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Chapter 1
October 1816
St. James’s Park, London
“Are you demanding I must bed you in exchange for having you return the letters I sent to you?” Rachel’s face was pale as she sat tensely on one of the benches overlooking the lake. Despite the coolness of the weather, it was such a tranquil and beautiful spot for her life to have come crashing down about her ears.
The open air of the park also had the added benefit of dispersing the smell of the strong cologne this gentleman favored. It had been the one thing she had disliked about him when he first began to show an interest in her several months ago.
Now she disliked everything about him.
“Absolutely not.” The man gave a scathing laugh, his expression one of pity as he stood beside the bench looking down at her. “Your body is of absolutely no interest to me. It never was,” he added with a sneer.
Rachel was not the least reassured by his dismissal. Relieved, but certainly not reassured. If not her body, then what did this man want from her? “That was not the impression you gave these past four months.”
“Impressions can be deceiving.”
“We made a promise to destroy our letters to each other once we had read them.”
“I lied,” he dismissed without concern. “I assure you, I have kept each and every damning letter you ever sent me.”
Rachel felt slightly light-headed, almost as if the horror of this situation was happening to someone else. Possibly because to her, their love affair had been a game. A game in which she flirted with danger—and this man beside her—through their letters to each other.
A game she had brought to an end when she came back to London to attend the wedding of one of her closest friends. It was her intention to remain in Town for the Little Season following the wedding. As such, she had decided her friendship with this man must end. There was far more possibility of their relationship being discovered now they were both back in London. His answer had been to send a note to her home yesterday requesting the two of them meet this morning in St. James’s Park.
Rachel had expected pleas and cajoling from him, for him to beg she continue their secret love affair, and instead she now found herself faced with blackmail.
Even if he had not, as yet, stated the terms of that blackmail.
“No doubt you were not so clever and obediently destroyed my letters to you?” he taunted.
Of course she had. It had been part of the excitement of the relationship. Even now, Rachel could remember the thrill that ran through her whenever she received one of his letters. Her blushes when she read of how much he adored and desired her. Her own letters to him had been less passionate, admittedly, but still damning enough to ruin her. To her, it had been nothing more than a vicarious pleasure, a lover she could savor from a safe distance.
Looking at that lover now, tall and fair haired, with what she had thought were warm hazel eyes, Rachel wondered how she could ever have been so stupid as to have been taken in by his good looks and charm. To have risked everything, her reputation, her future, for the sake of a few months of feeling wanted and appreciated by this young and handsome man.
She moistened the dryness of her lips with the tip of her tongue before speaking. “Then what do you want from me in exchange for returning my letters?”
“Exactly what I already have.” His eyes glittered with triumph.
“Which is?”
“Your misery and uncertainty, as to if or when I might choose to make those letters public, and so ruin you utterly,” he announced without remorse.
Society did have that distinction of blaming the woman for such indiscretions as this, whereas the gentleman seemed to walk away unscathed. No doubt this man’s reputation as a rake would be enhanced rather than vilified. 
“Why would you do such a thing?” Rachel could see the dislike in his expression, the hatred he felt toward her now that he was no longer making any effort to hide the emotion.
He slowly shook his head. “You really have no idea, do you?”
It was true, Rachel was utterly bewildered as to what she might have done to bring about such strong feelings against her.
He bent down until his face was only inches from her own. “James was mine.” He spat the words at her.
James? Her dead husband James?
“The two of us were in love and lovers long before the two of you married.” He callously confirmed what Rachel had only begun to guess.
James and—and this man had been lovers?
Rachel had married Lord James Shaw seven years ago, the day after her eighteenth birthday, and she’d had cause to regret it as soon as two days after her eighteenth birthday.
James had been thirty years older than her, a handsome and important gentleman in government. A man who gave the impression of confidence and wisdom. Both traits which had appealed to Rachel in her future husband.
Until she learned on her wedding night the only way James could make love to her was if he beat her first. Not a playful slap or pinch, but the use of his fists and booted feet. After which he had thrown her naked body on the bed, released his member from his pantaloons, and taken her with a savagery that had shocked and traumatized Rachel. That same pattern had continued the following night, and the night after, so that Rachel came to dread each time night fell. 
Even now, that same dread filled her in regard to physical lovemaking. Which was, perhaps, the reason she had been so easily trapped into this passionate correspondence?
She had never so much as thought… Never guessed…
She had been so young, so innocent when she married, it had never occurred to her that James behaved the way he did because his sexual inclinations did not lie with a wife but with another man. With the same man who had so easily ensnared her in a tangled net of deceit and passion, and might now be the cause of her complete social ruin.
She gave a dazed shake of her head. “Why did James ever marry me if that was the case?”
“Because he needed an heir, of course. You were young and docile enough to fulfill that role,” he sneered. “But James’s love belonged to me. Never doubt that for a moment.” His eyes glittered with malice. 
It all made so much sense to her now. How James had used violence as a means of inciting his physical excitement so that he was able to make love to a woman rather than the man he loved.
How naïve she had been not to have guessed at least some of this at the time. Instead she had spent years of misery as James’s wife, and all the time there was this man in the background, and the two of them were in love and lovers.
“I hated you then. I hate you even more now that James is dead,” her tormentor continued harshly. “He was the love of my life, as I was his, and now that he is gone, I begrudge even the little of him you did have.”
Enough to use the threat of exposing her letters to him as a way in which to hurt her?



Chapter 2
One week later
Brooketon House, London
“I have some personal…items I need returned to me, and I was told you are the gentleman whom I should ask to take care of this delicate matter for me.”
Lucien’s eyes narrowed on the slender and fair-haired lady seated on the couch in his elegantly furnished drawing room. For she was undoubtedly a lady, in her dark blue pelisse, blue silk gown, and matching bonnet. Her hands were covered by fine kidskin gloves that were a perfect match in color to the soft cream leather of her walking boots.
Lady Rachel Shaw.
The young and beautiful widow of the much older Lord James Shaw, a man who had been a powerful member of the government until his death the previous year. Lord Shaw had been deeply involved in the difficult negotiations in regard to Napoleon’s future incarceration once he had been recaptured following his escape from Elba. The strain had eventually proved too much for the politician, and he had succumbed to a heart seizure.
That she had been widowed so young, along with the phrases “personal items” and “delicate matter,” was enough to alert Lucien as to the nature of Lady Rachel’s problem.
Except not many people were aware of his amateur sleuthing, and he no more retrieved love letters for silly women than he rescued stranded kittens from trees.
Nor would the appeal in those fathomless dark brown eyes hold any sway with him, as he had no doubt they had with so many other gentlemen. One gentleman in particular, if his guess of this woman having been indiscreet in a love affair proved to be correct.
Like all the gentlemen of the ton,
Lucien had long been aware of Lady Rachel Shaw’s exquisite beauty. Those glorious golden tresses that framed a heart-shaped face dominated by those unexpected dark eyes, her skin as delicate as porcelain. Her figure was a little slender for his own tastes, but pleasing enough nonetheless.
Oh yes, Lucien was well aware of this woman’s beauty, might even find her desirable. But he would never act upon those feelings. 
Because he also knew her to be a tease and a flirt. Unpleasant traits that reminded him too much of his own mother. Traits, it seemed, which might now have come back to haunt Lady Rachel. 
“Told by whom, might I ask?” he prompted coolly.
Rachel was already nervous enough at having called unaccompanied upon Lord Lucien Brooke, Viscount Brooketon, having left her maid in the carriage waiting outside. She did not need the added humiliation of hearing the coldness in his tone or knowing herself to be the focus of the derisive glitter in his piercing blue eyes.
She should not have come here. Nor would she have done so if she did not feel in such desperate need of his assistance.
If Fliss had not confided how helpful Lord Brooketon had been to her and Winterbourne two months ago.
Well, she had taken her friend’s advice, was here now, and despite that coldness and derision, Rachel fully intended to put her dilemma to the haughty Brooketon. Before he no doubt instructed his butler to escort her to the door.
She looked at the viscount through thick lashes. “Your assistance was recommended to me by Lady Felicity Montgomery, the Countess of Winterbourne.” There was no visual change in the viscount’s disdainful expression, and yet Rachel sensed a slight mellowing at her mention of Fliss. “She assured me at her wedding last week that you would at least hear me out.” She deliberately pressed that slight advantage.
He raised one dark brow. “I do not recall saying otherwise.”
Rachel shifted uncomfortably. “Coming here to ask for your help was not an easy decision for me to make.”
“I imagine not,” he allowed.
Did he have to stand there beside the fireplace looking so superior? The viscount was a man aged in his late thirties, his fashionably styled dark hair perfectly in place. Dark brows were raised above those sapphire-blue eyes, nose long and aquiline between sharply etched cheekbones, mouth sculpted above a square and determined jaw. 
He was also tall and elegant in his dark blue superfine perfectly tailored across his wide shoulders and chest, silver brocade waistcoat flat against his abdomen. Beige pantaloons fitted long and muscular legs above highly polished black Hessians.
Looking at him, it was not difficult to imagine the superior and disdainful Lord Lucien Brooke, Viscount Brooketon, known simply as Brooke to his close friends, as never having made a single mistake in his perfectly ordered life.
“Perhaps I should tell you, before you have opportunity to embarrass yourself,” Brooketon spoke briskly at her continued silence, “that I do not retrieve
items of embarrassment for impetuous ladies. All of whom should have known better than to have written anything of a personal nature down on paper to their lover in the first place.”
Rachel felt the color drain from her cheeks. He knew. This arrogantly superior gentleman knew exactly what she had done. Not the details, perhaps—how could anyone, least of all her, have guessed the true purpose of having been deliberately engaged in that indiscreet correspondence? But Brooketon had guessed enough to know she had written letters she should not have, and in doing so compromised not only her own reputation but William’s future. 
“I have a young son.” Rachel cursed herself for the emotional tremble she could hear in her voice, knowing she was on the verge of tears. “His life will also be affected if these letters are made public.”
“As this man is threatening to do?”
“Yes.”
“That is regrettable,” Brooketon acknowledged. “But perhaps you should have thought of that before rather than after the fact?”
Rachel knew this man believed her to have been involved in a physical affair. Which she had not. Indeed, she believed James had cured her of ever harboring those sorts of feelings toward any gentleman. Since her wedding night, she had never had any of those feelings toward a man. Any man.
Which was why writing those letters had seemed so safe. An affair and yet not an affair. The excitement without risk.
Hah. So much for safe and without risk, when her reputation was now in the hands of a man who hated her for having married the man he loved.
Oh, she could defend herself by making that information publicly available, but it would only cause even more of a scandal, and not change the fact she was ruined. It would also put her son’s future in further jeopardy if his father’s affair with another man became public knowledge. Rachel needed those letters back so that she could destroy them before any personal attack became possible.
Which she would not be able to do if she did not confide in Brooketon at least some of her sorry tale. “How well did you know my husband?”
Dark brows rose. “I do not see the purpose of the question when I have told you I cannot help you.”
“Nevertheless, I politely ask that you answer me.”
Lucien’s mouth thinned at her determination to continue this conversation. “I did not know Shaw at all personally, only by reputation.”
“As?”
He scowled his irritation. Really, he had wasted enough time on this woman today already. Especially when his sympathies lay completely with this woman’s young son.
His own parents’ marriage was as mismatched in age as Rachel Shaw’s, and he knew firsthand the chaos that could ensue for the child of such a relationship. Of the humiliation his father still suffered during his wife’s frequent affairs. Lucien no longer allowed his mother’s behavior to touch or concern him, but he had suffered his own embarrassment during his school years, when he realized his friends’ parents were well aware of, and discussed, his mother’s scandalous behavior.
Lucien’s irritation toward this situation deepened as he was beset by those memories. “I knew your husband to be a well-respected and valued member of the government.”
A frown creased her creamy brow. “You heard no other…rumors about him. Of his private life?” 
“No, of course not.” Lucien stepped restlessly away from the fireplace, only for his eyes to narrow as he saw the way Rachel Shaw flinched back at the unexpected movement.
She quickly tried to hide that reaction by making a show of straightening the reticule on her wrist. But Lucien had seen it, and he questioned the reason for it.
He continued to watch her closely. “Perhaps if you were to appeal to the gentleman to whom you sent the letters…?”
“The gentleman is no gentleman at all, but the young man who was my husband’s lover, both before we were married and after.”
Not much succeeded in surprising Lucien, but Lady Rachel’s outburst certainly did. Shaw a sodomite? Surely not? Not that a man’s sexual inclinations were of the least interest to him, whatever they might be, but Lucien found it beyond belief that Lord James Shaw was guilty of his widow’s accusations. There had never been the least hint or the slightest rumor of such a thing. Either before or after Shaw’s death.
Which implied Lady Rachel might possibly be making this up in order to excuse her own scandalous behavior.
Lucien eyed her coldly. “I would prefer you not cast aspersions upon the reputation of such a highly regarded gentleman in order to cover up your own inadequacies.”
“I would never do that.”
“I believe you just did.”
Dark eyes looked up at him in appeal. “I assure you, I am telling the truth.”
“Your accusations against Lord Shaw are incredible enough, but you cannot seriously expect me to believe the man you claim was his lover also recently became your own?” His lips curled back in disgust. “It is almost incestuous!”
“I had no idea of James’s sexual inclinations. I only learned myself of his relationship with this other gentleman a week ago,” she defended. “It was as much of a shock to me as it is obviously a surprise to you.”
“The only thing that surprises me is your friendship with Felicity Montgomery. I had thought her to be a lady of more discerning tastes.” Lucien knew her claim of friendship to the countess to be true, at least. He clearly recalled Lady Rachel as being in close attendance to the bride the previous week, along with two of Lady Felicity’s other close lady friends.
“I am obviously wasting your time as well as my own.” Rachel Shaw stood in preparation for leaving, her expression one of quiet dignity.
Leading Lucien to speculate as to whether or not there was more to Lady Rachel than had previously met the eye.
That perhaps she was telling him the truth…?
“Thank you for listening to me, at least, Lord Brooketon.” She curtseyed. “I trust I may rely upon your discretion in regard to the things I have told you today?”
He nodded tersely. “You have my word on it.”
Lucien watched her as she walked toward the door. What exactly had she told him? That her husband was a sodomite and had an affair with another man before and after their marriage. She had recently—unknowingly—had an affair with that same gentleman. That this gentleman now had in his possession letters she had written to him, which could ruin her if this man made them public.
And she flinched when I made a sudden move in her direction she had not been expecting.
“Which one of those gentlemen is responsible for beating you, your husband or your lover?”
Rachel froze, spine rigid, shoulders tensed, unable but also too afraid to turn and face Lord Brooketon. Knowing she was too shaken by his question to be able to hide her shame from him if he should see her face.
He had not believed her when she told him James had a male lover before and after their marriage. There was no reason to suppose the viscount would believe her now if she admitted her husband was the one guilty of consistent and regular physical brutality during the early years of their marriage.
She squeezed her eyes shut to stem the tears burning her eyes. “I have no idea what you are talking about.”
“Oh, I believe you do.” The viscount’s voice sounded much closer now.
So close Rachel was sure she could feel the heat of his breath on her nape, and the warmth of his body through her own layers of clothing.
There was no way for her to prevent the trembling that resulted from knowing of that close proximity. Nowhere for her to hide how much it disturbed her.
“I saw your reaction a short time ago,” the viscount said softly. “The way you flinched when you thought I was about to touch you. As if you feared I intended some form of physical chastisement. Even now you are trembling from my standing so close to you.”
“You are imagining things.” Rachel remained turned away from him.
“No,” Lucien stated with certainty, more convinced than ever that either Shaw or her lover had raised his hand or taken his fists to this woman. An act so unforgiveable under any circumstances, in Lucien’s opinion, he believed the only suitable punishment for the man guilty of such a crime was to have hands or fists taken to him. “Which one was it?” he pressed grimly.
“I really have no idea what you are talking— Take your hand off me!” She had turned quickly as he touched her arm, body tense, a snarl twisting her features, eyes glittering darkly, and her hands raised into claws.
A reaction so raw in emotion, Lucien no longer had a single doubt that this woman had been beaten in the past, and not only once, but many times.



Chapter 3
“I am still waiting for an answer, Rachel.”
Rachel felt so tired, so exhausted by the continuous worry of this past week, that having Brooketon address her by her first name, and in a gentle voice she had not heard from him before now, caused the scalding tears to fall unchecked down the coolness of her cheeks.
“Please, no,” she choked as he would have reached out and taken her in his arms. “As you have realized, I do not like to be touched.” Most especially today, after all this talk of James. “I am usually more adept at hiding it,” she admitted ruefully.
Brooketon turned abruptly to stride over to where a full decanter and several glasses sat on the sideboard. He poured the amber liquid into one of them before returning to her side. “Drink this, and then we will talk further.” 
It was all Rachel could do to lift her head high enough to be able to look at him. To speak again was impossible.
Her reaction just now had been purely instinctive as she rounded on her possible attacker in a way she had never been strong enough to do against James.
The first time he had beaten her, she had been too shocked, and in too much pain, to be able to fight back. The second night, she was still too bruised from the first to put up much resistance, quietly sobbing as he thrust into her dryness again and again until he reached his peak. He withdrew immediately afterward to return to his own bedchamber.
Rachel had gone home to her parents the following day, unable to bear the thought of suffering that pain and humiliation a third time. She had sobbed hysterically as she told her parents what had happened on her wedding night, and the following night too.
They had sent her back to her husband.
Oh, not before they had listened to her, tutted over the bruises she showed them, but afterward they had said James was her husband, and the law said she was now his property. They could not interfere with a husband’s treatment of his wife. Besides, who would ever believe that such a respected man as Lord James Shaw would treat his young wife so cruelly? Rachel could see that her parents had not believed it either, had put her hysterics down to the trauma of a newlywed, her bruises to a too passionate husband.
Her mother had given her laudanum for the pain, a salve for the bruises, lotion she might apply before going to bed to help ease the act of lovemaking. Before putting her back in the carriage and returning her to her husband.
Her relationship with her parents had never been close again.
Rachel had learned a painful truth that day. If her parents could not help her, then no one could, and the only thing left for her to do was to bear her marriage as best she could.
She had never told anyone else of the horror of her marriage, not her two younger sisters or her three closest friends. Had felt too ashamed, too humiliated, ever to want any of them to know of James’s treatment of her.
So she had used the laudanum to dull the pain and the salves to cover her bruises, claiming an illness when those bruises were too visible for her to go out in public. She had diligently applied the lotion too, and bought more when she ran out, so that she only suffered bruises on the outside and not the inside.
On the day, a full two years later, when she knew she had conceived William, she had wept with joy when James assured that if the child were a boy, he would never visit her bedchamber again.
In the years that followed, as far as Society, her family, and friends
was
concerned, Lady Rachel Shaw was a beautiful and vivacious woman, and a credit to her husband. Inwardly, Rachel was no more than a hollow shell, her love for William all that sustained her. Until James’s death a year ago had freed her from her hellish marriage.
She had grown inwardly stronger during that year. So much so that she now realized she had become overconfident in her belief no one would ever be allowed to hurt her again.
Until she found her own and her son’s future threatened by those innocently written letters.
Lucien Brooke, Viscount Brooketon, had further stripped her of her social façade with a single question.
“Which one of those gentlemen is responsible for beating you, your husband or your lover?”
“Please drink some of the brandy,” Lucien encouraged gently, hoping none of the anger churning inside him was visible in his demeanor as she finally took the glass from him and then tentatively sipped the amber liquid.
Suspecting abuse and having that suspicion confirmed were two distinctly different things, he now realized. And he was also convinced Rachel had been telling him the truth earlier. How could he doubt it when she had turned on him minutes ago like a wounded and cornered animal, the fear clearly evident in her fiercely unguarded gaze?
Making Lucien self-disgustedly aware, belatedly, that Rachel had displayed none of that public flirt and tease since her arrival here today. Instead, she had been quietly dignified as she told him of her dilemma, and remained so even in the face of his obvious contempt. She had become emotional only when she thought he had been about to touch her. Those emotions had boiled over into tears after he had questioned who was responsible for beating her.
Leading Lucien to several conclusions.
Rachel Shaw was not that flirtatious tease she chose to present in Society.
Every word she had told him today was the truth. Shaw’s sexual preference. His long-time affair with another man. The same man who had deliberately courted her in recent months and now intended to hurt his dead lover’s widow in any way he could. 
She was undeserving of either Lucien’s contempt or his callous dismissal.
He had allowed his years of disgust for his mother’s behavior to color his opinion of Rachel. Had judged her unheard and found her wanting.
When he did not know her.
He doubted from the little he had observed since becoming aware of Rachel’s ill treatment, that anyone truly knew her.
Perhaps not even Rachel herself?
Because Lucien had no doubt, between that veneer she presented to Society and the almost feral creature who had turned on him seconds ago, she was a woman of deep passions. A woman who, with a man patient enough to break through all her barriers, could be persuaded into being a sensuous and adventurous lover.
“It was your husband,” Lucien stated, knowing she could not have responded so strongly as she had from one incident of mistreatment. That she had to have suffered for years rather than weeks or months. 
She looked up at him quickly and then away again. “I do not… I… Do you now believe what I have told you?”
How could he not? “Yes, I believe you.”
“It was my husband,” she acknowledged with a pained wince. 
Lucien took the empty glass from her and placed it down on the low table in front of the sofa, her hands now shaking so badly, she looked in danger of dropping it.
“I apologize.” She sighed. “Since my husband’s death, I have obviously become complacent. Have allowed my emotions to get the better of me.”
Leading Lucien to question how many lovers she had taken since escaping the clutches of her brutish husband.
“None,” Rachel answered the question she was sure the viscount had not intended to ask out loud but had done so anyway. “As you have observed, I do not like to be touched.”
“By me or any man?”
“Any man.”
“I have seen you dancing at balls.”
“Only those dances which require the touching of hands, and always with my gloves between them and me. This other man was not my lover,” she added as Brooketon frowned. “At least, not in the way you mean.” She turned away from that piercing blue gaze to cross the room and stare sightlessly out the window into the manicured garden.
She already felt too raw, too exposed to this particular gentleman to allow Brooketon to see any more of her emotions.
“It began as a silly flirtation at a ball.” She sighed. “I do not even remember which one. We danced together several times that evening. He called upon me at Shaw House the following day, along with several other gentlemen I had also danced with the previous evening. All innocent enough.”
“And yet not.”
“No,” Rachel acknowledged shakily. “We met again that evening at a musical soiree. I believed by accident. And every evening after that for a week. When I retired to the country for the summer, the letters began to arrive. I should have ignored them. Should have ignored him.”
“You were flattered by his attentions, believed them to be genuine.”
“Yes.” She trembled at the thought of her stupidity. “He seemed so different from James. Gentle, caring, and his letters were full of praise and admiration. I do not recall what made me answer one of them. Perhaps a question asked, I really do not remember.” She gave a weary shake of her head. “After that, we exchanged letters two, sometimes three times a week, with the agreement we would burn them after reading them.”
“A promise he failed to keep.”
“Yes.” Rachel’s hands were so tightly clasped at her sides, her nails were in danger of piercing the delicate leather of her gloves. She turned to face Brooketon, chin held high, her gaze unwavering as it met his. She needed him to see the truth in her face when she made the next statement. “We were not, nor have we ever been, lovers.”
Lucien had no difficulty believing her. Or admiring her. Many women would have been reduced to hysteria when presented with this added cruelty from another man she had allowed herself to trust. Rachel was shaken but not broken, an indication of the steel in her character.
He nodded. “Being your husband’s lover, this other man knew of his ill-treatment of you. Knew how to flirt with you without being intrusive. How to appeal, in his letters to you, to your need to feel loved and cherished.”
“Yes.” She offered no defense for being so naive as those tears once again fell silently down her pallid cheeks.
“He threatens to make these letters public, in the full knowledge you would never refute them by besmirching the name or reputation of your son’s father?”
“Yes.” 
Lucien could feel a nerve pulsing in his tightly clenched jaw, and it took every effort of will on his part not to reach out again and take her in his arms and comfort her. Something he knew she would reject at this moment. “I want his name.”
She turned away. “I have changed my mind in regard to involving you—”
“As I have changed mine in regard to helping you.”
“No,” she said firmly. “I realize now it will not do. I…I am sorry for having bothered you, but…no. I—I will…manage some other way.”
“This man threatened you a week ago, and yet you have waited until now to seek my help. This leads me to believe I was already a last resort?”
She flinched at his bluntness. “Perhaps. But—”
“Will it help if I apologize for ever doubting you?” Lucien cut in evenly. “I should have seen sooner that the lady you are in Society is not the woman who visited me today.”
She raised her chin in challenge. “Then who am I?”
His expression softened. “A friend of a friend, and a lady in need of my assistance.”
“Assistance you have already refused.”
“And now I have changed my mind. I want his name, Rachel,” he added determinedly.
She chewed on her bottom lip. “What do you intend doing with it if I give it to you?”
Lucien was an amateur boxer as well as an amateur sleuth, and his fists currently itched to connect with the flesh of the bastard who had brought this beautiful woman so low when she had already suffered so much. “I will speak to him, on your behalf, of course.” In between landing several painful blows. “Ask for the return of your letters.” Again, in between causing as much physical pain as possible to this man who was now causing Rachel emotional distress.
“And if he refuses to give them to you?”
“Oh, I have no doubt he will refuse,” Lucien bit out. “In fact, I am counting on it.”
Rachel gave the viscount a searching glance, seeing past those breathtaking good looks and the elegance of his appearance to the strong and determined man beneath.
The same man who had helped Fliss and now stated he was willing to aid her.
But not before he had first stripped Rachel’s emotions down to the bare bone, exposing her completely. Ripping away the defenses it had taken her years to build. Defenses which might have enabled her, in time, to let another man into her life and which had allowed her to indulge in a written flirtation.
 Lucien reined back the inner fury he felt toward the man who had deliberately gained Rachel’s trust and then as deliberately betrayed it. She would only retreat more if Lucien were to reveal such a depth of emotion on her behalf. “Rachel, I do not believe this man will stop his torment until he has destroyed you.”
She gave a shiver of revulsion. “I have to go—”
“Will you be attending the Walkers’ ball this evening?”
“In the circumstances, I had not intended to do so, no.” She was obviously puzzled by this sudden change of subject. 
“But you had accepted their invitation before this situation occurred?”
“Yes…”
“I too received an invitation but chose to ignore it. I have now decided I will attend after all. As your escort.”
“What?” Rachel gasped. “No,” she refused in a calmer voice.
Even if she did not feel calm. Her reputation would be in tatters if her letters were exposed to Society. It might not be ruined if she, as a respectable widow, openly attended a ball on the arm of the handsome and eligible Viscount Brooketon, but the gossip would be rife.
She gave a shake of her head. “What possible purpose would that serve?”
He shrugged broad shoulders. “You are refusing to tell me the name of your—this other gentleman. Therefore, the only course of action open to me is to publicly demonstrate to this man that you have friends ready and willing to help you. Powerful friends.”
Brooketon was indeed powerful. As much so as James in his own way. Admittedly, Brooketon did not work within the government, but he was powerful in the House nonetheless. As were his close friends, the Duke of Blackmoor, the Marquis of Oxbridge, and Lord Alexander Whitney. Fliss’s new husband, the Earl of Winterbourne, although Scottish by birth, also wielded great power, both in Scotland and England.
“This man also has powerful friends.” Very powerful friends, and as Rachel did not have the letters he had sent to her to use in her defense, he would surely be able to make the frequency and tenor of her own correspondence to him seem those of a needy and infatuated woman.
Why should anyone believe otherwise? Viscount Brooketon, until he had guessed at the physical abuse she had suffered, from her unguarded reaction to being touched, had been utterly convinced she was lying to him. The rest of Society would believe the same if she tried to defend herself with tales of James’s affair with this other man. Which she could not do, in any case, not without, as Brooketon had guessed, affecting William’s future.
She was caught in a spider’s web of her own making. No matter how desperate she felt, she now realized it would not do to involve someone else in that tangled web. 
“Indeed?” Lucien half smiled at this information. “I do not suppose you are going to tell me the names of those gentlemen either?” If his plan for this evening evolved as he hoped, Rachel would not need to tell him the name of her blackmailer or his powerful friends.
Lucien had well and truly seen beneath her veneer of flirtation now and felt sure he would be able to ascertain, from Rachel’s body language alone, exactly who this other man was. He did not believe she would be able to hide her aversion to this man if the two of them were to meet face-to-face this evening.
“I should not have come here,” she answered him predictably. “I will not trouble you further on this matter.”
“You intend to deal with this man yourself?”
“I believe I must.”
His mouth thinned. “I will arrive at Shaw House at eight o’clock to collect you in my carriage this evening. I advise you to allow me to help in this small way. It is the least I can do when you have refused any further assistance on my part.”
“No one is going to believe that you and I are…are friends,” she protested.
“Why not?” He appeared genuinely puzzled.
“Because you are you and I am me,” she said scornfully. “The arrogant and haughty Viscount Brooketon, and the flirtatious Lady Rachel Shaw.”
“Arrogant and haughty?” He quirked a deliberately arrogant brow.
“Very much so,” Rachel confirmed with exasperation.
“If that is the case, how could they ever doubt it if I say it is so? As you will not confide in me any further, I believe it is important your blackmailer believes we are friends,” he bit out impatiently as she still looked doubtful. “That you are now under my protection.”
“And how do you expect him to believe that when currently I cannot stand to have you—or any man—so much as touch me, unless it is during the formality of a dance?” She repressed a shudder.
“We have several hours before the ball to…deal with that problem.”
Rachel’s eyes widened in alarm. “How do you suggest we go about doing that?”
“It was not a suggestion,” Brooketon assured her firmly. “And it is the reason I proposed arriving at Shaw House at eight o’clock this evening. It will allow an hour or so before we leave for you to…grow accustomed to both me and my touch.”
Rachel swallowed, her heart beating loudly in her chest. “I do not see how?”
Lucien took two steps toward her, stopping before he came too close, as he saw the way in which her eyes had become almost black with apprehension. Respected member of the government or no, if Shaw had been alive today, then Lucien would have taken delight in confronting him with his ill treatment of his wife. As it was, Lucien now intended doing everything within his power to ensure the safety of both Rachel, her reputation, and her son’s future.
“We will deal with the details once I arrive at Shaw House,” he dismissed vaguely, having some ideas but reluctant to alarm her with them as yet. “Allow me to show you your friend Fliss’s trust in me to assist you, as much as you will let me, was not misplaced?” Lucien had every intention of seeing Rachel safely through this mess, now that he was fully aware of her situation. He detested bullies, and her vulnerability, and his newfound liking and respect for her, appealed to every protective instinct he possessed.
Her tension eased slightly. “I believe you to be an honorable man.”
“If a haughty one,” he said self-derisively.
“And arrogant,” she reminded dryly. “But you carry them both so well.” She attempted some of the teasing nature she showed to Society.
Lucien gave a genuine smile at her humor. “I do believe I am looking forward to this evening.” 
Strangely enough, so was Rachel.



Chapter 4
“Will you tell me the name of your blackmailer?”
“No.”
“Then we will try again.”
By “trying again,” Brooketon intended for the two of them to dance a waltz together in the confines of Rachel’s drawing room. A dance Rachel had chosen never to indulge in because of the close proximity of the two participants.
A dance that had so far proven impossible for the two of them, when Rachel shied away every time the viscount attempted to take her in his arms. She was so tense this evening at the thought of attending the Walker ball on the arm of Viscount Brooketon, of possibly seeing her blackmailer again, she could not even pretend it was otherwise.
As arranged, the viscount had arrived at Shaw House at precisely eight o’clock and been shown into the drawing room. Rachel had lingered upstairs in the nursery for several minutes after being informed of Brooketon’s arrival, to watch William as he slept.
She had loved her son from the moment he was born, and that love had only grown stronger and fiercer as the years passed. At four years of age, William Charles Shaw held the whole of her heart in his tiny hand. Rachel had done, and would continue to do, anything to ensure his happiness.
Including accepting Brooketon’s protection, even if she still refused, for his sake, to tell him the name of the man she needed protecting from? She had not thought of it before visiting Brooketon earlier today, but now fully appreciated, because of his forceful nature, telling him the name of her blackmailer could possibly put Brooketon in danger. She could not bear it if he confronted this other man on her behalf, and came to harm in the process. She doubted their mutual friends would forgive her either. 
But Brooketon’s protection, in the form of escorting her to a ball? Yes, that she could accept. 
Brooketon’s close proximity as the two of them danced a waltz together was another matter entirely.
Her aversion to physical intimacy was not the only reason Rachel shied away from having the viscount’s arm about her waist, her hand on his shoulder, her other hand firmly clasped in his.
This evening, Brooketon looked resplendently male in his perfectly tailored black evening clothes and snowy white linen, a diamond pin adorning his perfectly arranged neck cloth. His hair shone blue-black in the candlelight, his handsome face naturally austere.
And yet…
There was a warmth in those sapphire-blue eyes when he looked at her tonight. A softening of those stern features, even a slight smile curving his sculpted lips. And he smelled divine. Of citrus and spice and something else Rachel believed to be totally Lucien Brooke. Something which sent a tingling sensation down the length of her spine and caused her breath to catch and the bodice of her gown to feel unnaturally tight.
In awareness of this handsome and vibrant man?
Never having felt the least physical attraction to any man, Rachel had no idea if that was the case. She felt…strange. As if a part of her wished to have Brooketon’s arm about her and her hand held in his, while that other part of her, beaten and afraid, still shied away from the intimacy. 
“Did you know that Blackmoor once danced with Lady Thea in this same way?”
That tingle down Rachel’s spine turned to a shiver at the deepened intimacy of Brooketon’s tone. “I am sure Thea and Blackmoor will have danced together many times,” she dismissed.
“No, I mean they danced together in private like this before they were married. In the empty ballroom at Latham House.”
As it happened, Rachel did know. She also knew, from talking with Thea, how intimate that dance had become. “Blackmoor told you this?”
“Not exactly,” Brooketon drawled. “But his temper the following day was such that we—several of his close friends—were able to guess what had happened. Or rather, not happened.”
Rachel’s gaze was quizzical. “Not happened?”
“It is not important.”
“But— Oh.” She grimaced. “I may have no personal knowledge of physical pleasure, my lord, but neither am I unaware of its existence in the marriages of my friends. Thea is very lucky in her husband, as is Sally, and now Fliss.” She smiled sadly. “I have no doubt the duke’s temper that day was because he and Thea had not…consummated their attraction for each other.”
Lucien could not help but hear how formally she spoke of the attraction she had never experienced. As he was aware of how carefully he must proceed with this particular woman. Of the fine line between helping to take down Rachel’s barriers in regard to being touched and causing her to recoil if he went too far, too fast.
The longer he was alone in her company, the more he wanted to touch her.
Having been allowed to see behind her mask, Lucien could no longer dismiss Rachel as that tease and social butterfly. And she looked so very beautiful this evening. Her golden tresses were secured at her crown with two diamond pins, with several enticing tendrils at her temples and nape. Her silk gown was the color of the leaves of a copper beech in autumn and perfectly complemented her delicate ivory skin. Its fashionable style revealed the soft swell of her breasts and shoulders, and the slender elegance of her arms above elbow-length cream lace gloves.
Patience had never been one of Lucien’s virtues, and Rachel’s appearance this evening, along with his new knowledge of her true nature, had raised his physical awareness of her to an almost unbearable degree.
So much so that if they ever succeeded in dancing the waltz together, Lucien had no doubt she would be made aware of his current—and totally inappropriate—state of arousal.
He straightened abruptly. “Perhaps you will feel differently about us dancing together once we are at the Walkers’ ball.”
She looked at him curiously. “You are admitting defeat in our current endeavor?”
Lucien never admitted defeat. Over anything. Nor would he do so where his newly discovered attraction to Rachel was concerned.
His physical relationships with women, usually mature and experienced women, were never of more than a few weeks duration, and none of them anything more than the satisfying of a physical itch. For either party. Lucien knew he must marry one day, but for now he had no interest in establishing a long-term relationship. At seven and thirty, there was still plenty of time for him to produce the grandson his father, the Earl of Stonewall, so often hinted at.
As it happened, Lucien was not currently in one of those relationships, and he had now realized how much he wanted Rachel. Nothing and no one—not even Rachel herself—would make him back down from fulfilling that desire. He fully intended to be the man to introduce this beautiful woman to how enjoyable lovemaking could be with the right man.
Where Rachel was concerned, he fully intended to be that man.
 
“Did I not tell you our being here together would cause gossip?” Rachel could not resist teasing the scowl darkening Brooketon’s brow. Or the way he looked down his haughty nose at any of the ton who dared to glance their way as the two of them stood together in the Walkers’ ballroom.
“Having an ‘I told you so’ attitude is not an attractive trait,” he answered distractedly as his sharp gaze moved analytically about the room.
Rachel burst out laughing, which caused even more heads to turn in their direction. Viscount Brooketon was more generally known for his air of disdain than inducing laughter in those around him.
“They should all attend to their own business,” he added scathingly.
“For most of these women, gossip is all they have to amuse them.” Rachel sighed. “Do you have any idea how tedious the days can be for a woman, with nothing to occupy her time but approving the following day’s menu, her embroidery, or reading?”
“Which is why, no doubt, so many of them take a lover?”
“No doubt,” Rachel confirmed stiffly.
“I was not referring to you.” Lucien deliberately placed his hand on her forearm, feeling her tension as she tried to move away. That tension slowly eased when he refused to withdraw his hand. The sooner Rachel came to accept his touch, the better. “Are your own days spent so dully?”
“No.” She smiled. “I enjoy spending much of my time in the nursery with William,” she explained.
Lucien could probably count on one hand the number of days his own mother had spent with him when he was a child, in or out of the nursery. Rachel obviously adored her son and enjoyed spending time with him.
He really had misjudged her to date, and badly. “Is he here?”
“Is who— Oh. No.” Her lashes lowered, hiding the expression in her eyes.
“Do you think he will be?”
“I have no idea. What on earth—”
“They are playing a waltz.” He had recognized with satisfaction as the musicians began playing another set, giving Rachel no time to protest as he swept her into his arms and onto the dance floor. He was careful not to allow his hand to touch the bareness of her flesh revealed by the low neckline at the back of the gown.
But he could feel her tension against his arm firmly about her waist and his hand resting low down on her spine, and the way her fingers gripped his own so tightly.
“Try to relax into the music,” he encouraged softly.
How could Rachel possibly relax when Brooketon was holding her so tightly and so close, twirling her so expertly about the ballroom that he had quite put their previous conversation from her mind. Which had perhaps been his intention.
“Breathe,” he added ruefully.
Oh dear God, how could Lucien’s proximity have caused her to forget something as natural as breathing?
“It would not do to have you swoon in my arms,” he added teasingly. “Think how the gossips would love that.”
Rachel was finding it hard to think at all with Brooketon so overwhelmingly close. Closer than anyone had been to her, apart from William, for many years.
There was no threat in his proximity, she realized as she slowly began to relax and enjoy the dance. At least not in the brutish manner she so dreaded and feared.
Brooketon’s danger was of a completely different kind, as she once again became aware of the heat of his body and the smell of his cologne. The steady strength of his hand against her spine. The firm and yet unthreatening grip of her hand in his.
Warmth entered her cheeks as her body began to respond to his closeness, like the closed petals of a flower unfurling. That tight feeling in her breasts had returned. In arousal? The nipples certainly felt full and sensitive against her chemise. There was also an unaccustomed heat between her thighs. A dampness, which soaked uncomfortably into her drawers. Rachel could feel a throbbing down there too, one that sent tingles of pleasure pulsing through the whole of her body and increased that ache in her breasts.
“Brooketon?” She voiced her uncertainty of these unfamiliar feelings.
“Lucien,” he encouraged, totally aware of Rachel’s response to him. He could smell the sweet and seductive perfume of her arousal.
As he could feel the way his own body was responding in kind. Dear God, if the two of them did not shortly remove themselves from this crowded ballroom, he feared he was in danger of leaving a damp patch on the front of his pantaloons.
Lucien could not remember the last time he had responded this fiercely to any woman. Perhaps during his years at university, when he was young and inexperienced, but certainly not for the past fifteen years or so. The desire he felt for Rachel had him so primed, he was ready to explode.
“I think we should take a stroll in the gallery, away from the noise and heat.” Lucien had no intention of waiting for her to answer him, but instead took a light hold of her arm to guide her through the crush of people and out into the longer picture gallery at the back of the ballroom. It was still early in the evening, so no other couples had yet taken advantage of this privacy, but candles already flickered along its length to light their way.
Rachel turned to him with wide and bewildered eyes, her face flushed, her skin appearing translucent against the burnished color of her gown. “What is happening to me?”
“Desire— Do not be frightened by it, Rachel.” He lightly captured her chin as she would have turned away. “I desire you as deeply.”
She blinked up at him. “You do…?”
Lucien knew his casual cynicism in regard to most women would not do with this one, not after the manner in which Rachel had suffered during her marriage. With her, he must be totally honest as to what he was feeling. Not an easy thing for a man who had always kept his own emotions guarded.
This was all uncharted territory for Lucien. Rachel might have been married, have a child, but in every way that mattered, she was as skittish and inexperienced as a virgin.
“I do,” he confirmed evenly. “Would you like to feel how much I desire you?”
She looked slightly panicked at the suggestion, and yet at the same time, Lucien could see a hesitant curiosity in the darkness of her gaze. “How would I do that?”
“In whatever way you wish.” Lucien put his hands out to the sides. “Put your hand over my heart and feel how it is racing. Yes, exactly like that,” he praised as she slowly raised one gloved hand before placing it against his waistcoat exactly where his heart was. “Do you feel how it pounds, so fast and hard?”
“Yes…” She looked at him shyly.
Lucien drew in a deep breath. “The blood is flowing through my cock as fast and making it hard— Do not take your hand away,” he groaned, placing his own hand over hers as she would have done exactly that. “Rachel, I promise you here and now, I will never—never, do you understand?—do anything that distresses or frightens you.”
She chewed her top lip for several seconds but made no further move to remove her hand from his chest. “J-James could only—only become aroused by first hitting me.”
“Your husband was a bastard who should never have married any woman,” Lucien dismissed coldly. “Nor is that the way with most gentlemen. Rachel, I only have to look at you to grow hard,” he said, his voice gentle.
She blinked. “And yet in the past, and again earlier today, I have only ever sensed your disapproval of me.”
“Because previously I was an arrogant fool who did not take the time to know you,” he admitted.
“And do you know me now?”
“Not as well as I should like to. As well as I am going to, if you will let me,” he added softly.
This was all happening too fast for Rachel. The first unfurling of her arousal. Having a man as handsome and aristocratic as Brooketon admit to desiring her. To having him invite her to put her hands on his body and feel that desire. 
She had no idea whether or not she could trust her own newly discovered feelings, of what she believed must be arousal, let alone his.
I came to the ball with him, for everyone to see.
I am touching him now in a way I have never willingly touched any other man.
I danced a waltz with him.
Yes, I did all of those things, but do I trust him?



Chapter 5
Rachel knew there was an integrity to Lucien, an honesty that said he would never try to deceive or force her into doing something she did not want to do. If she said no to him now, she had no doubt he would accept her refusal. And he would not punish her for doing so either.
“You will go slowly?” she said uncertainly.
“As slowly as you wish.” Brooketon held her gaze as he lightly took hold of her hand resting on his chest before inching it downward. Over the tautness of his stomach, the strength of his hips, to the visible bulge in his pantaloons.
Rachel gasped as she felt the length and thickness of his flesh, so warm and vibrant beneath her palm. She had never touched James so intimately, but she was sure his member had not been so large or so long as this one. Surely it was too large and too long to ever fit inside—
What was she thinking? The only reason she had gone to the viscount was to ask for his assistance in having her letters returned to her. Something she had told him she no longer wished him to do.
And yet I allowed him to bring me to the Walkers’ ball tonight, after having already told him I would not accept his assistance.
Admittedly, the viscount had not given her any choice in the matter, but she had not tried very hard to refuse him either.
The truth was, the elusive Lucien Brooke intrigued her. From the top of his fashionably styled dark hair to the tips of his highly polished boots.
Perhaps he always had? Maybe that intrigue was also part of the reason Rachel had been willing to take Fliss’s advice and go to Lucien for help.
Rachel drew in a sharp breath as the hard length of his cock moved beneath her hand.
“It likes to be touched,” Lucien assured her. “I should like to be touched. By you. Flesh on flesh.”
Flesh on flesh?
Her ungloved hand against his bare cock?
Rachel’s startled gaze moved back to Lucien’s face, noting his slightly parted lips, the flush high on his cheeks, and the sapphire glitter of his eyes. Because Lucien was aroused? Because she aroused him? Because he wanted the bareness of her hand on his equally naked cock?
Could she do that?
Dare she do that?
And if she did, what would Lucien ask of her next?
Lucien knew the exact moment Rachel began to panic, could see the emotion in the widening of her eyes, the returning tension of her body, and the way her breathing became quick and shallow.
He removed her hand from his cock and tucked her fingers neatly into the crook of his arm. “I believe it is time we returned to the ballroom and finished our dance. I am sure, like me, you have seen more than enough of the Walker ancestors.” He glanced up at the portraits adorning the back wall of the gallery. “Ugly-looking lot, were they not? Do you think Fowler is aware of his future bride’s ancestors? Or perhaps they are keeping them hidden from him until after the wedding next month?”
“Lucy Walker is a darling girl.”
“And she could eventually become as unpleasant looking as her great-great-grandmother,” Lucien reasoned.
She chuckled. “You, sir, have a wicked sense of humor I would never have guessed at until this evening.”
“It is not a laughing matter. All those hairy warts!” He gave a deliberate and exaggerated shudder. The whole of this latter part of their conversation had been a means of reducing Rachel’s tension. Of allowing her to once again relax in his company.
Little by little, he accepted, it was the only way to gain Rachel’s trust. 
She was laughing at their conversation as they entered the ballroom. Not that false flirtatious laugh Lucien had heard her give on numerous other social occasions, but a genuine chuckle of amusement Lucien believed he could quickly become accustomed to hearing.
Making him doubly aware of the exact moment her breath caught in her throat and her tension returned as he once again twirled her about the ballroom in the last waltz of the set.
Lucien gave no indication he had noticed her tension, but she had grown unsettled, perhaps more noticeably so to him because she had previously been relaxed in his arms.
It was not difficult for him to see where her startled gaze was now directed. 
Five men stood across the room, including two government ministers. Those “powerful friends” Rachel had referred to earlier? The three remaining gentlemen were an earl, a lord, and a baronet. He ruled out the earl as being too old; Rachel had referred to the man as being young earlier, and the earl was aged in his sixties. Which left either Lord Philip Graham or Sir Nigel Stanforth.
“Would you care to go into the other room for refreshment?” Lucien suggested lightly as the dance came to an end.
“I would prefer to leave altogether. If that is agreeable to you?” she added as one who was accustomed to being under the rule of a man’s wants and needs rather than her own. With an emphasis on the rule.
A state of mind, in regard to himself, Lucien intended dispelling immediately. “I am yours to command, Rachel.”
That startled gaze was now directed at him. “Is that not rather a sweeping statement to make?” She tried to make light of it, but the anxiety remained in those beautiful dark eyes.
“Not at all,” Lucien assured her huskily as he once again tucked her hand into the crook of his arm and led her from the dance floor. At the same time, he kept half an eye on those five gentlemen across the room. If one of them paid particular attention to the two of them, he intended being aware of it. “Command me to do something, and I will do it.”
“Why would you?”
Lucien came to a halt as they stepped out into the less crowded hallway, turning to face her before taking both her hands in his own. “Because I have decided I wish to become your lover.”
“No!” She attempted to pull away.
“Yes.” Lucien’s fingers tightened about hers, refusing to release her as his unguarded gaze remained steady on hers.
“How can you be so cruel as to use what I have told you in order to mock me?” Tears glistened in her eyes and on her lashes. “How could you!” This time, she succeeded in wrenching her fingers out of his grasp, to turn quickly on her heel and almost run to the safety of the ladies’ retiring room.
Somewhere she no doubt thought Lucien could not, would not, follow her.
“You cannot come in here!” Rachel gasped as, having barely closed the door behind her, it was pushed open again and Lucien Brooke followed her into the ladies’ retiring room. A room already occupied by two now stunned young ladies, one of the Walkers’ maids attending them.
Lucien raised an arrogant brow at them and held the door open, as indication he wished them to leave. Something they immediately did. Rachel remembered the young ladies had attended their coming-out only this past Season, but even so, they obviously knew enough of the power and arrogance of Viscount Brooketon to do as he silently bade them. The maid did likewise.
“Do not allow anyone else to come in here,” he instructed as he closed the door behind the maid. 
Rachel was breathing hard in her agitation. “What do you think you are doing?” she demanded, completely unnerved by the fact they were now alone in the eerie silence of the room. It was difficult to imagine there were several hundred people crowded into the ballroom down the hallway.
He shrugged. “This room was your choice.”
“You should not have followed me in here.”
“I will follow you wherever I please,” he announced with his usual arrogance.
“Those two young ladies will no doubt inform all who will listen that Viscount Brooketon and Lady Rachel Shaw are alone together in the ladies’ retiring room. The Walkers’ maid, once she is free to do so, will also inform all the household staff as well as her mistress.”
“Let them.”
“Lucien—”
“Rachel.” He stepped farther into the room. “I was not mocking you earlier. I meant exactly what I said. I am at your command. So command me, Rachel,” he invited softly.
She could feel a pulse beating erratically in her throat. “And if my command is for you to allow me to leave?”
“Then I will do it.” He nodded. “But are you sure that is really what you wish for?”
Rachel was no long sure of anything where this man was concerned. She had been nervous and fearful of the viscount when she’d visited his home earlier today. Somewhat shy with him when they were attempting—and failing—to dance the waltz together within her home.
But, if she was truthful with herself, after her initial resistance, she had very much enjoyed dancing the waltz with him this evening. He was a man of natural grace and elegance. 
She had enjoyed their time alone together in the Walkers’ gallery even more.
Once she got over the shock, she had even enjoyed touching Lucien so intimately.
Command him, he now invited.
She swallowed before speaking. “I cannot.”
Lucien now stood so close to her, she could feel the warmth of his breath against her cheek. “Command me, sweet Rachel,” he invited again.
Rachel was finding it difficult to breathe, and her heart was pounding so loudly, Lucien must surely be able to hear it too. Because she wanted to command this arrogant and powerful man. To feel in control. Not of him, but of the situation. In a way she had never been during her marriage to James.
“I should very much like to kiss you,” Brooketon prompted helpfully.
James had never troubled himself with kisses. In fact, she had never been kissed by any man—
Then, perhaps, at the age of five and twenty and with a child in the nursery, it was past time she was?
And by a man such as Brooketon. Self-confident. Handsome. Experienced in the ways of women.
There was little gossip in Society about Brooketon’s personal life—who would dare to discuss such an arrogantly powerful man, even in the privacy of their drawing rooms? But the little Rachel had heard indicated he took the occasional mistress. Discreet and quietly conducted affairs with widowed ladies of his own age who had no expectations of remarrying.
As Rachel did not.
Some of the tension eased from her at the realization she and Brooketon were both adults, with no hidden agenda and no expectations.
Only desire.
Rachel could no longer deny the way her heart pounded whenever she was in Lucien’s company. Or that unfamiliar tingling in her breasts at the thought of having those sculpted lips pressed against her own, and the unfamiliar dampening and blossoming between her thighs. 
Indeed, she could not seem to help staring at those gloriously sculpted lips.
“Yes?” It took every ounce of self-control Lucien possessed to keep his voice from sounding forceful or demanding as Rachel took an age, it seemed to him, to decide whether or not she would so much as allow him to kiss her.
She looked at him beneath lowered lashes. “Yes.”
Lucien had not realized how tensely he waited, until his breath left him in a relieved sigh at hearing Rachel’s answer.
“But you will stop if I command it?” She made no effort to hide her lingering feelings of unease.
But at least it was now only unease rather than outright panic. That bastard Shaw’s brutality had damaged this lady so much, Lucien wanted to hit someone. Or something, as that gentleman was no longer alive to receive his anger.
An emotion he pushed firmly to one side as he saw the way Rachel looked at him with shy expectation. One day, he promised himself, Rachel would lie naked in his arms after they had made love, and the two of them would be completely and unreservedly satiated after those hours of lovemaking.
Until that day, he would temper his impatience and accept each part of Rachel as she was willing to give it.
Rachel forced herself to stand unmoving as Lucien lifted his hands to cradle her cheeks. He raised her face to his before he lowered his head toward hers. Her lips parted as if by instinct to accept the soft pressure of his.
She closed her eyes as a thrill shot through her unlike anything she had ever experienced before. Warmth. Pleasure. So much pleasure, as their breaths mingled, the firm heat of Lucien’s lips continuing to sip at and taste hers.
That tingling returned to her breasts, except it was now accompanied by an ache. The dampness increased between her thighs, and the lips there felt plumper.
A thrill shot through her body as Lucien’s tongue stroked the softness of her lips, causing a tingling excitement. An excitement that rose higher still as that tongue parted her lips wider before entering her mouth slowly, and then claiming, possessing her totally.
That silken tongue slid alongside her own, stroking, igniting nerves with each slow caress. Rachel was clinging to the width of his shoulders by the time his lips left hers to trail hotly to her earlobe. His marauding tongue was a sensuous rasp against that sensitive skin before moving lower to her bared throat and the dips and hollows at its base. All while still only holding her with those gentle hands cradled about her cheeks.
Nevertheless, Rachel sensed the control he was exerting, the turmoil of his emotions, and the raw need churning beneath the surface of that iron will.
Emotions she also now recognized inside herself.
She wanted more of the pleasure this man was giving her. More of his power and self-assurance. More of Lucien.
All the barriers she had erected to protect herself came crashing down in that moment, until all Rachel could feel was Lucien’s lips against her skin and the wildness of the emotions surging through her own body. Everything she had once been, that younger woman so full of expectations, returned at that moment. It wiped away the disillusionment and years of pain, until all she craved was the pleasure Lucien said he wished to give her.
“More,” she pleaded, overwhelmed with that need. The wanting. God, how desperately she wanted!
“Rachel…?”
She opened her eyes to gaze up at Lucien, her breaths coming more quickly as she saw the raw desire in his eyes.
“Will you leave with me now?” he pressed. “Come home with me and allow me to pleasure you in private and at our ease?”
She blinked. “Come home with you…?”
“Unless you would prefer we go to your own home?”
Would she? Did she wish for the two of them to go to Shaw House, the home she had once shared with James? “No,” she answered firmly.
“Wait here.” Lucien’s hands were gentle on the tops of her arms. He squeezed them lightly before crossing the room to open the door. “Lady Shaw wishes to leave now, if you will find her cloak.” The maid he had instructed to guard the door slipped quietly back into the room. “Order my carriage to be brought round immediately,” he instructed someone else standing out in the hallway before stepping back into the room and once again closing the door.
Rachel fought to keep her panic from rising as the maid assisted her with her cloak. She felt unable to look at Lucien as he remained standing across the room, sure that if she did so, she would change her mind and refuse to go with him.
Her lack of experience in these matters made her unsure of what would happen once they reached Lucien’s home, but she wanted it anyway.
She wanted Lucien.



Chapter 6
“I will be only a matter of minutes making our excuses to the Walkers,” Lucien assured her once they were in the entrance hall. “You will need to put up the hood of your cloak. It’s raining outside.”
Rachel watched him stride off in the direction of the ballroom before she turned to look out one of the windows at the falling rain, feeling inwardly warmed by his caring as she arranged the hood of her cloak over her hair.
Even so, she had no idea if she was doing the right thing in going home with Lucien. Could she do this? What if her panic returned? Would Lucien—
“My, my. Viscount Brooketon. You are aiming high,” a familiar voice taunted from close behind her, at the same time as she was enveloped in that equally recognizable—and unpleasant—cologne. “No, do not turn around.” His voice hardened in warning. “Whatever happiness you might think you have found with Brooketon, know this: it will last only for as long as I allow it to do so.”
“Why are you doing this?” Rachel trembled inside the warmth of her cloak. “I have done nothing to you except endure the torment and brutality of your lover for years.”
“And now he is dead, and you are very much alive.”
“James has been dead for over a year—”
“And you have been playing the merry widow. Dancing on his grave,” he added harshly.
She gasped. “That is untrue. I duly kept to my expected year of mourning, only ventured back into Society— Oh.” She realized now that this man had started to pursue her almost as soon as she returned to Society. Because he had been waiting for that day? Like that spider weaving his web?
“When. How. What. If,” he dismissed with scorn. “Since your return, you have indulged in a dalliance with me, and now it seems you have set your sights on Brooketon. You are a slut and a whore, madam. James called you that, you know. His little whore. And sluts and whores need to be punished for their sins.”
“I have committed no sin!” It hurt, God, how it hurt, to learn that James had spoken of her in so derogatory a way to his lover. Laughed at her naïveté and inexperience, no doubt. 
“You are guilty of emotional, if not physical, infidelity with me. By taking someone as rich and powerful as Brooketon for your lover, you are guilty of avarice as well as adultery.”
“I cannot be an adulterer when I am no longer married.”
“You besmirch James’s memory with your sluttish behavior.” 
Rachel felt the prick of tears in her eyes at having that disgusting name leveled at her. Could this man be insane? Had she been saved from one tormentor only to find her every move plagued by another? With this one set on revenge for something she’d had no control over?
She had looked up to and respected James before their marriage, if not after it. Now her husband’s lover dared to call her disgusting names and issue threats? It was unfair—
“Are you ready to leave?” Brooketon prompted. 
Rachel spun round to look about the entrance hall for her tormentor. But there was only Brooketon and herself here, and the stoic-faced butler waiting to open the door for their departure.
She had not imagined that conversation. Or the names he had called her. And the unspecified threat in his words.
“Rachel?”
She focused on Lucien, his expression quizzical, those piercing blue eyes seeming to see into her very soul. What did he see there, she wondered? That slut and whore she had just been called? Or something else?
“Did something happen while I was gone?” Lucien frowned at how pale Rachel’s face had become in his absence. 
 “No… I… Perhaps I should return to my own home, after all.”
Lucien studied her searchingly, aware she had avoided answering his question. She appeared agitated, and her gaze refused to meet his own. He glanced across at the Walkers’ butler, the elderly gentleman giving a barely perceptible nod of his head. In confirmation that someone had spoken to Rachel in Lucien’s absence?
“We will discuss it further in my carriage.” He took a firm hold of her elbow as he walked her toward the door. “I expect to hear from you in the morning,” he addressed the butler quietly, so that Rachel did not hear, sure the other man would be able to shed some light on what had happened during Lucien’s absence to have brought about this change of heart in Rachel.
“Certainly, my lord.” The elderly man gave a respectful bow as he opened the door.
A frown marred Lucien’s brow minutes later as he gazed across at Rachel from the opposite side of his carriage. He wished now that he had sat beside her, would have liked to take her in his arms and try to dispel some of that air of despair that now seemed to surround her almost as closely as the cloak she had wrapped around her so defensively.
“I will instruct my driver to go directly to your home.” There was no need for further discussion on the subject, he realized.
She avoided meeting his eyes in the soft glow of the lantern lit inside the carriage. “You must think me a coward.”
“I think you are a very brave lady who has survived brutality from a quarter she should have least expected to find it.”
She straightened as if stung. “I do not want your pity!”
 “Perhaps that is as well, because you do not have it,” he stated. “Respect? Yes. Admiration? Also yes. Pity is for people who have lost someone dear to them. Or if circumstances have rendered them incapable of taking care of themselves or their family. You are neither of those things. Instead, you are a strong and capable woman who has risen above the adversity life dealt her. You have managed your own household for this past year, and in doing so have provided a happier life and a loving home for both yourself and your son. I see nothing there to pity.”
He made her sound almost heroic, Rachel acknowledged ruefully, when she knew she was far from it. Yes, she had done those things Lucien spoke of, but there had been no real choice in regard to managing things for herself since James’s death. The alternative had been to agree to allow her father to guide her during her widowhood, as he had offered to do. Rachel had gently refused the offer. Knowing herself finally free of James’s tyranny, she had balked at the idea of again placing herself under the rule of any man, even a gentle soul like her father.
Her chin rose. “I will never give any man say over any part of my life.”
“I should not dream of attempting to do such a thing. I like you exactly as you are.”
He did like her, Rachel realized as she saw that emotion in the warmth of his gaze. So steady and sure. A man who knew who he was and what he was. And what he wanted.
He wanted her.
Rachel had absolutely no doubt about that as she met his unwavering blue gaze. “I like you too,” she acknowledged shyly.
“I had begun to suspect that might be the case,” he said with satisfaction.
Rachel allowed the bubble of laughter rising inside her to break free, relieved to let some of her tension go. “I truly had no idea of your dry sense of humor until today. You have always seemed so…aloof. Disapproving of all about you.”
“Perhaps that is because I am. Not disapproving exactly, but certainly jaded, even cynical.” He grimaced. “I am aged seven and thirty and have seen far too much of life, and the people in it, to suffer fools gladly.”
Rachel now saw him as being decisive, a man of action rather than inaction. But only if that action suited him and his own plans. She could see nothing wrong in that. He did not set out to hurt or trample over other people’s feelings, but he was not averse to doing so if he considered it the correct thing to do.
She liked him very much.
Enough to continue with their plan to return to his home rather than her own so that he might show her what pleasure truly was?
She drew in a deep breath. “I will come home with you after all.”
He nodded. “It is a woman’s prerogative to change her mind.” There was not the least expression of triumph in Brooketon’s demeanor.
For which Rachel was truly grateful. That brief conversation with her blackmailer earlier in the Walkers’ entrance hall had unnerved her, but she could not allow a man such as that to continue to frighten and terrorize her. If she did so, then he had won. James had won.
What of those damning letters?
What of them? No matter what threats her tormentor issued, he would ultimately do exactly as he wished, with no regard for her or her behavior. As such, she might as well enjoy Brooketon’s company while she could.
 
“Would you care for a brandy?” Lucien offered once they were settled in the sanctuary of his study. Rachel had removed her cloak but was by no means relaxed as she perched on the edge of the chaise as if ready for flight.
Lucien had brought her to the least formal room in the house, comprising of a large desk and chair, several bookshelves, a comfortable chaise, and a deep red Aubusson carpet. The stained glass windows shed a rainbow of light over the room during the day, but for now, he had instructed the fire be lit in the hearth. The flames were already warm and cheerful.
Nevertheless, he could sense whoever had spoken to her in the entrance hall of the Walkers’ home during his absence, whatever had been said to her, had shaken her badly.
But she had come home with him anyway. Because that was who and what she now was: a woman who refused to be cowed again. By anyone.
Lucien’s admiration for her grew.
“I believe we are both in need of a brandy.” He moved to pour a generous amount into two of the crystal cut glasses before sitting beside her on the chaise. His thighs did not quite touch hers as he turned toward her to give her the glass.
“Thank you.” She took the glass as if it were a lifeline, cradling it in her hands.
Lucien noted with satisfaction that she had not tried to avoid his touch this time as she had on the last occasion. “It cannot warm you if you do not drink it,” he encouraged.
Rachel raised the glass to her lips and took a large swallow, only to then splutter and choke as the strong alcohol hit the back of her throat, taking her breath away. Lucien patted her on the back, her eyes watering by the time the coughing stopped.
She offered no word of protest when Lucien removed the glass and placed it on the side table beside his own. Dutch courage was all well and good, but not if it resulted in adding to that impression of a lack of sophistication on her part. Even if that was the case.
“Now where were we?” Lucien moved closer, his muscled thigh pressing against her own.
Rachel sat rigid and unmoving as he raised his hand, fingers lifting the curls at her temple, before there was the feel of exploratory lips and the warmth of Lucien’s breath against her skin. 
She closed her eyes, hands clenched tightly together in her lap as those firm lips left a trail of fire across her cheek, her earlobe, and down her throat.
Some of that tension melted away, and pleasure once again took its place as Lucien’s lips and teeth kissed and nibbled their way along her bared shoulder.
“This needs to come down.” Lucien removed the two diamond pins from her hair, allowing her golden tresses to cascade onto her shoulders and back. “You have the most glorious hair.” He gathered those curls up in his hands before burying his face in that silkiness to breathe in deeply. Rachel’s hair smelled of an intoxicating mix of lemon and flowers. “Your skin is like satin.” He touched the temptation of the bareness of her flesh revealed by the dip of the neckline at the back of her gown. “Lie down for me,” he encouraged. “On your front.” He turned her so that her back was toward him as she leaned up on her elbows.
Rachel began to tremble as Lucien brushed her hair to one side, before she felt the soft caress of his lips and tongue against her nape. “That feels… I had no idea.” She groaned, spine arching in pleasure, her nipples feeling hard as pebbles as they pressed against the bodice of her gown. That pleasure increased as Lucien’s lips moved lower still, tracing the curve of her back, and causing her to moan softly.
He must have unfastened the four tiny pearl buttons securing the gown, as he pushed the material aside and his lips moved lower still.
Rachel gasped as those lips plundered the indentations at the base of her spine, dangerously close to the cheeks of her bottom. Her protest died on her lips, her breath caught in her throat when Lucien’s hands moved forward beneath her gown to cup beneath her breasts.
She raised herself higher on her elbows to allow him easier access. Hot pleasure coursed through her. That feeling intensified, gathering and dampening between her thighs, when his fingers lightly stroked across the turgid nipples and the heat of his lips continued to explore the length of her spine.
It felt…wonderful. Thrilling. Exciting. Pleasure such as she had never known or imagined.
The heat deepened when Lucien captured and rolled her nipples between his fingers and thumbs. “Oh God, yes…” Her cry was completely involuntary as she pushed her breasts against those arousing digits. “Oh please, Lucien!” she groaned.
Lucien had not expected Rachel to be as responsive as this quite so quickly. He squeezed and pinched her nipples harder, relishing the way her body undulated beneath him. “More?” he pressed gruffly.
“Please…” Her head fell forward onto the arm of the chaise.
Lucien’s already aroused cock became even harder at the sound of Rachel’s breathy groans and whimpers. He continued to squeeze and pluck her engorged nipples. The heady perfume of her arousal encouraged him to pull on those nipples, elongating them to a degree that was almost, but not quite, painful. Rachel had known enough pain in her life already. 
Those groans grew deeper and longer, her arousal now invading Lucien’s senses, those throaty groans, the sight of her creamy flesh and how silky it was to his touch, the insidious aroma of her arousal.
That only left taste.
She made a sound of protest as Lucien’s hands released her breasts to turn her over onto her back. Her hair was a silken tangle about the bareness of her shoulders, eyes feverish as she gazed up at him, her cheeks flushed, lips slightly parted.
Her unfastened gown had slipped down at the front, and her breasts were now completely bared to the hunger of Lucien’s gaze and mouth. Perfectly formed breasts, pushed up by her corset, and tipped by surprisingly dark rose nipples that pouted up at him temptingly.
Lucien had no intention of resisting that appeal, groaning his satisfaction as his head swooped and he captured one of those pouting nipples in his mouth to suckle, gently at first and then greedily as her back curved into the caress. She tasted of silk and honey, deliciously so, and Lucien drank his fill, his tongue laving both those turgid berries in turn as he suckled her deeper into the heat of his mouth.
Lucien continued to gorge himself while he slid the skirt of her gown up her calf, past her knees, and then above her thighs. Her gasp was only half in protest when Lucien sat up to unfasten and then ease her drawers down her thighs.
“I very much want to kiss you here.” His fingers trailed lightly over the softness of the damp blonde curls revealed between her thighs. “And taste you here.” Those fingers trailed lightly down her cleft, lingering to stroke against the slickness coating the plumpness of her nether lips. “Will you allow it?” They had already gone further this evening than Lucien had believed possible.
The tension in the room built to an almost unbearable degree as he waited for her answer.



Chapter 7
Rachel was almost mindless with arousal. So sensitive everywhere Lucien touched and stroked. Each caress of those long fingers caused the juices to flow between her thighs and the pulsing heat of her core to rise to an almost unbearable intensity.
Could she allow more?
How could she not when she recognized an answering need in the darkness of Lucien’s devouring gaze.
She moistened her lips before speaking. “Will it ease the ache I feel?”
“Oh yes,” Lucien assured her. “I will not stop kissing you until it does.” He did not make the promise lightly, fully intended to lick and suck and penetrate her with his tongue and fingers until he had given this woman every measure of the pleasure she had never known.
“And your own…ache?” Those dark brown eyes, so at odds with her fair coloring, suddenly seemed huge as she glanced down apprehensively at the telling bulge at the front of his pantaloons.
He caressed several strands of her loosened hair away from her flushed cheek. “Tonight we are intent only on your pleasure.”
“That seems somewhat…selfish.”
Lucien found himself unable to look away from the pink tip of her tongue as it ran lightly across her bottom lip a second time. In anticipation of tasting him? No, he could not make such an assumption of a woman who had so far known pain rather than pleasure in lovemaking.
Her pleasure was his only goal this evening.
“This is a night for you to be selfish, pet,” he encouraged, then lowered his head to draw one of her nipples into his mouth. He suckled even as he raised his head so he could observe her response to that caress. The black of her pupils almost obliterated the brown, the flush having deepened in her cheeks, and her lips were parted as she breathed raggedly.
She had never looked more beautiful.
Lucien continued to suckle her nipples alternately as he drew the gown from her arms before sliding it down and then discarding it completely. He lifted his head to admire her now clothed only in a tight white corset that pushed her breasts up even higher, her unfastened drawers, and stockings held up by white garters adorned with pink rosebuds.
Beautifully wanton.
His engorged and rigid cock gave a painful throb, and he could feel the juices escaping the slit at its tip. He chose to ignore these indications of his own state of arousal to instead hold Rachel’s gaze with his as he eased her drawers farther down before discarding them to the carpeted floor.
“Part your legs for me, pet,” he encouraged, then moved down to the bottom of the chaise.
“Part…? I am not sure…” She looked alarmed at his suggestion.
Lucien gave her a reassuring smile. “I wish to see you here,” he reminded, his fingers running lightly over her curls and into the heat of her cleft. “To kiss your pussy and taste your juices.”
Her cheeks flamed with color at his use of language. “I… Do… Is that quite proper?”
He chuckled throatily. “It is distinctly improper. But I should like to do it anyway.” He eyed her quizzically. “Have I done anything so far you do not like?”
Rachel liked it all too much, that was the problem. What if she became addicted to Lucien’s lovemaking? What if James, in spite of the fact she had never enjoyed a single one of their intimate encounters, had seen something in her, and she really was that slut and whore—
“What are you thinking about?” Lucien demanded sternly.
She shook her head. “I… Someone said I was… They accused me of being a slut and a whore—”
“You are neither of those things!” Lucien assured her firmly. He moved up the chaise to sit beside her and cup her cheeks in his hands as he lifted her face up to his. “Whoever said those things only did so to hurt you. You are a beautiful and vibrant woman who has too long been denied the pleasure of your own body.”
“But what if I come to like this—these things—too much?” 
“There is no such thing. Have no fear, Rachel, I will very much enjoy ensuring every one of your desires is met.”
“But—”
“When we are together like this, you will not think of anyone else. Not what they said, not what they did. Say it, Rachel.”
She was held captive in that deep compelling gaze. “I will not think of anyone else when I am with you.”
“All of it,” he insisted.
“Not what they said, not what they did,” she repeated obediently.
Some of the tension eased from his shoulders, and he smiled his approval. “You are a very beautiful and responsive woman who has been mistreated and unappreciated. I feel honored that you have chosen me to be the first man to give you pleasure.”
Rachel realized that implied he expected there to be more men after him who would do the same.
What had she expected? That Lucien Brooke, Viscount Brooketon, a man who had proven to be elusive on the marriage mart these past twenty years, would actually fall in love with her? If that was her hope, her dream, then she was still that naïve and romantic child.
With Lucien, she was determined to be a woman. One who did not make demands or expect promises of a future, but who accepted what he wished to share with her.
She raised her arms and linked them about his nape as she drew him to her. “Kiss me, Lucien.” It had been impossible for her to think of anything else earlier when Lucien claimed her with his lips and hands.
It was no different this time, his kisses deep and claiming until Rachel lay limp and acquiescent as he kissed his way down the nakedness of her breasts, past her tightly fastened corset, and lower still.
Her fingers clenched at her sides, but she offered no word of protest when she felt those marauding lips against her belly, the sensitive indentation between her abdomen and the tops of her legs. It was exquisite torture to feel Lucien’s fingers parting her curls and then the heat of his mouth when it closed over the tiny nubbin hidden there. Rachel had only ever seen that tiny swelling when she bathed, and even then only in a cursory way, having had no idea what use it had buried away between her thighs. She knew now.
Pleasure.
It was hidden away like the pearl within the oyster shell because it was a thing of immeasurable pleasure. It swelled and pulsed under the attention of the moist stroking of Lucien’s tongue.
She cried out, beset by an overwhelming rush of sensations. Heat. Moisture. And pleasure of a depth unlike anything she had ever experienced before.
She became lost in it as she arched up into each stroke of Lucien’s tongue. She felt raw and exposed, disbelieving this was even happening, but not caring as long as Lucien continued what he was doing.
She was almost mindless with need by the time his finger caressed along her cleft, moistening it from knuckle to tip, before it slowly breached her channel.
There is no pain, she realized in wonder. Only a continuation of that all-consuming pleasure.
She cried out, something breaking loose and soaring high when that finger stroked along something deep inside her with each thrust. At the same time, Lucien suckled hard on the pulsing nubbin above.
Color. Light. That immeasurable pleasure. All coalesced as for several long minutes, Rachel’s body trembled and throbbed. As she took and owned every second of it, never wanting it to end.
“Again,” Lucien murmured as that first finger was joined by a second, the two thrusting and stroking while he suckled and bit lightly on her still-pulsing nubbin.
Rachel’s second release was even more powerful than the first, leaving her shaking and incoherent as pleasurable aftershocks racked her body.
Lucien lifted her and seated her on his thighs, cradling her in his arms as Rachel rested her head tiredly against his shoulder. “I did not hurt you?”
“No.” She gave a groan as she turned her face into his jacket, having slowly become aware that he was fully dressed while she wore only her corset and stockings. That the room was permeated with the perfume of the copious juices flooding between her legs and glistening on Lucien’s lips.
Lucien tensed. “I did hurt you. Damn it—”
“No,” she hastened to reassure him. “I am only… It is overwhelming. The pleasure. The—the intimacy.”
“Ah.” He relaxed again. “The best lovemaking should be intimate. An unhurried feast for the senses. There is a time for haste, for an edge of desperation, of danger. But not tonight. Tonight I wish for you to know and feel every facet of your pleasure.”
Rachel was very aware of the length of his arousal pressing against her bottom. “And your own?”
“The wait will make me all the more eager for tomorrow evening.”
She stirred herself enough to look at him. “Tomorrow evening…?”
He raised dark brows. “Too soon?”
Rachel could feel the tension in his arms and thighs as he waited for her answer. “I do not want to monopolize you. I appreciate you must have other…friends with whom you wish to spend time.”
“If that is your way of asking if I have a mistress, the answer is no,” he assured her dryly.
And the question a little late in coming, Rachel realized guiltily. She had not given a thought before now to there possibly being another woman in Brooketon’s life. “What of your male friends?”
“They are either recently married or about to be. Only Whitney remains single, and he is currently occupied with a situation at his estate in Yorkshire.” His eyes gleamed with amusement. “So you see, pet, at present you are my only means of diversion from the tedium of Society.”
Rachel responded warmly to both that amused glitter and his term of affection. “Then by all means, we shall meet again tomorrow evening, my lord.”
He relaxed back against the chaise. “What invitation have you accepted?”
“Only your own, my lord.” She looked up at him beneath lowered lashes.
Lucien chuckled. “Then I shall have to think of a suitable amusement to keep you occupied.”
Rachel found herself very much looking forward to tomorrow evening. To seeing and being with Lucien again.
 
Rachel sang softly to herself as she arranged flowers and greenery in a vase in the cavernous entrance hall of Shaw House. She had ventured out into the sunshine of the garden earlier, to cut the last of the summer roses.
She felt light as air this morning. Happier than she had ever felt before. Yesterday evening with Lucien had been…a revelation. Her cheeks warmed and her body tingled in awareness every time her thoughts drifted to having Lucien’s mouth and hands on her so intimately.
He had been a considerate and experienced lover, knowing of a lady’s pleasure spots and yet somehow making her feel special, the intimacy uniquely their own.
He had kissed her again, long and deeply, after accompanying her home in his carriage. A kiss that had made her toes curl and caused a strange fluttering sensation in her stomach.
For the first time in many years, Rachel felt truly alive, filled with anticipation for the days—and evenings—ahead.
“Those are very pretty, Mama.”
Rachel turned, a beaming smile lighting her face as she looked at her young son in his new blue skeleton suit. William had been filled with pride when he was considered mature enough to wear the suit rather than the “dresses” he considered babyish. “Thank you, darling.” She caught him up in a hug. “Are you and Nurse going for your morning stroll?” She smiled at the nursemaid who accompanied him, a young woman who had been with her since William’s birth.
“Yes, my lady.” Becky looked on indulgently. 
“Come with us, Mama,” William wheedled as he twined his arms about Rachel’s neck. He had inherited his blond curls and dark eyes from her, but his features were all his father: round face, full lips, a stubborn chin. Rachel loved him in spite of that likeness rather than because of it. William was not responsible for who and what his father had been. “We’re going to feed the ducks in the park.”
“I wish I could.” Rachel became wistful. “But I have correspondence to deal with this morning.” No matter what her own desires might be, she kept up appearances in Society for her small son’s sake, knowing that one day, he would take his place in that world as Lord William Shaw.
Until then, she intended ensuring William had the happiest childhood she could provide. There would be time enough when he was older to introduce him to the onerous duties of his title.
She placed him back on the tiled floor before straightening. “Run along with Nurse now, darling. I will join you in the nursery as usual for luncheon. Becky, do you have—” She broke off as the bell rang over the front door and no doubt in the servants’ quarters below stairs. A belief confirmed seconds later as Alder, her butler, walked briskly across the entrance hall and opened the door.
Rachel felt the blood drain from her cheeks as she recognized the gentleman standing there.



Chapter 8
“Becky, take William to the kitchen and ask Cook for some stale bread to feed the ducks,” she instructed distractedly, her attention fixed on the doorway as her blackmailer handed his card to Alder. “Leave the house through the servants’ door,” she added sharply as she pushed her son in the direction of the hallway leading down to the kitchen. Her intention was to keep William as far away from her visitor as possible.
What did this man mean by openly visiting her at her home in this way?
Whatever his reason, Rachel did not fool herself into thinking it was because he had relented in his torment of her.
She waited until William and Becky had disappeared down the hallway before turning back to where Alder now presented her with a silver tray on which her tormentor’s card lay.
“The gentleman insists on speaking with you, my lady.” Alder’s disapproval was evident in the stiffness of his tone.
Rachel looked up at the butler searchingly. Alder had been with James for many years before he and Rachel were married. Was it possible that James’s lover had been to the house before? That James might have brought his lover here before—and perhaps also after—he had taken a wife? The two men had to meet somewhere, and Lucien had confirmed that there had never been any gossip regarding the affair. Recalling James’s arrogance, Rachel considered it a distinct possibility that he and his lover had met in the privacy of his home.
Would her humiliations never end?
Rachel made no effort to take the card, her earlier happiness completely forgotten as she answered Alder. “Give me a few minutes.” To calm and suitably compose herself, as the mistress of the house. “Then show him into the blue salon.”
“Yes, my lady.” There was no change in the butler’s expression, but nevertheless, Rachel sensed he did not approve of her decision.
What choice did she have? If she turned this man away, she had no doubt he would only accost her again publicly, as he had yesterday evening. Far better they talk in private than she suffer through that again.
She remained standing as Alder showed him into the salon a few minutes later, nor did she instruct the butler to bring them refreshment before he quietly left the room. She did not intend for this to be a long visit.
“James’s son is as handsome as he was.”
Rachel tensed, her eyes narrowing to warning slits. “You will not so much as comment on my son.”
Her visitor appeared unperturbed as he sank into an armchair without being invited to do so. No doubt as another sign of his disrespect for her.
He shrugged. “As I said, he is very like James to look at.”
Rachel’s gloved hands were clenched at her sides, and she breathed through her mouth in an effort not to take in the smell of this man’s overwhelming cologne. “And as I said, you will not discuss William.”
“Then what shall we talk about?” He crossed one knee over the other, eyes cold as he studied her. “The fact that you and Brooketon are now lovers?”
Color instantly warmed her cheeks, though she had nothing to feel uncomfortable about. She was free to make those choices, if she wished.
“I can see the guilt in your eyes,” he told her scornfully. “A knowledge and a wantonness that was not there yesterday evening.”
Rachel was surprised he could see anything in her eyes other than her dislike of him and her apprehension as to why he was here at all. 
His jaw hardened, mouth thinning. “Does Brooketon know about me?”
“There is nothing for him to know.” Rachel prudently decided not to reveal that she had confided in Brooketon regarding her letters and blackmailer. The less this man knew about her or her efforts to thwart him, the better.
“You will send him a note today ending the affair. In fact, I shall stand over you as you write it,” he instructed coldly.
“How dare you!” Rachel frowned her outrage. “You have no right to come into my home, making accusations and issuing orders.”
“I dare because of these.” He reached into the breast pocket of his jacket and pulled out a stack of letters tied up neatly with a red ribbon.
Rachel’s letters. Those letters she had written to him in complete ignorance of who he really was. Of his plan to keep them and use them against her.
For him to now use as leverage to make her give up her friendship with Lucien? Because this man sought to control and belittle her before he brought about her ruination? Until then, he obviously intended to keep his threat to make her life as miserable as possible.
She dropped onto the sofa, her legs shaking so much, they would no longer support her. “And if I refuse?”
Pale eyes mocked her. “You will not refuse.”
“What purpose will it serve to end my…friendship with Brooketon?”
“You do not deserve to know happiness when I have none,” he answered bitterly.
Rachel shook her head. “You could surely have found yourself another lover this past year—”
“As you have done?”
“James is dead—”
“He will never be dead to me!” He surged to his feet. “You may be able to eagerly spread your legs for every man that shows the slightest interest in you, but James was the only lover I ever wanted or needed.”
Rachel had no answer to that. She had never loved James. The opposite; his callous and cruel behavior toward her had ensured she hated him. Perhaps he had been different with his lover, but to her, he had always been a cold, remorseless man who showed her little or no consideration. She had felt none of the sorrow at his death this man obviously did, nor did she feel any now.
Her mouth firmed as she gave another shake of her head. “I will not do it.”
“Oh, but you will.” He waved the dozen or so letters in her face. So near and yet so far away. “You will write Brooketon a letter telling him that your affair was a mistake and you do not wish to see him again. You will do it now, in my presence, after which you will hand it to your butler to be delivered immediately.” His expression was cold and unrelenting.
“Lucien—Brooketon would not believe it if I wrote such a letter.” Rachel spoke more confidently than she felt.
She and Lucien had parted on good terms last night, but that was no reason to think he would not believe she might have had second thoughts today and decided to put an end to the affair. She had already told Lucien she had decided not to accept his offer of help regarding the return of her letters and refused to tell him the name of her blackmailer. Even knowing both these things, Lucien would have no way of knowing the two were connected with her bringing an end to their friendship.
“I believe he will.” Her tormentor had obviously seen the doubt in her expression.
Difficult to believe that a short time ago, she had been feeling so happy. Full of anticipation for this evening, and that suitable amusement Lucien had planned for her.
Gone now.
All gone.
 
Lucien scowled as he sat behind his desk and read Rachel’s letter for the fifth time in as many minutes. It was a very brief letter comprised of only two sentences. 
Yesterday evening was a mistake. We will not meet in private again.
His name, Brooketon, was written at the top of the page, and she had signed it formally at the bottom as Lady Rachel Shaw. 
Lucien appreciated that everyone was entitled to change their mind or opinion. He had done so himself where Rachel was concerned, and no longer believed her to be a frivolous flirt. But she had seemed so happy when they parted last night, eager for the two of them to meet again this evening.
What could have happened to change her mind?
Had she, with hindsight, genuinely regretted their intimacy?
Or had something, or someone, changed her mind for her…?
He looked up as a knock sounded on his study door and Stephens, his butler, entered to cross the room and stand stiffly in front of Lucien’s desk.
“Another letter has been delivered by hand, my lord.”
Lucien took the letter from the silver tray, disappointed when he failed to recognize the handwriting on the front of it. He had hoped Rachel had changed her mind yet again.
There was no seal on the letter either, only the single sheet of cheap paper folded in on itself, and his name written on the front.
“Thank you, Stephens.” He waited until the butler had left the room before unfolding the sheet of paper, narrowing his eyes as he saw the signature of the Walkers’ butler at the bottom of the page.
“Her ladyship is not receiving visitors today,” Rachel’s butler informed Lucien when Lucien stood on her doorstep minutes later.
Lucien’s mouth thinned. “Nevertheless, you will give her my card.” He had come prepared for an occurrence such as this, carefully placing the card facedown on the tray, where he had written his brief message. “I will wait outside for Lady Shaw’s response.” He was in no mood to be shut in the confines of the entrance hall of Rachel’s home and preferred to do his pacing outside in the brisk October air.
He did not have to wait long for Rachel’s answer. The butler opened the door again a minute or so later before showing him to the same salon as yesterday.
Rachel arrived a few minutes later, brown eyes appearing huge in the pallor of her face. The pale gold color of her silk gown gave her shoulders and throat a rich and creamy appearance. “You wished to speak with me, my lord?” She was obviously ill at ease as she crossed the room to stand in front of the window. The sun shining in behind her turned her hair the color of spun gold, at the same time making it more difficult for Lucien to read the expression on her face.
But he had seen enough to know she had read the name he had written on the back of his calling card. “Sir Nigel Stanforth.” It was a statement and not a question.
Rachel swallowed her feelings of panic, unsure of how much Lucien knew. “He is the nephew of the Prime Minister’s close friend the Duke of Banbury, is he not?”
Piercing blue eyes narrowed to steely slits. “He is also your blackmailer.”
“I barely know the gentleman,” she dismissed, while inwardly she trembled and quaked at Lucien knowing so much.
How did he know was the question she asked herself. Was it possible Stanforth had visited Lucien after leaving here this morning? That he had regaled the other man with tales of her scandalous behavior and used her letters to him as proof?
It had hurt her deeply to write that letter to Lucien earlier, in which she had ended their friendship. But she had done it anyway, knowing she had no choice. That Stanforth was giving her no other choice. Once the deed was done, she had retired to her bedchamber with a sick headache.
The last thing she had expected was that Lucien would come to Shaw House and demand to see her.
Or that he would somehow know the name of her blackmailer…
“That is a lie, Rachel, and I do not like to be lied to,” he told her coldly.
“I—”
“Or to be taken for a fool,” he continued.
“I would never—”
“You did. You still are,” he added disgustedly. “I had believed we parted as friends last night. We had arrangements to meet again this evening.”
“I explained in my letter why that is no longer possible—”
“You explained nothing.” Brooketon was suddenly standing much too close to her. “Has Stanforth been here?” He sniffed the air. “I seem to detect the unpleasant stench of his cologne.”
Rachel had instructed Alder to open the windows and air the room after Stanforth’s departure, but it had obviously not succeeded in dispelling it completely. “Of course not. Why on earth would you even think such a— Lucien!” The crying out of his name was half-surprise half-protest as he gathered her up into his arms. “What on earth are you doing?” she said vehemently as he sat on the sofa with her still held securely in his tight embrace.
“Did Shaw ever spank your bottom?” he bit out between gritted teeth.
“He preferred to use his fists.”
“Good.”
“Good? But—”
“Understand this is not physical abuse, and it gives me no satisfaction whatsoever.”
“Wh— Lucien!” His name was almost a screech as he turned her and then placed her so that she was lying across his thighs. “What on earth are you doing?” She fought to break free of Lucien’s restraining hand in the middle of her back and his arm across the backs of her thighs.
“I detest lies.” He landed a sharp slap to her gown-covered bottom. “Say it, Rachel. Lucien detests lies, and I will not lie to him again.”
“You are behaving outrageously, my lord—”
“I am going to continue spanking your bottom until you repeat what I have just said,” he assured her as he landed another slap to her covered bottom. And then another. And another.
As he had stated, Lucien’s slaps were not hard enough to physically hurt her. No, it was Rachel’s dignity which suffered. To be placed over this man’s knee and spanked like a naughty child was surely the height of humiliation.
Except…
The longer she remained silent and Lucien continued to spank her, the more her response turned from indignation to squirms of pleasure. Her nipples were still sensitive from Lucien’s attentions yesterday, and the harder they became, the more they abraded and rubbed against her chemise. That tiny nubbin between her thighs that he had played with and pleasured had also become erect, and it throbbed with the landing of each blow to her bottom.
“Ready to concede yet, pet?”
She remained stubbornly silent as the deepness of Lucien’s voice added to her pleasure, sending quivers of awareness down the length of her spine.
“Obviously not,” Lucien drawled, an edge of humor to his voice as he threw up the back of her gown and administered the next smack to a bottom covered only by her drawers.
If Rachel had shown even the slightest aversion or fear, then he would not have commenced spanking her. Lucien was only too aware of the past brutality of her husband. He had made sure his blows were not hard enough to actually hurt Rachel. Her initial squirms, and now the aroma of her arousal assaulting his senses, assured him that she was enjoying this love play.
“Are you wet?” he prompted gruffly.
“No—”
“Another lie,” Lucien tutted as his fingers delved into the slit of her drawers to seek out the moistness between her nether lips. “Dear, dear, pet, I shall begin to think you like being spanked.”
“I am not your pet!”
Lucien noted that she did not deny a liking for being spanked. “Oh, but you are…pet. Mine to stroke.” His actions suited his words as his fingers spread that moisture between her thighs. “Mine to pleasure.” His fingers now caressed the hardened nubbin hidden amongst her curls. “Do not ever doubt it.” Two of his fingers entered her channel while a third pressed and stimulated the erect throb above. “Would you like release now, pet?” Once again, he used the name deliberately.
“Yes! No! Yes…” She groaned as she met the thrusts of the fingers filling her.
“Will you lie to me again?” He pulled his fingers out at the same time as his other hand landed firmly on the cheeks of her bottom.
“Never.” She shuddered.
“Sure?” He thrust his fingers back in and landed another firm smack to those quivering globes.
“Yes…” Her voice rose as he thrust back into the tightness of her channel, increasing the pressure and speed of that third finger stimulating her clitoris as he landed smack after smack on the heated cheeks of her bottom.
Lucien felt her channel contract about his thrusting fingers, the erect nubbin swell and throb in rhythm with those contractions, before Rachel screamed loudly as she was thrown into the maelstrom of her release.



Chapter 9
“Did you like that, pet?” Lucien prompted indulgently as he sat back on the sofa, holding Rachel in his arms, her head resting against his shoulder, her gown once again covering her from neck to ankles.
“Yes.”
Truth. “Would you like me to do it again, at some later date?”
“Yes.”
Truth. “Do you accept that there was no intention on my part to cause you pain, only give you pleasure?”
“Oh yes.” She trembled in his arms.
Truth. “Has Stanforth been here today?”
Her shudder this time was one of revulsion rather than remembered pleasure. “Yes.”
Lucien’s mouth thinned. “And?”
“He demanded I not see you again, or he would make public my letters to him. He stood over me as I wrote that letter to you.” Her trembling intensified.
“Did he, by God?” Lucien bit out grimly, deciding then and there that he would pay Stanforth a visit at his earliest convenience. Which would be the moment he left Rachel.
She sniffled as she gave a nod. “He says I am undeserving of happiness when he has none.”
Anger welled up inside Lucien. But it was a need for physical retribution toward Stanforth he intended keeping well away from a woman who had already known too much of it. “Do I make you happy, pet?” he prompted indulgently instead.
“Oh yes.” Rachel wondered how he could doubt it when she lay replete in his arms. She was replete. Lucien had once again forgone his own pleasure in favor of ensuring hers. “Is there a way in which I might make you happy too?” In such a short time, she had come to trust this man implicitly, to know that he would never hurt her. That he only wished to give her pleasure. A pleasure she wished to reciprocate.
“It is not important—”
“It is important to me.” She sat up to look at him. “Please, Lucien. If you will guide me, instruct me, I should like to reciprocate.”
He gave a groan, blue eyes dark beneath hooded lids, a flush high on the sharpness of his cheekbones. His hands were clenched into fists at his sides. “Are you sure?”
“Very.” Rachel hated being so inexperienced she had no idea how to give this man pleasure when he had given her so much of it.
Lucien studied her face for several long seconds before nodding. “Take off your gloves so that I might feel flesh against flesh.”
She suited her actions to Lucien’s instructions.
“Now slide down to the floor and kneel between my parted legs.”
She saw the advantage of that immediately, her face now on a level with the arousal tenting Lucien’s pantaloons. 
“Unfasten them and fold down the flap.”
The buttons proved awkward for the trembling of Rachel’s fingers but eventually she had them all unfastened and was able to turn down the flap of his trousers.
Which was when she faltered a little, sitting back on her heels to stare as Lucien’s cock jutted from the opening, completely unfettered by any undergarments.
It was magnificent.
So swollen and thick, Rachel was sure her fingers would not meet about its girth, and so long it reached almost to his navel. Engorged veins were visible along its length, the skin pulled back from the mushroom top, revealing the slickness of moisture coating that purple head.
She acted on instinct alone as she lifted up on her knees to bend forward and lap up some of that moisture. Her instinct was the correct one, as Lucien gave a low groan and thrust his hips into the stroking of her tongue across that sensitive head.
He tasted delicious, sweet and yet salty, with an underlying spice and heady musk.
Rachel lifted her head to watch as more juices bubbled from that slit at the top. Evidence of Lucien’s excitement and pleasure? She certainly hoped it was so.
Her fingers closed about that girth—as she had suspected, they did not meet about that thickness—as she parted her lips and took the fullness of that bulbous tip into her mouth.
Lucien’s groans of pleasure and the thrusting of his hips guided Rachel now. Her hand stroked along his length as her tongue first delved into the slitted tip, and then moved lower to stroke beneath that bulbous head. His hips bucked up toward her mouth, his cockhead hitting the back of her throat before she eased back and then slowly down again.
The feeling of satisfaction, of power, was exhilarating. Lucien began to thrust up harder and faster into the heat of her mouth, more and more fluid escaping from that cockhead as she pumped with her fingers and sucked greedily with her mouth. 
Lucien’s groans became louder and more desperate, the thrusting of his hips erratic, his cock swelling and throbbing in her encircling and stroking fingers.
“I am going to release if you do not stop, Rachel,” he warned hoarsely.
She had no intention of stopping. Lucien had given her more pleasure in the short time she had known him than she had ever experienced before. She now wanted, burned, to give him that same satisfaction.
She renewed her efforts rather than ceasing them, taking as much of his cock as she could to the back of her throat. Dipping her tongue into that slit every time she rose. Her fingers tightened as she pumped the inches she could not get into her mouth.
His cock jerked, swelled even more as her other hand moved to cup the sac beneath, gently squeezing and rolling those taut orbs in her palm.
“Dear God…!” Lucien’s neck arched at this dual assault on his senses, and he thrust up his hips, cock hitting the back of Rachel’s throat as his release shot hotly along the length of his cock before pumping into the enveloping inferno of her mouth. Pump after pump, second after glorious second, in the longest, most pleasurable climax of Lucien’s life.
Rachel sucked and swallowed down every drop of his release until she had drained him dry.
“Rachel…” he murmured as lethargy overtook him.
She gave his cockhead one last lick before releasing him and sitting back on her heels, her face flushed, her expression one of pleasure and deep satisfaction.
Lucien pulled her up to once again sit on his knee. “You have my permission to do that again any time you wish.”
She arched a teasing brow. “Do I need your permission?”
He had awakened a tigress, Lucien acknowledged with admiration. 
“You taste delicious,” she added with a lick of her lips.
He chuckled throatily. “As do you.”
A blush appeared on her cheeks. “I hope I have not ruined our plans for this evening?”
“I shall be fully recovered by then,” Lucien assured her.
“Oh good.” She smiled in anticipation.
A veritable tigress, Lucien noted again with satisfaction.
A tigress who, despite her refusal, was in need of his help to deal with Stanforth.
Lucien looked forward to that confrontation.
 
“I thought we would remain at either your home or my own this evening, my lord,” Rachel said softly later that evening as the two of them sat in the privacy of his theatre box. 
“As I recall, I promised you suitable amusement,” he dismissed.
Yes, but she had thought… Had expected… Rachel bit back her disappointment. The theatre was suitable amusement. Of the more respectable kind she was used to, so how could she now complain she would have preferred something far more intimate?
She frowned as she spoke of her main concern. “Stanforth will get to hear of our presence at the theatre together.”
Lucien’s mouth thinned. “The Stanforth situation is well in hand.”
Rachel gave him a sharp glance. “What do you mean?”
He continued to watch the stage, but the tight set of his jaw revealed his displeasure. “I do not care what you have said previously on the subject of my involvement, we are lovers now. As such, you will leave that gentleman to me.”
Rachel felt a thrill course through her at the realization they were indeed lovers. She, Lady Rachel Shaw, had a lover. She had never thought that such a thing would be possible, after James’s treatment of her.
But Lucien was so unlike James. Lucien’s strength came from a confidence in himself rather than physical brutality. His ability to give as a lover as well as take. He was protective of her rather than bullying her into submission, as her husband had done.
But she could not bear it if anything were to happen to Lucien because of his association with her. “Stanforth—”
“Will not trouble you again.”
“What have you done?” She gasped her concern.
He shrugged broad shoulders. “I believe I have accompanied you to the theatre.”
“That is not what I meant at all, and you know it was not.” 
Lucien’s eyes glittered a piercing blue as he turned to her. “Do you wish for me to spank your bottom again, right here and right now?”
“No!” The theatre was less formal than many Society entertainments, but even so, she doubted the other theatre patrons would overlook Viscount Brooketon putting Lady Rachel Shaw over his knee and spanking her.
He nodded. “Then let us both watch the play.” He gave her a reproving glance before turning his attention back to the stage.
Lucien did look so very distinguished tonight in his black evening clothes and snowy white linen. So much so that many women had eyed Rachel enviously as Lucien escorted her through the theatre to his private box. Thank goodness she was wearing her deep blue silk gown this evening, having wanted to look her best for Lucien, no matter what entertainment he had planned for them. Her only jewelry was a strand of creamy pearls about her throat, single pearls in her earlobes, and another strand entwined in her hair. 
She was pleased she had made the effort once she realized their destination.
Rachel had only visited friends occupying private boxes before tonight. James had not enjoyed the theatre and saw no reason why he should spend money on such needless frivolity.
A private box was surprisingly…intimate, considering there were people sitting in more boxes on either side of them, and the theatre was full and brightly lit. Many people were talking through the performance, some so loudly it was enough to drown out the dialogue taking place on the stage.
It was also exceedingly warm with such a crush of bodies in so confined a space, causing Rachel to use her fan often in order to elicit a movement of air. She would imagine that Lucien was somewhat uncomfortable in his tailored jacket and high-necked shirt—
She gave a muted squeak as she felt Lucien’s hand on her knee, glancing down to see he had left her gown draped in such a way that no one sitting close to them would be able to see where he had his hand.
His questing hand, as it slid slowly up her thigh and now lightly gripped the bareness of her flesh above her stocking, dangerously close to the apex of her drawers.
Rachel gave Lucien a quick glance, but for all intents and purposes, his attention was fully on watching the performance on the stage below.
Except she knew it was not. How could it be, when his fingers were now delving inside the slit of her drawers, his palm resting on her mound, pressing against her swollen nubbin as those long fingers stroked along the dampness of her cleft.
The smile on her face became fixed as she turned back to the stage, the movement of her fan increasing in speed, heat suffusing her body as her arousal deepened.
“You did not really think I brought you to the theatre to watch the play?” Lucien mused as he continued to look down at the stage, but all too well aware of the wild fluttering of Rachel’s fan as her agitation deepened along with the gush of juices now wetting his fingers between her thighs.
Her breathing was erratic, a deep flush rising to her cheeks. “We cannot do this here!”
“Who is to stop us?”
“I shall scream as I did earlier, when I—when I—”
“Climax? Yes, I believe you would.” He nodded unconcernedly, already able to feel the wild pulsing of her clitoris against his stroking fingers. “Then we shall have to ensure you do not climax until we are alone together.” He ceased the stimulation of her nubbin to slowly thrust two fingers inside the slickness of her channel, smiling his satisfaction as her muscles contracted in an attempt to pull his fingers in deeper still. “Hamlet is such a long play,” he murmured with satisfaction.
Rachel was frustrated and totally out of sorts by the time they left the theatre and entered Brooketon’s carriage three long hours later. He had played with and aroused her for the majority of that time, without once giving her completion, even though she squirmed and bucked against those fingers without success. Her only respite from those arousing fingers had been during the interval, when they were joined in the box by several acquaintances, the Duke and Duchess of Blackmoor amongst them.
Rachel sensed Thea’s curious gaze on her no doubt flushed face and feverish eyes, and her lack of inclusion in the conversation. But it was neither the time nor the place for Rachel to answer that curiosity.
Lucien’s hand returned beneath her gown as soon as they were alone again and the play on the stage resumed. Rachel was only aware of his play. Fingers stroking. Soft and then hard. Thrusting inside her. Slowly and then faster.
Lucien had stimulated and aroused her time and time again to the point of breaking, before abruptly ceasing those caresses, allowing her climax to fade before once again resuming that pleasurable physical onslaught.
“Did you enjoy the play?”
Rachel narrowed her eyes as she looked across the carriage at him. “Which play are you referring to?”
Lucien held back a grin at Rachel’s obvious disgruntlement caused by her physical frustration. He had very much enjoyed arousing her, time and time again, without giving her release. But his reasons for doing so were not to torture her, as she so obviously thought they were. It had been his prime reason, admittedly, but he had also wished to divert her from the worry of Stanforth’s blackmail. To pleasure her until she could think of nothing else but that arousal. He believed he had succeeded.
“Both,” he acknowledged. “If it is any comfort, I have suffered the same hours of physical frustration.” It was a discomfort added to by the constant waft of the perfume of her arousal. He could smell her still, her juices having dried on his fingers. 
“Good,” she came back crossly, her gloved hands clutched tightly together in her lap, her back rigid as she sat forward on the seat.
He chuckled at her vehemence, realizing he might have succeeded a little too well in diverting Rachel from thinking of Stanforth.
“I am pleased you are so amused, my lord,” she spoke with obvious insincerity. “Because as far as I am concerned, you can continue to suffer!”
Yes, he had possibly gone a little too far. “There is no reason why we cannot rectify that situation now.”
“There is every reason, my lord,” she answered with that same false sweetness. “We now have only a short distance to travel to my home, and I do not intend to invite you inside.”
“That is a little harsh, pet.”
Not nearly harsh enough, in Rachel’s opinion. Impossible man! Torturer! Devil! “I am quite calm again now, my lord,” she dismissed as the carriage drew to a halt outside Shaw House. “Thank you for a most entertaining evening.”
“Devil take it—” He broke off as the groom opened the door for Rachel to alight.
“I will wish you a good night, my lord.” Rachel gave him one last insincere smile before stepping down from the carriage and hurrying up the front steps of the house, to be admitted inside by the attentive Alder.



Chapter 10
“I had no idea that you and Brooketon were…friends?”
Rachel finished pouring the tea into two cups before handing one to Thea Remington, the Duchess of Blackmoor. The other woman was one of Rachel’s closest friends, but even so, she felt discomfort in discussing her relationship with Lucien with her. “I would not say we are friends exactly.” She grimaced as she recalled the abruptness of their parting the previous evening.
Deservedly so, as far as Rachel was concerned. Lucien had deliberately tortured her for hours with her own arousal. She accepted it would have been embarrassing for both of them if she had screamed at her moment of climax, but the obvious answer to that would have been to stop arousing her. Instead, Lucien had continued that onslaught, hour after pleasurable hour, until Rachel had felt as if she would scream from frustration rather than release.
Truth be told, despite his gentleness, Rachel felt a little sore when she woke up this morning, from the caress and thrust of those tormenting fingers. She still could not sit comfortably several hours later. Which was perhaps his intention? She did not believe Lucien to be above deliberately leaving her with this reminder of his caresses. As if her physical frustration had not been enough. 
“Then what would you call it?” Thea raised her brows at Rachel’s constant fidgeting.
She frowned her displeasure. “I would call him impossible. A devil disguised as a gentleman. Satan’s spawn—”
“I trust you are not referring to me so unflatteringly?” The object of her tirade strode confidently into her private sitting room, looking for all the world as if he had a perfect right to be there.
Rachel rose abruptly to her feet, only to wince a little at another twinge of discomfort between her thighs. “How did you—” She broke off as an apologetic Alder now stood in the doorway, his miserable demeanor declaring he had tried his best to stop the viscount from walking in as if he owned the place. And failed utterly.
“Shall I bring another cup, my lady?” the butler prompted in an apologetic tone.
“No.” She continued to glare her disapproval at Lucien. “The viscount will not be staying long enough to drink tea.”
“Very good, my lady.”
“I believe I shall be the one to leave,” Thea announced once the butler had departed. “I still have some shopping to do, and Blackmoor will worry if I am late home,” she added affectionately as she stood to place her untouched cup of tea back on the silver tray.
Rachel envied Thea her happy marriage to the Duke of Blackmoor, knew the couple doted on each other to a degree they did not like to be apart for longer than a few hours at a time.
“He should have accompanied you.” Brooketon was the one to answer. “He and I could have discussed horseflesh while the two of you discussed fashions.”
Thea chuckled. “Oh, I assure you, Brooke, our discussion this morning had nothing to do with fashions.”
“Indeed?” There was an answering humor in those wicked blue eyes.
“Indeed,” Thea confirmed before stepping forward to hug Rachel and then kiss her warmly on the cheek. “Do not let the past define your future, darling,” she said so softly only Rachel could hear.
Rachel might never have discussed her abusive marriage specifically with her three closest friends, but they had known of her unhappiness anyway, if not the full reason for it. James’s neglect of her, apart from the social engagements they were forced to attend together, could not be hidden from such close friends as Thea, Sally, and Fliss.
She nodded silent acknowledgment of the other woman’s advice, deep in thought as she rang for Alder’s return while Thea made her good-byes to Brooketon.
Perhaps she had made Brooketon suffer enough for his behavior last night by leaving him in the same state of physical dissatisfaction as she had endured. Besides, his appearance this morning was enough to make Rachel’s pulse race and her heart pound loudly: dark tousled hair, aristocratic features, a superfine of deepest cobalt, gray brocade waistcoat, and gray pantaloons above brown-topped Hessians.
Lucien waited only long enough for the duchess to depart with the butler before dropping his air of good humor. “Stanforth has disappeared.”
Rachel’s eyes widened in alarm. “What do you mean, disappeared?”
“Gone. Departed. Disappeared,” he repeated grimly.
One of the two men Lucien had dispatched to watch Stanforth the previous evening had been waiting for him when he returned home from the theatre. The man assured Lucien he had left his associate to watch Stanforth House, but that Lord Stanforth was not at his residence, nor did any of the household staff know where he was.
Lucien had spent all this morning conducting his own search for the other man, to no avail. No one had seen Stanforth after he dined at his club yesterday evening. Nor had he returned home since then. 
It was too much to hope that someone had robbed and struck the other man over the head before dumping his body in the Thames.
No, Lucien had come to the unpleasant conclusion that for Stanforth to have disappeared so completely, he had to have done so deliberately.
Which begged the question, why had he?
In Lucien’s opinion, Stanforth’s disappearance, following so quickly after his blackmail and threats to Rachel, was too much of a coincidence for it to be unrelated.
Rachel looked…tired this morning, despite the cheerful lemon silk gown she wore. She had obviously still been angry with him when he arrived. There was no doubt in his mind he was the person she had been describing to Thea Remington as Satan’s spawn.
There was no sign of that displeasure toward him now as Rachel wrung her gloved hands together. “Where could he have gone? And why?”
“I am still investigating.” Lucien frowned. “I will find him, Rachel,” he added decisively. “But, in the meantime, I thought you should be made aware of his disappearance.”
“Thank you. I appreciate your having confided in me.”
There was little or no reason for Rachel to thank Lucien when, instead of helping her, he might now have made this situation more dire than ever. Lucien had no doubt Stanforth was plotting and planning some scheme with the intention of bringing more misery into Rachel’s life.
Lucien understood Rachel’s plea that she could not preempt Stanforth’s blackmail by revealing his affair with her husband Lord James Shaw. Not without also bringing her son’s father into disrepute and so affecting the child’s future. But that acceptance did not make it any less a bitter pill for Lucien to swallow.
When he finally caught up with Stanforth and had Rachel’s letters returned to him, that gentleman was going to know the full force of Lucien’s wrath.
Which was considerable.
In the meantime, he intended to distract Rachel.
“How are you feeling this morning?” he prompted innocently.
That frown returned to her brow. “I am perfectly well, thank you.”
“You seemed…a trifle out of sorts, when we parted yesterday evening?” Lucien picked up one of the two cups of tea, his gaze resting on Rachel as he took a sip of the cooling brew. He had noted on his arrival that she was moving a little warily this morning.
Color stained her cheeks. “You behaved disgracefully last night.”
He grinned unabashedly. “You did not enjoy the play?”
Her eyes narrowed in warning. “We are not going to have that conversation again.”
Lucien chuckled. “Both I and my cock have suffered terribly since we parted.”
The color deepened in her cheeks. “At the risk of repeating myself—good!”
“I had not suspected you of being such a hard-hearted woman.”
“I had not suspected you were the devil incarnate, but it would seem we were both deceived.”
Lucien liked Rachel in this mood. Defiant. Confident. Utterly beautiful in her anger. “If I were to get down on my knees and kiss the hem of your gown, would you consider forgiving me?”
She eyed him suspiciously. “Why would you do such a thing?”
His grin returned. “So that I might then progress to kissing your ankle, your calf, your knee, your thigh, your pussy—”
“No, I would not forgive you,” she cut in primly, although the feverish glitter in her eyes gave lie to her claim. “Lucien, what are we going to do about Stanforth?” she groaned.
“You are not going to do anything.” He scowled, displeased that his teasing had not succeeded in diverting her, as it had been meant to do. Not that he would have refused an offer to kiss Rachel anywhere she would allow it, but he had meant the banter as a means of distracting her. “My men and I are going to continue to look for him. You will go about your life as usual, as if nothing had happened.”
“Nothing has happened. With his disappearance, I am left even more in the dark, not knowing what to do for the best.”
“In those circumstances, the best thing is to do nothing.” He replaced the cup on the tray before crossing the room to stand beside her as he took both her hands in his. “You must believe that I will put an end to this situation for you. Sooner rather than later,” he added grimly.
“I feel as if I have the sword of Damocles hanging over my head, not knowing what Stanforth will do next.”
“I will not allow him to harm you or your reputation.”
Rachel believed him. How could she not? He was the arrogant Lucien Brooke, the aristocratic Viscount Brooketon.
“Now could we get back to the subject as to why I have been in torment since we parted last night?” He eyed her wistfully.
Some of her tension left her as she gave a throaty chuckle. “You are incorrigible.”
“I am in dire need of release, which is not the same thing at all.” He lowered one of her hands and placed it against the front of his pantaloons.
Rachel loved the feeling of power Lucien’s arousal gave her. Oh, not power over him, never that. It was only that, after her marriage to James and now the ridiculous muddle she had got herself into with Stanforth, it was exhilarating to know she had the ability to arouse a man such as Brooketon. That a gentleman who could have any woman he wished with only a snap of his elegant fingers so obviously wanted her.
“All banter aside, Rachel,” he said huskily, “I apologize for last night. I had meant to amuse you, to tease and play, but I took it too far. Will you forgive me?”
She raised one eyebrow. “I do not see you on your knees, my lord?”
His eyes warmed as a slow smile curved his lips. “Perhaps you would be more comfortable sitting down while I make my apology?”
Rachel grimaced. “Sitting down is not at all comfortable for me today.”
He frowned his concern. “Did I hurt you?”
“Nothing I am sure a suitable apology will not…cure.”
“Then I will ensure it is very suitable, indeed.”
A delicious shiver ran the length of her spine at the sensual promise she could see in Lucien’s darkened gaze. “Perhaps I might be more comfortable lying on my bed?” She had already broken so many rules of Society with this man, accompanying him alone to a ball and then the theatre, what did it matter if she added one more to the ever-growing list?
“I think that to be an excellent idea,” he accepted.
Rachel was less certain of her suggestion once the two of them were in her bedchamber. She and James had stayed together at Shaw House whenever they were in Town. Her bedchamber, despite having been redecorated and the furniture changed since James’s death, still reminded her of those nights he had come to her bedchamber and—
“We will replace them with happy memories.” Lucien grasped her arms as he gazed deeply into her eyes. “Do you trust me, Rachel?”
“With my life,” she answered without hesitation.
Blue eyes glittered his approval. “Then trust me in this too.”
“Yes…” If anyone could rid her of those horrible memories of James, then it would be Lucien.
She offered no resistance as he sat her on the side of her bed to remove her slippers and then assisted her in sitting back against the pile of pillows at the top of the bed. She eyed him warily as he then moved to the bottom of the bed, his movements predatory as he crawled toward her on hands and knees. His gaze held hers captive the whole time.
“I apologize most sincerely for causing you even a moment’s discomfort.” He knelt at her feet.
Rachel’s breath caught in her throat as she watched him lower his head and kiss the hem of her gown, then inside first one ankle followed by the other. He then proceeded to push her gown up as he kissed his way up to her calves, her knees, her thighs, her—
“No drawers,” Lucien noted with satisfaction as he revealed the bare cluster of blonde curls between Rachel’s legs.
“I am a little sore, and they chafed against— Lucien!” She gave a low groan as he lay between her parted thighs to place the coolness of his lips against her mound.
Lucien’s senses swirled as he breathed in the perfume of Rachel’s arousal, and it took every effort of will on his part to rein back the need he felt to taste her and then fuck her to mindless pleasure.
Instead, he lifted her legs to bend them at the knees, her feet firmly on the bed on either side of him as he parted her thighs to gently kiss her pussy. The moist sweep of his tongue down her cleft intended to soothe rather than arouse. Which was not to say Rachel did not become aroused. Her little nubbin became swollen, beginning to pulse, as his tongue paid lavish attention to it, the perfume of her increased arousal urging him to greater intimacy.
“Lucien…” She gave a low groan as he finally slipped the hardness of his tongue into her weeping pussy, her hips undulating to meet each of those moist thrusts as he stimulated and stroked her clitoris with the soft pad of his thumb.
Her neck was arched, head thrown back on the pillows, and her eyes closed, hands tightly gripping the bedcover as Lucien continued to stroke his tongue inside her. The walls of her pussy contracted, drawing his tongue in deeper still.
Gently. Slowly. Harder. Faster.
Lucien lost himself totally in pleasuring Rachel’s pussy, his cock hard and weeping by the time she cried out her release. He greedily drank down the flood of juices coating his tongue, lapping up every drop before raising his head to look at her.
She gazed back at him, the pupils of her eyes so enlarged, there was only a thin line of brown at their edges. “Make love to me fully, Lucien.” She reached a hand down to him imploringly. “Show me how pleasurable it can be. How beautiful.”
How could Lucien resist her?



Chapter 11
Rachel could not deny her nervousness by the time she had divested herself of her clothing and climbed quickly beneath the covers to watch Lucien finish undressing.
Magnificent.
There was no other word that suited his nakedness quite so well as that. His hair was disheveled from the removal of his shirt. Once he was completely naked, she was able to admire the wide expanse of his shoulders and defined chest. There was a dusting of dark hair about copper colored nipples. His waist was slender, legs long and muscular.
Her gaze moved shyly back up. His cock was fully aroused, jutting out fiercely from his body, engorged veins along its length, the bulbous head glistening from the release of the juices she had so enjoyed tasting yesterday.
The last of her nervousness left her, and she was instead filled with a quiet confidence at this physical evidence of Lucien’s desire for her. “Come to bed.” She turned back the bedcovers beside her.
Lucien pulled those covers down completely and off the bottom of the bed so that he could enjoy looking at Rachel’s nakedness: small uptilted breasts, slender waist, curvaceous hips, damp blonde curls between her thighs, her legs shapely, feet tiny.
He intended paying homage to every delicious inch of her.
But first… “I like this down.” He removed the pins from her hair, allowing her blonde tresses to tumble loose about her shoulders and onto the pillows behind her. “You are so beautiful. So desirable.” He kissed her nipples in turn, moistening them with his tongue before blowing on them softly, lifting his head to watch as they engorged to the size of ripened blackberries. “God, you are lovely.” He proceeded to caress, kiss, and suck every inch of her.
Rachel squirmed with pleasure now, rather than this morning’s discomfort, as Lucien proceeded to pleasure her with his lips and hands. She was lost in a haze of that pleasure by the time Lucien moved to kneel between her thighs, taking his cock in hand before guiding the bulbous head to the entrance to her channel and moistening it with her juices.
She tensed instinctively, biting her bottom lip, knowing Lucien would not mean to hurt her, but very much afraid—
Oh dear God…
It did not hurt at all as that moistened head slowly breached the entrance, stretching her, filling her completely, as Lucien carefully proceeded to push inch by glorious inch inside her greedily contracting channel.
Lucien stilled once his cock was buried to the hilt inside Rachel’s heat. His eyes darkened as he looked down to where her pussy was stretched around the generous girth of his cock. It was the most erotic thing he had ever seen.
“I am not hurting you?” His voice was a low rasp as he exerted control over the fierce need to thrust inside her.
“Not at all,” she assured him with a happy laugh. “It is glorious, Lucien. Absolutely glorious. I am so full, and the pleasure is so…so intense.”
He lay between her parted thighs, supported by his elbows so as not to crush her with his much heavier weight.
Rachel was having none of it. Her arms moved up about his shoulders, and she drew him down so that she could kiss him.
Lucien lost the last of his control as her tongue immediately breached his lips in a parody of his cock now thrusting in and out of her welcoming pussy.
He had been hard, poised on the edge of release for so long now, that Lucien knew he would not last. His cock was constantly squeezed and caressed by the contracting of Rachel’s hot pussy as he thrust in and out.
“It is too good,” he groaned, breaking the kiss, breathing heavily, lowering his head to capture her nipple in his mouth as the pressure built in his balls. He suckled hard, in the same rhythm as his thrusting hips, each grasping glide and squeeze of her pussy taking him ever closer to hurtling over the edge of release.
But not without Rachel. He wanted her to remember their time together as one of pure pleasure. For her to lie in this bed later tonight and think back to their time together, a smile on her lips and a glow in her eyes.
“Oh God, Lucien,” she gasped. “Dear God…” She screamed as she climaxed, her channel contracting time and time again about his cock. 
Lucien bit down on her nipple to draw out the last of her release before quickly withdrawing his cock when the heat of his own release pulsed up from his balls. “Rachel…!” he gasped. Her hand moved between them, and her fingers closed about his cock to pump out every last drop of his release between them before he collapsed, completely spent, onto her breasts.
Rachel’s fingers moved caressingly through the silkiness of Lucien’s hair as they lay together, his breathing ragged, his spent cock still semihard against her belly.
This had truly been the most profound experience of her life. A revelation.
Lovemaking was pure pleasure.
Lovemaking with Lucien was pure pleasure, she corrected, knowing it was making love with this man that had made all the difference. Lucien’s gentleness. His care. His consideration for what she had suffered in the past. His desire that she know only pleasure in their lovemaking.
All so very different from those years she had been married to James—
No, Lucien was right, James had no place here, in this bed with Lucien. She knew he never would again. James’s power over her, his abuse, was all gone. Washed away, cleansed by the man she now held in her arms.
She smiled teasingly at Lucien when he lifted his head to look at her. “You may consider your apology accepted.”
He gave a throaty chuckle. “Are you absolutely sure? With very little encouragement, I am sure I could apologize again?” He stroked his semihard cock along the slickness of her pussy.
“Goodness.” Rachel’s eyes widened as she felt his cock lengthening, thickening, becoming hard again.
“Goodness has absolutely nothing to do with what I wish to do to and with you,” he assured her. “But first…” He moved to sit on the side of the bed before standing and going into her dressing room.
Rachel watched him, loving the play of muscles across Lucien’s back and buttocks, the tempting glimpses she had of his balls. Loving the fact that he felt no awkwardness in his nakedness.
Loving him?
Perhaps. It was too soon for her to know how she felt about him. Except to know she enjoyed being with him, making love with him. Lucien made her feel wholly desirable, had restored her confidence as being a woman men wanted and wished to be with.
He returned with a cloth, which he then used to cleanse away the evidence of his release, first from Rachel and then himself, his cock once again fully engorged and erect. “We will wait until another time if you are still sore?” He dropped the cloth onto the floor before lying beside her on the bed.
Had she been sore? That seemed such a long time ago. Now there was only a pleasurable ache, heat, and moistness where that soreness had been. 
She smiled at him. “I believe I might be persuaded into accepting a second apology.”
“You have no idea how much I hoped that might be the case!”
Their lovemaking was slower the second time, each more knowledgeable of what the other liked. Rachel reached her peak twice more under the caress of Lucien’s hands and lips before he slowly entered her again.
He rolled over onto his back, taking Rachel with him, his cock still buried inside her heat. “Make me suffer,” he growled, head resting back on the pillows. “Torture me by withholding my release.”
“I can do that?” She felt self-conscious sitting impaled on top of him like this, thighs parted, her knees resting either side of him on the bed. Her bared breasts, tipped by red and swollen nipples, tilted forward only inches away from his face.
“You can do whatever you wish with me, pet,” he encouraged.
She looked at those copper-colored nipples nestled amid the dark hair on his chest. “Are yours as sensitive as mine are?”
“Twist them and see.”
She chewed on her bottom lip, not sure that she dare take such liberties… Of course she dare. From this moment on, she was a different Rachel. A more confident Rachel. Besides, Lucien had invited her to do exactly as she wished with him.
Her caresses were tentative at first, barely grazing those copper nubbins. Lucien’s indrawn breath, followed by a groan, was enough to make her bolder. Lucien was soon writhing beneath her as she tweaked and twisted his nipples, his cock a constant throb inside her.
“You are not allowed to release,” she reminded him, her hands continuing to arouse his nipples as she leaned forward slightly to lift herself up slowly, able to feel every vein in his cock against her sensitive channel. She ceased moving, leaving only the wider mushroom head inside her before lowering herself again as slowly.
She made the same move half a dozen times more, Lucien’s face twisted into a mask of pleasure and pain by the time she increased the speed. Her nails dug into his chest now as she moved up and then down more quickly, each long stroke of Lucien’s cock touching something inside her that sent pleasure coursing through her.
“Watch,” Lucien encouraged gruffly, his own gaze fixed on where their two bodies were joined. “Lean back and put your hands on my thighs.” His hands gripped her hips as he now aided her in moving up and down his lengthy shaft.
Watching Lucien’s cock as it first thrust into and then slowly withdrew from her channel, time and time again, coated in the slickness of her juices, became hypnotic. So much so, Rachel lost all sense of herself and could see them only as one being, irrevocably joined as the passion and pleasure spiraled out of control.
Her body arched, and she screamed as she climaxed at the same time she heard Lucien’s cry and felt the hot burst of his seed inside her. That heat prolonged her own climax as pulse after pulse of molten fire filled her and then began to leak hotly onto Lucien’s dark curls and down her thighs.
Lucien lay back weakly against the pillows, completely spent, unable to think when or if he had ever climaxed twice in such a short time before now. Before Rachel. She truly was magnificent in her pleasure, gave as much as she received, aroused him as no other woman ever had. 
“I am not sure I can move.” She collapsed forward onto his chest.
“Then stay exactly as you are.” Lucien’s arms moved about her as he kissed the dampness of her temple. “We can have food and drink brought up and never have to leave this bed again.”
As tempting as that sounded, Rachel knew he was only speaking in the aftermath of passion. Lucien had his household and estates to run, and she had her own responsibilities. “I wish we could,” she said regretfully. “Unfortunately, we have spent far too long in bed together this morning already.” She had no idea what the time was, but surely several hours had passed since the two of them retired to her bedchamber? Becky and William would be returning from their walk in the park soon, and it would not do for Lucien to still be in her bedchamber when they did.
Lucien rolled her over onto her side, facing her as he raised a hand to sweep the hair back from her face. “I have enjoyed today immensely.” He kissed her gently on the lips. “May I return tonight?”
Her frown was quizzical. “Have you not spent enough time with me today already?”
“No. Have you had enough of me?” It surprised him to realize he was holding his breath as he waited for her answer. That her answer mattered to him. A great deal.
“No,” she answered huskily.
Lucien felt the tension leave his shoulders. “Then I shall return this evening, and we will have dinner together. I am sure we will be able to find something to amuse us after dinner.” His voice lowered with wicked intent.
A delicate blush colored her cheeks. “Is pleasure always like this? Creating a need, a desire, to be with and touch each other constantly?”
Lucien had no experience from which he could find an answer to that question. His relationships in the past, with the few mistresses he had engaged, had always been arranged and at agreed-upon times. Unimpassioned affairs that served the purpose of relieving his physical needs and that of the lady. He had never spent time with them in between those trysts, nor spoken with any them in the way he and Rachel spent time together and talked. Nor had he ever wished to do so.
Whatever was happening between himself and Rachel, he knew it was not driven by passion alone.
He had known this woman intimately for only a matter of days, but in that short time, he knew he had come to hunger for her touch, her kisses. To hunger for her.
“You do not have other plans for the evening…?”
Rachel shook her head. “I wrote this morning and canceled all my social engagements for the rest of the week. I am too upset and unsettled by Stanforth’s threats to be able to go out and behave as if everything is as usual in my life.”
Stanforth.
Whatever they did, wherever they went, that bastard always intruded. It was time Lucien dealt with him once and for all. His men might even have information for him now that would aid him in settling the matter. Maybe then Rachel would be able to live her life without fear.
“I will return in time for dinner.” He gave her one last lingering kiss before carefully easing his softening cock from Rachel’s pussy. Once standing, he picked up the washcloth and went back into the dressing room to rinse it in some of the water he poured from the jug on her washstand before cleansing himself.
Which was when he realized he had not withdrawn the second time he released. He had been so carried away by the liberated Rachel, so aroused by her, the thought of withdrawal had not entered his head. Or his cock.
Lucien carried the rinsed cloth back through and handed it to Rachel, his thoughts distracted as he sat on the side of the bed and began to pull his clothes back on. If anything transpired from his lack of control, he doubted Rachel would forgive him easily.
Rachel had not missed the way Lucien’s gaze had avoided meeting hers when he returned from the dressing room. Nor the stiff line of his muscled back and shoulders before he pulled his shirt on over his head and those muscles were hidden from her view.
Because he was starting to regret what had happened between them?
Lucien asking to see her again this evening had not implied that was the case, but there was no mistaking his distraction now. Or his haste in dressing. As if he could not leave quickly enough.
She—
Rachel turned to the door in alarm as she heard the sound of raised voices somewhere in the house, followed by the wailing cry of a woman.
What on earth…?
Lucien was also aware of the uproar somewhere outside the bedchamber. An uproar that seemed to be fast approaching Rachel’s bedchamber. He stood up to move quickly to the other side of the room as a knock sounded on the door. He had not had time to put on his waistcoat or superfine as yet, but was otherwise respectable.
“I must speak with you immediately, my lady.” The butler rapped another knock on the door from outside in the hallway.
Lucien stood ill at ease in front of the window as Rachel got hurriedly out of bed to pull on and fasten her robe before quickly crossing the room to throw open the door.
“My lady—”
“Oh, my lady!” A bonneted figure threw herself at Rachel’s feet, clutching the bottom of Rachel’s robe as she began to wail. “It wasn’t my fault. Honest it wasn’t. One minute Master William was playing ball in the park with the other boys and then—and then—”
“And then…?” Rachel’s face had gone deathly pale.
“And then he was gone.” The young nursemaid began to sob in earnest.



Chapter 12
“We have no proof Stanforth has him.”
“He does,” Rachel answered Lucien woodenly. “He—he commented yesterday on how much William looks like James. Afterward, he warned me not to see you again, demanded it when he made me write you that note, and I—I disobeyed him by going to the theatre with you last night.”
“He does not have the right to dictate your actions—”
“He has my son!”
All had been fraught with tears and emotion since the nursemaid revealed young William Shaw’s disappearance. Rachel had collapsed to the floor, and the two women had cried in each other’s arms.
It had been left to Lucien to take charge of the situation.
He had first lifted Rachel in his arms and carried her to the bed, laying her down against the pillows. Then he instructed the butler to bring up tea and brandy, before questioning the distraught nursemaid in more depth.
It seemed that William really had simply disappeared, one minute playing with his friends, the next simply not there. None of the other boys or their nursemaids had seen him go. 
When the butler returned, Lucien had instructed him to take the young nursemaid down to the kitchen and ply her with a reviving brandy too. He had also instructed that two of the footmen be sent to search the park again, in case William had merely wandered off and was now lost.
The two men had returned only minutes ago. Without William.
Rachel had remained ashen faced throughout, but had now ceased crying in favor of pacing the bedchamber. “I have to find him, Lucien. He—he will be so afraid. He does not know Stanforth. He is only four!” She bit her bottom lip in an obvious attempt to stop the tears from falling.
Lucien strode to her side to take both her hands in his, instantly able to feel the way they were trembling. “I promise you we will get him back—”
“You cannot promise any such thing.” She wrenched her hands free of his. “He may already—already—”
“I do not believe jumping to extreme conclusions to be of any help in this situation.”
“Nor is making me promises you cannot keep.” She glared her anger, her body tense. “I should never have gone to the theatre with you, let alone—let alone—I think you should leave, Lucien.” She held herself stiffly.
Lucien was aware that when the person with whom you were angry was not available, it was not unusual to take that anger out on the nearest person to hand. In this case, that was him.
Rachel was not slowly slipping away from him. She had removed herself in seconds and no longer bore any resemblance to the woman who had made love with him so enthusiastically such a short time ago. Her eyes were glacial, her expression cold, her bearing one of stiff dignity, despite still being dressed only in her robe.
She seemed to become aware of that lack of clothing at the same time he did. “I need to dress now and then go down to see if there is anything Becky—William’s nursemaid,” she supplied in answer to Lucien’s frown, “forgot to mention. You found your way in, so I am sure you can find your way out again.” She strode into the adjoining dressing room and closed the door behind her.
Letting Lucien know he was well and truly dismissed.
An occurrence that had not happened too many times in his life, he acknowledged ruefully.
But to be expected when Rachel loved her son so deeply, she had for years willingly withstood any amount of Shaw’s abuse in order to ensure her son’s continued happiness.
Lucien’s own mother’s love for him had been, and continued to be, so offhand, Lucien could only admire Rachel all the more for loving her son so much that nothing and no one else mattered.
In the meantime, he was dismissed.
He also had a promise to keep.
 
Rachel felt as if the world had gone mad and she stood at its center, her emotions as numb as her body as everything swirled about her too fast for her to comprehend.
William had been missing for three hours now, and she was no further forward in knowing where he had gone or if Stanforth really had taken him. There had been no note delivered, making demands. Only silence.
“Brooketon and Blackmoor will find him.” Thea reached out to give Rachel’s hand a comforting squeeze.
The other woman had arrived an hour or so ago. Apparently, Lucien had called at Blackmoor House and explained the situation, and then asked her to go and sit with Rachel.
Rachel felt grateful to him for his thoughtfulness, and Thea’s presence was welcome, as was the assistance of her husband the duke in the search for William. But Rachel would not feel complete again until she had William back in her arms. Something no one, not Thea or even the arrogant Brooketon and Blackmoor, could guarantee.
She stood restlessly. “I should be doing something. Out looking for William myself. Something,” she cried out in her anguish.
“I am sure we will hear word soon.”
Thea’s soothing tone had little or no effect on Rachel’s agitation. “Did Lucien tell you of Stanforth’s…connection to this family?”
“He felt he must, in order to explain the situation properly.” Thea frowned. “I am sorry for how you must have suffered all these years.”
“I am not concerned for myself,” Rachel dismissed. “I truly believe that Stanforth’s grief over the death of his lover has addled his brain.” She wrung her hands together. “He was so pleased at how much William resembled James. Looked at him as if he were his son. Stanforth has been missing since yesterday. What if he has been making arrangements to take William out of the country? If he disappears to the Continent with him?” She voiced her worst fear.
“Then Brooketon and my husband will find out where he has gone and follow him there,” Thea said simply. “There is nowhere he can go with William that they will not find him.”
Rachel wished she had Thea’s confidence. Oh, not in Lucien and Blackmoor’s ability to find William. Eventually. But that might take weeks, months, if Stanforth had the means to avoid detection. She did not like to think of how poor William might have suffered by then. How he might come to believe, no doubt with Stanforth’s assistance, that she had abandoned him to the guardianship of that monster.
If enough time elapsed, William might be persuaded into forgetting about her completely.
She turned to the doorway as a knock preceded Alder’s appearance. He held a familiar silver tray in his hand, a letter sitting on top of it.
Rachel hurried over to snatch up the letter, quickly breaking the seal to read its content before informing Thea, “Lucien says Stanforth is traveling to Dover.”
 
“What is Lady Shaw to you, Brooke?”
Lucien scowled across Blackmoor’s carriage at the other man seated opposite him as the two of them traveled to the seaport where one of Lucien’s men had learned Stanforth kept his own private yacht.
“Rachel is my lover.” Lucien could see no point in prevaricating, even in a belated attempt to protect Rachel’s reputation. His involvement in the search for William Shaw was clear indication the two of them were not merely acquaintances.
The other man nodded. “Thea told me earlier today she thought as much.”
“You disapprove?”
Blackmoor’s brows rose. “It is not for me to approve or disapprove of anything you do. Or Lady Shaw either, for that matter.”
Lucien’s mouth twisted wryly. “That does not prevent you from doing so.”
“As it happens, I do not disapprove.” Blackmoor settled more comfortably into his seat. “My own behavior toward Thea before our marriage was less than proper. Besides, I never liked Shaw, or the manner in which he talked down to his young wife in public. It was indication that his treatment of her in private would be far worse.”
“It was,” Lucien confirmed grimly. “Much worse.”
“Disgusting behavior.” Blackmoor’s mouth thinned. “Thea enjoys a little…firm handling, but I would never do anything to hurt her. She is my life. Any man who hurts a woman is not deserving of a wife, let alone one as lovely as Lady Shaw.” He raised his brows as Lucien failed to hold back a fond smile of remembrance. “I do not recall saying anything— Ah.” He gave a rueful smile. “Lady Shaw is also fond of…firm handling.”
“But not the brutality she received from her husband.” Lucien scowled.
Blackmoor’s expression softened. “It is telling that, despite her unhappy marriage, she feels comfortable enough with you to allow such liberties.”
Rachel’s trust in him not to harm her was one of the things that gave Lucien hope their affair was not over. Rachel’s demeanor had been so very chilling earlier, and this business of Stanforth kidnapping her beloved son had truly shaken her. As it was meant to do.
Perhaps if he could return William to Rachel quickly and unharmed, not too much damage would have been done and she would not choose to once again retreat from the world. From him. 
Try as he might, Lucien could not rid himself of his last image of Rachel. Ashen faced, and yet possessed of a regal dignity. A thin façade that would surely crumble, as Rachel herself would crumble, if anything happened to her beloved son.
It was his responsibility to ensure that did not happen.
Whatever happened after that in regard to Rachel and himself would be Rachel’s decision and not Lucien’s. She had already known too much pain and suffering in her life. He could not add to it if she decided she did not wish to see him again.
But first he had to find William and see him safely returned to his mother.
And deal with Stanforth once and for all.
 
“You do not think, once they have found Stanforth, they would do anything…silly, do you?” Rachel frowned across at Thea, the other woman having announced she would be remaining at Shaw House until the gentlemen returned. A bedchamber had already been prepared for her.
“Personally, I hope one or both of them gives him a good thrashing,” Thea answered calmly.
“Thea!”
“I am a gentle soul, as you know Rachel, but Stanforth’s behavior is deserving of that thrashing and more. To take your child from you…” She shuddered. “Blackmoor will be feeling particularly sensitive in that direction at the moment. As am I. I am with child,” she confided gently at Rachel’s questioning glance.
“Oh, Thea, that is marvelous news!” Rachel was truly pleased for her friend. Thea had been married before, but there had been no children in that marriage, and Blackmoor’s daughter was fully grown. “You must both be so pleased.” She stood up to cross the room and hug the other woman.
“We are. I-It does not seem right for us to be so happy when… I am so sorry about William, Rachel.” Tears glistened in Thea’s eyes.
“The two are not related, Thea,” Rachel assured her. “You are hoping for a boy? An heir for the dukedom?”
“We are hoping only for a healthy child. It does not matter if it is a boy or a girl. I am sure there will be many more children, and no doubt one of them will be a boy,” she added ruefully.
Rachel gave a gurgle of laughter—something she would not have believed possible, in the circumstances—at the bashful expression on Thea’s face. “You deserve your happiness with Blackmoor, Thea.”
“And you and Brooketon?”
“We hardly know each other.” She shrugged. “A physical attraction cannot last.”
“Is that all it is?”
“On Brooketon’s part, certainly.”
“And your own?”
She sighed. “At the moment, I cannot think beyond having William safely returned to me.”
“Of course not,” Thea acknowledged briskly. “That was insensitive of me.”
“When do you think we might hear from the men again?”
“First they have to travel to Dover, or they may possibly catch up with Stanforth along the way. He cannot be that far ahead, and I am sure Blackmoor will have insisted on using his own coach and four. Once they have located Stanforth and William, then… I am sure Blackmoor will send word some time tomorrow,” Thea comforted as Rachel felt herself becoming more and more despondent.
How could she possibly survive until tomorrow merely to hear word, let alone for William’s safe return?
What other choice did she have but to wait and survive?
“I cannot sit here doing nothing,” she announced as she straightened decisively. “I appreciate you cannot travel far in your condition, Thea, but I have to go to Dover too.”
“At night and in the dark?” The other woman gave an alarmed glance out the window, where darkness shrouded the garden. “It is too dangerous, Rachel. At least wait until the morning.”
“No.” Having made the decision, she was now determined to leave as soon as her carriage could be made ready to travel.
“Brooketon will not approve.”
“Brooketon will understand one day when he has children of his own.” Rachel felt as if the heavy weight in her chest had lifted a little at this decisive action. “If I travel through the night, I may even catch up with the men before they reach Dover, and we can confront Stanforth together.”
And she could have her darling William back in her arms once again.



Chapter 13
“You have a visitor, Brooke.”
Lucien forced open one eye to glare up at Blackmoor. The other man stood beside his bed in what could only be described as a second-rate inn near the seaport of Dover.
They had arrived in the early hours of the morning, having changed horses twice during the journey so as to arrive as quickly as possible. Finding Stanforth’s yacht still moored in the harbor, and as yet unmanned, Blackmoor had left one of his grooms to keep watch, with instructions to inform them at the inn immediately if the other man made an appearance.
The aches and pains in Lucien’s body as he pulled himself up to sit back against the pillows told him the hours of jarring coach travel on top of a morning in bed with Rachel had taken their toll. “Stanforth?”
“He would hardly be paying you a visit,” Blackmoor drawled. “You may come in now, Lady Shaw,” he called out, but kept his gaze firmly fixed on Lucien. “Evans informed her of our whereabouts when she arrived at the harbor.”
Rachel here? But how?
“Her stubbornness and determination are only two of the reasons you want her,” Blackmoor murmured so that only Lucien could hear.
Lucien’s frowning gaze fixed on the woman now standing in the doorway of the bedchamber. Rachel. Looking slightly the worse for wear, after no doubt traveling through the night to get here. Her hair was slightly bedraggled, her face pale and drawn, in all likelihood from both worry and lack of sleep. But it was most definitely Rachel.
“They might be two of the reasons I want her,” he answered loudly enough that Rachel could hear his answer too. “But that does not mean she is not deserving of a sound spanking as a result of this latest misdemeanor.”
“I believe that is my cue to go down and finish my breakfast,” Blackmoor announced dryly. “Do both join me when you have…settled the matter. To the satisfaction of both of you, it is to be hoped.” He gave Rachel a formal bow as she moved aside to allow him to leave the bedchamber, stepping out into the hallway to close the door.
Leaving a resounding and tense silence behind him.
A silence Rachel eventually broke. “I could not sit in London and do nothing.”
Lucien’s eyes narrowed as she lifted her chin with the same defiance as she had spoken. “When I am finished with you, I guarantee you will not be able to sit anywhere! What on earth did you think you were about, doing something so dangerous as to travel here through the night?” He threw back the bedcovers, totally unconcerned with his own nakedness as he stood. There was no reason for him to be when this woman knew every inch of him intimately.
Even so, Rachel quickly averted her gaze. She might have seen Lucien completely naked in her bedchamber as recently as yesterday, but that did not mean she was comfortable doing the same in the bedchamber of a public inn. It seemed especially shocking when she was completely dressed in her bonnet, traveling gown, and cloak.
Nor did she intend Lucien to know how treacherous her journey to Dover in the darkness of night had really been. So much so, her nervous coachman had suggested stopping for the night on both occasions they had changed the horses. A suggestion Rachel had both times refused. But it had been a long and uncomfortable journey, and she was exhausted from worry over William and the constant jolting of the carriage.
“Blackmoor’s groom informed me that Stanforth has not yet reached Dover?” She opted for a safer subject than Lucien’s obvious displeasure at her actions.
“We are not discussing Stanforth.” Lucien crossed the room with the silent stealth of a predator stalking its prey, his cock semihard between his legs.
“But—”
“The matter is well in hand, and the groom will inform us the minute he arrives in Dover,” Lucien dismissed. “Did you travel here alone?”
“I— It was—” Rachel could not think clearly with Lucien standing naked mere inches away, his cock becoming longer and thicker by the second. In arousal or anger? “Could you put some clothes on?” She winced her discomfort.
“No.” Lucien scowled at her. “I asked if you traveled alone?”
Rachel stepped toward the window, only to come to an abrupt halt as Lucien wrapped an implacable hand about her wrist.
“Did you travel to Dover alone?”
“Thea could not come with me because she is— Damn, I should have offered Blackmoor my congratulations.” She frowned at the oversight. “It is not safe for Thea to travel so far in her delicate condition.”
“Your maid?”
“You did not bring your valet with you,” she came back defensively.
“I left in too much of a hurry to do so.”
“As did I.” She attempted to free her wrist, to no avail. Lucien’s fingers tightened rather than loosened their grip. “I am not expecting to stay long in Dover. Will hopefully be on my way back to London with William no later than this afternoon.”
“You are avoiding answering my question directly, madam!” Lucien spoke through gritted teeth and clenched jaw. “Or perhaps your avoidance of a reply is the answer?”
“Because, as I told you from the beginning, I will not be answerable to you or any man!” Rachel’s own anger rose to meet his. “I am grateful to both you and Blackmoor for aiding me in this way. But our own previous intimacy… It does not give you the right to decide or dictate any of my own actions.”
Lucien released her wrist as if stung by the touch.
Rachel’s anger faded as quickly as it had risen. “Lucien—”
“You are quite correct.” He nodded stiffly as he turned to sit on the side of the bed and pull on his pantaloons, his expression that of the grimly forbidding man she had initially visited at his home to ask for his assistance. “I suggest you go downstairs and join Blackmoor for breakfast while I finish dressing.”
Rachel took that for the cold dismissal it was obviously meant to be, and quietly left the bedchamber.
She was thoroughly miserable as the landlord of the inn showed her into the private parlor where Blackmoor was eating his breakfast. She did not know Blackmoor very well, but Thea adored him, which was recommendation enough. Besides which, he had left his pregnant wife in London in order to assist Rachel. 
“Ah.” He put aside the newspaper he had been reading to look at her questioningly as he began to rise.
“Please, do not get up,” Rachel insisted as she removed her bonnet and cloak before sitting down at the table to pour herself a cup of tea from the pot.
“Brooke is not in a forgiving mood?”
Rachel sighed deeply. “Lucien is currently too displeased with me to listen to reason. He says he will join us shortly.” She took a sip of the reviving brew. “Thea was in good health when I left London.”
Blackmoor’s austere features softened at the mention of his wife. “She has told you our good news?”
“I am so happy for you both.”
He nodded, pausing for several seconds before speaking. “Do you know anything of Brooke’s family?”
Rachel frowned at the abrupt change of subject. “You are referring to his parents, the Earl and Countess of Stonewell?”
The duke nodded. “The countess’s behavior has always been…less than discreet. It has caused Brooke much embarrassment over the years.”
She carefully replaced her cup on the saucer. “Are you saying my having traveled alone to Dover has somehow also caused him embarrassment?” She had heard the gossip in Society over the years of the Countess of Stonewell’s many lovers. She could only imagine the awkwardness and distress that would have caused her husband and son.
“Not at all,” Blackmoor assured. “I am merely pointing out that his parents’ marriage has made him…wary of emotional entanglements. When it comes to those he cares about, he is apt to react first and ask questions later.”
Warmth entered her cheeks. “As I do not consider myself an emotional entanglement to Lucien, I fail to see how that is relevant to me.”
“No?” The duke eyed her quizzically. “Then I am wrong in having assumed you care for him?”
Rachel felt discomforted by this conversation. “I am grateful to him for the assistance he has offered in regard to Stanforth.”
“Nothing more?”
Rachel was as leery as Brooketon in facing her own emotions. Not for the same reason, of course, but she was distrustful of her physical response to Lucien. Nor had she had the time or the wits since learning of William’s kidnapping to know whether that response also included love.
“There is nothing more than friendship between Brooketon and myself.” She avoided answering the question directly. If, or when, she acknowledged her feelings toward Lucien as being love, then surely he should be the first to hear of it. Or not, considering his avoidance of the emotion.
“Indeed.” Brooketon stepped into the parlor, impeccably groomed and dressed, despite his lack of a valet.
Rachel frowned as she realized he now appeared every inch the arrogant and unapproachable Lucien Brooke, Viscount Brooketon, as he looked down his aristocratic nose at her.
An indication even their tenuous affair was over?
Lucien’s impeccable appearance made her aware of how disheveled her own must appear to these two gentlemen. Her blue traveling gown was creased from the long hours of sitting inside her carriage. Her hair needed to be taken down and brushed before restyling. No doubt her face was also pale from worry and lack of sleep. “I—”
“You have news, Evans?” Blackmoor prompted sharply, his gaze on the man hovering in the doorway behind Lucien.
“Sir Nigel Stanforth has arrived, Your Grace, and his yacht is being prepared for sea.” The groom Rachel had spoken to at the docks earlier gave her an apologetic glance before adding, “There is a small fair-haired boy with him.”
William.
Oh dear God, William was here!
Black spots appeared in front of Rachel’s eyes, and she felt herself begin to sway as those spots became a single black hole through which she could not prevent herself from tumbling.
 
“Lie still,” Lucien instructed harshly as Rachel roused from her faint and instantly attempted to sit up on the bench seat in the parlor. He had carried her there only seconds ago, after preventing her from falling to the hard wooden floor. “I have instructed the landlord to bring some brandy to help revive you.”
She pushed against the restraining hand he had placed against her shoulders. “I need to go to William—”
“Blackmoor and his two grooms have already gone to the docks.” Lucien straightened. “We will follow as soon as you are able to stand without falling again.”
She swung her legs to the floor. “I want to go now.”
“It will not do William any good to see you in your current state.” Lucien scowled his displeasure. Not with Rachel, per
se—she could not help having fainted at hearing news of her son—but with the impatience he felt at not being the one to go to the docks to confront Stanforth and rescue William for her.
Someone had to remain here with Rachel until she recovered. Blackmoor had left the inn with his two grooms before Lucien had even placed the unconscious Rachel down on the bench seat and so left Lucien with no choice but to be the one who remained behind.
The darkness of her eyes flashed as she stood up. “I said I want to go now.”
His mouth tightened. “This inflexibility of character is not an attractive trait.”
“I thought we had already decided that earlier.” She threw her cloak about her shoulders and fastened her bonnet before straightening. “I am going to the docks, with or without you.”
Lucien gritted his teeth, jaw tight and his hands clenched at his sides. If Rachel was recovered enough from her faint to issue him a challenge, then she was well enough to walk to the docks too.
He straightened. “Very well.”
He easily kept pace with Rachel as they left the inn and she marched determinedly toward the docks. But neither of them spoke again. Rachel appeared far too agitated for conversation, and Lucien was far too angry.
When Rachel spoke to Blackmoor earlier, she had dismissed him, and their intimacy, as if they were of no consequence or importance in her life. Telling Lucien he had been no more than an interlude to her. A step—misstep?—on the road to Rachel discovering who she was and what she wanted for her future life? She obviously did not want him. Whatever had been between them before today was well and truly over.
Rachel reluctantly obeyed Brooketon’s instruction of caution when they finally reached the dock, knowing that to reveal their presence would endanger William.
Nevertheless, she could not help but gasp and reach out instinctively to clutch on to the solidity of Lucien’s arm as, having reached the shelter of a storage shed, she immediately spotted Nigel Stanforth walking about the deck of his yacht. He appeared to be issuing the orders which would make the boat ready to sail. There was no sign of William.
“I have been observing for several minutes now and not seen the boy.” Blackmoor appeared suddenly at their side. “I believe he must be secured in the cabin below.”
“A distraction while I climb aboard and investigate?” Lucien came back economically.
“I believe that would be for the best.” The other man nodded. “Our main concern is to secure William. We can deal with Stanforth once we have William safely returned to his mother.”
“I will be the one to deal with Stanforth,” Lucien bit out.
“Very well.” Blackmoor turned to Rachel. “Much as I know it will gall you, you must remain here out of sight with my two grooms—”
“But—”
“If Stanforth sees you, then our element of surprise is lost,” the duke reasoned. “I intend to distract Stanforth while Lucien goes aboard and secures William.”
Quite how they intended doing that, Rachel had no idea.
Nor did she care.
All she cared about was that they brought William safely back to her. 
Her heart felt as if it were in her mouth as she stood in the shadows of her hiding place, watching as Blackmoor made no effort to make a stealthy approach toward Stanforth’s yacht, but instead he strode down the quayside as if he were out for a leisurely stroll enjoying the sea air. He came to a halt at the bow of the yacht to call out a greeting to the other man.
Stanforth’s expression was one of surprise, his face tightening with wariness as he stepped to the side of the rail and answered the duke.
Rachel could not hear what was being said, her attention now all on Lucien as he climbed aboard the stern of the yacht before disappearing from her view.
To go inside in search of William?
Oh God, she hoped so.
She began to pray as she had never prayed before, her promises becoming wilder and wilder if only William would be safely returned to her.
I will attend church every Sunday instead of occasionally. 
I will be kind to everyone, even those who are not kind to me.
I will never let William out of my sight again.
I will forgive my mother and father for being unable to save me from my marriage to James.
I will forgive James.
I will even forgive Stanforth if—
William!
Lucien had reappeared at the stern of the sleek craft, her much-loved son held securely in his arms.
Rachel gave a sob as her emotions overwhelmed her. She instinctively stepped out of hiding to hurry toward the yacht, her only thought the desperate need to hold her young son in her arms again. To know that William truly was unharmed.
She came to an abrupt halt as a cry went up from the front of the yacht. Stanforth stared at her in malevolent recognition for the briefest time before he turned to look frantically about the yacht. It took him but a second to see Lucien escaping at the stern with William. The malevolence returned to his expression as he pulled a pistol from the waistband of his pantaloons and hurried toward them.
A pistol.
Stanforth had a pistol and was about to use it!
On Lucien or William?
Or both?
Time seemed to stand still for several seconds as Rachel stood transfixed, knowing in that moment that to lose either of them would surely kill her.
Because she loved them both.
William was her beloved son.
Lucien was the man with whom she had fallen irrevocably in love.
That knowledge was enough to snap her out of her daze and start her running toward them. “He has a pistol, Blackmoor!” she cried out as she hurried toward the gangplank.
Even as she stepped onto it, there came the sound of a pistol being fired. Rachel’s breath was no more than sobs as she ignored Blackmoor when he reached out to grasp her arm and stop her ascent. She pushed past Stanforth’s wide-eyed crew until she reached her goal.
Lucien stood tall—and very much alive!—with a pistol in the hand that was not holding William. Her son was also very much alive, arms clinging about Brooketon’s shoulders, his face buried against that gentleman’s neck.
Sir Nigel Stanforth lay on the deck a few feet away, a bloom of rapidly growing red on the front of his gray superfine. Still alive, he grimaced in pain as he clutched at his chest.
Rachel ignored him to run to Lucien’s side. “William?” she coaxed gently. “William, darling. It is Mama, William.”
To her everlasting relief, there was not so much as a moment’s hesitation from her son. He lifted his head at the sound of her voice before launching himself into her waiting arms, clinging to her as he began to sob.
Rachel held William tightly as she turned and walked away from Lucien and the downed Stanforth, all the while talking gently to her son. Assuring William he was safe now. That she would always keep him safe.
“Escort Lady Shaw and her son back to the inn,” Blackmoor instructed his two grooms as Rachel walked past him and kept on walking. “We—” He broke off as there was the sound of a second shot being fired.



Chapter 14
One week later
“The matter feels unfinished.” Lucien scowled as he paced the drawing room of the Duke and Duchess of Blackmoor. “I would far rather have disposed of Stanforth myself, but the truth of the matter is, he used his own pistol to blow his brains out once he realized there was no way out for him.”
“No doubt the thought of being sent to prison for kidnapping young William Shaw did not appeal to him,” Blackmoor dismissed. “Nor is that the reason this situation feels unfinished,” he added softly. 
Lucien gave the other man a sharp glance. “What do you mean?”
“Have you seen Rachel since you all returned to Town?” The duchess looked at him enquiringly.
His jaw tightened. “She sent me a brief letter the following day, thanking me for my assistance.” It was the sort of formal letter one would write to an acquaintance, not a lover one wished to see again. “There has been no reason for the two of us to correspond or meet since then.”
The authorities had accepted his own and Blackmoor’s description of what happened on Stanforth’s yacht that day. An explanation backed up by Stanforth’s own crew and Blackmoor’s two grooms. Not even Stanforth’s powerful uncle, the Duke of Banbury, had been able to find reason to excuse his nephew’s behavior. Indeed, once the situation had been explained to him fully by Lucien, the duke had preferred Society never know of his nephew’s recent and past actions. Stanforth was already buried and forgotten.
By most people.
Lucien very much doubted Rachel would ever forget having her son taken from her, or the method of his return. Or what had occurred that day.
But at least she need no longer fear her letters to Stanforth ever being exposed to Society. Lucien and Blackmoor had searched the yacht that day, found the letters, and secreted them away before the authorities arrived. Those letters had since been consigned to the flames of Lucien’s fire. Unread. Rachel had suffered enough for having been so naïve as to ever have trusted Stanforth with any of her emotions. Those letters did not need to be seen or read by anyone else.
“No?” Thea Remington arched one auburn brow. 
It took Lucien several minutes to remember what their conversation had been about. “Seeing me again would only remind her of a situation she is no doubt trying to forget.” As she already seemed to have forgotten about him.
The four of them had traveled back to London in Blackmoor’s ducal carriage that day, Rachel’s own carriage following behind them.
She had not spoken a word to either Blackmoor or Lucien for the whole of the journey, her attention focused on comforting and reassuring her young son. Rachel’s parting, once they were at Shaw House, had been stilted as she politely thanked both gentlemen for their assistance. She had lingered long enough to talk quietly with Thea Remington for several minutes before disappearing up the stairs with her young son. Leaving Lucien and the duke and duchess with no choice but to depart. Lucien had not seen Rachel again since that day.
“Are she and William both well?” he prompted with a lightness he did not feel. This past week, with neither sight nor word from Rachel, had been excruciating when all Lucien wanted to do was hold her in his arms and never let her go.
“Very much so,” the duchess answered him. “In fact, I have invited Rachel to accompany us in our carriage to the Pruitt’s musical soiree this evening. She has accepted.”
That was something of a relief. Lucien might not have had word from Rachel personally, but he knew from Blackmoor that she had not left the house since returning from Dover.
“You should attend too, Brooketon,” the duchess added gently.
He winced. “Musical soirees are not my idea of entertainment.”
“Or mine,” Blackmoor drawled. “But when it comes to our ladies, we are sometimes required to do things we would otherwise not.”
Our ladies.
As if Rachel had ever been his lady. His lover, yes. But only briefly, and they were not even friends now. No, if Rachel had wished to see him again, Lucien would have heard something from her this past week.
“Might she not be thinking the same of you…?” Thea Remington raised a pointed brow.
Had he spoken those last words out loud? It would seem so. This past week had been such a torment to him, Lucien would not be surprised if he had taken to talking to himself.
“Is she?” He searched for some sign in the duchess’s countenance that might be the case.
“Rachel and I have not discussed the matter. It is merely a supposition on my part.”
Lucien was not known for dithering or a lack of certainty of purpose. But when it came to Rachel, he no longer had any idea how to behave. Recalling her remarks to Blackmoor, regarding there only being a friendship between them, when even that friendship had ceased to exist this past week, he did not want to push his company where it was no longer wanted.
Attending the same social engagement as Rachel could not be called that, surely?
“Very well.” He nodded decisively. “I will inform the Pruitts that I accept their invitation after all.”
Thea gave him a beaming smile. “I think that is a very wise decision, my lord.”
 
“Did you know he would be here?” Rachel hissed the words at Thea sitting beside her, while keeping the smile affixed to her lips and her expression one of pleasant enjoyment of the piano playing of the eldest Pruitt daughter. There were so many of them, six she believed, that she could not remember whether this was Jane or Maria.
Nor did she care when she was so aware of Brooketon standing at the back of the crowded salon with the Duke of Blackmoor. She had not seen Lucien for the past seven days, and this musical soiree was the last place she would have expected to see him again.
Unless it had been arranged for them to meet.
Not by Lucien, of course. But she believed Thea and the duke were not averse to playing matchmaker if they felt so inclined.
Merely looking at Lucien in his black evening clothes and snowy white linen was enough to take Rachel’s breath away.
Reminding her of how much she had missed him.
William had been her first concern once they returned from Dover. Rachel had needed to ensure there were no repercussions from his having been kidnapped or from that last scene on Stanforth’s yacht.
He had been understandably clingy the first couple of days they were home, and there had been a nightmare that first night too. He had also asked several times about the man who had saved him. Questions which Rachel had dismissed by saying the viscount was very busy. An excuse William accepted readily, as his father had always been “too busy” to visit the nursery.
Those things aside, William had progressed very rapidly to being the happy little boy he had always been. These past two mornings, he had even demanded a walk to the park to play with the other children, as he had always done in the past.
Rachel doubted William had forgotten the experience, or Brooketon, but the resilience of the very young seemed to have allowed him to move past it.
She was not so lucky and still woke every night in a panic, sure that William had been taken from her again. Only a visit to the nursery to watch William as he slept reassured her that it was not so.
It was at those times Rachel most longed for Lucien. To have his strong arms about her, his presence beside her, as reassurance all was now right with the world.
She had kept the promises she had made when she prayed that day. Had attended church on Sunday and would do so again this following Sunday. Had been kind to everyone. Had visited her parents with William and inwardly forgiven them for something that had been beyond their control. She had even managed to forgive James after a fashion. Not his brutality, but at least she now knew the reason for it. Stanforth was a little harder to forgive, but it was hard to hate a man who was dead and buried.
But through all that, she had longed for Lucien. For the man who had disappeared so completely from her life, she had started to wonder if their affair had ever really happened.
 Seeing Lucien again tonight was enough to tell Rachel her feelings for him had only grown stronger in his absence.
“I believe it was mentioned this afternoon when Brooketon joined Julian and me for tea,” Thea answered her.
Rachel sighed. “But you did not feel it necessary to inform me?”
Thea raised her brows. “Your complete disinterest in the viscount this past week did not indicate you had a wish to know of his whereabouts, this evening or any other.”
Rachel was not uninterested in Lucien. How could she be when she longed, ached for him? She simply had no idea how to get past the rift that now existed between the two of them. Or if Lucien wished to do so. Nor did she desire to trespass where she was no longer wanted.
“I believe you might take this opportunity to at least thank him in person for his assistance in returning William to you,” Thea advised as there came a break in the recital and everyone stood to retire to the adjoining room for refreshments.
“I sent him a note. He did not even bother to reply.” She frowned, too shy to so much as glance in Lucien’s direction as he and the duke waited for Thea to join them.
Her friend sighed. “I believe you and Brooketon are at cross-purposes, and if one of you does not soon step down from your stubborn stance, you will lose each other by default.”
“We never had each other,” she said heavily.
Thea came to a halt before they reached the two men. “Rachel, I am going to talk to you with complete honesty. For your own good, you understand? Brooketon, like Julian, prefers to give the appearance of a man in complete control of his world. And to a certain degree, they are. But emotions, affairs of the heart, are not easy for men like them. They simply do not understand them, tend to take things at face value. Julian is different now, of course.” She gave her husband a loving smile, a smile he returned with the same open affection. “But that is not the case with you and Brooketon. I know he has assumed you have no desire to see or speak to him again. Pride is a wonderful thing to have.” Thea squeezed Rachel’s hand. “But not if it robs you of the man you love.”
Was it pride holding her back from going to Lucien?
There was absolutely no doubt now in Rachel’s mind that she did love him. So much, she ached to see and be with him again.
She straightened her shoulders. “I will join the three of you for refreshment.”
“Oh no, love.” Thea smiled to take the sting out of her words. “In this you must go to Brooketon because you want to, not because it is socially polite for you to join us.” She gave Rachel’s hand another squeeze before departing to take her husband’s arm and allowing him to escort her through to where refreshments were being served.
Rachel felt very conscious of the fact there were now only half a dozen people left in the room, and two of them were herself and Lucien.
Could she take encouragement from the fact he had not followed the Blackmoors through to the adjoining room but lingered where she was?
She had to take encouragement from somewhere, so it might as well be that.
Lucien felt himself tensing as Rachel crossed the room toward him. She looked very beautiful this evening in a pale gold silk gown, a matching ribbon adorning her hair. She was pale and slightly thinner than he remembered, which was perhaps to be expected after the events of a week ago, but still strikingly beautiful.
“My lord.” She curtseyed.
“My lady.” He bowed.
Inwardly, Lucien chafed and roiled against their formality. He’d had his lips and hands on this lady. On every part of her. Inside as well as out. For the two of them to be behaving as casual acquaintances was unacceptable.
“Did you enjoy the recital?” she enquired with that same politeness.
“Tolerably.”
She nodded. “I was surprised to see you here this evening.”
“Not as surprised as I,” Lucien drawled. The evening had been tedious in the extreme. If not for it allowing him to gaze his fill of Rachel without her being aware of it, he would have left almost as soon as he had arrived. “Her Grace informs me that William has made a full recovery from his ordeal.”
“Yes.” Her expression brightened at mention of her son. “I cannot express how grateful I am to you and Blackmoor for all the help you gave me that day.”
His mouth thinned. “You already said that in your letter.”
“A letter to which you did not reply.”
He raised dark brows. “It seemed to me it was written in such a way as not to require one.”
Rachel frowned as she chewed on her bottom lip. This stilted conversation was intolerable to her, painful after the intimacies the two of them had shared. But, despite what Thea said, it was surely indicative that Brooketon considered their affair over?
As if she had needed any confirmation of that fact when Lucien had made no effort to see her this past week, and his manner this evening was so cool and formal.
Thea was wrong. Sometimes pride was all one had left.
“If you will excuse me? I believe I have had enough entertainment for one evening.” She gave another curtsey before turning to go in search of her hostess. She really could not spend another minute here, pretending her heart was not breaking.
“Rachel!”
She turned, her heart pounding rapidly, her palms feeling damp inside her gloves. “Yes?”
A nerve pulsed in the viscount’s clenched jaw. “You and I have some unfinished business.”
Her eyes widened. “We do?”
“Yes,” he bit out. “I believe I promised you a spanking for traveling to Dover in the dark and unaccompanied by even your maid.”
Rachel gasped at the same time as she glanced about them self-consciously to see whether anyone could overhear their conversation. The room was now completely empty apart from themselves.
She turned back to Lucien. “This is hardly the time or place for such a conversation, my lord.” She spoke quietly, while inwardly her heart was soaring at the thought of having Lucien’s hands on her again. For whatever reason.
He nodded. “Then I suggest we leave together and find a place that is suitable.”
“Such as?”
“My carriage will do to begin with.” He took a firm hold of her arm to pull her along beside him as he strode out of the room in search of her cloak and his hat and cane.
To begin with…?
To Rachel, the night suddenly seemed filled with possibilities.



Chapter 15
“Come here to me,” Lucien instructed the moment his carriage set off from the Pruitt’s, the two of them once again sitting opposite rather than beside each other, the interior of the carriage lit by a single lamp.
“Lucien, please—”
“My patience is very thin this evening,” he warned through gritted teeth. “Indeed, I am not sure I have any left after suffering your silence this past week.”
“But—”
“I will not ask again, Rachel.”
She eyed him warily. “What do you intend doing to me?”
Lucien could not mistake the trepidation in her voice. “Have I ever hurt you?”
“No…”
“And I do not intend doing so now either. Now do as I ask.” His voice hardened.
She rose as much as she was able within the confines of the coach before moving to sit on the plush seat beside him. “What now?”
He turned to face her, then gently lifted the hood of her cloak and unfastened the bow at her throat before pushing it back off her shoulders. The cloak fell onto the seat behind her. “You have told me how William is, but how are you?” he prompted gruffly. “No repercussions from last week?”
“A nightmare or two, but otherwise I am quite well.”
He gave a nod of satisfaction as he sat back. “Lift up the back of your skirts and lie facedown across my thighs.”
“I— No.” Rachel was completely flustered.
“No?” He raised dark and arrogant brows.
Her chin rose. “No. You cannot simply ignore me for a week and then expect me to obey your every command.”
“Is that what I am doing?”
“Yes.” She glared her impatience.
Lucien began to smile. “I am relieved to see she is still here. I was afraid she would not be.”
“Who is still here?” Rachel snapped her irritation with his puzzling conversation.
“The woman who made love to me so vigorously a week ago.”
Her cheeks became warm. “I am not the one who ignored my letter and did not pay so much as a social call this past week to see how I fared.”
His smile widened. “I have missed you, Rachel.”
“And do not think you can charm me— Umph.” Rachel’s snappy reproach was cut off as Lucien’s mouth claimed hers.
She melted against him as she returned his kisses with all the hunger of these past days and nights without him. Without the warmth of his arms. The heat of his kisses. The melting pleasure he evoked in her every time she was with him.
He kissed her long and deeply. Sipping, tasting, his tongue entwining with hers, sending quivers of arousal through her whole body even as his hands caressed and stroked her back and then her breasts.
“I know you will be anxious to see William before you go to bed,” he murmured when they finally broke apart. “That being the case, we will go to your home and finish this conversation there.” He knocked on the roof of the carriage and issued instructions to his driver.
Lucien’s sensitivity toward William warmed Rachel’s heart. “Conversation, my lord?” After the heat of those kisses, she could not see much conversation taking place once they reached her home. 
He nodded. “After I have spanked your bottom, of course.”
“Can I not persuade you to forego the spanking and go straight to the…conversation?” she teased.
Lucien’s mouth tightened as he released her and moved back to his own side of the seat. “A lesson needs to be learned concerning disobeying instructions that are given for your own safety.”
Her eyes widened. “But you did not instruct me not to go to Dover.”
His eyes narrowed. “You knew well enough the danger involved.”
“My son was there.” How could Rachel not have gone to Dover? William had been there. And Lucien. The two men she loved most in all the world.
Lucien gave a shake of his head. “You will not sway me with claims of maternal love. You might have been killed, damn it.” A nerve pulsed in his jaw.
“So might you.”
“But I was not in danger of leaving a young child completely parentless by my reckless actions.”
Rachel gave a guilty start at Lucien’s harsh words. His own childhood must have been miserable, with a faithless mother and a father too weak to exert any control over her. He might almost have been an orphan himself, and it obviously angered him to think of William possibly having to grow up without his mother’s love too.
She placed her gloved hand over his. “And what of your own safety? Do you not think I would have felt…regret, if something had happened to you while you were attempting to return my son to me?” She balked at revealing the depth of her feelings for Lucien, at how vulnerable it made her feel, and how his death would have shattered her heart. To do so would place him in the embarrassing position of having to deny he felt the same way about her.
Lucien snorted. “You would have had to be alive yourself to feel regret. Going to the docks on your own that morning was reckless. Did you even think of what you would do if Stanforth had already been there?” He had found plenty of opportunity this past week to consider the possible consequences of Rachel’s actions. Each and every scenario had caused his stomach to churn and his blood to run cold.
She shook her head. “Thinking of what might or might not happen was a waste of my time and energy.”
He narrowed his eyes. “You prefer to let everyone else worry on your behalf.”
She removed her hand from his. “I meant no inconvenience to anyone, simply did what I had to do. What I felt was right.”
Lucien glared his frustration with her stubbornness. “I still intend to spank you at the earliest opportunity.”
“You are welcome to try,” she challenged.
“Oh, I will do more than try,” he assured her grimly.
Rachel pulled her cloak about her defensively as she sat beside him in frustrated silence for the rest of the journey to her home. He truly was the most impossibly arrogant man she had ever had the misfortune to meet.
But also the most caring.
The most handsome.
The most satisfying lover any woman could ever wish for.
He was also the man she loved with her whole heart.
Lucien had never hurt her, would never hurt her. She had every confidence he could never hurt her, because he was totally incapable of physically hurting her or any other woman.
Her decision made, Rachel straightened. “I will submit.”
“What?” He stared at her blankly.
She drew in a shaky breath. “I will submit to having you spank me.”
He eyed her warily. “Why?”
“Because you are quite correct. If anything had happened to me, then William would have been left an orphan. He deserves a better future than that.”
Lucien no longer had any idea what to do or say to this woman, felt as if he had reached a crossroads and had no idea which way to proceed. Seeing Rachel again, being with her, kissing her again, he felt more alive than he had since he had last been in her company. And instead of groveling at her feet, begging her to take him back as her lover as he should have done, he had growled and snarled at her and threatened to spank her.
When all he really wanted to do was kiss her and make love to her. To become one with her again. To bury himself so deep inside her, he became a part of her and she became a part of him.
He sat back with a sigh. “I will never spank you again.”
“But—” She broke off what she had been about to say as the carriage came to a halt outside her home.
The silence inside the carriage was palpable, with Lucien having no idea how to break it, even knowing that at any moment his groom was going to open the carriage door and Rachel was going to step outside. He would watch until she entered her home safely, and then he would drive away. He would never see her again, unless it was at a social function, or the future christening of the Blackmoors’ unborn child.
“Not even if I asked, begged you, to do so?”
Lucien turned to her sharply. “Why on earth would you do that?”
Rachel knew she could allow her pride to continue to hold sway, to allow Lucien to drive away from her, possibly forever. Or she could be honest with herself and with Lucien.
She drew in a deep breath and opted for the latter. “Because afterward, you would make love to me again.”
“Close it,” he instructed the groom as the other man opened the door for Rachel to alight. “You told Blackmoor there was nothing more than friendship between us.”
“Because I was not sure you would want him to know the extent of our relationship.” Past tense, because the man seated beside her, closed off and closed in, was not the arrogant and demanding man who had become her lover. It gave Rachel a small glimmer of hope that he was—could be—something more. 
“Why would I care what Blackmoor or anyone else thought about the two of us being together?” He looked genuinely puzzled. 
“Because he is your friend.”
“And you are—were—my lover. A fact I did not attempt to deny when he put the same question to me.”
Rachel studied Lucien searchingly, noting the tension in his body. The grimness of his expression. The torment of uncertainty in his dark blue eyes.
Revealing that Lucien was as afraid of rejection as she was? That he had seen her denial that day of the depth of their relationship as being a denial of him?
“I did not deny you, Lucien, I would never do that. I only answered as I did to protect your reputation, not my own.” She spoke gruffly. “If you thought it was for any other reason, then I apologize.”
“Apology accepted,” he bit out abruptly. “Damn it, we cannot part with this conversation unfinished.”
“Then will you come inside?” she prompted almost shyly.
That nerve pulsed in his jaw. “I cannot be answerable for my actions once the two of us are alone together.”
A thrill ran through her at his admission. “Will you come inside with me?” she repeated, meeting Lucien’s gaze unflinchingly as he studied her in silence for several seconds.
Some of the tension eased out of his body, his expression appearing less grim, when he finally nodded in acceptance of her invitation.



Chapter 16
Having dismissed his driver and carriage, Lucien followed Rachel inside Shaw House. It would give rise to gossip if his distinctive carriage remained outside her home for any length of time late at night.
There was no conversation between them as he followed Rachel up the wide staircase, having given her cloak and his hat and cane to the butler.
She paused at the top of the stairs. “Would you care to wait in my bedchamber while I go to the nursery and check on William?”
“I will come with you. I became fond of William while we were all in Dover,” he added at Rachel’s surprised glance. The little boy, once assured his mother was near, had clung to Lucien unashamedly, no doubt having looked upon him as his savior.
Rachel nodded. “I believe your affection to be reciprocated. William has asked for you several times this past week,” she explained as Lucien raised questioning brows.
A frown appeared between his eyes. “Why did you not send word? I would have come to offer him reassurances of his safety if I had known.”
It was painful for Rachel to acknowledge Lucien would have come for William’s sake but had not come for her own. “You are here now.”
“By circumstance rather than arrangement.” He scowled.
Rachel turned fully to face him. “Can we not cease being angry with each other for one imagined slight or another?” She sighed.
His expression softened. “I am not angry with you, Rachel. I am… It is…” He shook his head. “We will talk again once we have visited William.”
It felt strange to Rachel to have a gentleman standing next to her in her son’s bedchamber, looking tenderly down at William as he slept. Having secured his heir, James had shown no further interest in William or Rachel, had only seen his son perhaps half a dozen times before his death. William never spoke of him. In fact, Rachel was not even sure he remembered his father.
It was Lucien her son had asked for this past week, not James.
“He looks angelic when he is asleep,” Lucien murmured so as not to wake the boy.
Rachel laughed softly as the two of them turned to leave the nursery. “Do not be deceived by appearances. William can be a holy terror when he is awake.”
“I am pleased to hear it.”
She gave a rueful shake of her head as they stepped out into the hallway. “Spoken as someone who was no doubt another holy terror as a boy.”
“You could be right. As much as I am able, I have tried to forget my own childhood,” Lucien admitted.
Rachel winced. “I am sorry for that.”
He shrugged broad shoulders. “It showed me how not to behave with my own children.”
It felt as if a knife pierced Rachel’s heart as she imagined Lucien married with sons of his own. He must marry, of course, needed an heir to continue the earldom that would one day be his own.
Lucien had no idea what he had said to bring about that sad expression in Rachel’s face and eyes. Or the way she now hesitated in taking him to her bedchamber. “If you have changed your mind…”
She straightened. “I have not.”
“Then shall we…?” He stood back to allow her to precede him down the hallway to her bedchamber. She walked confidently, her back straight, head held at a proud angle.
Until they were in her bedchamber, and then she looked uncertain again. “I really meant you no offense this past week, Lucien.” She looked up at him imploringly with those beautiful dark brown eyes. “I merely thought… I believed we had trespassed upon your goodwill enough.”
“My goodwill?” Lucien lost all semblance of calm as he glowered at her from his far superior height. “The son of my lover had been kidnapped, causing her immeasurable distress, and you refer to my actions thereafter as goodwill? Fuck goodwill, Rachel. Fuck you.” His hands were clenched at his sides.
“Lucien—”
“Do not attempt to placate me, madam, I am far beyond that.” He began to pace the bedchamber. “How dare you presume— How could you ever think I acted out of goodwill?” He came to an abrupt halt to glare his frustration and anger.
“Perhaps that was the wrong choice of word—” 
“Perhaps?” he repeated in disgust. “You will have to do a damn sight better than that feeble attempt, madam, if you think to soothe my temper.”
Rachel stared at him wordlessly for several long seconds. Lucien’s fury was unmistakable. Understandable? Perhaps, if by some miracle, he cared for her as much as she cared for him. It was a risk for her even to hope that might be the case, but she was now beyond even that measure of pride. She knew if she allowed Lucien to walk away from her now, he might never come back.
“What are you doing?” Lucien demanded as Rachel sank gracefully to her knees in front of him and proceeded to unfasten the buttons of his breeches.
She gave him a wicked glance through thick lashes. “I am attempting to soothe your temper.”
Lucien wanted to cling on to his loss of temper, to vent that fury by continuing to berate Rachel. But it was fast becoming impossible for him to think of anything else when she had now released his rapidly engorging cock into her caressing hands.
He gave a low groan as her fingers stroked along that length, the soft pad of her thumb caressing the bulbous tip, sending pleasure coursing down his lengthy cock and causing his balls to pull up tight beneath. “Rachel…!” His hands moved to become entangled in her hair as her tongue flicked out to lick up the drops of fluid now leaking through the slit at the top of his cock. He gave another groan as her lips parted and she took that mushroom head completely into the heat of her mouth.
Rachel had no way of answering him when her mouth was full, and she so enjoyed hearing his groans of pleasure as her head bobbed up and down and she took him to the back of her throat. Her fingers curled about the length she could not take into her mouth, squeezing and caressing in the same rhythm as her tongue stroked along that responsive length.
This was what she had wanted, where she had longed to be these past seven lonely days and nights.
She increased her endeavors, Lucien’s hips thrusting and then pistoning forward, her tongue greedily lapping up the salty sweet fluid escaping the bulbous tip.
“You have to stop, or I am going to release!” Lucien’s fingers were tight on her shoulders, separating her mouth from his cock. His eyes were dark and stormy as he pulled her to her feet. “Take off your clothes.”
Her cheeks felt warm, her lips slightly puffy when she turned so that Lucien could unfasten the buttons at the back of her gown. Their gazes remained locked on each other, both of them naked within seconds.
Lucien moved to swing Rachel up in his arms. “Before we proceed any further, you should know that I love you,” he told her softly.
A sob caught at the back of her throat. “You do?”
He nodded. “And I fully expect to love and be in love with you for the rest of my life.”
It was more than Rachel had dared hope for. More than she had ever dreamed was possible.
“I do not expect you to feel the same way about me as yet, but I promise I will do everything within my power to ensure that one day you do.” He placed her carefully on the bed before following her down to lie at her side. “Marry me, Rachel. Be my wife, my viscountess, mother of my children?”
No, this was more than Rachel had ever dreamed possible.
“I love you so much.” Lucien moved to lie between her parted thighs, his weight on his elbows as he began to rain slow and lingering kisses over her face and throat. “Please say you will consider marrying me, Rachel.” He lifted his head. “We are more than compatible in bed. I love your son already. I love you more than life itself. I will do all within my power to ensure you grow to love me—”
“I already love you.” She glowed up at him, her arms moving joyously about his shoulders as she lifted her legs and wrapped them tightly about his hips. “I love you, Lucien. I am deeply in love with you.”
“Thank God!” Lucien proceeded to kiss her, passionately, possessively.
Eventually Rachel rested her forehead against his as they stared into each other’s eyes. “I only kept my distance from you this past week because I thought you did not return my feelings. I thought to spare you the discomfort of having to extricate yourself from our affair.”
“Extricate myself?” Lucien snorted with disgust. “I want to tie the two of us together by whatever means possible, never want to leave your side again.” His hands cupped either side of her face. “I love you, Rachel, and if you agree to marry me, I promise to ensure you are the happiest woman alive for the rest of our lives together.”
“I am already the happiest woman alive,” she assured him emotionally. “I cannot believe that my dream has come true. That you should love me as much as I love you.” She beamed up at him, tears of happiness glistening in her eyes.
“More than life itself.” Lucien’s gaze held her tearful one as his cockhead breached the entrance to her channel and he entered her inch by possessing inch, until he was sheathed to the hilt inside her heat. “You have become and always shall be my world. All that I want or shall ever want,” he vowed.
“You are my world, Lucien. All that I want or shall ever want.” She returned the vow with all her heart.
The two made love reverently, tenderly, pleasurably, passionately, in loving confirmation of their vows to each other. 
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