snorted. “She is a plain and bossy young miss!”
“Her hair is thick and shiny and of a rich brown, and would no doubt be quite beautiful if it were styled differently,” Lysander insisted. “There is an intelligence in her eyes. They are also an unusual indigo color, and surrounded by thick lashes.”
Sebastian grimaced. “She also has no tits to speak of, her waist is too thin, and her hips are far too narrow. No doubt her virginal pussy is equally as tight.” He gave a snort. “I doubt it would be able to accommodate a cock with a girth any wider than a quill.”
“I wondered if you would care to come upstairs and say good night to Martin, Your Grace, now that he has been bathed and fed.”
Sebastian choked on his cigar for the second time today, eyes watering as he turned to look at Horatia standing in the now open doorway of his study.
Bloody female had caught him unawares again, and this time, he really was seriously at fault for having talked about her with such intimate crudeness. That Sebastian felt irritated and put upon by the arrival of his ward and his stepsister was really no excuse for the insulting remarks she had just overheard him make.
He deeply resented the guilty color he could feel stinging his cheeks as he rose to his feet. “I really must insist that you do not enter this room again without first knocking to announce your presence.”
It was impossible to read the expression in the dark blue eyes currently leveled on him. “Your insistence is duly noted, Your Grace.”
But with no promise of obedience, Sebastian noted with irritation.
He felt a certain satisfaction in seeing he had been correct about the thinness of her figure. Divested of the cloak, Horatia Chelford was almost flat-chested, with a slender waist and hips that showed not the hint of a curve.
Being correct in his assessment of her could not, however, excuse him having made such personal and sexually crude comments about a female currently residing in his home.
She raised her brows over cool eyes. “Martin, Your Grace?” she reminded.
His brow lowered in a scowl. “I seriously doubt my ward would welcome the intrusion into his bedchamber of a man he did not meet until earlier today, solely for the purpose of wishing him a good night.” Having Sebastian as his last vision before falling asleep was far more likely to give the boy nightmares. Sebastian’s looks had often been described as devilish. In fact, he was aware many in Society questioned whether the two gentlemen were not related.
“I will come and say good night to him.” Lysander shot Sebastian a censorious glance, having also risen once alerted to the presence of Horatia Chelford. “I believe Martin and I may be on the way to becoming friends.” He gave her a reassuring smile.
Sebastian had yet to speak to the boy, having remained aloof during the taking of tea in the blue salon, followed by the departure of Miss Chelford and Martin to the adjoining bedchambers Lysander had instructed be prepared for the two of them. A nursery was also being prepared for the boy.
An oversight Sebastian would rectify on the morrow. The sooner he and Martin became acquainted, the less of a trauma it would be for the boy to part from his stepsister after Christmas.
“You will return to the study once the two of you have said your good nights to Martin.”
Tia was inwardly so shocked and outraged still at the comments she had overheard a few minutes ago that it took several seconds for her to realize Sebastian Falkner was talking to her rather than his male secretary. Considering the conversation she had overheard, the relationship between Lysander Graham and the duke was far less formal than she might have expected between such a haughty gentleman and his secretary.
A haughty and outrageously outspoken gentleman.
It was impossible to deny the remarks were made in regard to herself when she had heard Lysander Graham previously refer to her by name. She blushed to remember the comments made in regard to her figure. The frank crudity of the words the duke had used to describe the intimate parts of her body.
She blushed and yet also felt an unfamiliar warmth in the intimate places he had referred to as her tits and pussy.
Admittedly, her breasts were not very large, but they were firm and tipped with deep-rose-colored nipples that currently felt shockingly engorged and extremely sensitive against the material of her chemise.
She had always supposed that between her thighs she was fashioned like any other woman. A cluster of dark curls covered her mound, a little nubbin hidden amongst them, with the entrance to her channel beneath. An entrance that at the moment felt slightly swollen and uncomfortably damp.
The same channel the duke had minutes ago surmised would be unable to accommodate any cock of a half-decent size.
Her gaze lowered to where his cock was currently hidden behind the fastened front of his pantaloons. A cock that would no doubt be in proportion to the rest of this arrogant gentleman’s immense and powerful body.
Tia felt a thrill run the length of her spine. Whether of apprehension or in appreciation of that long, thick cock, she was unsure.
Not that the size of the duke’s cock was of the least interest to her.
He might be one of the handsomest gentlemen she had ever seen, but he was also the most insulting, and his manner was arrogant and disdainful. He had also made his opinion of her own physical attributes more than clear.
“Miss Chelford?”
The harshness of the duke’s voice brought her back to an awareness of her surroundings and of the two gentlemen now looking at her, one with sympathy, the other with that haughty disdain. “Of course, Your Grace,” she answered smoothly to mask her apprehension. Why would the duke wish to talk to her privately?
She sincerely hoped he had not reconsidered allowing her to remain at Stowmont House until after Christmas.
Before leaving Portsmouth, she had completely given up the tenancy on the cottage they had rented these past six years. It had been no hardship to do so following Mary’s death and the intrusion into the cottage on the day of her funeral. The trunks they had brought with them really did contain everything she and Martin possessed in the world.
It had been Tia’s hope that the few weeks before Christmas would allow her to convince the duke it was in Martin’s best interests, and therefore his own, that she continue to remain here even after the holiday period had passed.
She had applied to the navy enquiring as to whether her father’s pension might be paid to her in future, but so far had not heard a word.
It was not pleasant to admit, but she was currently completely reliant upon this arrogant duke’s charity.



Chapter 3
 
It was perhaps petty of him, but Sebastian made a point of smoking his relit cigar when Horatia Chelford knocked quietly on the door of his study half an hour later.
The narrowing of her clear indigo eyes as she entered at his terse invitation—Lysander was perfectly correct; on closer inspection, they were rather fine eyes—was the only indication the young lady gave that the aromatic smoke now filling the room bothered her.
A nod of his head indicated she should occupy the wingback chair placed opposite his beside the fire. He put out his finished cigar as she gingerly seated herself on the edge of the chair, her black-booted feet barely touching the ground. “I believe I owe you an apology for the remarks you overheard earlier.”
Her eyes widened, as if she were surprised he had chosen to refer to those remarks. “I am sure you had your reasons for making them, Your Grace.”
“Sebastian.”
She blinked. “Sorry…?”
“I realize from my behavior today that you will not have formed a favorable opinion of me.” He grimaced at the truth of that. “But as we are to share this house for the next month, at least, and you will no doubt wish to continue visiting Martin afterwards, I really cannot abide such formality as Your Grace and Miss Chelford between the two of us forevermore. My name is Sebastian.”
“My family have always called me Tia.” She continued to eye him warily, as if she feared further verbal attacks upon her appearance. Or worse.
Sebastian nodded his approval of this diminutive of her name. He liked Tia much better than the hideous Horatia. Not that it particularly mattered what he did or did not like where this young woman was concerned. No matter what Lysander’s opinion of her looks might be, she was nothing more than an irritation to Sebastian. An irritation he had unfortunately insulted in sexually graphic terms earlier.
He sighed. “Well, Tia, whilst my earlier remarks were unforgivably rude, they were not meant for female ears.” Especially the ears of the woman they were describing.
“And that is your apology?”
He raised one dark brow. “I beg your pardon?”
Tia settled more comfortably in the chair, secure in the knowledge that Martin was already asleep, tired out from their long journey from Portsmouth to London.
Her chin lifted as she looked directly into those surprised black eyes. “I may never have been in a position to be a part of Society and therefore have no knowledge of how things are done there, but I am sure the remarks I overheard earlier were not fit for the ears of any decent woman, let alone the one to whom they referred.”
The duke’s jaw tightened at the rebuke. “Perhaps you would not have overheard them either if you did not keep bursting into a man’s private sanctuary in that wholly unfeminine manner.”
“You are now adding unfeminine to the list of my earlier faults?”
He appeared exasperated. “I said your manner was unfeminine, not yourself.”
“Are they not one and the same thing?”
“I believe you are being deliberately confrontational.”
“Am I?” It surprised Tia to realize she was enjoying the exchange. To acknowledge conversation with the duke was not only stimulating but amusing.
Her stepmother had been a darling lady, warm and loving, but her conversation had been limited to household matters and Martin. It had been a long time since Tia had enjoyed the challenge of male conversation such as she had often shared with her fiancé, William, and her father.
Not that she viewed Sebastian as being in the least like her childhood love or her father. Far from it. This gentleman was far too handsome, too immediately male, for her to relax and enjoy his company in the way she once had with William and her father.
“You know that you are.” The duke nodded. “Tell me something about yourself.”
“What do you wish to know?”
He shrugged wide shoulders. “The usual things. Who your parents were, your childhood and such.”
And so Tia told him. Of how her mother had died giving birth to her. The years of being cared for ashore by an elderly relative of her father’s whilst he sailed away with His Majesty’s Navy. How her father had remarried after the elderly relative died. The past six years of happiness with Mary and Martin, with the occasional visits home of her father, his death three years ago, and now Mary’s.
Stowmont had been so scathing about her appearance earlier, she did not feel inclined to tell him anything about her relationship with William. It would sound far too defensive on her part, and perhaps lead to questions she would rather not answer.
“Your stepmother cannot have been very old.”
“One and thirty.”
“How did she die?”
And so Tia told him that too, fighting back the tears as she did so.
The duke frowned. “These men have not been found?”
“No.”
The duke looked dissatisfied with that answer. “I will have Lysander make enquiries on my behalf.”
Her eyes widened. “I would appreciate that, thank you.”
He seemed to contemplate for several seconds before speaking again. “You are now completely alone in the world, then?”
“Yes.”
“And without funds?”
Warmth colored her cheeks. “I am waiting to hear if my father’s pension— Yes, currently I am without funds,” she confirmed as the duke raised his brows at her defensive reply. “Mary left me her few pieces of jewelry, but I spent the last of our money on traveling to London.”
He nodded as if he had suspected as much. “We will review the situation if that is still the case after Christmas.”
Tia had no idea what he meant by that remark, but… “Thank you.”
“You are now twenty years of age?”
“Last month.”
“Then why are you not already married, or at least betrothed?”
Tia had no idea what devil entered her at the moment, nor could she have explained afterward if asked why she answered as she did. The words just seemed to tumble from her lips unbidden. “Perhaps because all the gentlemen of my acquaintance believe as you do, that my tits are too small, my waist too thin, hips too narrow, and my pussy too tight to accommodate any cock wider than a quill?”
Sebastian drew in a sharp, hissing breath as he realized the tentative truce that had existed between them these past few minutes was most definitely over.
Nor did he appreciate hearing his own words thrown back at him. Had he really spoken as crudely as that? Damn it, yes he had. Was it any wonder those fine eyes now looked at him with such amusement?
Amusement? Was this baggage actually daring to laugh at him because of his earlier faux pas?
Damn it, she was.
It was there in that laughter gleaming in the warmth of her eyes. The delicate flush in her pale cheeks. The slight curve to her lips.
He had been wrong earlier, Sebastian acknowledged with surprise. When Tia’s face was animated in this fashion, she possessed an undeniable and unusual beauty, all the more striking because it was hitherto hidden behind an apparent mask of plainness.
Much to his surprise, his cock—which, thankfully, was not the paltry width or length of any quill—seemed to find something about the minx arousing and chose that moment to engorge and rise within the confines of his pantaloons.
He shifted uncomfortably as he realized the material was now tented to a noticeable degree. His voice was harsher than usual when he spoke. “I believe that particular oversight might be more because you have the mouth of a fishwife rather than any deficiency in your looks.”
Much to his further annoyance Tia appeared unperturbed by the reprimand. “Is that not a case of the pot and the kettle? After all, I was merely repeating your own words.”
“Words spoken between two gentlemen.” He glared his irritation. “And not to be repeated by any lady in Society.”
“Even if those words were about her?”
“Especially then!”
“Then it is as well I was not raised to be a lady in Society, is it not?”
Sebastian barely held his anger in check. “If you are to be the ward of a duke—however fleetingly,” he added so there should be no misunderstanding the arrangement was temporary, “then you had best learn some manners. And quickly, if you are to be seen by Society at all. Which, whether you wish it or not, you will be if you continue to reside in this house over the Christmas period.”
No doubt he would have to suffer the visits of whatever members of Society had chosen to remain in town over the holiday. Especially if news got out as to his having acquired guardianship of yet another ward. The gossips in Society would be unable to resist calling in the hopes that they might learn more about his new ward and the boy’s stepsister.
“As you wish.” The grace with which she rose to her feet totally belied her earlier claim of not being raised a lady. “Do you intend to deliver those lessons yourself, or shall I impose further upon Mr. Graham’s kindness?”
Sebastian’s emotions had become so heated, a mixture of anger and that unexpected arousal, that it took him several heartbeats to realize Tia was referring to Lysander. Damn his brother for choosing to use his first and second names, omitting the surname that would openly link the two of them.
He had not agreed with the omission when Lysander first proposed it, and he did not agree with it now. Unfortunately, his brother had arrived in London several days ahead of him when he first took up residence at Stowmont House a year ago, and by the time Sebastian arrived, his brother had already made himself known within the household as Mr. Graham.
Nor, in view of Lysander’s remarks about her earlier, did Sebastian think it a good idea for his brother and Tia to spend unnecessary time alone together. Lysander may be his illegitimate brother, but he was certainly deserving of better than Horatia Chelford.
“I will advise and instruct you myself,” he announced loftily. “We will begin your lessons in the library after breakfast tomorrow morning.”
Her eyes lit up. “You have a library here?”
“An extensive one.” The previous duke’s pious taste in literature had not been to Sebastian’s liking, and as well as installing his own private library, he had added to the volumes considerably since taking up residence here. “You like to read?” She had the look of one of those bookish females who could talk tediously for hours about the latest dreadful romance she had devoured.
“I do.” Her excitement was barely contained now, increasing the glow of her eyes and adding more color to her cheeks.
Sebastian was the one who was amused now, at this almost sexual excitement to the subject of books. “Do you have favorite authors?”
“I will read books by any author if I have no other choice, but I prefer the classics. Most recently, I read The Iliad and The Odyssey. My stepmother acquired copies of them both for my birthday last month, and I have very much enjoyed reading them—” Tia broke off as it occurred to her the duke might consider that neither of those books were suitable reading material for a “lady in Society,” containing as they did stories of blood and war and adultery, among others.
She would bear it if she must, for Martin’s sake, if the duke’s lessons in manners also included censoring the literature she read. But she would not like it. She would not like it at all.
“They are both enjoyable reads,” he surprised her by answering. “An unusual choice for a young woman, though, surely?” His frown appeared to be mixture of disapproval and surprise.
“Perhaps.” Tia refused to enter into a conversation where there was the least possibility of her choice of reading material being curtailed.
“You will find several fine copies of those two books in the library, some of them very old, if you would care to look at them.”
“Thank you, I would,” she accepted eagerly. Perhaps the duke would not be quite such a stern martinet after all?
He nodded. “I am going out for dinner this evening and do not expect to be back until late. You must be as tired as Martin after your travels. I will ask Haworth to serve dinner to you in your bedchamber.”
“You have been more than kind.” Tia stood and curtseyed, knowing herself dismissed.
Also knowing, if the anticipatory gleam in the duke’s eyes had been any indication—and she believed it had—that he intended doing a lot more than partaking of dinner whilst he was out this evening.
She could not help but wonder what sort of female the critical Sebastian Falkner found attractive enough to bed. Ladies of his own age and sophistication, perhaps? Or perhaps younger women but just as worldly when it came to activities in the bedchamber.
Whatever his choice, Tia knew she need never fear he would find her in the least attractive.
Fear?
Would it really be so fearsome to be the object of the physical desire of a man such as Sebastian Falkner?
He was arrogant, haughty, and disdainful, yes, but Tia had no doubt he was also a man who excelled at whatever he did. Including lovemaking? Oh yes, she was sure Sebastian Falkner would excel at that too.
Which was perhaps the reason why, despite feeling tired enough to sleep for a week after the upheaval of the past few weeks, Tia’s dreams that night were filled with her being devoured by devilish dark eyes, kissed with sculpted lips, and her body caressed by long and elegant hands…
 
“You appear somewhat out of sorts this morning. Are you feeling unwell?”
Tia frowned her irritation at the duke’s critical observation. Especially as he was the reason she had not slept well, causing her body to feel hot and achy this morning, and far too confined by the chemise and gown she had worn dozens of times before without the least discomfort.
He, on the other hand, looked fit and healthy, despite what must have been a late night—or perhaps an early morning? Whatever time he had arrived home, the activities of the previous night appeared to have suited him. His black hair was still damp from his bath, eyes alert with intelligence, strong jaw freshly shaved, his appearance elegant in a dark green superfine and buff-colored pantaloons above brown-topped Hessians.
Tia felt decidedly dowdy, once again wearing her black mourning gown, when compared to such innate elegance. “I am merely tired from traveling still.” Even to her own ears, her voice sounded waspish and petulant. “In the circumstances, perhaps it might be preferable if we were to begin our lessons tomorrow?”
He sighed audibly. “I have already cleared my diary for the next hour to allow for this instruction.”
Her eyes flashed. “I am not completely without manners.”
“You agreed to these lessons,” he reminded her.
“Very well.” She barely contained her impatience. “What is it you wish to teach me?”
“How to sit in a chair properly might be a good place to begin!”
Tia squirmed as she realized the criticism was merited. Until that moment, she had been slouched unhappily in the chair beside the fire. A fault she immediately rectified as she sat bolt upright, her spine no longer touching the back of the chair, as she had observed other young ladies doing.
No matter what assumptions Sebastian might have made about her previous life, she and Mary had attended numerous social occasions in Portsmouth. Perhaps they had not been at the sort of glittering social events the duke was accustomed to attending, or with such prestigious company, but nevertheless, Tia knew how to behave in such company.
She had only agreed to Sebastian’s dictate regarding her manners as a way of showing her good humor and compliance, hoping he would no longer view her as an irritation within his household.
Unfortunately, due to her sleep having been disturbed by dreams of this man, good humor and compliance were sadly lacking in her demeanor this morning.
“Much better,” he approved of her change in position. “Perhaps the shoulders a little farther back and the spine straighter? No, no,” he snapped. “I did not say to thrust your bosom out in that forward manner.”
Tia did not see how that was possible considering he had yesterday announced she had no tits to speak of.
“Good grief, woman, can you not follow the simplest of instructions?” Sebastian stepped forward to place his hands against her spine and abdomen to straighten them, a move he now realized had not only put him far too close to her but also meant both of his hands were now in contact with the warmth of her body.
A body he realized felt soft and wholly feminine, despite his remarks of yesterday. Her hair also smelled of something floral. Perhaps the soap she used to wash it with? Another essence was also invading his senses, an insidious warmth and spice he could not place but which appeared to emanate from Tia herself. A spice which caused his cock to once again inexplicably thicken and harden.
Dinner at his club last night with several male acquaintances had been a pleasant affair, and he had gone along readily enough with the suggestion they visit a house of the demimonde. He felt more than willing to ease the tensions of earlier that day by slaking his lust between some willing woman’s parted thighs.
Unfortunately, not a single one of the women he met last night had appealed to his particular appetite, and after enjoying several glasses of wine, he had taken his leave, feeling particularly virtuous at for once arriving home before the cock started to crow.
His feelings could not be called virtuous now.
“Sebastian?”
He ceased to breathe as he looked down and found himself drowning in those eyes of an unusual shade of indigo. Horatia Chelford’s eyes, he reminded himself sternly. A young woman he had yesterday believed to be wholly without any feminine attractions.
His cock did not agree as it once again strained against the material of his pantaloons in a way it had refused to do for any of the ladies the previous night. His shaft was now hot and throbbing, fluid leaking from the slit at the top. The aroma of his own musk now mingled, entwined, with Tia’s feminine spice and caused his cock to throb in a demanding manner Sebastian found completely incomprehensible in regard to Tia Chelford.
Nothing about this woman appealed to his usual sexual preference for slightly plumper ladies with the wicked knowledge of carnal pleasure in their eyes.
At the same time as everything about her seemed to appeal to his cock. The intelligence in her eyes. The sweetness of her lips. The slender arch of her throat. That insidious spice which caused his cock to stand at the slightest provocation. Even her lack of a voluptuous bosom appealed at the moment as Sebastian felt the urge to slide his hand upward and cup one of those perfect orbs.
Perfect?
Well…yes. When taken into account with her other slenderness, the slight curve of her breasts was in perfect proportion.
Unlike the engorged and large—aroused?—nipples he could clearly see pressing against the material of her gown. Nipples which were aroused by his close proximity?
Sebastian could almost taste their sweetness as he imagined unfastening Tia’s gown and suckling them into the heat of his mouth, sucking and biting on them and hearing her groans of pleasure—
“I was wondering—”
Sebastian sprang back as if he had indeed been caught in the act of suckling one of those engorged nipples, rather than merely imagining doing so.
He moved to stand protectively in front of Tia as he saw how pale her face had become, her expression as bewildered as he felt inwardly. “What is it, Lysander?” he prompted shortly.
His brother remained standing in the doorway. His gaze moved from Sebastian to Tia, and then back again, one eyebrow raised questioningly. “I thought I might take Martin over to the park to play in the fresh snow that has fallen.”
Sebastian’s eyes narrowed “And?”
“I did not like to do so without first informing Miss Chelford of the whereabouts of her brother.”
“Well, now you have done so.”
“Perhaps Miss Chelford would care to join us?”
Sebastian frowned his irritation. “I told you I wished to begin teaching Tia how to behave in Society this morning.”
“Was that what you were doing when I came in?”
Sebastian’s mouth thinned at the skepticism and slight accusation in his brother’s tone.
What the devil was wrong with him? Not only did he want to tell Lysander to fuck off, but just seconds ago, he had been contemplating suckling Tia’s nipples. Sucking them. Biting them. Tasting and enjoying their sweetness.
The taste had been so real to him, his cock was now hard and straining to be let free. To have the softness of Tia’s lips wrapped around it as she parted those sweet lips and took it deep into the heat of her mouth.
Sebastian stepped abruptly away from where she sat and moved to stand near the window looking out onto the snow-covered garden. “Make sure you all wrap up warm against the cold,” he dismissed distractedly.
Tia rose quickly to her feet, anxious to escape the tension permeating the room. “I will go and collect Martin’s outer clothing and my own cloak and bonnet from my bedchamber.” Lysander stepped quickly to one side as she hurried from the room and up the stairs.
Once she reached her bedchamber, she was forced to sit down on the side of the bed for several minutes, her legs feeling shaky as she drew breath into her starved lungs.
She had no idea what had happened in the library a few minutes ago. Sebastian could not really have looked at her with such hunger, could he? As if he wished to devour every too-slender inch of her? Or to have her devour every well-proportioned and muscular inch of him…



Chapter 4
 
“Something wrong, Your Grace?”
Sebastian scowled, something he appeared to be doing a lot of late. Not that he was known for his sunny disposition at the best of times, but since the advent of Tia Chelford into his household a week ago, he had found himself becoming more and more taciturn as the days passed. A fact several of his close acquaintances at his club had commented on, and it appeared now Lysander was doing the same.
Nor had Sebastian found any explanation for his unwanted responses to Tia, despite the hours he had spent considering the subject. She was everything he had previously believed he disliked in a woman. Opinionated. An independent miss possessing very few manners to speak of. Thin as a bloody pike staff. And yet every time Sebastian thought of her, that insidious female perfume and those engorged and tempting nipples pressing against her gown, his traitorous cock rose to attention.
His answer to that had been to avoid being in her company at all these past few days. He had even passed the lessons in manners onto his brother, despite his previous reluctance to do so.
It was a daytime avoidance which had simply resulted in Tia Chelford invading Sebastian’s nighttime dreams instead.
Every evening, Sebastian went out to dinner with the intention of afterward continuing his entertainment between a woman’s plump and willing thighs, and every evening he returned home, having eaten his dinner but not finding a woman who appealed to him or his jaded sexual palate.
The dreams indicated otherwise.
His dreams gave every indication his sexual palate had become specific rather than jaded.
The first time Tia had entered his dreams, she had merely been an elusive figure dressed in some filmy white garment. Unreachable. Untouchable.
The second night, she no longer wore the filmy white garment, her naked body lithesome and utterly desirable.
The third night, she stood before him, those sweet and naked curves totally alluring.
Each consecutive night, she grew closer and a little bolder. A touch of his cheek. A caress of the nakedness of his own chest. Delicate fingers moving tantalizingly along the length of his engorged cock. Those same fingers gripping and stroking his straining organ.
Each time Sebastian attempted to touch her, the dream would come to an abrupt end, wafting away, dissolving as if it had never been.
Until last night.
Sebastian’s dream last night had begun with him already lying between Tia’s parted thighs, his senses saturated with the spice of her arousal. He had not delayed tasting the sweet and spicy nectar of her pussy, quickly, greedily, as he waited for the dream to end as all the others had. He gorged himself on that delicious nectar, and Tia, when it didn’t. Licking, tasting, lashing her roused nubbin with his tongue until she cried out her release, quickly followed by his own.
He had woken this morning to find his bed empty but for himself, and the stickiness of his seed spilled over his thighs. A loss of control that had not happened to him for years and which he did not appreciate happening to him again now either.
Was it any wonder his scowls had become deeper as the week progressed?
Luckily, he had another subject this morning with which to distract his brother and himself. “Did you read the letter which arrived for me this morning from Mother?” He held up the missive, the two gentlemen once again busy in Sebastian’s study with estate business and a duke’s correspondence, which never seemed to end.
Lysander shook his head. “It was marked personal.”
“That has never stopped you before.”
His brother grimaced. “To be truthful, at the moment I am avoiding everything to do with Mother and her invitation for me to spend Christmas with her in Worcestershire.”
Sebastian arched a brow. “Why?”
“There is now a child in this house, and it does not seem right… I am unsure as to whether you… I believe, after all the unhappiness he has suffered these past few months, Martin deserves to have something resembling a family Christmas.”
“And you are unsure as to whether or not I intend to provide him with one,” Sebastian finished.
“Perhaps,” Lysander allowed.
He studied his brother’s slightly flustered demeanor. “Are you sure it is not Tia Chelford whom you wish to ensure has an enjoyable Christmas?”
“What do you mean?” the younger man challenged.
“It has not escaped my notice that you seem to have spent much more time with that young lady this past week than is required to provide her lessons in the manners of Society.” The same amount of time, in fact, Sebastian had been avoiding spending time with Tia.
“Someone has to—” Lysander broke off to draw in a deep breath before continuing. “I have been spending time with Martin. Tia—Miss Chelford just happens to always be with him.”
“I believe we may both refer to her as Tia when alone.” Sebastian’s tone was dry. “Any success regarding acquiring a tutor and nursemaid for Martin?”
“Tia believes—and I agree with her.” Lysander added hastily as Sebastian’s brow lowered ominously, “She believes after Christmas might be a more appropriate time to engage a tutor and nursemaid for Martin.”
Sebastian narrowed his eyes. “Against my specific instruction to engage them both now?”
“The boy has suffered a severe loss and enough changes in his young life already. Yes,” Lysander admitted uncomfortably as Sebastian continued to look at him, his gaze icy.
“Where is Tia now?”
“Seb—”
“Where, Lysander?”
His brother swallowed before speaking. “I believe she has left Martin with one of the maids whilst she goes out to purchase presents to give to him on Christmas morning.”
“She has gone out alone?”
“I— Well. Yes, I suppose she has.” Lysander frowned at the realization.
“And where did she acquire the money to buy these presents? It is my understanding, from a previous conversation with her, that she does not have the necessary funds with which to purchase anything,” he bit out as his brother appeared puzzled by the question.
“I did not know…”
Sebastian stood up. “I am going out. I advise that you read Mother’s letter in my absence. It seems she intends to spend Christmas with us here rather than remain in Worcestershire.” He added the latter with relish, more than a little annoyed with his brother at this moment.
“But Mother never comes to London!”
It was true, Angelique Falkner having given up on Society, as they had given up on her, over thirty years ago. Shortly before Lysander’s birth, in fact.
It was curious that their mother had now decided to make her first visit to London in over thirty years. But might that just be because her two sons were here and both reluctant to depart London for Worcestershire? No doubt Angelique would explain herself when she was ready to do so, and not before.
“She is coming now.” Sebastian had the satisfaction of seeing the dismay on his brother’s countenance. Let Lysander try to dissuade their mother, once arrived here, from treating him with the same maternal familiarity as she did Sebastian, and see if Lysander could explain that away to the household staff.
In the meantime, Sebastian had a disobedient Tia in need of his attention.
 
Tia was feeling more than a little pleased with herself, her morning having been much more successful than she had hoped when she set off from Stowmont House two hours ago. She was even humming softly under her breath, unconcerned by the biting cold wind as she walked along the snow-covered pavement, and feeling happier than she had since Mary died.
She had managed to pawn several pieces of the jewelry Mary had left her and now had some gifts she might give to Martin on Christmas morning. She had even found a small gift for Lysander Graham, who had been so helpful and kind to her this past week.
A gift for the duke proved much more difficult.
She could not leave him out of the gift giving when he was very generously allowing her to reside in his home, but what did one buy for a wealthy duke that he could not purchase for himself, if and when he decided he wanted it?
Tia had wasted a good hour or so searching for such a gift, until she recalled her father’s telescope safely packed away in the bottom of her trunk at Stowmont House. It had been a gift to her father from Nelson himself and was engraved as such. That uniqueness made it the perfect gift for a man who could buy himself anything he desired. She was sure her father would have understood and approved of her reasons for giving the telescope to Sebastian.
She had seen very little of the duke this past week. Much of her time had been spent with Martin, of course, but she’d also kept herself busy by spending an hour in the library each morning, listening to Lysander Graham as he explained the manners of Society. She had often lingered in the library after those conversations, in her element looking through the duke’s extensive book collection. The ornate copies he had of The Iliad and The Odyssey were very fine indeed.
The duke himself had been too busy with other things during the day to bother spending time with her and Martin, and he tended to dine out every evening.
Was that regret she felt at the absence of his company?
Of course it was not.
The duke was both forceful and arrogant, and the much nicer Lysander Graham had been more than obliging with regard to any of her own or Martin’s needs.
Nor did she wish for a repeat of her total awareness of Sebastian that morning in the library. Such a thing had never happened to her before with any gentleman, not even William, whom she had loved, and a part of her feared it happening again. She had seemed to have no control over the responses of her own body that morning. Had felt herself leaning toward Sebastian, in search of she knew not what. More of that warmth, perhaps. More of the heated excitement running through her body—
She let out a yelp as a hand gripped her arm, and caused her to drop several of her parcels. She almost losing her footing on the icy pavement as she turned to see who had dared to accost her in this fashion.
The man leering down at her was a complete stranger to her.
Her efforts to free herself proved fruitless, except to cause bruising to her arm. “There appears to have been some sort of mistake—”
“Yes, and you are the one who made it,” the man answered her, his educated voice not at all in keeping with the shabbiness of his appearance. “No one takes what’s mine, you understand? No one!”
Tears sprang into her eyes from his painful grip. “You have mistaken me for someone else—”
“You wish!” he said with scorn, his drink-sodden breath washing over her and making her feel nauseated. “I want them back, do you hear!” He gave her another shake.
“Want what back?” Tia, completely bewildered by the attack and the threats, was absolutely positive she did not know this man.
He had the distinct look of a man down on his luck.
Slightly taller and several years older than she, the man had long brown hair which currently looked as if it were in need of a cut. His face would have been handsome were he not scowling at her in that threatening way. He wore no topcoat against the weather, and his clothes were slightly the worse for wear, having visible stains down the front of the jacket and waistcoat, the pantaloons ill-fitting, his boots scuffed and dirty.
She did not know him. “I really have no idea what you are talking about. Nor do I appreciate being accosted in the street in this way.” She tried to infuse some of the duke’s haughty disdain into her tone, even if she was quaking inside and more frightened than she wished to acknowledge.
“Then give me back what’s mine.”
“I have no idea what you are talking about. Now unhand me, sir, before I am forced to call for help—”
“From whom?” he taunted with a pointed glance around them. “I don’t see anyone rushing to your rescue.”
He was right, of course. No one was paying them the least attention.
How was it even possible for someone, this man, to attack her on a public street in the middle of England’s capital? Did none of the other shoppers realize that she had been accosted by a complete stranger and was now being threatened by him?
They did not appear to. Many of the other shoppers were far too busy with their own Christmas purchases, and others gave them a wide berth. Perhaps they believed them to be a young couple having a lovers’ tiff, and they did not wish to become involved.
Whatever their reasons, Tia knew she would receive no help from any of the people walking along the busy street.
Her chin rose. “I state again, I believe you have me confused with someone else. I do not know you.” She gave him one of the duke’s sweepingly disparaging looks from head to toe. “Nor do I wish to know you. Now take your hand off me before I begin to scream.” She had noted over the years that very few gentlemen, including William and her father, were comfortable dealing with a lady’s emotions, be it tears or anger. Or, in this case, fear.
The sneer remained on the man’s face. “So high and bloody mighty. Well, you have two days to return my property to me, and then we’ll see how high and mighty you feel!”
Tia had no idea what the man was talking about when he kept referring to his property. “Even if I knew how to contact you, which I do not—”
“No need for you to worry about that. I will contact you in two days’ time. I advise you not to be difficult; otherwise, you might not like what happens next.” He gave her arm one last painful squeeze before releasing her and melting away to be swallowed up by the throng of shoppers.
Tia was shaking so badly, she could barely stand, and several more of her parcels had fallen into the snow when the man released her so roughly.
She had no idea what—
“Get into the coach.”
Tia was still in too much shock to be able to even turn at the unexpected sound of Sebastian’s harsh voice.
“Now!”
Until he added compulsion to that tone.
Then she moved as if in a dream, first bending to pick up her slightly damp parcels before turning to see the black Stowmont ducal coach beside the pavement. The nearside door was open, a stern-faced Sebastian seated inside.
“In.” He thrust the door open farther, black eyes glittering in challenge as he waited for her to comply.
Tia had no idea how Sebastian came to be there or why. She was only grateful that he was. After her recent scare, she was not sure she could have managed the walk back to Stowmont House on her own.
She crossed the pavement to ascend the two steps, bending as she entered the carriage, sinking gratefully onto the seat facing Sebastian. Her parcels tumbled onto the plush seat beside her as the groom closed the door and Sebastian instructed the driver to move on.
Tia leaned her head back against the lacquered interior, her heartbeat a rapid pounding, her eyes closed as she tried to make sense of what had just happened. Of what that man could possibly have been talking about. To her knowledge, she had never stolen anything from anyone.
“Who was that man you were talking to?”
She raised startled lids, not sure how much she should tell the duke. Not sure she should tell him anything at all when he already seemed to be angry with her. Besides, she was completely befuddled as to what had just occurred. Who was that man? And what property could he possibly be referring to? Surely he had to have made a mistake. Somehow confused her with someone else?
Sebastian’s eyes narrowed on the pallor of Tia’s face as he could almost see the workings of her mind as she searched for a suitable reply to his question. Suitable to her, that was. He very much doubted he was going to be in the least satisfied with what she had to say.
Having come out in the carriage for the express purpose of finding Tia, it had given him something of a jolt to see her standing on the pavement, talking to another man. A young and handsome man, even if he was somewhat disheveled in appearance. Tia had not only been talking to him, but allowing him to put his hand upon her in a public street.
It was completely unacceptable to him that she might have left the house in order to meet up with this man she had perhaps known in Portsmouth and who had followed her here, when Sebastian was the man who had to suffer his dream being saturated with the smell and feel of her.
She shook her head. “I have no idea—”
“I should warn you against lying to me, Tia,” Sebastian bit out icily. “I have a very low tolerance for lies.”
Her eyes flashed. “I am not in the habit of telling lies.”
He arched a brow. “I believe you were just about to do so.”
“I… You…” She shook her head. “Never having set eyes on the man before today, I have absolutely no idea what his name might be,” she dismissed coolly.
“Then why was he touching you?” Sebastian’s hands clenched at his sides. The image of that other man’s hand on Tia’s arm burned in his memory.
She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “He thought he knew me, but I assured him he did not.”
Sebastian’s temper built inside him, despite his efforts to control and dampen the emotion. Because, although Tia might not be lying to him, she was not telling him the whole truth either. “That does not explain why he had his hand on your arm.”
“Did he?” She feigned surprise. “I had not noticed.”
He raised skeptical brows. “I was under the impression you did not know anyone in London, but perhaps I was mistaken?”
“You were not.”
“You seemed to know that man well enough.”
“I have already stated I do not.”
“He is not an…acquaintance of yours who has followed you from Portsmouth?”
She looked suitably offended by the question. “Certainly not.”
“If you do not know anyone here, where did you acquire the money to make all those purchases?”
She seemed taken aback by the change of subject. “I do not believe that it is any of your business.”
Sebastian’s own hands tightened. “I am making it so.”
“Why?” She seemed genuinely perplexed.
His mouth thinned. “You might have acquired the money in some manner which is unacceptable to me.”
She blinked several times, her face seeming to become even paler. “I am not sure in what direction your questions are going, Your Grace,” she answered him coldly. “But I seriously advise you proceed with caution.”
To Sebastian’s surprise, he found his rage evaporating and being replaced by humor. Even as Mr. Sebastian Falkner, he’d been impatient with fools or indecision of any kind, and been treated with a certain amount of wariness because of it. But as the powerful Duke of Stowmont, he knew himself to be formidable. It was a reputation he felt no compunction in using to his advantage when necessary.
Tia obviously felt none of that deference to him or his title, nor did she feel the slightest hesitation in matching his anger with her own, or in threatening him with that temper if he continued with this present line of conversation.
Unwise on her part, but to be admired nonetheless.
Sebastian did not react well to threats.
Especially when Tia’s natural perfume, that heady spice which haunted his dreams, was becoming almost overpowering in the confines of the carriage. It invaded his senses, causing his heart to beat faster, arousing his cock at the same time that a sensual lethargy crept over the rest of his body.
His hooded gaze moved to the moistness of her lips and remained there, his imagination taking over. He could almost feel those delicious lips wrapped about his cock as Tia took him into her mouth and then deep to the back of her slender throat.
Strange he should indulge in this fantasy with Tia, because that particular act was something he avoided with other women. He did not enjoy the vulnerability or the loss of control and power it involved. With Tia, he could only think of the pleasure to be found in her mouth. Of having the moist heat of her tongue against the length of his cock, perhaps delving into the sensitive slit at the top, before licking its way down the pulsing length.
His jaw tightened at his wayward thoughts. “You will answer me. Now.”
Her chin tilted at a defiant angle. “I will not.”
“Your lack of a reply implies your guilt.”
“My lack of reply implies it is Christmas,” she returned heatedly. “And at such a time, one does not ask questions regarding how gifts are acquired.”
His gaze flickered down to the parcels beside her and then up again. “There appears to be a rather large number of gifts for one small boy.”
“Possibly because they are not all for Martin.”
“Oh?”
“Yes—oh.” Tia glared across the carriage at him.
“Is one of them for me?”
“Do you think you deserve for there to be, after your implication of a few minutes ago?”
“And what did I imply?”
“If I read you correctly, that I—I—”
“Yes?”
“Has anyone ever told you that you have a nasty habit of assuming the worst of others? That you are both arrogant and condescending?”
“Not to my face, no.”
“Then you may take it I just did so.”
Once again, Sebastian found himself enjoying this verbal exchange with Tia. Her company was not only arousing but intellectually stimulating. She was certainly not a woman around whom it would be wise for any gentleman to let down his guard.
Even in the bedchamber.
Memories of his dream of last night returned unbidden. Of Tia lying naked upon his bed, her hair spread across the pillow, eyes sultry and inviting. She looked down the length of her slender body at him as he lay between her parted thighs. Her nipples were engorged and deep rose in color, skin soft on her abdomen and belly, silky dark curls covering her mound. The lips between her thighs were plump and slick with her arousal—
“What are you thinking about?” Tia was unsure of the sudden change which seemed to have occurred to Sebastian’s countenance so soon after another of their verbal exchanges. He looked almost…debauched, with his eyes half-closed like that, a flush to his cheeks and his lips parted. Or, how she imagined he might look when debauched, having no personal knowledge with which to draw upon.
His eyes mocked her. “Are you sure you really wish to know?”
Tia was not sure about anything, but then that was nothing new when she was in this gentleman’s company. He seemed able to rob her of her usual good sense and caution. “Not if you do not wish to tell me, no.”
“I did not say that.”
“You implied it. As you have implied several other things this morning,” she added waspishly.
“It would appear you are the one in the mood for an argument.”
“It would appear you have a mind no better than a sewer!”
He sighed. “You have only to tell me where you acquired the money for— Ah.” His brow cleared, and he nodded. “I seem to recall you telling me you had some items of jewelry left to you by your stepmother?”
“I do, yes,” she confirmed cautiously.
“You still do, or you did?”
This man was too intelligent by half. “They were mine to do with as I wished.” Her tone was defensive.
He held out his hand. “You will hand me the ticket given to you by the pawnbroker.”
“Why?”
His eyes gleamed. “You have to be the most argumentative…! Hand me the bloody ticket, Tia, before I put you over my knee and spank your bare bottom.”
Her eyes widened in outrage. “You would not dare!”
“I believe we both know that is not true.”
Tia did know, knew this man was capable of doing exactly as he wished, when he wished, and to whom he wished. Slowly, reluctantly, she opened her reticule before removing the pawnbroker’s retrieval ticket and handing it to him. “I will have the money to redeem those articles once my father’s naval pension has been redirected to me.”
“If it is redirected to you.” Sebastian took the ticket and placed it in the breast pocket of his superfine. “You will join me in my study,” he instructed as the carriage drew to a halt outside Stowmont House.
“I really should go and check on Martin—”
“He is currently with my secretary, and well entertained.” The duke nodded to the groom as the young man opened the door for them both to alight.
Tia scrabbled to pick up her parcels before following Sebastian from the carriage. “But—”
“Give your parcels to Haworth, and he will see they are delivered to your bedchamber.” Sebastian was every inch the haughty duke as he handed his coat and hat to the waiting butler. “You will come with me.”
Tia had no doubt Sebastian meant that last instruction for her as he strode off in the direction of his study, and she quickly handed her parcels to the butler but retained possession of her bonnet and cloak.
Whatever Sebastian wished to talk to her about, she knew instinctively she would have need of any and all armor against his attraction.



Chapter 5
 
“Close the door and lock it, and then take off your bonnet and cloak.” The duke stood in front of his desk, leaning back against it rather than sitting behind it.
Tia felt more than a little flustered as she closed the door. Having no idea why Sebastian had invited her here, she was no more eager for anyone to hear their exchange than he was. Especially if he intended to continue his earlier chastisement—
“I said lock it.”
She swallowed before answering. “Lock it, Your Grace?”
“Now.” He nodded.
Tia’s fingers shook as she obediently turned the key in the lock before turning back to face him.
“Remove your bonnet and cloak.”
She held the cloak more tightly about her. “I am not yet warmed through enough after being out in the cold for so long.” There was a fire burning in the hearth in this room, but its warmth had not yet reached her enough to thaw the icy dread now filling her veins.
Sebastian seemed filled with restless energy this morning, his mood precarious at best, fearsome at worst. Tia had no idea what he was going to do or say next.
“And whose fault is that?” He scowled. “I would have suggested you use one of the carriages and take one of the maids with you if you had told me it was your intention to go out.”
Tia felt stung by the rebuke. “You have not been about this past week for me to tell you anything.”
His eyes widened. “Are you upbraiding me for my absence?”
“No, of course I am not.” Color burned in the coldness of her cheeks. “I had errands of my own to run today, so I ran them. I do not see what the problem is with that.”
“The problem is, because you were unaccompanied, you allowed yourself to be vulnerable, and consequently were accosted in the street by a stranger.” He strode toward her as he talked, coming to a halt in front of her. “Do you have any idea how angry that makes me?”
“No, of course— What are you doing?” Tia’s voice rose as he unfastened the ribbon of her bonnet before removing it and placing it on a side table. “Sebastian?” She began to tremble as he unfastened her cloak next. Only to draw in a sharply hissing breath as he clasped the tops of her arms to encourage her to loosen her grasp on the garment.
Sebastian’s gaze sharpened as he dropped his hands back to his sides. “Remove your cloak, or I will remove it for you.”
His light grip on Tia’s arm had caused instant pain, indicating she must have bruises on her left arm from that previous encounter.
“Now, Tia,” the duke bit out harshly, a nerve pulsing in his clenched cheek.
She eyed him stubbornly for several seconds, her will clashing against his, only to realize Sebastian’s was much stronger than her own. She could see it in his eyes. If she did not do as he asked, he would do it himself.
She glared at him as she released the garment before removing it with a flourish and throwing it down on the chair. She now stood before him in her black mourning gown, her expression defiant.
“Unfasten the cuffs of your gown and turn back the sleeves.”
“Really, Your Grace—”
“Do not Your Grace me in that patronizing tone,” Sebastian warned as he gritted his teeth to stop himself from raising his voice. “I am already angry, I believe I am about to become even more so, and I advise you do nothing to put any further strain upon my tenuous control.”
His mood had softened in the carriage earlier—unlike his cock, which was still hard—and he had intended offering only mild further chastisement when he invited Tia to join him in his study. Her hiss of pain when he touched her arm had instantly brought a return of his earlier anger.
Tia’s nostrils flared in outrage, but thankfully, she did as Sebastian asked rather than offer any further defiance. He had never laid a hand on a woman in anger in his life, but he knew right now he was seriously in danger of putting Tia over his knee and spanking her defiant backside.
“Higher,” he instructed as she pushed the unfastened cuffs up to her elbows.
“The style of the gown will not allow them to go further— What are you doing?” she gasped after Sebastian had placed his hands on her waist and turned her round, her back now toward him.
“If the sleeves will not go up then they will have to come down.” He began unfastening the buttons on the back of her gown.
“This is most improper—”
“All of your behavior today has been improper.”
“Sebastian?”
Now she chose to call him Sebastian, when the exposure of her bare back, the skin creamy and smooth, was already putting a further strain on the desire he had felt to touch her since the moment he saw her on the street talking to another man.
A man he now had reason to believe might have hurt her.
His mouth thinned as he turned her round to face him before clasping the shoulders of her gown and tugging them downward, baring the tops of her arms but trapping them at her sides in the process.
Tia bent her arms at the elbows and placed her hands against the front of the gown to stop it from slipping any lower. “This is outrageous!”
“That is an outrage,” Sebastian grated, having pulled the material down enough to expose bruises in the exact pattern of four fingers and a thumb, which were already forming on the otherwise unblemished flesh at the top of her left arm. He raised his narrowed gaze to her face. “He did this to you?” His hands on her shoulders prevented her from moving away.
“I… Yes. But he made a mistake—”
“He most certainly did.” Sebastian’s anger was now fully roused, his heart pounding in the same rhythm that his aroused cock throbbed.
Those bruises on Tia’s flesh were an abomination. An ugly slur on what was otherwise perfection.
As well as trapping her arms, the lowering of the front of her loosened gown revealed the creamy swell of her breasts. Breasts that were plumper than Sebastian had thought, and he realized they had appeared smaller due to being confined by the tight-fitting bodice of her gown.
His mouth began to water as he glimpsed the tops of deep red areolas. The hardened nipples below were pressing against the soft fabric of her white camisole. Sebastian wanted them in his mouth. To taste them. Suck them. Bite them. To hear Tia’s groans of ecstasy as he did so.
He raised his heated gaze to her face, knowing by the flush of her cheeks and the fire in those deep blue eyes, Tia was as aware of the sudden sexual tension in the room as he was.
He should turn Tia around and refasten her gown before sending her on her way. He should. But he knew he was not going to be able to do so. After a week of being unable to banish this woman from his thoughts—and dreams—he knew he would not be able to let her go until he had at least had a taste of her.
Instructing Tia to lock the door when she came in had ensured they would not be interrupted this time, by Lysander or anyone else.
Had it been his intention to make love to Tia all along?
Sebastian had no idea what his intentions had been when he instructed her to follow him to the study, only what they now were. She was trapped within the tangle of her own gown, and he was powerless to resist taking full advantage of the situation.
“Sebastian?” Tia gasped in protest as Sebastian pulled down the material of her chemise, fully exposing her engorged nipples.
He licked his lips in anticipation of tasting those plump berries, unable to resist a moment longer as he lowered his head and latched on to one of those nipples, drawing it greedily into his mouth, his hot tongue stroking across that sensitive nub. He suckled deeper, harder, his own desire deepening as he heard Tia’s increasingly husky groans of pleasure.
Her nipple stood red and to attention when he finally raised his head to look at her, the heat of his breath on her wet flesh causing that engorged nubbin to swell even more.
With a groan, he latched on to the other nipple, capturing it between his teeth and tugging and biting it as Tia’s cries of pleasure became more and more guttural.
Tia had been betrothed to William, had been kissed and caressed by him, had made love with him on that last night before he returned to battle, but even so, she had never dreamed pleasure such as she now felt existed. A deep-down ache which caused a gush of juices from the swollen lips between her thighs, her nipples aching and raw from the sucking of Sebastian’s mouth and the pull of his teeth.
His eyes glittered with satisfaction when he raised his head a second time and feasted his eyes on those swollen, erect nipples. 
“They are as plump and succulent as ripe strawberries,” he murmured his satisfaction. “And I have always been partial to cream with my strawberries.”
Tia gasped as he moved to kneel before her, deeply shocked at having brought this proud and arrogant man to his knees.
Sebastian now pushed the front of her gown into her hands before pulling her drawers down to her ankles and nudging her legs apart as far as they would go.
Tia felt helpless. Her arms were already held fast by her gown, and now her drawers hobbled her too, preventing her ankles from moving more than a foot apart. She was, in effect, Sebastian’s captive.
If anything, that knowledge increased her own sexual hunger, and she held her breath as she waited to see what he would do next.
Sebastian’s ravenous gaze feasted hungrily on the flesh he had exposed. Those eyes filled with a savage hunger as he glanced up at her. “I am going to taste you here.” His fingers stroked her swollen nether lips. “Going to eat your pussy and drink the thick cream from its lips.”
Tia’s choked sob was one of aching longing. She wanted Sebastian to stop talking and do. Wanted—
Oh God…
She had no idea if she had spoken out loud or only thought she had, nor did she care as Sebastian grasped her hips and held her steady. His nose pressed into her curls, and the lick of his tongue stroked against her feminine lips.
“You taste as delicious as I thought you might.” His groans of pleasure quickly joined her own as he once again lapped and licked. Those groans vibrated against her flesh as his tongue delved greedily inside the heat of her channel searching for more of that sweetness and spice.
Sebastian was merciless in that hunger, stroking his tongue deep inside her and then lapping up the flow of cream that resulted from those thrusts. Only Sebastian’s hands on her hips held Tia upright as she thought she might collapse with pleasure. Surely she was going to die from so much enjoyment. Surely—
God…
The pleasure intensified, grew deeper, stronger, as Sebastian’s tongue stroked higher, seeking and lashing the nubbin Tia had only ever seen hidden beneath its protective hood when she bathed, but which now seemed to be swollen and fully exposed to the remorseless hunger of that tongue.
“Sebastian!” she cried out as the pleasure became too much, rising higher and higher inside her, until she felt as if something was about to break free.
“Come for me.” His voice was deep, harsh, demanding.
“I do not—”
“Now, damn it! Come in my mouth.”
“I do not know how!” Tia was sobbing now, desperate for something, some release that eluded her.
“You will,” Sebastian assured her determinedly. He dipped the tip of his thumb inside her channel. “You are so tight,” he said with satisfaction before suckling that hardened nubbin into the heat of his mouth, his tongue roughly stroking the sensitive knot of nerves.
Tia cried out as pleasure ripped through her body. The world disintegrated around her as there was only this moment and a never-ending explosion of sensations. It caused her to buck and grind her pussy against Sebastian’s stroking tongue until every last quake and spasm of pleasure had been taken.
Only the sound of their heavy and uneven breathing, and the ticking of the clock above the fireplace, filled the room when Tia slowly came back to an awareness of her surroundings enough to glance down at Sebastian.
He still knelt at her feet, his head thrown back and his eyes closed, lips drawn back in a grimace almost of pain as one of his hands stroked the long length of the exposed and swollen cock between his thighs.
Until that moment, Tia had not realized he had unfastened his pantaloons or released his cock. She now watched in silent fascination as his hand stroked that long and engorged length, thumb caressing the wet and glistening slit in the bulbous tip, before there was another stroke, firmly down this time. With each stroke up and down, Sebastian gave a groan, the juices now bubbling to the surface and dripping down onto his fingers and slicking the flesh beneath.
His eyes opened as Tia dropped to her knees in front of him, her gaze fevered.
She was totally mesmerized by the size and shape of Sebastian’s glorious cock. Long and thick and topped by that glorious red and exposed tip, it curved up toward his abdomen. “Will you allow me?” She flicked an uncertain glance up to his flushed face.
“God, yes!” It was Sebastian’s fantasy and dreams come to life, and he could not have refused Tia’s entreaty if his life had depended on it.
At that moment, he felt as if his life did depend upon it. He needed this, needed Tia to touch him, more than he needed his lungs to continue breathing or his heart to beat.
“Lower your gown completely. Then take off your gloves and let me feel flesh against flesh.” He watched as she pulled down the sleeves of her gown and allowed the garment to fall down to her waist before she removed the leather gloves and discarded them, revealing long and elegantly slender hands. “Touch me…” he groaned achingly.
His gaze remained fixed on those delicate white hands, as Tia had to use both of them to encompass the girth of his cock, fingers barely touching her thumbs as she began to pump his length in the exactly same manner he had just seconds ago. The upward stroke, thumb stroking across his slit, followed by the firm downward stroke.
She gave him a shy smile as she looked up at him curiously. “This is how you like it, is it not?”
This was exactly how Sebastian loved it. But no other woman, not even the most experienced of the demimonde, had ever bothered to learn how to stroke or touch his cock in the way he liked to do it himself in order to give and receive the most pleasure.
Watching those elegant white hands, knowing they belonged to Tia, the woman who had filled his dreams for this past week, increased his pleasure tenfold.
Tia had no idea what had come over her that she dared to touch Sebastian so intimately. Except he had touched her in much the same way, and by doing so had given her pleasure beyond imagining. She wanted to return that gift to him.
His cock felt like steel encased in velvet-soft skin, with a thick vein throbbing along its length as she continued to stroke and pump that magnificent organ.
She also wanted to taste him in the way he had tasted her, drink him down as he had her.
She licked her lips in anticipation. “May I…?”
Sebastian’s gaze was black and lust-filled. “You wish to suck my cock?”
Color blazed in her cheeks. “If you will allow it…”
“Oh, I will allow it.” He bared his teeth in a strained smile. “But I am so close to release, I cannot guarantee not to spill the moment I am inside the heat of your mouth.”
Tia knew a little of sexual matters. She had been betrothed to William, after all. Mary had also believed it only right she should explain the marriage bed to her. But in none of those talks with Mary or her single experience with William had Tia learned what to do if a man “spilled into her mouth.” 
“Is that a bad thing?”
“It is a very intimate thing. You may not like it. Many women do not, I believe. I should not like— Sweet Jesus!” Sebastian’s fingers dug into Tia’s shoulders.
She had leaned forward as he spoke, her lips parted as she took his cock into her mouth. Tentatively at first, and then deeper, much deeper, only lifting up again after his cock had touched the back of her throat.
Sebastian was lost to the pleasure of Tia’s mouth, his hands moving to cup and squeeze her bare breasts as he began to snap his hips upward in rhythm with the bobbing of her head. Thrusting faster, deeper, crying out his pleasure as he felt the hot cum boiling up inside his balls and then along the length of his cock before shooting, spilling, into Tia’s waiting mouth, as he had warned her he might.
And still she did not stop, her cheeks hollowed out as she continued to suck on his cock until she had drained every last drop of his cum and swallowed it down before raising her head to look at him with shy eyes. How the hell she could still manage to look so innocent, let alone shy, after what she had just—
Someone wrapped their knuckles firmly on the study door.
It was so typical of the lack of privacy in his household this past week that after several seconds of stunned silence, Sebastian found himself chuckling at the ridiculous of it.
The frown eased from Tia’s brow as she began to giggle.
Very soon, the two of them were laughing so much, they could do nothing less than fall into each other’s arms.



Chapter 6
 
“What is the meaning of this?”
Sebastian had slept well the previous night, eaten a leisurely breakfast before spending a pleasant morning out and about settling several matters. He had enjoyed luncheon at his club before returning home, spoken briefly with Lysander before retiring to his study for the afternoon.
He now sat behind his desk, booted feet resting atop it as he smoked one of the strong cigars he so enjoyed. He had even cracked the window open a little to allow for the escape of smoke whilst he contemplated all that was right with his world.
One of the reasons for his relaxed mood was the young woman who had—once again—just burst into his study unannounced.
The lovemaking they had shared yesterday had been extraordinary. So much more than Sebastian’s dreams. In fact, he had not dreamed at all last night. Why bother dreaming of making love to Tia when the reality was so much more satisfying? Instead, he had fallen into a long and deep sleep and woken this morning feeling completely refreshed.
The furious expression now on Tia’s face did not bode well for the continuation of that good humor or for the conversation he had fully intended having with her today as to whether or not she wished to continue their…new relationship. Nor did her remonstrating with him again regarding his smoking a cigar.
He slowly swung his booted feet to the floor. “I believe I am still at liberty to do as I wish in my own home.”
Her eyes narrowed. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“Everything, when you once again seek me out to complain about my smoking a cigar in my own study.”
Tia gave a shake of her head. “I do not recall making any such complaint.”
“But… You… Then what the devil were you blithering on about when you came in here?” As he had surmised, his good humor had already evaporated.
The one thing which had been of concern to him today had been how he and Tia were to behave toward each other after their shared intimacy. The conversation they must have regarding what they should do in regard to that changed relationship.
Last evening, his knock on the study door having remained unanswered, Lysander had retreated, leaving Tia and Sebastian to recover from their humor as they helped each other to straighten their clothing.
Tia had then excused herself and spent the afternoon with Martin in the nursery until his bedtime.
Sebastian had tried to concentrate on estate business for the rest of yesterday, but for obvious reasons, his mind had been elsewhere. He had gone out in the evening to a dinner engagement, and Tia had already been abed when he returned shortly after midnight.
Consequently, this was the first opportunity for the two of them to talk together since they parted after Lysander had caused them such hilarity.
That shared laughter yesterday had come as another surprise to Sebastian. It had not been his experience in the past to share laughter with a woman after physical relations.
He might have guessed Tia’s and his own good humor with each other would not continue either.
“I am talking about this.” She placed a red velvet pouch on his desktop. “And this.” She put ten gold guineas down beside the pouch. “Explain yourself, if you please.” She tilted her chin in challenge.
Sebastian arched a brow. “The pouch contains your stepmother’s jewelry, which you had pawned.”
“I did not ask that you to retrieve them for me.”
“What else did you think I intended doing with the pawnbroker’s ticket?”
She seemed at a loss for words for several seconds but recovered quickly. “Explain this, if you please?” She strewed the gold coins across the desk.
“It is your allowance.”
“My allowance?” She made the word sound obscene. “For what, might I ask?”
After yesterday, Sebastian was willing to give Tia a certain amount of leeway in the manner in which she spoke to him—they had become lovers, after all—but she was fast approaching the end of his patience in that regard.
But still he tried to remain reasonable. “For the rest of the month. Is it not enough?” He removed his money pouch from his pocket. “How much more do you need?”
“You… You… You are unspeakable, sir!” she finally managed to gasp. “A low cad who should be horsewhipped. I despise you utterly. Utterly,” she repeated. “I will be spending the rest of the afternoon with Martin in the nursery. I advise that you do not so much as attempt to speak to me again today.” She turned sharply with a swish of her skirts and hurried from the room.
To say Sebastian was stunned would be an understatement. What on earth had caused Tia to come to his study and behave with such outrage? Not, apparently, because he had retrieved her stepmother’s jewelry, but because he had given her an allowance. He could have understood it if she’d had this reaction yesterday after the two of them made love, but to attack him in this way merely because he had instructed Lysander to issue her an allowance—
Good God, could Tia possibly think…?
Sebastian wasted no more time on questions or supposition but instead rose abruptly to his feet, slamming the study door behind him as he followed Tia up the stairs.
 
Tia went to her bedchamber rather than going immediately to the nursery, knowing she was about to burst into tears and needing to compose herself before she went to see Martin.
How could Sebastian have been so cruel? How dare he?
She had not seen Sebastian since their lovemaking yesterday, but she had not considered it a reason for concern. They both had other responsibilities demanding their attention.
Tia’s main one being to spend time with Martin. He was still in some shock following his mother’s death and their sudden change in circumstances.
Nor had she thought it in the least strange when Lysander Graham joined her and Martin in the nursery for tea this afternoon. He had done so several times during the past week. He and Martin were now firm friends. Tia enjoyed the secretary’s company too, found him to be so much more relaxing to be with than Sebastian.
Any other gentleman was more relaxing to be with than Sebastian.
She knew her behavior with Sebastian yesterday had been rash, even shocking, but she had not seemed to be able to stop herself. She had been completely caught up in Sebastian’s sensual spell.
She had wondered several times since what he must now think of the stepsister of his young ward. If he now considered her an unsuitable companion for Martin. But she had not for one moment thought Sebastian would insult her by offering to pay her for the intimacies they had shared yesterday.
It had only been when Lysander took her aside after tea, while Martin helped one of the maids to clear away, that she realized Lysander had a specific reason for joining them this afternoon.
Tia had felt only gratitude toward Sebastian when Lysander returned the red velvet pouch containing Mary’s jewelry, knowing Sebastian must have used the receipt she gave him to retrieve them.
But she had literally felt all the color bleach from her cheeks when Lysander also handed over the ten guineas with the explanation Sebastian wished her to use the money for any other items she might wish to buy.
Tia had never seen ten guineas all together in her life before, and in her mind, there could only be one explanation for Sebastian to have treated her with such largesse. He—
“I deeply resent your implication I think of you as being no better than a member of the demimonde I have to pay for services rendered!”
Tia lifted her head sharply to look across the bedchamber at Sebastian as he strode into the room without knocking and closed the door forcefully behind him. “I believe you are doing so again now by entering my bedchamber as if you have the right to do so.”
He crossed the room to tower over her like a fallen and avenging angel as she sat on the side of the bed. His nostrils were flared, eyes a glittering black, hands clenched into fists at his sides. “I do have the right to do so. This is still my house, unless you have forgotten?”
Tia might have briefly forgotten her current circumstances yesterday, but that was no longer true. She was totally beholden to this gentleman, to the benevolence of his charity, and the idea he believed her actions yesterday were a direct result of those circumstances hurt more than she cared to acknowledge or admit.
Her chin rose. “I am sure you would have shown a lady of the demimonde the courtesy of dealing with payment yourself rather than delegating the task to your secretary.”
Sebastian snorted his disgust. “You seriously believe those ten guineas are payment for what occurred between us yesterday?”
“What else?” Tia felt at far more of a disadvantage sitting on the side of the bed, and yet Sebastian loomed over her so closely, she would have to brush past him if she attempted to rise. The shaking of her legs said she could not do that. Yet. “I realize I am not of Society, that I am only the daughter of a deceased naval officer, but even so, I do not think I deserve to have you treat me so shabbily.”
“You insulting little baggage!” Sebastian’s voice was ominously low. “The money was a gift, damn it, because I realized, after you were forced to pawn your stepmother’s jewelry, that you had no money for your own and Martin’s day-to-day necessities, let alone the expense of Christmas presents. If,” he continued firmly as she would have spoken, “I had wished to pay for my pleasure, then you may rest assured it would be to a courtesan with far more sexual experience than you are able to boast, and for less money than ten guineas!”
How was it Sebastian had just succeeded in making her feel lower than a worm for her suspicions, while at the same time insulting her in the worst possible way?
Because she did feel guilty and uncomfortable if she had misjudged him—and Sebastian’s ire would seem to indicate she had. At the same time, his remark threw into question whether or not she had pleased him yesterday after all. Bad enough for her to have behaved so shockingly, but to now be told she had done so ineptly would be an even greater humiliation.
Admittedly, he had responded to her caresses and released in her mouth, but he would perhaps have found more pleasure from the act with a woman who actually knew what she was doing.
Tia ran the tip of her tongue across her lips but immediately stopped doing so when she saw the way Sebastian’s accusing gaze followed the movement. “Why did you not deliver the money yourself and explain the reason for it?”
His snort was one of exasperation. “Because I considered it totally removed from the intimacies the two of us shared yesterday, and so a different conversation. A matter of business to be dealt with between my secretary and the stepsister of my ward, not between myself and my lover.”
He made the explanation sound so plausible…
Because it was plausible?
How would she have felt if Sebastian had given her the money himself?
The same way she felt now! Embarrassed. Used. Belittled.
She realized now Sebastian would not have been able to win in this situation, no matter how he chose to deal with it.
Shaking legs or not, she really could not remain seated any longer, felt at far too much of a disadvantage. As she had surmised, she had to brush past an unyielding Sebastian in order to stand. The thrill that ran through her as she brushed her arm against his chest had nothing to do with her bruises and everything to do with the fact that touching him caused a quiver of excitement to course through her body.
She drew in a controlling breath. “I apologize if I misunderstood your motives—”
“There is no if about it. You did misunderstand them.” He looked angrily down the length of his haughty nose at her.
Even standing, Tia was so much shorter than he, and so still at a disadvantage. “As I said, I apologize—”
“Not good enough.”
She blinked. “What do you mean?”
Sebastian studied her between narrowed lids. This insulting miss deserved to be punished for having so misjudged him and his motives. Punished in a way as to convince her not to behave in such an insulting manner toward him ever again.
His smile was one of hard enjoyment. His own enjoyment, not Tia’s. “I believe I will need some time to think of a suitable punishment. Perhaps I will have found the answer by the time you join me for dinner this evening.”
Tia’s eyes widened. “But you never dine at home in the evenings.”
“I do not intend to do so tonight either,” he dismissed. “You will be suitably dressed and waiting in the entrance hall for me at nine o’clock this evening.”
“I have nothing suitable to wear—”
He threw up his hands in disgust. “God spare me from a woman’s universal cry!”
Tia frowned at his behavior. “In my case, it is the truth. I only have the two black gowns with me, and they are not suitable wear for going out for the evening.” Whoever had broken into the cottage on the day of Mary’s burial had ripped all of Tia’s other gowns to shreds. She had only been able to spare enough money to buy the two new black mourning gowns, and even they were far from the best of quality.
Sebastian’s gaze swept over her from her feet to the top of her head. “Can you do something…different with your hair yourself? Pretty it up a little?”
Tia resisted the urge to raise a self-conscious hand to the neatness of the bun which had always sufficed in the past. “I can try…”
The duke nodded. “If not, ask one of the maids to assist you. I will arrange to have a seamstress deliver a suitable gown to you in time for going out this evening.”
It came as no surprise to Tia that Sebastian knew how to go about purchasing a lady’s gown. No doubt he had purchased many of them in the past for whatever woman took his fancy at the time.
As she now did?
No, of course not. One intimate interlude did not mean Sebastian wished to continue the relationship.
“I know of several reputable dressmakers because my mother sends for her new clothes from London, and the bills are sent to me for payment.” Sebastian snapped his impatience with the transparency of the thoughts he could see running through Tia’s head.
Really, this idea she had that he was some sort of licentious rake was unacceptable to a man of five and thirty. He had sown his wild oats when he was much younger, admittedly, but his carnal indulgences nowadays were much more discerning and something of a rarity.
Admittedly, his behavior yesterday might have implied differently…
In truth, Sebastian was still a little stunned at the way in which he had responded to her. Of the intimacies he had shared with her. The intimacies he had allowed her to share with him. Being taken into her mouth, his cock sucked until he spilled, had been every bit as lacking in control as he had known it would be. And yet, with Tia, he had not minded that loss of control, had reveled in it, in fact.
This past year living as the eligible Duke of Stowmont had only succeeded in deepening his wariness and the cynicism he had long felt in regard to the women in Society. Women, young and old, now tended to throw themselves at his feet—or another part of his anatomy—in an effort to seduce him into considering taking one of them as his future duchess.
This attraction he felt toward the prickly stepsister of his new ward had taken him by surprise as much as it obviously had her.
To the point Sebastian had seriously been considering taking her as his mistress? That was something he had never done with any of the women he’d bedded in the past.
Perhaps. But Tia’s behavior today told him how unsuitable such an arrangement would be.
Tia’s eyes had widened. “You have a mother?”
“Yes, I have a mother,” he taunted. “In fact, she will be joining us here for the Christmas holiday. Did you imagine I was spawned from the devil himself?”
“Even if you were, there would still have had to be a woman to give birth to you!”
Which was surely another way of Tia saying she did consider his sire might have been the devil.
“Have a care, Tia,” he warned softly. “The insults are starting to add up, and consequently, the punishments along with them.”
Her lashes lowered onto her flushed cheeks. “I apologize again.”
“Nowhere near adequately.” Sebastian bared his teeth in a smile as she glanced up at him. “We will have to see what we can do to improve on that this evening.”
Her throat moved as she swallowed. “You are deliberately making me nervous.”
Sebastian stepped closer, close enough to be able to breathe in Tia’s perfume and female musk. He raised a hand and curled his fingers about her chin as he lifted her face up to his. She flicked him a nervous glance before her gaze skittered away again. “I believe I enjoy seeing a little fear in you,” he murmured appreciatively.
Her skin felt warm to the touch, no doubt because of the deepening flush in her cheeks. He could see the blood pounding through the veins at the base of her throat. Her breasts were quickly rising and falling beneath the tight-fitting black gown. A particularly ugly black gown. He would definitely have to see what he could do to improve on that before they were seen out together this evening.
“Yes, I do believe I like it very much,” he murmured in satisfaction. “Do not keep me waiting this evening, Tia, or you will have one more reason to feel nervous.” He released her before stepping away. “I suggest you go now and belatedly rejoin Martin in the nursery.”
The speed with which Tia vacated the room was not in the least flattering, but Sebastian found himself chuckling rather than feeling put out about it.
He would have to see what he could do to make this evening even more amusing.



Chapter 7
 
“I am sure this is not at all the way things should be done.” Tia shifted uncomfortably in her seat, sure that she and Sebastian were the cynosure of the dozens of pairs of eyes in the room.
“Oh?” Sebastian arched an arrogant brow. “And what would you know about it?”
Tia readily admitted to knowing nothing about the salons of the demimonde, which was where she believed Sebastian had brought her for dinner.
She had been waiting for him in the entrance hall, as instructed, at nine o’clock this evening. Her hair was suitably styled with the help of the same maid who had also offered to stay in Martin’s bedchamber with him tonight. Tia wore the new gown Sebastian had purchased for the occasion.
She had to admit that, despite the fact she should really be wearing black mourning clothes, she was vain enough to enjoy the bright colors of the new gown. It had a bodice of green and pale pink and blue flowers. The square neckline was edged with lace, with a blue ribbon sash beneath her breasts. The puffed sleeves were of a very pale blue, with a thick band down to her elbows of the same lace as the ankle-length skirt. Elbow-length lace gloves completed the ensemble.
It was by far and away the prettiest gown Tia had ever owned. There was also an evening cloak to go with it, a rich silk in the same pale shade of blue as the pretty puffed sleeves.
Tia felt like a fairy-tale princess as she swished down the wide staircase where Sebastian waited for her. When Sebastian made no comment on her changed appearance, her disappointment was nearly palpable, even if she inwardly appreciated his own regal appearance in elegant black evening clothes and snowy-white linen.
Nor did Sebastian talk once they were inside the coach on their way to dinner, but instead he stared out the window, his expression one of boredom.
Tia had continued to respect that silence as they left the carriage and she followed him inside what she had thought would be a place to eat but was actually the home of a Mrs. Briggs. A lady who was the proprietor of what Tia quickly came to realize was not a house of ill repute but was most certainly not respectable either.
Mrs. Briggs had fussed over them when they arrived, obviously thrilled to have the Duke of Stowmont in her premises. Tia and Sebastian were now seated at a dinner table set within a private alcove. Even so, Tia could see that the dozen or so other ladies in the elegantly appointed room were wearing gowns far more risqué than her own pretty gown. It was also obvious the gentlemen, some of them old enough to be grandfathers, were not the husbands of the beautiful young women who graced the elegantly furnished salon.
Several of those young women were also eyeing Tia with what she could only describe as displeasure.
Because Tia was not one of them and should not be here?
Or because she had arrived with the Duke of Stowmont, and so rendered him unavailable to their charms this evening?
Either way, Tia agreed she should not be here. It was utterly scandalous of Sebastian to have brought her to a place such as this. A blush had burned Tia’s cheeks since the moment she had realized who and what Mrs. Briggs was. “You are right in thinking I do not know anything about such establishments, but even so, I am sure it is not expected that a gentleman will bring his own…his own…”
“Entertainment?” Sebastian suggested lightly.
“Female company.” Tia glared at him for his mockery.
“Mrs. Briggs made no objection when I sent her a note earlier apprising her of my plans,” he assured her. “But that is perhaps because I have paid her rather handsomely for the use of one of her private dining rooms.”
“Except we are not in the least private.” Tia was still very aware of those eyes observing them, some discreetly, others openly, both male and female.
“We will be.” Sebastian nodded to the waiter as he wheeled in a trolley upon which their food reposed. “We will serve ourselves, thank you,” he dismissed. “Close the curtains on your way out.”
Tia breathed a little easier once the red velvet curtains had been drawn across the alcove where she and Sebastian were seated, but it did not change the fact that there were more than a dozen men and women in the same room with them on the other side of those curtains. And all of them no doubt assumed she and Sebastian were doing much more than eating dinner together.
She turned to Sebastian. “Why did you bring me to a house of the demimonde?”
“I thought, after your remarks to me earlier today, you might benefit from seeing exactly how such young ladies live.” He eyed her challengingly. “As you will have observed, they do not live in the homes of dukes, as you do. Some may choose a long-term lover, admittedly, but that choice is rarely made because of desire and more out of necessity, and those ladies are set up in discreet homes of their own, not their wealthy lovers’. Ergo, our lovemaking yesterday was not in the least like that of a paid courtesan and her wealthy lover.”
Tia could see that now. Understood the lesson Sebastian wanted to teach her, even if he had been somewhat heavy-handed in the method. “And yet here we are.”
“Yes, here we are,” Sebastian drawled. “Admit it, Tia, you are a little excited at being in such forbidden surroundings.”
She was, yes. More than a little, if she were honest with herself. There was something…illicit, even thrilling, about their risqué location. In the knowledge that many of the ladies and gentlemen on the other side of the velvet curtain would spend the night together, possibly in the bedchambers on the floor above this one.
In the possible knowledge she and Sebastian might do the same…?
She chewed her bottom lip between her teeth. “If anyone should ever find out—” She broke off as Sebastian took one of her hands in his and slowly began to remove her glove. “What are you doing?” She eyed him nervously.
“I discovered yesterday you have very beautiful hands, and I wish to see them again.” He continued to concentrate on the task of removing her glove, rolling the lace down to her wrist before gently pulling on each finger to ease the glove off completely. “Very soft, very delicate, and very elegant hands.” He raised that bare hand to his lips, his gaze holding hers captive as he kissed along the knuckles.
Heat instantly coursed through Tia’s body, and the blush in her cheeks spread down her throat and breasts. Her nipples immediately unfurled and ripened to engorged berries inside the bodice of her new gown, between her thighs becoming slick and aching.
“No one will ever know you were here, Tia.” Sebastian slowly removed her other glove. “Who would the gentlemen tell, when they should not be here either?”
He had a point, Tia acknowledged, as she started to relax within their unfamiliar surroundings. People might surmise what was happening behind the velvet curtains, but they could not know.
Sebastian was another matter, however, as he now paid the same attention to her right hand as he had the left. His lips were cool but soft against her bare knuckles and caused a different sort of tension within Tia’s body. An arousal she could not deny.
Her lashes lowered over eyes she was sure would reveal that arousal. “Perhaps we should eat our dinner before it grows cold?”
“Perhaps we should.” Sebastian straightened before releasing her hand. “Would you like to serve us both?”
Tia had served dinner to Mary and Martin and herself many times in the past, but it was nothing like serving Sebastian’s food to him in such surroundings. There was something so intimate about the two of them being secluded in this alcove together, the sexual tension seeming to sizzle between them, along with Tia’s total awareness of Sebastian seated beside her. Of his heated gaze upon her as often as not.
If this was Sebastian’s idea of punishment, then she was enjoying it far too much for it to be in the least effective.
Tia had just served the dessert course, of what had been a surprisingly well-cooked and delicious dinner, and resumed her seat beside Sebastian, when she felt his hand caressing along the length of her bare thigh.
She gave an inelegant squeak at the realization his hand must be beneath the skirt of her gown to have touched bare flesh.
Dark eyes danced with mockery as Sebastian turned to look at her, his hand and most of his arm closest to Tia, beneath the table. “Is something amiss?”
She swallowed. “Not amiss, exactly…”
“Good.” Sebastian picked up his spoon and commenced eating the mousse served for dessert, all without removing his hand from her thigh.
Tia shifted uncomfortably on her seat as those caressing fingers rose higher. And then higher still.
Sebastian restrained his mirth and continued to eat his dessert. Tia squirmed on the seat beside him as his fingers touched her flesh in a pattern leading him inexorably toward the apex of her thighs.
It had been a stroke of genius on his part, he believed, to have decided to bring Tia to dine at Mrs. Briggs’s establishment. A lesson to be taught regarding courtesans and their paying customers, and at the same time giving the two of them the privacy they did not seem able to find at Stowmont House.
He had not appreciated Lysander’s words of disapproval when the two men met on the stairs at Stowmont House earlier this evening. Sebastian had been going up the stairs to change for his evening out with Tia, his brother on his way down the stairs, apparently in search of Sebastian.
The brothers had not parted well after Lysander had made his opinion of Sebastian and Tia dining together more than clear. Sebastian had been just as forceful in his opinion that it was none of Lysander’s business.
Even so, Lysander’s disapproval of the situation had given Sebastian food for thought once he reached his bedchamber. In fact, by the time he returned down the stairs, he had been half-inclined to cancel his dinner with Tia and go out alone.
Instead, he had been struck dumb when Tia joined him in the entrance hall. He had barely recognized the elegant young woman in the silk-and-lace gown as the stiff young woman who had arrived at his home a week ago, dressed from head to toe in black. Having taken his advice, she’d style her hair less severely, drawn up into loose curls and secured at her crown, with several enticing tendrils at her temples and nape.
Dressed in such a way, Tia was capable of gracing the drawing room of any member of Society.
When it was Sebastian’s intention to take her to a house of the demimonde!
Rather than cancel the dinner altogether, he had considered changing his plans and taking Tia somewhere less disreputable.
In the end, he had decided against doing that too.
What happened with Tia yesterday had been completely unexpected, to him as well as to her, making her remarks to him this afternoon all the more insulting.
He was not in the habit of taking advantage of the young women employed in any of his households, here or in the country. Although Tia could not be classed in that same light, she was nonetheless a young lady living under his roof. However temporary that arrangement might be.
If she had not attacked him so vocally this afternoon, he had fully intended calling her to his study before dinner so the two of them could discuss the subject of yesterday’s intimacy and how they were to proceed. Instead, Tia had stormed into his study and accused him of all manner of things, notably, treating her as being no better than a courtesan.
Showing her exactly how those young ladies lived and were treated had seemed fair in the circumstances.
Except now they were at Mrs. Briggs’s salon, completely alone in the confines of this private alcove, with Tia’s unique perfume once again invading all his senses, Sebastian found he did not really feel like talking to Tia so much as fucking her.
Which really would be treating Tia as no better than one of the other ladies present this evening.
It was time, past time, they returned to Stowmont House and parted ways.
His fully engorged cock gave a twitch of disappointment as he removed his hand from beneath Tia’s gown.
“Is this another part of my punishment?”
Sebastian looked at Tia blankly. “I beg your pardon?”
Her cheeks were flushed, eyes shining brightly. “Touching and seducing me into a state of arousal, only to now deny me.”
Sebastian’s mouth went dry. “And you consider that to be a punishment?”
“What else could it be?” Her movements were agitated as she placed her napkin on the table. “I believe I would like to leave now.”
He studied her closely, noting again those flushed cheeks and overbright eyes, the quick rise and fall of her breasts above the low neckline of her gown. The way her hands trembled slightly as she picked up her gloves from where he had placed them on the table after removing them earlier.
All evidence of her arousal?
Sebastian sighed deeply. “I brought you here as a lesson in not jumping to insulting conclusions—”
“I am well aware of why I was brought here.” Her voice trembled slightly, her gaze averted. “Of why you bought this beautiful gown for me to wear. Of why you have chosen to humiliate me in this way.”
Oh God, were there actual tears gathering in Tia’s eyes? “Instead, I am the one who has been taught a lesson,” Sebastian admitted softly.
Tia looked at him with those tear-filled eyes. “You?”
His mouth twisted self-derisively as he held out his hand for hers. “If you will allow me?” he prompted. She simply stared at his hand as if it were a viper about to strike.
Tia eyed him uncertainly, unsure of Sebastian’s reason for wanting her to place her hand in his.
“Please.”
She could not look away from Sebastian’s compelling gaze as she slowly placed her hand in his. Only to give a shocked gasp, her gaze quickly lowering to where he had now placed the palm of her hand over where his aroused cock pressed urgently against the front of his trousers.
“The desire is mutual, Tia,” he said unnecessarily. “That being the case, I believe that what I am about to say next will be as painful for you as it is for me.”
Her mouth felt dry. “Which is?”
“Bringing you here was a mistake.”
“I do not find that admission in the least painful when I wholeheartedly agree with it!”
“The two of us being alone together—anywhere—is a mistake.”
“Oh.”
He nodded at her obvious disappointment. “Lysander warned me as much earlier, but I chose to disregard his advice.”
Her eyes widened. “Mr. Graham is allowed to comment on your private life?”
Sebastian smiled tightly. “Only when it is deserved.”
“And in my case, it was deserved?” Much as Tia liked Lysander Graham, she realized she now felt a certain resentment toward him for giving his opinion on a subject that was really none of his business.
“In my case, it was deserved.” Sebastian removed her hand from his cock but retained his grip on those slender fingers, reluctant to release her until he absolutely had to do so. “The position we find ourselves in is not…conducive to our continuing to explore the attraction we have discovered we feel for each other. You are the stepsister of my ward and, as such, also under my protection. Something I apparently need reminding of on a regular basis,” he added with a grimace.
“By Mr. Graham.”
“Yes.”
“And if I disagree with your own and Mr. Graham’s opinion?”
Sebastian’s eyes widened in surprise. “And do you?”
“I believe, at twenty years of age, I am perfectly capable of making my own decisions, whether under your protection or otherwise.” She spoke briskly. “I am also practical of nature. As you remarked when we first met, I am of an age where I should be married but am not. I am neither fish nor fowl, neither of Society nor completely out of it. I would no doubt make a very suitable parson’s wife, except I am not in the least of a religious turn of mind.”
“Thank the gods!”
She nodded. “I have no illusions regarding the plainness of my looks. I also know the prospects for my future are even more…limited now than they were before Mary died. The most I can hope for my future is to become a nanny or nursemaid to someone else’s children. Or companion to some grumpy and demanding old lady. Or perhaps,” she added dryly, with a glance at their surroundings, “the mistress of a gentleman bored with his marriage bed.”
Sebastian wished he could refute her statements, but there was only one with which he could truthfully disagree. At first glance, Tia did appear plain and old-maidish. He had made that mistaken assumption himself when they first met. However, she no longer appeared either of those things to him. She was, he had discovered, a veritable diamond among the dross.
Tia possessed an attraction which was subtle rather than the more obvious beauty of women in Society.
Those beautiful indigo eyes.
The smooth and creamy complexion.
Utterly desirable lips.
Responsive nipples and clit.
Plump and slick nether lips from which a man might drink her addictive nectar.
More than that, she had a quick and intelligent mind, and a wit which was wholly enticing.
Sebastian enjoyed talking with her almost as much as he did making love to her.
The mere idea of her giving all that to some ungrateful clod of a gentleman, in Society or out of it, was enough to make the blood heat in his veins.
“You are crushing my fingers, Sebastian.”
He glanced down to where he was indeed crushing Tia’s slender fingers in his tight grip. He relaxed his fingers somewhat but did not let go completely. Had no wish to do so when it might be the last time he was allowed to touch the bareness of those slender fingers that had given him such pleasure yesterday.
Was it only yesterday? The mood of satisfaction in which he had woken this morning, and with which he had gone about his business all day, now seemed such a long time ago…
“Would you consider taking me as your mistress, Sebastian?” Tia winced as Sebastian’s fingers tightened painfully about her own, before he realized what he had done and relaxed his grip. “Obviously not.” Having thrown herself at him, she now felt the sting of disappointment at his obvious rejection.
But what had she expected? Sebastian was a duke, a handsome man and an accomplished lover, and as such, he could have any woman he wished, in or out of Society. He did not need to trouble himself with one as plain and lowly as she. All she had done with her suggestion was make a fool of herself, based on one incident of intimacy. Of course Sebastian did not wish to—
“I would require your answer to several questions before I give a reply to your own.”
Tia’s startled gaze searched the harsh planes of Sebastian’s face. Those devil’s eyes met hers unwaveringly if unrevealingly.
She could barely swallow, her mouth and throat felt so dry, and she could feel her fingers trembling within his. “Are you toying with me again, Sebastian?”
His grimace was utterly lacking in humor. “If I am toying with anyone, then it is with myself, not you.”
Tia could see his expression was sincere, his gaze still steady. “Very well, you may ask your questions.”
“And you will answer. Truthfully.”
“I will answer truthfully,” she echoed slowly, wondering what these questions might be that they could turn Sebastian’s expression so grim.
“Are you a virgin?”
Tia snatched her hand away from his. “I did not expect you to ask that!” She glared her displeasure.
Her avoidance told Sebastian the answer to his question was no. It was the answer he had been hoping for, at the same time as he felt a surge of jealousy toward the man, or men, who had been her previous lovers. Tia was so brisk and, as she’d said, practical, it led Sebastian to wonder what sort of man had persuaded her to part with the precious gift of her virginity.
Whether she had loved him.
If she loved him still?



Chapter 8
 
“William—the man I was betrothed to, died two years ago at the Battle of Waterloo.”
Sebastian’s eyes narrowed at Tia’s softly spoken comment. “And why did you not tell me that the first day when I asked why you were not already betrothed or married?”
Tia had chosen not to answer Sebastian’s question the day she arrived at Stowmont House, instead diverting the subject by repeating his own insulting words regarding herself back at him. “Perhaps because I did not consider my betrothal, or William, to be any of your business.”
“And now?”
Her chin rose. “They are still none of your business.”
“But he is the man who was your first lover?”
“Yes.”
“There has been no other man since?”
“No!” These questions really were too personal. So much so that Tia shied away from telling Sebastian she and William had only made love the once, on the eve before he rejoined his regiment.
“Did you love William?”
“We grew up together.”
“Did you love him?”
She frowned her irritation. “Are these really the questions you must ask before answering my own request?”
“Yes, damn it!” Sebastian rose restlessly to pace the small confines of the alcove. “Did you love William, yes or no?”
William had been just two years older than Tia, and they had grown up together in Portsmouth. William’s father was in the navy and a friend of her own father. It had seemed only natural, once they were both full grown, that Tia and William should marry.
To his father’s displeasure, William had broken with family tradition and joined the army. When Napoleon had escaped from Elba two years ago, making his way back to France and eventually to Paris itself, Tia and William had been making the plans for their wedding.
William had been one of the many soldiers recalled to join in the fighting that followed. He was also one of the many who had died during that last decisive battle at Waterloo.
Tia had been heartbroken when she received the news, filled with sadness as she packed away her wedding gown, as well as canceling the wedding arrangements they had made.
With time, she had come to realize her heartache and sadness were at the loss of her lifelong friend rather than the love of her life. She had loved William, would no doubt have spent many contented years with him as his wife, but she had not been in love with him.
In the way she was already half in love with Sebastian?
Perhaps.
The way she felt toward Sebastian, responded to him physically, was so totally different to how it had been with William. She and William had been comfortable and content to be in each other’s company. His lovemaking had been likewise, comfortable and pleasant. The same could not be said for Sebastian.
When Tia was with him, a tense excitement filled her. Her body tingled with awareness and a thrill of expectation, a waiting that was not in the least comfortable. She had never felt so alive as she did in Sebastian’s company. His lovemaking was masterly, intense, demanding her pleasure rather than asking for it.
But she also knew falling in love with a man such as Sebastian was impractical and was not a part of this conversation in any case. They were discussing a possible arrangement, for the sole purpose of satisfying physical desire. 
“Yes, I loved William,” she answered truthfully. “But he is dead, and I am not. I must now make my own way in the world, in whatever way suits me best.”
“And you believe you can do that by becoming my mistress?”
“If you will have me, yes.”
If Sebastian would have her.
Learning of Tia’s betrothal, her lover, and his death two years ago, and knowing there had been no other lovers since had done nothing to lessen the desire Sebastian felt to take her as his own. If anything, that knowledge had strengthened his feelings of possessiveness toward her. The ache he felt to bury his cock deep inside her and banish this other man from her thoughts and imprint his own brand of lovemaking on and inside her body.
He frowned. “I have never taken a mistress before.”
“Is that any reason not to take one now?”
Sebastian was forced to bite back a smile at the sharpness of her tone. “You realize you cannot be my mistress whilst you are residing under my roof and when we are expecting my mother to pay me a visit?” He studied her closely. “Our arrangement would have to wait until after Christmas.”
“Yes.”
“You must also understand you would have to accept my setting you up in your own private home, with an allowance and servants, where I would visit you at our agreed convenience? Something I would have thought you would find unacceptable after your reaction this morning?”
Her frown was pained. “It would be altogether different. This morning, I felt insulted, but if I become your mistress, we would have an agreed understanding. Would know what we each expected from the other.”
“You would prefer to become my mistress rather than any of your other choices for the future?”
“God, yes!” She gave a shudder.
“I could not promise to be a gentle or undemanding lover.”
She smiled at his words of warning. “I fully expect you will be the opposite of both those things.”
“I would expect you to be available for whatever form of lovemaking I feel in the mood for at the time.”
“Yes.”
“And that does not alarm you?”
“Should it?”
“That is for you to answer, not me.”
Tia’s smile became rueful. “I have no family except Martin, who is now under your own guardianship. As such, I owe no explanations to anyone except myself. No longer being a virgin, and plain of looks, I have little prospect of any man wishing to marry me. I have only a lonely future to look forward to as a paid companion or nanny, and the possibility of becoming aunt to Martin’s children when he is old enough to have them. Why would you question my wanting to take what little pleasure I may out of life before I have to settle for one of those other choices?”
Sebastian raised his brows. “It is to be hoped I would give you more than a little pleasure.”
“You already have.” She nodded. “That you should want me at all is…unexpected.”
To Sebastian too, if not for the same reasons. Tia had a low opinion of herself, and he had to admit at their first meeting, he had also believed her to be plain. But he saw past that now. He not only enjoyed their verbal sparring but also appreciated her subtle beauty. There was no doubting the physical effect Tia had on him. Or his wish to deepen the intimacy between them.
Something which seemed altogether possible now that he knew he would not be denying Tia her chance of becoming a virginal bride one day.
He would like to have asked her more about William. What sort of man he had been. What sort of lover.
Sebastian had no doubt that Tia found as much pleasure in their own lovemaking as he did, but he did not wish to spend the next few months, possibly years—or however long their arrangement lasted—competing with the memory of a dead man.
“I have accepted that you are the handsome and powerful Duke of Stowmont, and a man in the prime of his life.” Tia spoke quietly into the silence. “There will have been many lovers in your own past. I will not ask any questions in regard to them if you will not question me any further about my relationship with William.”
The more Sebastian came to know this young woman, the more he admired her. Wanted her.
Intended to have her…
“Very well.”
“We are agreed?”
“We are.” His back straightened as he moved away from her before picking up her cloak.
She looked up at him in surprise. “Are we leaving?”
“I believe we must, yes.”
Tia could not deny the disappointment she now felt at his businesslike manner, the complete lack of passion in which they appeared to have made the agreement for her to become Sebastian’s lover after Christmas. The cool and detached manner in which Sebastian seems content to wait until after Christmas to touch me again.
But what had she expected? That Sebastian would become so overcome with lust at the thought of taking her as his mistress, he would want to celebrate the arrangement by making love to her here, in a house of the demimonde?
Well…no, not exactly. She was hardly the sort of woman who induced those sort of reckless feelings in any man, let alone one as experienced and worldly as Sebastian. But a little passion would not have gone amiss. A kiss, perhaps, to convince her Sebastian was as eager for their future arrangement as she was.
Instead, Sebastian continued to hold up her cloak for her, not lingering after he had draped the garment about her shoulders, but turning to put on his own outer garments. His put a hand lightly on her elbow as they took their leave of the house before entering his carriage. He even sat on the opposite side of the carriage to her, as he had on the journey here, with that same look of boredom upon his aristocratic features. Once again, he stared out the carriage window.
Tia’s disappointment was overwhelming. Bone deep. She had just offered herself, body and soul, to this man, for as long as he wished to have her. For all the passion Sebastian now displayed toward her, the lack of eagerness to touch and make love to her, she might as well have offered to pour him a cup of tea.
Had she made a mistake? Made a business arrangement out of something which had given her such pleasure but now only made her feel miserable?
“What are you thinking about?”
The smile barely reached her lips as she looked across the carriage at Sebastian. “It is late, and I am too tired to think about anything.”
And yet Sebastian knew she had been. The sad expression on her face gave testament to that. Because she was thinking of her dead fiancé, and perhaps already regretting the arrangement she had made with Sebastian?
He wanted her too much to allow her to have second thoughts. To perhaps change her mind and decide she did not wish to become his mistress after all. It had been all he could do to stop himself from making love to her in that alcove at Mrs. Briggs’s establishment, where anyone might have heard the two of them together. He dare not even sit beside Tia in the carriage now lest he throw himself upon her like the ravenous beast he felt.
He might never have taken a mistress before now, but that was through choice, because he had never wanted any woman enough to bother seeing her a second time, let alone a third or fourth. He had never wanted any woman as much as he now wanted Tia. To possess her totally as his own.
It was true they could not fully begin their arrangement while she still resided in his house. Could not run the risk of the discovery of Tia sharing his bed or him sharing hers. But that did not mean he intended remaining distant from her for the next five weeks. The very thought of doing so was intolerable.
“You will not be able to use the excuse of tiredness once you are my mistress.” His voice sounded harsh even to his own ears
Tia’s chin rose. “Until then, I shall do as I please.”
His eyes narrowed at that stubborn tilt of her chin. “I believe I shall very much enjoy taming this rebellious spirit of yours.”
“You will not succeed,” she dismissed.
Sebastian gave a hard smile. “I have never been able to resist a challenge. Or failed to win one,” he added softly.
Tia felt too restless, too dissatisfied with this conclusion to their evening, to take note of the warning in his tone. “Do not make the mistake of thinking winning a fight against another gentleman, with pistols or fists, is in the least like the taming of a woman,” she scoffed. “I am not impressed by such useless pursuits.”
“It seems to me you are not impressed by much at all,” he admonished.
She eyed him scathingly. “A man’s true strength does not lie in his fists or his prowess with a pistol.”
“Oh?” His brows rose over glittering eyes. “Where does it lie, then?”
She shrugged. “Perhaps in his ability to show kindness to a small child, even though they are unfamiliar to him. The respect he shows to women. In his gentleness with all creatures. In the compassion he shows to his fellow man, no matter what their station in life.”
“And you do not believe I possess any of those attributes?”
“Do you?” she challenged.
“Do you even like me?” he snapped incredulously.
“At this moment?” She snorted. “I do not believe so, no.”
“You—” Sebastian broke off the sharpness of his reply as the carriage rumbled to a stop at the front of the house. “We will discuss this further inside.”
“As I said, I am too tired to think, let alone have any more conversation tonight.”
“Then we will not talk.”
Tia gave him a sharp look. “I am no longer in the mood for that either.”
His nostrils flared. “You are a rebellious baggage who needs to be shown who will be master in our arrangement!”
“No man shall ever be the master of me!” Tia did not wait for his reply as the groom opened the carriage door, allowing her to step outside into the brisk night air. Which she breathed in gratefully.
She felt so angry inside. Dissatisfied. Frustrated. As if she had been given a gift only to have it snatched away again. As if now I have offered to become Sebastian’s mistress and he has secured my surrender, he no longer feels any urgency to make love to me. That having enjoyed the chase, her capitulation now bored him. She bored him. 
“Why are you still standing out here?” Sebastian appeared at her side.
“I was… It is… I have no idea,” she admitted miserably.
Sebastian took a firm grasp of her unbruised arm. “It is too cold to stand outside any longer. Let us go inside and finish this conversation.”
Tia felt slightly dazed as she allowed herself to be taken up the steps and into the house, her thoughts in disarray
“You will join me in my study for a nightcap,” Sebastian instructed once Haworth had taken their outer clothing and Sebastian had dismissed him for the night. “Tia?” He frowned his irritation with her distraction.
It was bad enough that she had so obviously been spoiling for a fight in the carriage, but to insult him further by not even having the politeness to give him her full attention was beyond endurance. And his endurance was already at a low ebb where this young woman was concerned.
At this moment, he either wanted her lying on her back across his desk, her skirts thrown up to her waist as he thrust inside her, or perhaps with him seated behind his desk as she straddled him with her parted thighs, again as he thrust up inside her. Any position that allowed him to bury his cock in her wet heat would satisfy him.
“I will need to go upstairs and check on Martin before joining you,” Tia excused.
“You said he has a maid sitting with him tonight.”
“I still need to assure myself he is quite well before joining you in the study,” she insisted as he continued to frown. “This is the first time I have left Martin for an evening since…since his mother died.”
“Of course.” Sebastian nodded stiffly. “Would you like me to accompany you?”
Her smile was rueful. “I do not think there is any need for you to put yourself to that trouble.”
His eyes narrowed. “It is no trouble.”
“I will be only a few minutes,” Tia assured him as she turned to ascend the wide staircase. But she remained aware of Sebastian lingering in the entrance hall to watch her every step of the way.
Martin was fast asleep in his bed, the young maid also asleep on the cot that had been put in the bedchamber for her use. Tia lingered long enough to kiss Martin lightly on the forehead, careful not to wake him or the maid as she quietly let herself out of the bedchamber.
Sebastian barely waited for her to enter his study before stepping past her to close the door firmly behind her. “Is all well?”
“Yes.” She was surprised to find that Sebastian had not lit any of the candles. The only light in the room came from the bright flames of the fire, upon which she could see several new logs had been placed.
“Good.”
Tia pivoted in the middle of the room as she heard the key turn in the lock. “What are you doing?”
“Everyone should be abed, but I am taking no chances on us being interrupted,” he dismissed as he strode purposefully toward her.
She took a step back for every one Sebastian took forward, until her back came up against the front of his desk and there was nowhere else to retreat. “Sebastian?” She placed a protesting hand against his chest as he loomed over her.
His lips tilted in a hard smile. “It is usual to shake hands when a deal has been struck.”
“You wish for the two of us to shake hands on my agreeing to become your mistress?” Tia was totally bewildered by his behavior after his complete disinterest earlier.
“I intend giving you a great deal of that pleasure you claimed to want earlier.” His body was now pressed fully against hers, leaving Tia in no doubt as to his arousal. “You drive me insane when you blow hot and cold as you have done this evening.” He scowled.
“I have blown hot and cold? You are the one who has been the cold and haughty Duke of Stowmont for the latter part of this evening—umph!” Tia’s words were halted by the fierce possession of Sebastian’s lips claiming hers. Her hands were crushed against his chest as his arms about her waist held her captive.
This was what she had wanted from him earlier. This wild unfettered desire which drove every other thought and feeling from her head and body, and where she was aware only of Sebastian and the pleasure in his kisses and caresses.
Tia was breathless by the time Sebastian broke the kiss and his lips moved lower to explore the shadowed hollows of her throat.
“There is no room for coldness inside me when I am with you.” His breath was hot against her skin. “There is only heat. This driving need to possess you. To take you.” He raised his head to look at her with glittering black eyes. “Something I could not, would not do in that place.”
“Yes. Oh please yes…” she gasped, her body now ablaze with the same need.
“I realize it has been some time for you, and so I will try to be gentle but… I may not succeed,” Sebastian warned.
She shook her head. “It does not matter.”
“Of course it bloody well matters!” He glared his frustration as he held her at arm’s length. “You matter. If I hurt you in any way, you are to tell me.”
“Of course.”
“Tia!”
She smiled, no longer angry, dissatisfied, or frustrated. Now there was only the promised pleasure of Sebastian’s lovemaking. “I will tell you,” she said distractedly as she began to unfasten the buttons on his waistcoat. “But for now, it is my dearest wish to see you completely naked.”
She could admit now that she had imagined many times this past week how Sebastian would look unclothed. Those wide shoulders and chest. Tapered waist. Powerful thighs. Long and muscular legs. She did not doubt he would be even more magnificent naked than he was in his expertly tailored and fashionable clothes.
“A wish that is easily granted.” His black gaze was warm on her as Sebastian removed his neck cloth, jacket, and waistcoat, now wearing only the white, full-sleeved shirt and black silk breeches.
He quickly dispensed with those too, along with his evening shoes, and it was all Tia could do not to gasp out loud as he straightened and she had her first clear look at all his masculine beauty.
His hair fell rakishly onto his forehead from the removal of his shirt, his face appearing younger because of it. His shoulders were even wider than she had imagined, and the tops of his arms also bulged with defined muscles. There was a very fine dusting of dark hair in the center of his chest, surrounding nipples that were the color of pennies. That dusting then veed down to his tapered waist, to grow thicker at the base of his aroused cock. He stood with his long, muscular legs slightly apart, revealing the bulge of the taut sac beneath that jutting cock.
He looked exactly what he was, a very handsome man in the prime of his life.
Sebastian had never felt in the least self-conscious in regard to his own body, but he found himself doing so now. He wondered what Tia saw as she looked at him.
He spent many hours a week sparring in the boxing ring and practicing with a sword as a way to keep himself trim after the hours he now had to spend seated behind a desk dealing with estate and ducal business matters. When he looked in the mirror, he knew it to be the hard, muscular body of a man aged five and thirty, and not the lither body of a man at least fifteen years his junior, who had no doubt been fit and muscular from his years as a soldier.
“How did this happen?”
Sebastian looked down to where Tia’s fingers gently touched the scar on his left shoulder. “A sword.”
Her gaze flickered up to his. “I thought it was usual practice to put a foil on the tip of your swords when you are sparring?”
His mouth twisted. “Not during battle. I was a major in His Majesty’s Army, Tia,” he explained as she frowned. “Most of the fit men of England were in the army or navy at one time or another during the years of fighting against Napoleon.”
Tia felt incredibly naïve for not having questioned whether or not Sebastian had been involved in the war that had taken both her father and William from her. She had simply assumed that, being a gentleman, Sebastian would not have fought but instead continued to live a life of pleasure and comfort in England while others fought in his stead.
“I was not always a duke, Tia,” he seemed to guess some of her thoughts. “Until I came into the title a year ago I was only Mr. Sebastian Falkner. But even if I had been the duke then, I would still have bought a commission in the army. Bullies such as Napoleon cannot be allowed to trample over other people they consider weaker than them.”
Tia felt deeply ashamed that only a short time ago, she had implied, out of pique and frustration, Sebastian was lacking in compassion and kindness, as well as respect for his fellow man.
The scar on his shoulder was several inches long and must have caused him considerable pain and discomfort at the time. He might even have died from such a wound, without Tia ever having met him.
A shudder ran the length of her spine at the mere thought of never having met the magnificent gentleman that was Sebastian.
Never to have looked upon his austerely handsome face.
Never to have enjoyed his sharp wit and intelligence.
Never to have experienced the wonder and pleasure of his lovemaking.
A sob caught in her throat as she stood on tiptoe and moved her lips in a soft caress along the length of that scar.
Sebastian’s arms moved about her as he pulled her fiercely against him, his cheek resting against the top of her head. “It was not my intention to make you cry by reminding you of all the people you have lost, to that war and since.”
She was crying, Tia realized. Silent tears that fell softly down her cheeks and now wet Sebastian’s bare chest. “I have already done my crying for them.” She looked up at him through wet lashes. “These tears are for you, Sebastian. In gratitude that you survived.”
Sebastian felt an unexpected tightening in his chest. Tia had lost so much, her father and lover to the war, and then her stepmother to violence, and yet incredibly, she felt compassion for him. Because he had been wounded in the same war which had taken the two men she loved.
He could not recall anyone ever having done such a thing before now.
Oh, his mother and brother loved him, he felt sure, but as the eldest son to a widowed mother and older brother to a babe born out of wedlock, once Sebastian was grown, he had always been the defender of his small and unorthodox family. A strength his mother and brother had both come to rely upon, but a strength he was sure they both now took for granted.
Having Tia now give that compassion to him without so much as a second thought touched a place inside Sebastian which he had not realized was there.
Could it possibly be the heart so many, including himself, did not believe he possessed?



Chapter 9
 
Sebastian drew back slightly. “I should warn you, I intend to make you completely mine before this night has ended.”
Tia returned his gaze unflinchingly. “That is what I wish for too.” She turned her back so that he might unfasten the buttons on her gown. “I did not have opportunity to thank you for this earlier. It is the most beautiful gown I have ever owned. The cloak too.”
“You shall have a dozen more such gowns and cloaks,” Sebastian promised distractedly as he deftly dealt with the buttons.
Her eyes teased him as she glanced back at him over her shoulder. “I do not believe our future relationship requires me to wear any gowns at all.”
Nevertheless, Sebastian intended she should have them. And new day dresses too. Her life so far appeared to have been one of frugality and austerity. She deserved to have some of the pretty things of life.
Besides, the mourning black had to go. It served no purpose except to remind Tia of all she had lost. The color was also unflattering to her. She needed brighter colors to enhance the beauty of her eyes and complexion. Low-cut gowns which did not flatten her breasts into appearing nonexistent, as he knew they were not. Tia’s breasts were small but lush, and her nipples were so plump and responsive, he could suck on them all day and never grow tired of hearing her groans of pleasure.
He slipped the gown down her arms and allowed it to fall to her feet. A carelessness with her new gown Tia instantly rectified as she gathered it up and draped it across a chair before turning back to face him.
She looked so young and desirable wearing only her chemise and drawers, white stockings held up by pretty pink garters. “Would you take down your hair for me?” Sebastian still fostered that fantasy of Tia’s glorious and loosened hair trailing across his thighs as she took his cock into her mouth.
Despite the fact she still wore so much more clothing than Sebastian, Tia felt a self-consciousness as she raised her hands and began to pull the pins from her hair. The movement had pulled the top of her chemise tight across her breasts, the hardness of her aroused nipples clearly visible against the soft material. Nipples Sebastian liked to suckle and bite, which gave her such unimagined pleasure.
She gave a shake of her head to loosen her hair once she had removed all the pins. The silky tresses instantly cascaded over her shoulder and down the length of her spine, the ends curling slightly as they came to rest against the curve of her bottom.
“Dear God…” Sebastian’s groan was heartfelt as he stared at her. “You have the most beautiful hair I have ever seen.”
“Thank you,” she accepted shyly.
Tia knew she was not a beauty, but she could not help but feel a warmth inside knowing that a man as handsome and obviously experienced as Sebastian, could admire her hair and her hands, at least. That he also enjoyed having the fullness of her nipples in his mouth, and licking and drinking the honey from between her thighs.
Nor did he appear in the least self-conscious regarding the fact he was completely naked and his engorged cock was visibly leaking a viscous liquid from the slit at the tip of that bulbous head.
For her.
Out of desire for her.
That knowledge was exhilarating.
Liberating.
Tia slipped the straps of her chemise down her arms and allowed the garment to fall to her ankles.
Sebastian’s cock surged forward as his gaze remained riveted on Tia’s completely bared breasts. Perfect uptilting breasts, adorned with those strawberry-red and engorged nipples. Her waist was so tiny, he was sure he could almost wrap his arms about her twice.
Next she allowed her drawers to fall down over her hips and join her chemise at her ankles, before stepping out of them completely. She wore only the stockings and garters now, a cluster of silky curls revealed between her thighs.
Sebastian breathed unevenly as he held out his hand to her, wrapping his fingers tightly about hers as she placed them within his palm. He maintained that hold as he guided her across the room, then down onto the blue Aubusson carpet in front of the newly revived fire in the hearth.
Lying down beside her, he moved up on his elbow to watch the progression of his hand as it caressed a path from her throat, over the tightness of her nipple, the slenderness of her waist, his hand seeming very large, the skin so much darker than Tia’s as he rested its warmth on the sweet curve of her hip.
He frowned as his gaze moved up to where the bruises on her arm were no longer purple but turning a garish yellow and black. He had asked Lysander to make enquiries in the area where Tia had been accosted yesterday, to see if the people working in the shops there had any insight as to who the man might have been. But so far without success. Which did not mean Sebastian had given up on finding the man. He would find him, and when he did, he intended to inflict a few bruises of his own.
For now, he would settle for placing kisses against those blemishes with the same gentleness Tia had kissed the scar on his shoulder only minutes ago.
Tia closed her lids tightly as desire quivered down into her limbs and core at the feather-light touch of Sebastian’s lips against her burning flesh. He started with her arm, then her throat, before trailing a heated path down the slope of her breasts to the hard pebbles of her nipples.
He kissed one and then the other, gentle, moist kisses which, when he blew softly against that aroused flesh, caused her nipples to become even harder and more engorged. “I should like for you to open your eyes and watch,” he encouraged gruffly as his fingertips stroked over those sensitive tips.
Tia stared down to where Sebastian’s fingers now played with her nipples, stroking them, before taking them one at a time between his fingers and thumb, squeezing and rolling them until her whole body felt on fire with desire and need, that desire centered between her restless thighs.
She arched up into those caresses, greedy for more.
Sebastian did not disappoint her. He moved to sit beside her and took both breasts in his hands to continue a dual assault of caressing and squeezing her nipples.
Tia groaned low in her throat as he now lowered his head and suckled those nipples, each in turn. She raised her hands and cradled his head against her breasts. She felt the scrape of his teeth against that sensitive flesh, crying out her pleasure as he suckled deeper, teeth biting hard enough to cause the juices to gush between her thighs.
“I wish to taste you here.” One of his hands moved downward to nudge her thighs apart and allow him to stroke the wet entrance to her channel. “Suckle you here.” His fingertips were a light and moist caress against the hard and pulsing nubbin above. “I want to feel your juices flooding my mouth.”
“Yes,” she choked. “Oh please, yes.” Her hips moved restlessly against those caressing fingers. Sebastian could do as he wished to her as long as it resulted in a return of that overwhelming tide of pleasure she had known for the first time only yesterday.
He moved to kneel between her parted thighs. “Bend your knees and allow your legs to relax to the side so that I might fully see your pussy and nubbin.”
She felt self-conscious again as she did as he asked, not just at baring herself so completely but also at the intimacy of Sebastian’s words. She had never seen herself down there, had no way of knowing whether Sebastian would find her pussy and nubbin pretty or otherwise.
“Perfect.” Sebastian murmured his admiration as he parted her curls and looked at her fully. “So plump and hard here.” He stroked her nubbin. “Equally as plump but soft here.” He moved lightly caressing fingers along the swollen, wet lips of her pussy before he raised his hand and sucked two moist fingers into his mouth. “Mm, you taste so delicious.” He had never tasted anything so wonderful as the sweet and spicy taste of Tia’s juices.
He slid his body lower between her parted thighs, then used his fingers to gently part and reveal the slick entrance to her channel. He licked her slowly and was instantly rewarded by the trembling of her body. He licked her again, tongue dipping into that slick entrance as she began to shake. He repeated the caress, over and over again, drinking down the profusion of juices flowing from her pussy. Two of his fingers entered her, and his thumb flicked against the nubbin above.
Tia’s fingers became entangled in Sebastian’s dark hair, the pleasure almost too much to bear. Almost… “I am going to… Oh Lord, I am going to…”
“Come for me, Tia.”
She knew what he meant by that this time and gave herself up to the emotion as the pleasure washed over her in ecstatic waves.
Sebastian lashed her nubbin with his tongue, two fingers thrusting inside her as she came and came, her breath a choked sob by the time that tide of pleasure abated.
He moved to lie between her parted thighs as he kissed his way slowly back up her body, lingering to suckle her breasts again before kissing her hungrily on the mouth. He tasted of her, both sweet and salty.
“I need to be inside you,” he groaned, his engorged cock pressing against the sensitive flesh between her thighs.
Tia smiled at him as she lifted her legs and curved them about his waist, pulling him in closer still. “I am more than ready, Sebastian.”
Sebastian breathed deeply and slowly, utilizing every bit of self-control he possessed so as not to thrust fiercely inside her and ride them both to the completion he so desperately needed.
Instead, he lifted up slightly to take his cock in hand and slowly breach the wet and welcoming entrance of Tia’s pussy one slow inch at a time. “I am not hurting you?” He paused as Tia gave a low groan.
“Only with pleasure,” she assured, her legs tightening about his waist and her arms up about his shoulders, her nails digging into the taut muscles in his back.
Sebastian could feel the ripples inside her pussy as the walls gripped him tightly before relaxing, allowing him to push in farther each time those slick walls relaxed. Once his cock was buried fully inside her, he rested on his elbows, his damp forehead against hers. “Do not move,” he groaned. The pleasure of her surrounding heat was almost too much to bear. “Thank you,” he approved as she instantly stilled. The pleasure was so all-consuming, Sebastian knew he was in danger of spilling inside her without either of them moving.
This had never happened to him before. The pure intensity of the pleasure created simply by having Tia’s hot channel wrapped about his cock. It felt…perfect. She felt perfect. The slenderness of her curves, soft and pliant against his much harder ones. The slickness of her pussy snug as a silk glove about the swollen length of his cock.
Sebastian wanted to remain just like this for the rest of the night. To fall asleep in Tia’s arms. To wake in her arms in the morning, still buried deep inside her. To remain joined to her. A part of her.
He could not, of course. Already his much heavier weight resting between her thighs must be causing her some discomfort. “Hold on tight,” he advised as he rolled to the side, taking Tia with him as he lay on his back, resulting in her now being on top of him. He no longer risked crushing her and could also enjoy looking at her as he thrust up inside her.
Tia felt totally filled by Sebastian as she lay against his chest, her legs straddling him, her knees resting on the carpet either side of his lean hips.
“Sit up and ride me,” he invited huskily, his hands warm on her thighs.
Ride him? Like… Well, as if she were sitting in a saddle astride a horse, her body moving up and down with the animal’s movements?
It made a sort of sense, considering their new position.
Her cheeks felt warm as she sat up, breasts jutting outward and tipped by pebbled nipples as she tossed the waterfall of her hair back over her shoulders and stared down at Sebastian. He gazed back at her with eyes glittering with fierce possession, a slight flush running along his cheekbones, the intimacy of the moment not lost on either of them.
Sebastian continued to hold her gaze as he raised his hands and cupped her breasts. Tia gasped softly as the soft pad of his thumbs caressed the engorged tips. “Ride me,” he encouraged again.
Tia placed her hands on his chest for balance and began to move up and down the length of his cock, tentatively at first and then more assuredly. Sebastian groaned his pleasure each time she lifted up so that only the bulbous tip of his cock remained inside her, before she came down again, taking all of his cock.
That hard and yet silken length rubbed against a knot of nerves deep inside her each time he thrust up into her. His hands had now tightened on her breasts, fingers and thumbs squeezing and lightly pinching her nipples, and causing Tia to gasp as her own pleasure built higher and higher and she knew she was on the edge of releasing for a second time tonight.
“If someone knocks on the door now, I am going to commit murder,” Sebastian bit out between gritted teeth.
Tia laughed softly as she began to ride him harder, faster, until Sebastian’s hands moved back to her hips and he held her in place as he began to thrust into her with fierce abandon.
“Come for me!” He moved one of his hands so that his thumb now pressed against her nubbin, caressing that hardened muscle until Tia felt her pleasure escalate beyond her control, and the intensity of her second release gripped her.
Sebastian held back long enough to ensure Tia had taken the full measure of her release, before pulling his cock out quickly and groaning his own pleasure as he spilled long hot jets of cum over her pussy and thighs.
His arms moved about her as she collapsed forward, her face buried against his sweat-dampened shoulder. Both of them drew in long erratic breaths, their bodies quaking with the aftermath of a pleasure so intense, Sebastian felt as if his wits had totally deserted him.
“That was truly wonderful.” Tia sounded tired but happy. “Absolutely glorious.”
Sebastian could not have voiced his own feelings any better than that.
He had been sexually active for many years, taken dozens of women in that time, but none of those encounters measured up to the sheer pleasure of making love with Tia. To being buried so deep inside her, it had felt as if they were one being.
He wanted that again.
Again and again.
Tian chuckled softly against his shoulder. “I believe we may have made a mess of your beautiful carpet.”
“I will buy a new one.”
“Of course you will.” She gave another tired chuckle. “Is there some way of us separating that is not…embarrassing to both of us?”
“Who said anything about us separating?” Sebastian’s arms tightened about her, one brow arched as Tia raised her head to look at him curiously. “I want you again before we even think of parting for what may or may not be left of the rest of the night.”
Those beautiful indigo eyes widened. “I did not think gentlemen could do that again so quickly?”
Obviously, her youthful lover had not, Sebastian noted with satisfaction, resenting that previous relationship even more now that he and Tia were truly lovers in every sense of the word. Obviously, experience and stamina were more resilient than the enthusiasm of youth. “Give me ten minutes or so to recover, and you will see it is entirely possible.”
Sebastian fully intended keeping his promise of possessing Tia totally before the night had ended.



Chapter 10
 
“Why did you not tell me of all that took place before you left Portsmouth?”
Tia cracked open one eyelid to look up and see a wrathful Sebastian looming over her.
Having finally retired to her bedchamber as dawn was breaking, she was still feeling somewhat tired, nor did she have any idea of what the time might be. Obviously late enough in the morning for Sebastian to have had some sleep and now be shaved and fully dressed in a charcoal-gray superfine and paler gray pantaloons. But, considering the nights this past week when he had not returned to the house until the early hours of the morning, perhaps he was merely more used to having very little sleep.
Tia pulled herself slightly up the pillows, grateful she had at least had enough energy earlier this morning to pull on a night rail before collapsing into bed and falling instantly asleep. Her aching body protested at the movement, reminding her of the fierceness of their lovemaking the previous night.
A blush warmed her cheeks as she met the intensity of Sebastian’s gaze, feeling somewhat shy after the intimacies they had shared during the night. She seemed to recall she had been so carried away at one instant during their lovemaking, she had bitten Sebastian’s shoulder. “What time is it?”
“Never mind what the bloody time is—” Sebastian drew in several controlling breaths before continuing in a calmer tone. “Why did you not tell me that as well as your stepmother having been attacked and killed, your cottage was also broken into before you left Portsmouth?”
Tia frowned as she tried to make sense of what he was saying. Her head felt slightly woolly from her late night and lack of sleep. Nor, to further add to her disgruntlement, was Sebastian behaving at all like a lover this morning. He had not so much as kissed her before beginning this conversation. “I did not consider it to be of any significance.”
“Everything about that time is of significance!” Sebastian glared his displeasure.
Tia watched him as he began to pace her bedchamber. He looked every inch the autocratic duke this morning. “Admittedly, it was upsetting to have one’s belongings destroyed in that wanton manner, but nothing was stolen, and Martin and I moved out of the cottage immediately afterwards.”
His eyes narrowed. “You did not think it strange this intrusion took place whilst you were attending your stepmother’s funeral?”
Tia frowned her bewilderment. “How can you possibly know all this?”
“I told you I would ask Lysander to contact someone in Portsmouth and have them look into the assault and death of your stepmother,” he dismissed impatiently. “We received a report from that gentleman this morning, in which he informed me your cottage was also broken into after your stepmother died.”
Tia frowned. “Has any progress been made in regard to finding who attacked and killed Mary?”
“Tia, are you listening to me?” He sat on the side of the bed to take hold of her by the shoulders and shake her.
“Of course I am listening to you. I simply have no idea what is it you are trying to say.” If anything, her bewilderment had grown during these past few minutes, and she was sure it was not all due to a lack of sleep. Sebastian seemed more than a little agitated, and she had no idea why he should be. Her move to London meant she had broken all ties with Portsmouth.
Sebastian closed his eyes as he drew in several more controlling breaths, appreciating that his impatience was not aiding this situation. He was just so bloody angry, now so fearful for Tia and Martin that he was failing to look at this situation with his usual cool logic.
The fact Tia wore only her night rail, and that glorious hair was loose about her shoulders and down her spine did little to help his concentration.
Last night had been…unbelievably sensual and satisfying. A revelation of hitherto unknown pleasure, made all the deeper because it was shared with a lover as generous and eager to explore as Tia had proved to be.
It had been so satisfying, in fact, so perfect, Sebastian had woken this morning thinking he must have only dreamt again of making love to her. That such perfect lovemaking could not possibly be real and therefore could only happen in dreams.
The slight ache of his muscles as he threw back the bedclothes and got out of bed, along with the bite mark he discovered on his shoulder as he passed a mirror, told him that none of it had been a dream.
He had found himself whistling as his valet assisted with his bath and shave, before dismissing the other man to dress in the clothes laid out for him, happy in his anticipation of seeing and being with Tia again.
He was still whistling when he joined Lysander downstairs in his study, having restored that room to order earlier this morning before he had retired to his bedchamber. Lysander had already made clear his opinion of Sebastian taking Tia out to dinner yesterday evening. He saw no reason to add to that disapproval by allowing his brother to realize how that evening had ended. Or how he had every intention this evening would end in the same way. To hell with caution and propriety. He intended taking Tia to his bed tonight.
The report from Portsmouth, handed to him by Lysander, had driven all thought of further lovemaking from Sebastian’s mind.
“There has been no progress in finding your stepmother’s attacker,” he answered Tia evenly. “Or who vandalized your cottage. But Lysander agrees with me, the two things happening so close together cannot be a coincidence.”
“Mr. Graham knows of all these things?”
Sebastian frowned. “How could he hire someone and ask for a report to be made without that knowledge?”
It was a reasonable argument, Tia acknowledged, and yet she still found Sebastian’s familiarity with his secretary, his habit of confiding all to the younger man, and allowing Lysander to pass comment on his private life, to be a trifle strange. Her father had been close to several of the naval officers who served under him, but even so, she was sure he would not have spoken with them on private matters.
Not that any of this was relevant to their present conversation. “You believe Mary’s death and someone breaking into our cottage to be connected?”
“Did it never occur to you?”
She had not thought of it before now, had merely believed someone had the bad taste to take advantage of her own and Martin’s absence from the cottage in which to vandalize it. Nothing had been taken, after all—
The man who had accosted her in the street two days ago!
When Sebastian had questioned her about the other man, he had jumped to the conclusion he was Tia’s lover and that he had followed her from Portsmouth. She had denied the accusation, of course. But what if that man had followed them from Portsmouth? What if he was connected to both Mary’s death and the ransacking of their cottage? What if he had been looking for his property even then?
“What are you thinking about?” Sebastian might not have known Tia for very long in the matter of hours or days, but he knew her well enough to realize when she went quiet like this she was usually thinking of doing or saying something he would not approve of.
“I was merely considering how clever you and Mr. Graham have been to have made such a connection when I had failed to do so,” she replied distractedly.
“What is it, Tia? What else have you not told me which you should have done?”
She gazed at him with innocently wide eyes. “I am tired, that is all.”
That he was in part responsible for that tiredness was not lost on him. Tia was an incredibly generous lover. Adventurous. Passionate. So responsive, he could still taste her sweet honey on his lips.
His demeanor softened toward her. “You— What the devil is all that noise about?” Sebastian’s scowl returned as he stood and moved across the bedchamber to the window looking out the front of the house, drawn there by the sound of a carriage arriving, followed by raised voices. What he saw outside made him groan.
“What is it?” Tia was fastening the belt on her robe as she appeared at his side. “Oh, what an unusual white carriage,” she said admiringly. “Have you ever seen such a lovely carriage as that before, Sebastian?”
Not only had Sebastian seen the white carriage before, he had been the one to pay for it.
“How beautiful she is…” Tia murmured with even deeper admiration as a lady stepped down from inside the carriage.
A woman dressed in a white cloak, the hood pulled up over golden hair a perfect frame for her delicately lovely features. She looked up at the front of the house with sky-blue eyes, a smile lighting up her face as she spotted Sebastian in the window and waved.
Tia turned to look at him. “You know her?”
“Oh yes.” Sebastian sighed deeply. He knew her very well, and she could not have arrived at a more inconvenient time. Time he had intended spending making love with Tia but knew he would now have to curtail.
Tia looked back at the other woman. A delicately beautiful woman who seemed slightly familiar, and yet Tia knew she had never seen her before. The woman’s sense of style in the white carriage and white cloak was undeniable. All things Tia was not.
And Sebastian obviously knew this other woman very well. Very well indeed, if the smile that lit the woman’s face when she saw him at the window was any indication.
“I shall have to go down and greet her. Otherwise, she will come up here looking for me.” Sebastian abruptly turned away. “I suggest you hurry and dress and then come down and join us.”
“But—”
“We will continue our conversation later.” He frowned. “Do not think for a moment that I will have forgotten it,” he warned before leaving the bedchamber.
Tia took the opportunity of Sebastian’s departure to look once again at the white carriage outside.
The woman in the white cloak had already disappeared inside the house, but Tia was able to watch the comings and goings of the grooms as they emptied the carriage of luggage. A lot of luggage.
Implying the other woman had not only come to stay at Stowmont House, but that she intended it to be a long visit.
 
“Tia, may I present my mother, Angelique Falkner, the Dowager Duchess of—”
“Poof, do not be so stuffy, Sebastian.” The beautiful vision in a fashionable white gown interrupted his introduction before beaming a bright smile at Tia. “Sebastian has explained our connection, and as your stepmother Mary was my second cousin, then you shall be my cousin also. As such, you must call me Angelique.”
Before Tia could respond—or sufficiently recover from the shock of learning that this beautiful woman was Sebastian’s mother and not the lover Tia had assumed her to be—she found herself enfolded in a warm hug and her head dizzy from the perfume which surrounded the older woman.
“What lovely eyes you have, my dear Horatia.” Angelique smiled warmly as she released her.
“If you had allowed me to finish my introduction,” Sebastian said impatiently, “then you would have learned that Tia does not like to be addressed so formally either.”
“Tia is much prettier.” Angelique linked her arm with Tia’s and ignored the admonition in her son’s voice. “Now, you must come and sit beside me on the sofa and tell me all about yourself, as well as how wickedly my son has behaved since I saw him last.”
Tia raised a questioning brow in Sebastian’s direction as she allowed herself to be led over to the sofa to sit beside the dowager. “Wicked, Your Grace?”
“Angelique,” the older woman insisted, although in truth she did not look any older than her son. Her face was unlined, and as beautiful close to as from a distance. “And yes, Sebastian very much enjoys raising the eyebrows of Society, do you not, my darling?”
He looked down the length of his haughty nose. “I believe you are confusing me with yourself, Mother.”
Angelique Falkner gave a pleasantly tinkling laugh. “I am sure they will have forgotten all about me after my years of absence from Society,” she dismissed. “And if they were not so quick to judge others, then they would not be so easily shocked.”
A sentiment Tia wholeheartedly agreed with. As she enjoyed seeing Sebastian slightly discomfited by the gay and outspoken woman who was his mother. Not that she could see any similarity between mother and son. Angelique was fair-haired, where Sebastian’s hair was black as night. Angelique’s eyes were that clear sky-blue, where Sebastian’s were black as the devil’s. Angelique was petite where Sebastian was large of frame and muscle.
Perhaps there was a slight similarity in the stubborn curve of their chins and the shape of their eyebrows, but otherwise, Tia knew she could be excused for having thought Angelique was Sebastian’s lover and not his mother.
Tia was heartily glad to learn the older woman was not Sebastian’s lover!
She also wondered why such a beautiful woman as this had chosen to absent herself for “years” from the Society in which she had surely been born and would certainly have shone.
“Where is Lysander?” Angelique frowned at Sebastian. “I expected him to have come to greet me before now.”
How could Sebastian have forgotten just how tiring his mother’s company could be? It was only a few months since he had visited her at her home in Worcestershire, where his mother held court over all the local gentry, but he was already starting to feel exhausted by her over-exuberance.
Or perhaps a better explanation for his tiredness might be the night he had spent making love with Tia?
“My secretary is currently working at his desk in my study,” he answered his mother pointedly. “Which is where he should be at this hour of the morning.”
“I hope you are not working him too hard, Sebastian?” His mother stood up. “He has not long recovered from that horrible summer cold that laid him so low. Is he taking the medicine I sent for him from Worcestershire?”
“He will not appreciate your fussing, Mother.” Sebastian knew for a fact that his brother had disposed of the medicine only minutes after it arrived. But irritating as his mother could be, neither of her sons would ever hurt her feelings by telling her so.
Angelique Falkner was as beautiful on the inside as she was on the outside, and no one adored her more than her two sons. If she also irritated them a little at times with her infernal clucking over both of them, then so be it.
She gave a dismissive snort. “Someone has to fuss over both of you. It is all well and good being the illustrious Duke of Stowmont, Sebastian, but as far as I can see, you are even more alone now than you were before you came into the title.”
“How can I possibly be alone when Lysander, Tia, and Martin are also living in this house with me?”
“And no doubt you keep all of them as much at a distance as you do everyone else.”
Hardly, at least not where Tia was concerned… “I choose to remain aloof, Mother, not alone.”
She arched her brows. “Are they not one and the same thing?”
No, after last night Sebastian did not believe they were in the least the same. Even when he had only been Mr. Sebastian Falkner, he had always chosen to hold himself apart from Society. It was his way of warding off any unwelcome comment or criticism in regard to his mother.
A single night of lovemaking with Tia when she had breached all and any barriers between them, when she had demolished those barriers with her unbridled and uninhibited passion, and Sebastian knew he would be most unhappy if anything were to now happen to her to cause her to leave his life.
Which was why he had been so angry when he received the report from Portsmouth this morning.
What if Tia had been with her stepmother that day and had also been attacked and injured or possibly killed?
What if she and Martin had been at home when their cottage was broken into and they had been harmed?
What if.
What if.
What if.
This was why he held himself aloof from emotional involvement with others, Sebastian realized. When emotions were held at bay, there was no chance of anyone being hurt. As his mother had been hurt so long ago by the lover who had deserted her, leaving her to give birth to her second son a full two years after her husband had died. As his brother had been hurt by never knowing the father who had rejected him before he was even born. These were all the reasons Sebastian chose never to become attached to any woman.
Perhaps his mother’s arrival this morning had been fortuitous rather than the inconvenience he had at first thought? Seeing Angelique again had reminded him of all the reasons why he should not become any more involved with Tia than he already was. Why last night should never happen again. Why he should not take her as his mistress, after Christmas or any other time. Why I should not fall in love with her.
“No,” he answered his mother abruptly. “If you will both excuse me, I believe I have neglected my ducal duties enough for one morning. Haworth is bringing tea and preparing your usual bedchamber, Mother. Tia.” He nodded formally to both women before departing.
“I see my eldest son’s manners have not improved in the slightest in the past few months.” Angelique frowned her disapproval of her son.
Her eldest son?
Tia did not recall Sebastian ever having mentioned a brother.



Chapter 11
 
 
The two days given to her, by the man who had accosted her whilst she was out shopping, had now passed. With Tia none the wiser as to what the property might be he wished returned to him. 
No more than she was in regard to the distance Sebastian seemed to have put between them today. Admittedly, his mother was now in residence too, and as far as the rest of the household were concerned, Tia was merely the stepsister of the duke’s ward. But Tia and Sebastian knew they had become more than that last night. They were now lovers in the truest sense of the word. She was also to become Sebastian’s mistress in the New Year.
She had not seen him at lunchtime, Sebastian having dined out at his club, as was his usual custom. Mr. Graham had been busy too, so it was left to Tia and Martin to luncheon alone with Angelique, after which the older woman had accompanied them up to the nursery. That lady had instantly captured Martin’s heart by showing an interest in his butterfly collection.
Tia had a feeling this delightful lady captured the hearts of all the males, young and old, who came within the circle of her warmth and charm.
Sebastian returned to the house in the late afternoon, pausing only long enough in the doorway of the blue salon to refuse his mother’s invitation to join them for afternoon tea. He did not so much as spare Tia a glance before excusing himself.
“Whose company is he avoiding the most, do you think, yours or mine?” Angelique remarked dryly, twinkling blue gaze surprisingly shrewd as she looked at Tia.
Tia’s cheeks blossomed with heated color. “I believe estate business keeps His Grace very busy during the day.”
Angelique laughed softly. “And I believe you very neatly avoided answering my question, my dear.”
“Not at all. Seb— I have only been at Stowmont House for a little more than a week, but I believe His Grace has many demands upon his time.” The heat deepened in her cheeks at her near use of Sebastian’s name.
Angelique sipped her tea before speaking again. “And would one of those demands happen to be you?”
Her eyes widened. “I do not— Martin is your son’s ward, not I. I shall be leaving this household in the New Year once I am assured Martin is settled here.” Although she was no longer sure she would be leaving to become Sebastian’s mistress. He was behaving so coldly toward her today, so aloof, it was becoming increasingly difficult for Tia to believe the haughty gentleman he was today and the fierce lover of last night were one and the same man.
Not that she had expected Sebastian to show her any affection in public, but she agreed with Angelique’s summing up of the situation. Sebastian was avoiding the company of one of them, and Tia had a feeling it was her own.
If he’d had second thoughts about continuing their intimate relationship then he at least owed her the politeness of informing her of such, rather than ignoring her and hoping she and the events of last night would just disappear. Although she knew some gentlemen dealt with problems in that way. Her father may have been decisive aboard his ship, but when it came to domestic matters, he had preferred to ignore a problem rather than discuss and settle it.
She stood abruptly. “If you would excuse me, I have a slight headache.”
“Sebastian has never been a slight anything,” his mother assured her affectionately.
A headache which was fast becoming a reality in the face of Angelique’s insistence there was something more between her son and Tia other than his duty as Martin’s guardian.
“Even as a child, Sebastian could be so very intense,” Angelique continued conversationally. “I believe that to be my fault entirely.” She sighed.
Tia frowned her confusion. “I do not understand.”
“Do you care as much for Sebastian as I think you do?”
“I— Yes,” Tia admitted as she saw the tears now swimming in the dowager’s eyes. What was the point of denying something that was apparently obvious to everyone but Sebastian himself?
Or perhaps it was obvious to him too?
The relationship they had agreed on last night did not include things like love and affection, emotions she had perhaps revealed to him during the night. If so, it was in all probability the reason Sebastian had begun to avoid her company today. He had made it perfectly clear he considered their relationship to be of a businesslike nature rather than an emotional one.
The older woman nodded. “I know we have only been acquainted for a few hours but… I think I should tell you that many years ago I committed the ultimate sin, in the eyes of Society at least, of falling in love with a man who was married to another. I am afraid my two sons have been the ones to suffer for it ever since, most especially Sebastian. He has been my fierce champion these many years, and spoils me dreadfully.”
“He loves you.”
“Yes, he does.” Angelique’s smile was almost blinding before it faded to be replaced by an expression of sadness. “I have come to London after many years’ absence in order to right a wrong I did, Tia. One that may cause heartache to both my sons. I would much appreciate it if you could be there to offer Sebastian your support if events do not go as I hope they will.”
Tia shook her head. “I do not think he will accept help from me.”
The older woman stood to cross the room to Tia’s side before placing a hand on her arm. “Sebastian is not an island, no matter what he believes to the contrary. He may not have realized it yet, but he has a great need for someone of compassion and caring like you. Do not give up on my son, Tia.”
She swallowed, not sure how to answer Angelique’s plea. She could not force Sebastian to care for her, to accept her help if offered. “Do you really need to cause this upset?”
Angelique released a heavy sigh. “I believe I do, yes.”
She nodded. “Then, if he will let me, I will do everything within my power to offer Sebastian my support.”
“That is all I ask.” Angelique squeezed her arm before stepping away. “Now run along and do something about your headache,” she dismissed lightly. “Escaping from the tension in the house for a while would be my first advice. My second is to wrap up warmly. It is very cold out there.”
Tia needed fresh air as much as she needed to distance herself from Sebastian for a while. To consider what, if anything she should say to him in regard to their proposed relationship. If he had changed his mind, then she would rather he said so now, outright, rather than leaving her to draw her own conclusions because of the coldness he now showed toward her.
 
“Why did you not inform me Tia had left the house over an hour ago?” Sebastian demanded of his mother. He had not been in the best of moods all day, but having to learn from his butler that Tia had gone out had certainly done little to improve it.
Angelique’s brows rose. “Possibly because I did not realize you would be interested in the movements of your ward’s stepsister.”
Sebastian’s lids narrowed. He was not fooled for a moment by his mother’s too-innocent expression. “Tia has a habit of leaving the house unaccompanied by a maid.”
“And is that the only reason for your interest in her whereabouts?”
His jaw tightened. “Mother, do not—”
“Sebastian, I have not only come to London to spend Christmas with you and Lysander, but also to visit Landingham.”
Sebastian’s shoulders tensed as he gazed searchingly at his mother. “Are you sure that’s wise?” he finally asked, his jaw tight.
She nodded. “His wife died several months ago. It is time that he knew he has a son.”
Sebastian’s tension increased. “He did not know before this?”
“No.”
He had been so very young himself when these events occurred, but he had always believed, even though Angelique and he had never openly discussed it once he became an adult, that Lysander’s father had rejected his lover when she became pregnant. To learn after all these years that was not the case came as something of a shock.
“Try to understand, Sebastian,” his mother pleaded. “At the time we fell in love, Landingham’s wife was an invalid. He could never desert her. Never divorce her. When I discovered I was expecting Lysander, I did what I thought was best for everyone.”
“By not telling him the child you were expecting was his?”
“Yes.”
“And allowing Society to believe the same?”
“Yes.”
“Who the devils child did they believe it was?”
She sighed. “I believe my estate manager was their final conclusion.”
“Landingham too?”
“Yes.”
“You allowed him to think that?”
“Yes.”
“Which is why you have remained hidden away in the country all these years?”
“Yes.”
“But you believe now it is time Landingham knew the truth?”
“I am not doing this for me, Sebastian.” His mother sighed shakily. “I gave up any hope for myself in that direction long ago. But Lysander is Landingham’s only heir. For his sake, I believe I must now do what needs to be done.”
“You believe the Duke of Landingham will formally recognize Lysander as his heir?”
“I can only ask.”
“Have you spoken to Lysander about this?” His brother could be stubbornly determined when he chose to be, and Sebastian could not see Lysander easily agreeing to Angelique’s good intentions on his behalf.
Although it would be something of an irony if Lysander should become the heir to a duke, and then duke himself one day.
Angelique’s shoulders straightened, her chin held high. “No, and I do not intend to do so until after I have spoken with Landingham. I ask that you do the same.”
“When is this meeting to take place?”
“Tomorrow.”
“I will come with you—”
“No,” his mother stated firmly. “I will do this alone, Sebastian. It is my duty as Lysander’s mother. I am the one who has been at fault all these years. It is for me to now correct.”
His expression softened at the realization he had never admired his mother more than he did at that moment. “No matter what happens, I want you to know I believe you to be the bravest and best woman in the world.”
She arched a brow. “I had thought someone else was now more deserving of your admiration.”
Sebastian snorted his impatience with his mother’s persistence in hinting there was something between himself and Tia. “Do not attempt to trick me into admitting something which exists only in your imagination, Mother.”
“She is a beautiful young woman. Oh, not in a fashionable sense, I accept.” She nodded at the skeptical rise of his brow. “But there is a sincerity, an inner beauty to Tia, which shines out through those beautiful dark blue eyes.”
Sebastian was well aware of that inner beauty. He had been fighting his awareness of it, of Tia, all day. Without much success, he had to admit. Every time he felt he had banished her from his thoughts, he would remember one part or another of their lovemaking last night. Would recall the way Tia touched him, caressed him, with those beautiful elegant hands. Would feel her lips against his shoulder as she wept for his having suffered but survived during battle.
The driving need he felt to be with her again had been his prime reason for seeking her out a short time ago, only to be told by Haworth she was not even in the house.
“Should you not go out and search for Tia?” His mother frowned her concern. “She had been gone rather longer than I thought she would be, and it is already growing night outside,” she added with a glance out of the window.
It was a concern Sebastian also felt.
 
“I sincerely hope you’ve decided to give me back my property?” a familiar voice taunted from behind Tia as she sat on a bench, huddled in her cloak in the small enclosed park opposite Stowmont House. It was where the nannies of the surrounding households often brought their small charges to play during the warmer weather.
It was far too cold and tending toward darkness when Tia left the house. But she had needed this time alone to consider what, if anything, she should do about the situation between herself and Sebastian. Last night had been so wonderful. She had felt closer to him during those hours than she had ever been to anyone in her life before. Emotionally as well as physically.
Sebastian’s demeanor toward her today had felt like a cold slap in the face. Had she done something wrong last night? Were her clumsy, if heartfelt, attempts at lovemaking such a disappointment to him he no longer wished to even be with her, let alone take her as his mistress? If that was the case, then she would willingly release him from their arrangement.
But for now, she had to deal with the man who had obviously followed her here, even though she had seen no sign of him when she crossed the road from Stowmont House an hour or so ago.
She turned on the bench to look at the man, a shiver traveling the length of her spine as she saw he was still without a coat. “Perhaps if you were to tell me what that property is?”
He snorted. “The books, of course.”
“Books?” Tia still had no idea what he was talking about. “I—Can you possibly mean the two books my stepmother purchased for my birthday last month?” There was no doubting they were beautiful copies. Both had several colored plates inside which added to their beauty, and perhaps also their value. Could that possibly be what all this was about?
“She didn’t buy them. She was given them. By my great-aunt.” The man’s voice hardened with anger.
“I do not… Can you possibly be referring to Mrs. Foxworth?” Mary and the elderly lady had been friends for many years, which was why Mary had been attending the other lady’s funeral on the day she was murdered.
“Stop playing the innocent,” he sneered. “My great-aunt always promised I would have those books, and I even had a buyer for them. And what did the old trout do? Hand them over, easy as you please, to that poor widow Mary Chelford!” He parroted an elderly woman’s voice. “Well, she and that poor bloody widow soon found out what I thought of that.”
“Mrs. Foxworth died in her sleep…”
He nodded. “With the help of a pillow over her face.” He moved to stand in front of the bench, hands clenched at his sides. “I want those books back, do you hear? Otherwise, you or the boy are going to meet the same sudden end they did.”
Tia had heard every word the man said, and her trembling was caused by fear this time rather than the increasing cold of early evening. She realized now she had been more than silly not to have shared this with Sebastian earlier today. No doubt she would have done so if Angelique had not arrived. There had been no opportunity for private conversation with Sebastian since. 
She rose to her feet, not at all happy to have this man looming above her in that way. “You have killed two people for books?” Goodness knows Tia loved books, but not enough to kill for them.
“It would be your word against mine in a court of law,” he sneered, “and although I might not look it just now, I believe once we are formally introduced, you’ll find I have more social standing than a mere sailor’s daughter.”
Tia chose to ignore this deliberate slight to her father’s years as captain of one of His Majesty’s ships, so very aware of how alone they were here. Of how his admission of murdering two people showed her how truly desperate this man was.
A glance around showed her the other people braving the elements when she first entered the small park, all now seemed to have left in order to spend the evening in the warmth of their homes.
Except the tall and imposing gentleman striding purposefully toward them, the hat upon his head giving him the appearance of immense height, the sides of his black great coat flapping out to the sides like the wings of the avenging angel he appeared.
A man Tia easily recognized.
Sebastian.



Chapter 12
 
“If your intention was to kill yourself with the influenza, then you are certainly going about it the right way,” Sebastian muttered as he bundled Tia into his great coat before lifting her up in his arms and striding out of the park.
Tia’s teeth were chattering so much, she was unable to answer him. Not just because she was cold, but also in reaction to the conversation which had just taken place with the man who threatened to kill her and Martin if she did not return the books to him.
A man who had disappeared like mist by the time Tia turned from having spotted Sebastian striding angrily toward them.
Sebastian had taken one look at her miserably shivering form, then thrown off his coat and wrapped her up in it from her throat to her toes. A coat which smelled comfortingly of him: lemon and spice, and the male musk which was all his own.
“Well?” he barked as they approached Stowmont House. The sternness of his expression gave him the appearance of the haughty duke Tia had met on the first day she arrived in London. “Have you nothing to say for yourself?”
Tia’s answer to that was to burst into loud and noisy sobs.
It was all too much. The ecstasy of last night and Sebastian’s coldness toward her today, followed by this evening’s threats made to her by Mrs. Foxworth’s and Mary’s murderer.
Sebastian frowned, and his arms tightened about Tia at the onset of the sobs which now caused her small body to quake and shudder.
The worry that had consumed him as he searched London for her, only to finally find her across the street from Stowmont House, totally disappeared in the face of Tia’s tears. He had not found Tia to be a woman who cried needlessly, despite her losses and the change in her own circumstances because of them.
But she had cried last night when she kissed the scar on his shoulder…
Sebastian found it unbearable that she was crying again now, deep, heartfelt sobs, the coldness of her face buried against his throat.
“What on earth—”
“Not now, Mother,” Sebastian warned, having now entered the warmth of Stowmont House to find his mother hovering in the entrance hall, no doubt waiting for their return. “Haworth, see that hot water for a bath is brought up to my bedchamber immediately.” He did not linger in the entrance hall but continued up the wide staircase to his bedchamber above.
Tia was still sobbing in his arms as he kicked the door of his bedchamber open with one booted foot, stepping into the room before closing the door behind them in the same manner.
He crossed the room to sit in the wingback chair placed beside the heat of the fire, not speaking, merely continuing to hold Tia. He had a feeling these tears were long overdue. For the loss of her father. The man she loved. More recently, the stepmother for whom she had obviously felt a deep affection.
Her sobs had quietened somewhat by the time two footmen and half a dozen maids arrived with the hip-bath, hot water and several sumptuous towels. Angelique followed them into the bedchamber, briskly instructing the placing of the porcelain bath before the fire before it was filled with the steaming hot water. To Sebastian’s surprise, once the task was completed, his mother did not even attempt to tell him of the unsuitability of having Tia in his bedchamber, but instead followed the army of servants from the room and closed the door softly behind her.
“Have they all gone?”
Sebastian glanced down to where Tia had finally lifted her face from his throat. Her eyes were very red from crying, as was her nose, and there was still evidence of those tears on her pallid cheeks. She had never appeared more beautiful to him.
“Yes, they have gone,” he confirmed gently, very aware of how fragile her emotions were and not wishing to cause her any further upset. She was also still shivering from the cold she had suffered outside. “I am going to undress you now.” He stood before placing her feet down on the carpet. “Then you are going to warm yourself in the bath.”
Which was when Tia realized she was not in her own bedchamber but Sebastian’s, a room dominated by a huge bed. “I cannot be in here—”
“You will stay exactly where you are.” Sebastian undid the ribbon and removed her bonnet, her cloak following quickly before he gently turned her and began to unfasten her gown.
Tia looked over her shoulder at him. “The servants will talk—”
“Then let them talk.”
“Your mother—”
“Was the last to leave my bedchamber after organizing your bath.”
“Mr. Graham—”
“My brother may make comment to me on the matter in private, but he would never discuss the subject in public.”
Tia’s eyes widened. “Your brother…?”
“Yes,” Sebastian dismissed as he moved to stand in front of her again to unfasten the buttons at her wrists before sliding the gown down her arms and removing it altogether. “My illegitimate brother, if you must.” He slipped off the shoulder straps of her chemise and allowed that to slide to the carpeted floor with her gown. “Although I have never thought of him as such.”
Tia thought back to the conversation she’d had with Angelique earlier today, when the other woman had talked of a past scandal and both her sons. There was also the habit Sebastian had of discussing his private affairs with Lysander Graham. The fact that Lysander Graham had the same golden hair and blue eyes as his mother, Angelique, the Dowager Duchess of Stowmont.
“Are you shocked?” Sebastian prompted as he pulled loose the tie of her drawers and tugged them down her thighs.
“You have removed my drawers before—”
“I was referring to Lysander, not your drawers,” he drawled, fingers now busily working on the removal of her garters and stockings.
“Not at all.” Why should she be shocked about that? Angelique obviously loved both her sons. Sebastian loved his brother. Lysander Graham—Falkner?—had the same affection for both of them. It was not for others to judge, including Tia, as to the wrongness or the rightness of it.
“Into the bath with you.” Having stripped Tia naked, Sebastian now lifted and then lowered her carefully into the hot, scented water, the latter no doubt compliments of his mother. The look of pleasure on Tia’s face as she immersed her body in that scented heat was enough to ensure that, for once, Sebastian did not resent his mother’s interference. “Better?” He knelt beside the bath.
“Much.” Tia sighed happily, eyes closed as she rested her head against the high back of the porcelain hip-bath.
Sebastian’s fingers absently swirled the water beside her silky thighs. “Are you upset because of what happened last night?”
She gave him a startled glance. “Are you?”
“No.”
“You seemed to be earlier today.”
“No, I— I was uncertain. Fearful, if you will.” A fear he now realized had caused him to drive Tia away from him today. “I know you loved William, but I…I find I could not bear it if you regretted or found our own lovemaking wanting.”
She gasped. “How can you even think such a thing? Yes, I loved William. But he was more like a brother to me than a lover. We…we were to be married, and…made love that last time he went away. It was only the once, and it was not like our lovemaking. Last night with you was wondrous, Sebastian. Truly wondrous.”
He instantly felt a lightening of the heaviness in his chest. “I have never told anyone of my relationship to Lysander before. Not because I am ashamed of it,” he added firmly. “But because he and my mother have always preferred it that way.”
Her eyes were earnest. “You may trust I shall never tell anyone.”
His mouth twisted. “If my mother has her way, then all of Society will know by the time the new Season begins.”
“The wrong she is to right…”
His brows rose. “She told you about that?”
“Earlier today.” Tia nodded. “But she did not specify what that wrong was.”
Sebastian told her. All of it. Or, at least, everything about the past that he knew.
“Your mother is a very brave and beautiful woman,” Tia said huskily when he had finished.
“She is.” Sebastian nodded. “It is time for you to get out of the bath so that I might continue warming you in bed.” He did not wait for her answer as he lifted her wet body out of the water and straight into one of the towels that had been warming by the fire. “Into bed with you,” he encouraged, unable to take his gaze off her as he began to remove his own clothes.
Tia was too befuddled by this turn of events, too happy at being with Sebastian again, to offer any resistance to his instructions. Instead, she quickly dried herself before slipping beneath the covers on the enormous bed.
By which time, Sebastian was also completely naked and slid beneath the bedclothes beside her before pulling her into his arms and the warmth of his body. “Do you trust me, Tia?”
If he had asked her that earlier today when he had placed those barriers back between them, then Tia’s answer might have been different to the one she now gave. “With all that I am.”
He glanced down at her as her head rested against the shoulder that bore her teeth marks. “Then tell me who the man is you were talking to earlier?”
Her eyes widened. “You saw him?” That conversation had become so surreal this past few minutes, Tia had begun to doubt her own sanity, to wonder if there was a man at all.
Sebastian’s jaw tensed. “Yes, I saw him.”
Tia decided to be as truthful with him as he had been with her. How it was as he and Lysander had suspected, and everything was connected. Mrs. Foxworth’s death, Mary’s murder, the ransacking at the cottage, all because of the books the man wanted returned to him.
By the time she had finished talking, Sebastian’s arms were like two steel bands as he held her closely against him, breathing deeply, his body tense with anger. “You will leave this man to me,” he bit out tautly.
Tia’s gaze was apprehensive. “What are you going to do?”
“Whatever needs to be done,” he said grimly. “But you may rest assured he will not bother you or Martin again.”
“Are you going to punish me for not being honest with you before now?”
He glanced at her. “Do you want me to punish you?”
“No!”
“Are you sure?”
A blush warmed her cheeks at his indulgent tone. “I do not think so, no…”
Sebastian chuckled softly. “Perhaps we shall visit that idea another day. For now I am happy to have you safe in my arms.”
“I— Do you like me again now?” It seemed a ridiculous question to ask, considering all that had been said and she was lying naked in the arms of an equally naked Sebastian.
“Do I like…?” Sebastian moved so the two of them were now facing each other as their heads rested against the pillows, a scowl on his brow. “Is this because of the way I have behaved today?”
“I know you have been avoiding me,” she answered truthfully.
He winced. “I… This… What is between you and me is…so much more than I expected it to be. You are so much more than I expected you to be. I admit to finding those feelings…overwhelming.”
“In what way?”
“You were my first thought when I woke this morning. The person I looked forward to spending the day with. Damn it, I even found myself whistling as my valet shaved me!” He frowned at the memory. “It was only later, when my mother said I was aloof and therefore alone, that I realized they were not the same thing at all. That until I thought of losing you, of never seeing or being with you again, I had never realized what loneliness is or could be.”
“So you decided to push me away before that could happen?”
A nerve pulsed in his jaw. “Yes.”
“Did it make you feel any better?”
“Worse!” he acknowledged, his arms tightened about her once again.
“I thought you no longer wanted to be with me,” she admitted in a small voice. “That my lovemaking last night was not…what you were used to.”
“It was better, Tia. So much more than anything I have ever experienced before. I truly felt the complete joining to another person, to you, for the first time in my life. Mind, body, and soul.”
Tia’s heart lifted along with the cloud of unhappiness which had surrounded her all day. “I felt that connection too.”
“Terrifying, is it not?”
“A little,” she conceded shyly. “So you still want me to become your mistress after Christmas?”
“No.”
Her heart plummeted again. “No?”
“Absolutely not,” Sebastian stated firmly.
“But—”
“It is not enough, Tia.” His eyes gleamed. “It could never be enough. My mother shall act as chaperone, and I shall woo you for the appropriate amount of time—a week, two at the most—after which I intend to get down on one knee and beg you to marry me.”
She gasped. “Sebastian, you cannot marry me!”
“You do not wish to marry me?”
“I did not say that! Sebastian, I…I am not beautiful like the other women you meet in Society.”
“You are more beautiful to me than any other woman I have ever known,” he stated. “Your beauty shines from within. You are and always will be the most beautiful woman in the world to me, Tia.”
“But… You are a duke. The illustrious and haughty Sebastian Faulkner, the Duke of Stowmont. A duke cannot marry the daughter of a mere naval officer—”
“This duke can marry whomever he damn well pleases,” Sebastian announced with a return of the arrogance of that title. “And if you will not have me, then no one shall.” He gazed deeply into her eyes. “I will beg if I have to, Tia. Beg, grovel, throw myself at your beautiful feet. Whatever it takes to persuade you to say yes I will happily do. I love you, Tia.” His hands moved to cradle her cheeks as he lifted her face up to his. “I realized today I am in love with you. Everything about you. Your valiant heart. Your love and loyalty to your family—although I must admit I am slightly displeased you kept so much from me in regard to this man who has been following.”
“Tell me what else you love about me.” Tia deliberately distracted him.
“Your warmth and caring to my own family, despite having known them only a short time. The generosity of your lovemaking—I have never before experienced such fulfillment as I have known in your arms.” He kissed her lingeringly on the lips. “My life will be forever empty now if I do not have you in it,” he told her huskily.
Tia had never dared to imagine…to hope…pray…
To her embarrassment, she burst into tears again, loud, unladylike sobs which made her whole body tremble and shake. “I thought… I believed… The most I could ever hope for was to become your mistress. I love you too, Sebastian.” She finally managed to complete a sentence, and it was the most important one. “It is not at all in the way I loved William. The love I feel for you is all-consuming. It has been such a short time since we met.” She touched his cheek gently. “But you are already my everything. The reason I wake every morning. The reason I can move happily through the day and not continue to mourn for the people I have loved and lost. The reason I smile before I go to sleep at night. You are my everything, Sebastian,” she repeated sincerely. “You will never be alone again, my darling, because I shall always be with you.”
Unimagined joy lit up the austereness of his face as Sebastian pulled her tightly against him. He claimed her lips before making love with her as they expressed all the deep love they felt, and would always feel, for each other.
“It seems to me, Your Grace,” Tia murmured a long time later, “that you have become more than a little fond of my tits and—” Her eyes glowed with mischief as Sebastian’s fingers against her lips stopped her from completing the sentence.
“I am very fond of both of them,” Sebastian confirmed, laughter in his tone. “But if you say either of those words again I really will have to consider placing you over my knee and spanking your delicious bottom.”
Tia smiled mischievously. “Tits.”
Sebastian laughed heartily and Tia let out a scream as he threw back the covers and pulled her over his knee.
Life with this particular lady, the lady he loved above all and everything else, would never be dull he decided as he landed the first of several arousing spanks.
After which they made love again.



Chapter 13
 
Christmas Eve
Four weeks later
“You look absolutely beautiful, my dear.” Tears glistened in Angelique’s eyes as she stood back to admire Tia in her wedding gown. “My son is a very lucky man.”
“I happen to think I am a very lucky woman.” But for once in her life, Tia felt beautiful in the floaty white satin and lace which was her wedding gown.
She was aware that Society would question, already had questioned in some cases, Sebastian’s choice of duchess. Which was why it was so important to her that she make him proud of her today, their wedding day.
Martin was to walk her down the aisle to where Sebastian would be waiting for her, and standing next to him would be his brother, Lysander, the new Marquis of Trent.
Tia knew some of the illustrious congregation who would be gathered in the church today. Angelique and her new husband, the Duke of Landingham. Also, the Earl of Winterbourne and his wife, Felicity, and their baby son, along with Sebastian’s previous ward, Darcy, and her husband Ranulf, who was cousin to Winterbourne. Viscount Brooketon and his wife Rachel would also be in attendance, that gentleman having proved exceedingly helpful with the apprehension of Giles Evans, Mrs. Foxworth’s nephew, and the murderer of both her and Mary.
Lucien Brooke was an old acquaintance of Sebastian’s, but he had also been extremely helpful to several of their other friends in the past. The viscount had used his connections to first identify Giles Evans as Mrs. Foxworth’s nephew, and then to ascertain the man’s whereabouts in London.
Sebastian had accompanied the viscount to that location, but other than telling Tia the man was now in custody and charged with the murder of both his aunt and Tia’s stepmother, Sebastian refused to talk of the incident. Knowing the man would pay for his crimes, and was no further threat to Martin was enough for Tia.
None of which she wanted to give a second thought today of all days.
It had been such a month of happiness and love. She and Sebastian, and of course Martin. Angelique and her duke, who had married quietly two weeks ago. Lysander, who was now formally acknowledged as the duke’s son and heir. They had all become a family of sorts. There were still tensions between Lysander and his father, but Tia felt sure, with time, those would be reconciled too. 
But today, today was the first day of the rest of her life with Sebastian.
He had made it very clear to her he did not give a damn what anyone else thought of his choice of bride. He was the Duke of Stowmont, and he would marry whom he pleased. And Tia pleased him immensely.
And although Tia could not be absolutely sure for some weeks yet, she believed she might have a special Christmas gift for her new husband, other than her father’s telescope.
A gift she knew, without a doubt, would bring them both immense happiness.
A son or daughter who she hoped would look exactly like their handsome father, and who she was convinced had been conceived on the night they confessed their love for each other.
“I am ready.” She turned to Angelique, her smile, although she did not know it, a thing of beauty in itself.
She arrived at the church but a few minutes later, taking Martin’s arm and allowing him to walk her down the aisle to where Sebastian waited for her, so tall and handsome in his wedding finery.
But it was the smile Sebastian gave her, the one he kept just for her and which was filled with such love and pride, which caused Tia to walk taller and more confidently.
Their gazes locked, and remained so, as Sebastian slipped a thin gold wedding band on Tia’s finger and they made their vows to love each other for the rest of their lives.
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