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Chapter 1
Early July 1816
Woodrow House, London 
“On your knees. I trust you are not about to disappoint me?” The man’s voice became colder, more challenging, as the person he was talking to obviously failed to obey him quickly enough. “We have a deal, remember? I will take care of your little problem, and you will submit to me whenever I instruct you to do so. Now get down on your knees!”
Fliss believed she was safely concealed in the window alcove of the Woodrow family library, her presence hidden behind heavy velvet curtains. But even so, she drew her slippered feet closer to the padded seat on which she was sitting, and also ensured the hem of her gown was not visible either. She doubted the aggressive gentleman in the library beyond would appreciate knowing she was here, an unwilling audience, albeit only audibly.
She had escaped to the library to read, as she invariably did halfway through the evening at tedious Society functions such as the Woodrows’ ball. She had not expected to have her solitude intruded upon by two other people. She knew one of them was a man, but had no idea as yet whether the second one was a man or a woman.
“Well?” the gentleman now demanded. “I am still waiting. Better,” he purred. “Now unfasten my pantaloons.” There was the rustle of clothing, followed by the man’s low growl. “Do not just look at it, take it out and pump it. Harder.” He gave a throaty groan. “Faster, damn it!”
Fliss’s face flamed with color as she realized exactly what it was she had become an unwilling audience to. It was— The couple in the library were engaged in—
Oh dear Lord.
“Enough!” the man’s command was guttural. “Open your mouth. It will have to be wider than that if you are to take all of me,” he said with satisfaction. “Ah yes…” His groan was one of pure pleasure. “Your mouth is even hotter than your quim. Tighter too,” he taunted. “You have no idea how much I am going to enjoy fucking this willing mouth whenever I feel like it.”
The crudeness of the man’s conversation at least confirmed his sexual partner was a woman.
He gave a harsh laugh. “You must wish for the Earl of Winterbourne’s demise very much, if in exchange you are willing to whore yourself for me whenever I demand it.”
The Earl of Winterbourne’s demise…?
Was this man talking of killing the earl?
Not the elderly Earl of Winterbourne, a widower with no children, for he had passed away at the start of the Season. The new earl, then? Sinclair Montgomery, the unmarried and Scottish great-nephew of the previous earl. The speculation in London had been of him as an ill-mannered Highlander.
An opinion Fliss had neither been able to confirm nor deny, their paths not having crossed at any of the social occasions he had attended since his arrival in Town a week or so ago. 
She edged forward on her seat now, anxious to learn the identity of this couple as she carefully eased the velvet curtain aside enough to see into the main room. She had not recognized the man’s harsh tones, and the woman had not spoken at all as yet.
The man stood with his back toward her, his hair fair and fashionably tousled, a black evening jacket tailored to his muscular shoulders and back. She could not see the woman at all, but the increasingly fierce thrusting of the man’s hips explained the reason for her continued silence. Her mouth was busily engaged elsewhere.
Because the woman had agreed to service this gentleman, in whatever way he demanded, in exchange for his disposing of the new Earl of Winterbourne?
Again Fliss asked why?
“Yes! Yes! God…” The gentleman in the library obviously attained his peak. “Take it all, slut,” he instructed coldly. “Once you have done so, we will sit down and discuss the finer details of the earl’s imminent demise.”
Fliss ducked quickly back behind the curtain. Her heart pounded rapidly within the shallow rise and fall of her chest, and she attempted to regulate her breathing so as not to be heard by the couple in the library, now that they were not distracted by…other things. The man’s voice had sounded not only cold but also cruel, leading Fliss to believe that if he were to discover she had overheard his damning conversation, he would not hesitate to dispose of her too.
“You said Winterbourne is to attend the summer house party at Eckles Manor?”
“Yes.” The woman spoke for the first time, her voice gruff. No doubt her throat was sore from having this man’s cock thrust down it.
“The question is, shall I allow him to enjoy the pleasures to be had there before I dispose of him, or just put an end to the business immediately,” the man mused. “It seems a pity to ruin everyone else’s fun too soon,” the would-be murderer of the earl drawled. “Yes, perhaps I will allow the new earl a little time for indulgence before I remove him.”
“As long as you do.”
“Do not presume to tell me my business, madam.” His voice once again turned icy.
“I should return to my husband now.”
“I have not given you permission to leave.”
“He will be looking for me.”
“Then let us hope he does not find you. Now raise your skirts and bend over the end of the chaise. I intend to take you again before returning you to your husband.”
“I am finding no pleasure in this exchange.”
“That only makes it all the more enjoyable for me. Be assured, once Winterbourne is dead, I shall expect you to kneel or bend over and take me whenever and wherever I wish it.”
It was impossible to miss the edge of cruelty in the man’s words this time.
Much as she tried, Fliss could feel little sympathy for the woman’s plight as she gave a whimper followed by a suppressed scream. The conversation had revealed the woman as being the one who wished Winterbourne dead, and as such, she had also chosen her own punishment for the crime.
Instead, Fliss tried to consider how she might warn the Earl of Winterbourne as quickly as possible of this other man’s intention to kill him during his stay at Lady Eckles’s infamous summer house party.
Although it became increasingly difficult to shut out the slapping sound of flesh against flesh in the room beyond, or the soft sobs of the woman at the receiving end of that roughness.
Fliss could only imagine the other woman must have a desperate reason for wishing the earl’s demise if she was willing to suffer through such humiliation as this in order to achieve it.



Chapter 2
Two weeks later.
Eckles Manor, Kent
Sin made no attempt to hide his yawn of boredom as he stood beside an open window, casting a jaded eye about the Eckles’s crowded drawing room, where half-clothed ladies and gentlemen were indulging in numerous carnal acts more suited to the privacy of a bedchamber.
He was no prude; indeed, he had accepted the invitation to attend the house party only because he had heard of its reputation for unbridled debauchery. It was several weeks since he’d left his home in Scotland, and he was seriously in need of a good fuck.
Unfortunately, he realized, not long after his arrival yesterday, that none of the ladies present appealed to him in the slightest.
Except perhaps one.
Sin had caught a glimpse of her when she arrived in her carriage earlier today, only her eyes briefly visible, huge and pale in color, beneath the brim of her blue bonnet, before she turned away to greet her hostess.
Her figure alone had been enough to arouse Sin’s lust.
She was short of stature, with ebony curls peeping out from beneath her bonnet. Her breasts appeared voluptuous, as did her ass, beneath a gown of the same color as her bonnet. Her skin—Lord, her skin was soft and the color of ivory, and possessed an almost luminescent appearance.   
She moved with a natural grace, those shapely hips swaying enticingly as she walked into the house. The delicate arch of her neck as she turned to reply to something said to her by their hostess simply begged to be tasted by a man’s lips and tongue. As did the full swell of her breasts, revealed above the rounded neckline of her gown.
Sin wanted to possess those lips for himself as he felt his cock harden and swell.
He had looked forward to meeting the lady at dinner, to seeing whether the face suited that ripe and voluptuous body, only to be disappointed when she had not made an appearance.
Sin was too guarded in his behavior to reveal his particular interest to his hostess by enquiring as to the name and whereabouts of her newest guest. But he sincerely hoped the woman was not here to meet her lover and was even now in the man’s bedchamber with him on one of the floors above this one. That would be too disappointing.
So much so that Sin thought he would have to take his leave on the morrow if that should be the case. He was well aware that English Society had decided he was a wild and ill-bred Scottish Highlander, so he might as well behave as one by cutting short his visit and visiting the principal Winterbourne estate in Devon.
“You are not retiring so soon, my lord?”
Sin repressed a groan, forcing a smile as he turned to face his hostess. Maria Eckles was in her late forties, her blonde hair retaining its color by artificial means, the thin layer of gauze over her breasts revealing they retained none of the same pertness of the lady Sin had lusted after earlier.
Lady Eckles had also made it obvious, since Sin’s arrival yesterday, that she would enjoy nothing better than to strip him naked and take him where he stood. Except his cock did not stand for this particular woman. Maria Eckles obviously had a voracious sexual appetite, which he had no doubt she had shared with every man in this room at one time or another. Her husband, a small and insignificant man, appeared to have little say in that matter or any other within his own household. Sin had never asked for exclusivity where a woman was concerned, but he did prefer to be the hunter rather than the hunted.
Unfortunately, his prey had chosen not to make an appearance this evening.
He gave a confirming nod. “I find I am more fatigued from my journey yesterday than I had realized.”
“Surely not?” Lady Eckles batted her eyelashes over flirtatious blue eyes. “I had thought a young and virile gentleman such as yourself would possess unrelenting…stamina?”
Which was no doubt the reason Sin had been invited here. Truth was, with a woman he desired, Sin had both the stamina and self-control to pleasure her all night long, without attaining his own release until he was ready. He could say with certainty Lady Eckles was one woman who would never have firsthand knowledge of his unrelenting sexual stamina.
“Another night, perhaps?” he refused smoothly. “For now, I believe I really must leave you all to continue enjoying your revels without me.” 
She placed a restraining hand on his arm. “If none of the ladies here appeal, then perhaps one of the gentlemen?”
“Not tonight nor any other night,” he assured her dryly. His preference did not lie in that direction. “I simply have a desire for my bed and a good night’s sleep.”
“Very well.” His hostess made a poor job of concealing her irritation with his determination to retire for the night. “But you will participate in the games I have planned for tomorrow, I hope?” Her expression was coy and inviting.
A demeanor Sin considered to be particularly unpleasant on a woman who was the mother of two sons only a few years younger Sin’s own five and thirty. “Perhaps,” he answered her noncommittally, turning away from the particularly unpleasant sight of one of the gentlemen throwing up a lady’s skirts, baring her to the waist, before thrusting his fingers into her pussy, much to her delighted groans.
Sin decided then and there that tomorrow would most definitely find him with an urgent need to leave for Devon.
 
Fliss could not contain her agitation as she paced the confines of the bedchamber lit only by a single candle. Not that she minded the semidarkness, for it suited her mood of introspection far better than a brighter light would have done.
She had known as soon as she arrived at Eckles Manor this afternoon and found herself the focus of a pair of compelling—and very male—green eyes, that she should not have come here. No matter how urgent she considered her reason for having done so.
As it was, she had claimed a headache from traveling as her excuse for not joining the rest of the guests for dinner and entertainments this evening, instead requesting Mary, her maid, bring up a tray of food to her room. Fliss had no idea what excuse she would use tomorrow in order to avoid the other guests. Her only reason for being here was to seek out and speak with the elusive Earl of Winterbourne.
Her heart thundered at the thought. By doing so, she might also find herself in the company of the earl’s would-be assassin. A disturbing thought, as she had no chance of recognizing him when the only view she had of him a fortnight ago had been the back of his head.
It was all well and good deciding she must find the new Earl of Winterbourne posthaste and inform him of this plot to kill him. It had proved another matter entirely to find the man and actually tell him of the conversation she had overheard.
When she had visited the earl’s town house the day after the Woodrows’ ball, his butler had informed her the gentleman was out to lunch with his cousin and his wife.
When she called again the following day, the same butler had told her the earl was away for several days visiting one of his estates and not expected back until the end of the week. The butler had not offered the name and whereabouts of this estate, and Fliss had not asked. As a young widow, there was only so much she could do in regard to seeking out a single gentleman without drawing attention to herself and risking creating a scandal.
She returned to Winterbourne House at the end of the week, only for the butler to inform her the earl would not be returning to London after all, but intended remaining at his estate before attending a private house party.
Fliss had known exactly which private house party that was.
Frustrated in her endeavors, but at the same time aware of the danger the earl was in, Fliss had been forced to put aside her own plans to retire to her country home for the summer. Instead, she went about procuring an invitation to Maria Eckles’s house party for herself.
Fliss still shuddered as she recalled the surprised speculation in the other woman’s eyes after Fliss had hinted at, and received, a formal invitation to be one of the other woman’s guests. Mrs. Felicity Randall, the young, respectable, and respected widow of Major Stephen Randall, did not attend scandalous house parties.
Except she had.
She was.
And, having already been the focus of one gentleman’s interest, she already regretted doing so.
Fliss had not recognized the gentleman who had watched her so intently when she arrived earlier today. A man whose green eyes alone had caused a quiver of… Well, Fliss was not quite sure what the reason was for the frisson of excitement that had run the length of her spine and caused her to quickly turn her head away from that glittering and admiring gaze.
She had been twenty when she and Stephen married, that marriage having been of three years duration before his death. But his commission in Wellington’s army meant they had actually been together for only a matter of months during all that time.
Stephen had been perhaps six or seven inches taller than her own five feet in height, and boyishly handsome in appearance. He had been a pleasant-natured man and an indulgent husband, and they had fared moderately well, both in and out of their marriage bed, for those few months they were together.
Fliss was sure the dark-haired man who had stared at her so boldly earlier would not be in the least pleasant or indulgent. Indeed, the hunger in his gaze as it roamed over her body with such intimate familiarity had given the impression he wished to devour all of her in a single bite.
There was no doubting he was handsome, in a harshly dramatic way: heavy dark brows over those glittering green eyes, razor-sharp cheekbones either side of an aquiline nose, his mouth firm, jaw square and unrelenting. 
 He was also exceedingly tall, his shoulders and chest muscular, his abdomen flat beneath his waistcoat, legs long and also muscular, and shown to advantage in tight-fitting pantaloons and highly polished Hessians.
Being so short herself, Fliss felt uncomfortable around men who towered over her. They invariably made her feel small and vulnerable, and she dared not risk being made to feel either of those things in Maria Eckles’s house. Fliss needed to keep her wits about her at all times during this visit, or risk becoming embroiled in some scandalous exploit that might well be the ruin of her.
Damn the Earl of Winterbourne.
Why could he not have stayed in London and so allowed her to deliver her dire warnings? Freeing her to then travel to her own modest country home for several enjoyable months of peaceful contemplation after the rush and bustle of the Season.
She was being unfair, Fliss acknowledged heavily. It was not the earl’s fault that someone wished to kill him. At least, she presumed it was not. She had no way of knowing if the earl had done something horrible to that poor woman, and it was the reason the other woman was so willing to sell her soul—and her body—to that devil who had taken such delight in debasing and humiliating her.
Fliss’s quiver this time was one of distaste at the memory of those long minutes she’d had no choice but to endure listening as that hateful man defiled and reviled the other woman. It was—
Fliss turned sharply toward the door as she heard the handle being turned and the door opening, a large figure filling the open doorway.
The same green-eyed gentleman who had earlier so shamelessly devoured her with his eyes.



Chapter 3
To say Sin was surprised to find a woman waiting for him in his bedchamber would be an understatement. Most especially as it was the same woman whose arrival had so intrigued him this afternoon.
A woman who obviously returned the interest he had shown in her earlier, if she had gone to the trouble of finding out which bedchamber was his and then decided to wait here for him to retire.
As she was no longer wearing her bonnet, he was able to fully appreciate the glossy darkness of the curls secured at her crown and to at last see all her features. He could now clearly see that her eyes were gray, the same deep and stormy gray of a Scottish loch in wintertime, and surrounded by thick, dark lashes. The subdued candlelight also showed her brow as being smooth and creamy. Her tiny nose was slightly turned up at its tip, giving her an impishly endearing quality. High, defined cheekbones above slightly hollowed cheeks, her mouth a perfect bow, pointed chin indicating both pride and determination.
She had changed out of her blue traveling gown and now wore a gown of cream silk and lace, her breasts as voluptuous as he remembered as they spilled enticingly over the low neckline. Elbow-length cream lace gloves covered slender arms and hands.
Her face was every bit as lovely as Sin had hoped it would be, and the swelling surge of his cock let him know it was in complete agreement with that opinion.
He saw her give a start as he stepped farther into the bedchamber and quietly closed the door behind him. “I was hoping I would see you again.” 
Those huge gray eyes remained fixed on him, much like a deer frozen in the sights of a hunter’s gun. That nervousness and uncertainty raised every one of Sin’s predatory instincts. 
Her throat moved as she swallowed before answering him. “You were…?”
“Oh yes,” Sin confirmed without hesitation. He may have fobbed off Lady Eckles’s less than subtle overtures earlier, but he had no problem in showing this delicate vision of loveliness that he returned her interest. Her boldness in coming to his bedchamber was deserving of some reward, after all. A reward he was only too happy to provide.
“What are you doing?” Fliss prompted warily as the man she now knew to be the Earl of Winterbourne stalked slowly toward her. It was deeply disturbing to learn that the green-eyed gentleman of earlier today and the earl she had come here to find were one and the same person.
For some reason, perhaps because he was a Scot, Fliss had expected Sinclair Montgomery to be red haired, as well as possessing that rumored brash and uncouth manner. The gentleman before her had hair as dark as her own, and despite his excessive height and muscular build, he was elegance personified, a credit to his tailor in his black evening clothes and snowy-white linen. Nor was there even the trace of an accent in the deep timbre of his pleasant-sounding voice.
Having asked her maid to make discreet enquiries as to the whereabouts of the earl’s bedchamber, Fliss belatedly realized she should perhaps also have enquired as to that gentleman’s looks.
I might have known he was the green-eyed gentleman from earlier, if I had done so.
She took a step backward. “My lord—”
“Sin.”
Fliss blinked. “I beg your pardon?”
His smile became wolfish as he seemed to prowl toward her. “Call me Sin,” he invited huskily. “We are, as was obviously your intention, completely private here in my bedchamber.”
Sin?
This man went by the name of Sin?
It suited him perfectly, Fliss realized, as he now stood so close to her, she was able to look up and see the predatory and sinful glitter in those dark green eyes.
“And you are…?”
“I am—” Who am I?
She found herself so overwhelmed by this man’s size and close proximity, it was momentarily impossible for her to remember her own name.
“It is of no importance for now.” Winterbourne chuckled. “There will be time to take care of the introductions later. Much, much later.” His voice was gruff as his arms moved about Fliss’s slender waist and he pulled her up against the muscular hardness of his body.
Making Fliss blushingly aware of the long, swollen length of his arousal pressing against her soft abdomen.
Oh dear God…
The dryness of Fliss’s mouth was in complete contradiction to the moist warmth that now flooded and heated between her thighs in response to that blatant arousal. She was also assailed by the heady aroma of Winterbourne’s cologne, lemon and sandalwood and an invasive male musk she was sure belonged exclusively to the man himself.
She felt almost dizzy from the onslaught of the combination of her own arousal and those seductive aromas, her nipples hardening to sensitive berries beneath the increasing tightness of the bodice of her gown.
Fliss moved her gloved hands up between them, intending to push against the earl’s chest and put some distance between the two of them. But the moment her hands came into contact with the warmth of that hard flesh, she instead found her gloved fingers curling against and into all that tensed heat.
“You are very beautiful,” Winterbourne murmured as he lowered his head so that his mouth could explore the side of her throat. “So very desirable.” Those warm lips closed about the lobe of her ear, his teeth gently biting that sensitive flesh. “I wanted you the moment I saw you.”
Sinclair—Sin—wanted me from the moment he first saw me?
Such words were heady indeed to a young woman who had been widowed for over a year, and as good as for the previous three, with Stephen away at war for so much of their married life.
The touch of the earl’s lips became even more arousing, Fliss arched her throat instinctively to allow those lips to kiss a trail of fire down to the delicate hollows at the base of her throat. Pleasure coursed hotly through her body as she felt the rasp of his tongue against her skin.
This was… He was…
He has unfastened the buttons down the back of my gown, and those large hands are now caressing my naked flesh.
Fliss attempted to resist the plethora of sensations that threatened to become overwhelming: heat, desire, pleasure. “My lord—”
“Sin.”
She could not address him by that name. It sounded positively sinful. Was unacceptable. Improper.
And allowing him to take these liberties with my naked back is not?
Well, of course it was, but she was not exactly allowing Sinclair Montgomery liberties. He was taking them. Indeed, he was the sort of forceful gentleman it would be difficult to say no to under any circumstances, let alone such unexpected ones as these.
Then she must try, because she had not come here for this. The earl was in danger, and only she stood between him and certain death. Forewarned would at least allow him to be forearmed. “My lord, you must desist—”
“Why must I?” Sin murmured against the silky skin of her bared shoulder, having slipped the sleeve of her gown partially down her arm to reveal more of the full swell of her breasts.
But he had not yet bared his goal, those juicy nipples he could see pressing against the silk material of her gown. He wanted them in his mouth. To suckle. To bite. To draw on until they resembled ripe red berries. Tiny strawberries, perhaps, if he sucked on them long and hard enough. Her skin was so smooth and tasted of cream, and he now had a craving for the ripe strawberries to go with it.
“Is this not why you are here?” He slipped the bodice of her gown lower still before pushing down her camisole to reveal one enticingly bared nipple. Rosy red, as he had suspected it might be, and plump as a ripened raspberry.
“No, of course it— My lord,” she groaned as Sin’s lips closed fully over that pouting nipple and he suckled it greedily into the heat of his mouth.
She tasted as delicious as he had suspected she might, the aroma of the arousal wetting between her thighs, preparing her for his invasion, acting as a further aphrodisiac to Sin’s already inflamed senses.
There was no denying she liked it too, as she moaned softly each time he suckled or bit her nipple, her hands tightly gripping his shoulders. She arched her back and pressed her nipple deeper into his mouth. Sin was only too happy to oblige. He suckled harder and longer while he rasped his tongue over that swollen nubbin, then bit down to cause just enough pain to enhance the pleasure he could feel quivering through her body.
Dear God, was she going to come merely from having him suckle her breasts?
The thought of that was so arousing that Sin pulled down the other side of her gown before transferring his mouth to that second bared nipple. His fingers and thumb moved to take over the pleasuring of its twin as they tweaked and squeezed in the same rhythm as he suckled hungrily.
Her trembling increased, the aroma of her musk growing stronger. Only a little more pressure. A little more pleasure, and she would—
“Oh!” She gasped. “Oh, my lord. My— Oh…” Her lids fluttered closed as she turned to liquid heat in his arms, her nipple swelling, becoming harder in his mouth, as the waves of her release pulsed and now shook through the whole of her body.
Sin continued to suck and bite, pinch and pull on her nipples, until he was satisfied he had given and taken every last pulsing quake of her pleasure.
Fliss’s neck refused to support her head as it fell forward, and she rested her forehead against the hardness of Sinclair Montgomery’s chest. 
She was embarrassed.
Ashamed.
Mortified.
Satiated in a way I have never felt before.
Stephen had been a kind and considerate husband and had obviously had an affection for her, as she had an affection for him. They had muddled along well enough together, although perhaps more as friends than lovers. They had never spoken on the subject, but it was obvious Stephen had thought it unseemly to make too many demands upon Fliss in the bedchamber.
When Stephen was home, he would visit her bedchamber once a week, kissing her gently on the brow as he pushed her nightgown up to her waist to lie between her thighs and ease his member slowly inside, before quickly taking his release, usually with no more than half a dozen thrusts. Afterward, he would disengage just as gently before climbing out of bed to wet a cloth in the bowl of water on the dressing table. His gaze would not quite meet hers as he handed her that cloth and left to return to his adjoining bedchamber.
Never in any of their encounters had Stephen touched her breasts in the intimate manner Sinclair Montgomery had just now, as he sucked on and squeezed and pinched her nipples.
Fliss had never dreamed… Never known such pleasure existed…
That was not true, and she would be lying to herself if she even allowed such a thought. She might never have experienced physical pleasure for herself, or even come close, but these past few months of seeing two of her three closest friends either marry or become betrothed to gentlemen who loved them deeply had substantially changed that opinion.
One of those friends had recently married the austere Duke of Blackmoor. Except he was not in the least austere when in Thea’s company, and the way the two of them looked at each other, could not stop touching each other, was indicative of the depth of their love for each other and the pleasure of their intimacy.
Fliss’s other friend, Sally Derwent, had only recently become betrothed to the Marquis of Oxbridge, but anyone with eyes in their head could see those two had and continued to enjoy each other in every way.
Her third friend, Rachel, also a widow, had taken to walking about with a secretive cat-that-had-lapped-the-cream smile on her face, and Fliss had long suspected it was a secret lover who had put it there. Considering how unhappy Rachel’s marriage had been, Fliss wished her friend well.
But inwardly, Fliss knew, she had become envious of the reason for her friends’ glowing eyes and secret smiles. An envy she barely acknowledged to herself and had certainly never confided to any of her friends.
Partly because she had always been the quiet voice of reason in the quartet, and widowhood had only intensified that air of matronly respectability. But also, she now acknowledged, because until this moment, she’d really had no idea what she had been missing out on all these years.
An only child of strict parents, Fliss had always been aware of an inner aloneness that had been alleviated only slightly when she had her first Season and became such close friends with Thea, Sally, and Rachel. Her marriage to Stephen had been arranged by her parents, and it was more that of polite friendship than lovers. Luckily, Fliss had retained Thea’s, Sally’s, and Rachel’s friendships during that marriage, and they had all rallied round when Stephen was killed.
She was pleased that two of those friends had found happiness in the past few months, and that Rachel was also occupied with her secret lover. At the same time, Fliss admitted those things had brought back a return of her own loneliness until at times she had felt as if she could have screamed with the longing, the need, to have a man love her as Thea and Sally were so obviously loved. That whether or not Rachel loved her lover or he her was unimportant, when the relationship gave her such a glow of happiness.
Fliss had ached to know that intimacy for herself.
As she had ached for a pair of strong arms to hold her.
The arms holding her now were incredibly strong, supporting her weight as if she were as light as thistledown rather than slightly plump.
“My turn,” the earl murmured throatily.
Fliss’s forehead still resting against his chest gave her an unrestricted view as the earl unfastened the buttons on his fitted evening trousers with ease. The flap tumbled forward and revealed he wore no undergarments as his rampant cock surged free.
Her mouth went dry as she stared down at him. She had never seen Stephen’s member, all their sexual encounters having taken place in her darkened bedchamber, but she had always believed him to be a reasonably endowed gentleman.
The cock now revealed to her showed her she had been completely wrong in that belief.
At least nine inches in length and almost as thick around as her wrist, there were thick veins clearly defined along its length, the bulbous head slick with the juices leaking from the slitted tip.
Sinclair Montgomery’s member was in perfect proportion to the rest of his impressively large body.
Surely such a fierce-looking thing could never fit inside me—
Of course it will not fit inside me, because it is never going to be inside me.
“My lord.” Fliss dragged her gaze away from staring at that fiercely engorged cock. She raised her head with as much dignity as she could muster in the circumstances.
Those circumstances being that they were both of them half-naked and moments ago, she had come completely undone in this gentleman’s arms, losing herself in the first physical pleasure she had ever known. Between her thighs was still damp and throbbing from that exquisite release.
And whilst the earl might have every reason to expect a return of that pleasure, Fliss knew she did not have the experience to give it to him.
Nor was this the time for her to learn.
She raised her gaze to the height of one broad shoulder as she spoke. “My lord, I have had reason to call at Winterbourne House several times during these past weeks in the hope of speaking with you.”
“You have?” He sounded cautious.
She nodded. “The first day I called, you were out to lunch with your cousin, I believe?”
“He has recently returned from his honeymoon.”
“The next time I called, your butler informed me you had left London.” 
“I was away at one of my estates.”
“I am well aware of that,” she acknowledged.
“Did you follow me here?” Sin had tensed warily. To his certain knowledge, he did not know this lady, had never seen her before today. He would have remembered her if he had.
The fact that she had gone to such lengths to see him, those visits to Winterbourne House, her presence at Eckles Manor, waiting for him in his bedchamber, was disturbing to say the least.
A ploy to somehow trick him into matrimony?
Or something more sinister? 
“Why?” he demanded coolly.
Her chin rose determined. “The reason I tried to see you in London, the only reason I came to Eckles Manor and now waited for you in your bedchamber is so that I might warn you of a plot to kill you during your stay here.”



Chapter 4
Sin stepped back to turn away and refasten his pantaloons as he considered this woman’s preposterous claim.
Apart from a couple of lunches with his cousin Ranulf and his new wife, he had attended less than a handful of social engagements during the week or so he spent in London. Deliberately so, having delayed his arrival there to coincide with the end of the Season and so enabling him to keep social engagements to a minimum. At none of those social events had he conversed with nor spent time enough with any one person to have incited murderous feelings toward him. At least he did not believe he had.
“Allow me.” Sin stepped behind the tiny dark-haired woman. He could see she was struggling to hold her gown in front of her in a belated attempt to protect her modesty as she tried to refasten the buttons at its back. Buttons he had minutes ago undone without thought or conscience.
There would be no more lovemaking tonight. Indeed, the sooner this lady explained herself fully, the better.
She had already revealed that her pursuit of him had been nothing short of determined, and her reason for having done so did not ring true. Despite what he had heard—and seen—of the behavior at Eckles Manor, there might still be an outraged male relative of this lady outside in the hallway, ready to burst into his bedchamber at any moment and demand marriage or satisfaction. 
“Did you come here alone?”
She gave him a wary glance over her shoulder. “You saw I did when I arrived.”
He nodded. “But that does not mean your father or brother are not already here, ready to challenge me to a duel in the morning if I do not marry you.”
“Do not be ridiculous.” She stepped briskly away from him now that her gown was refastened, but her cheeks were still flushed and her eyes overbright. “I assure you, I am completely alone, apart from my maid. And anyone who accepts Lady Eckles’s hospitality knows exactly what they are agreeing to,” she added scornfully.
“Including you?”
“I have already told you the only reason I am here is to warn you your life is in danger.”
“Without giving me a single reason as to why I should believe or trust your story is true,” Sin pointed out coldly. “I do not even know your name.”
She sighed. “I am Mrs. Felicity Randall—”
“Missus?” Sin echoed sharply. Lord, the situation was even worse than he had thought if he had made love to a married lady. A married lady who had apparently arrived without her husband, but that did not mean the gentleman was not already here and ready to shoot him for his trespass.
“I am a widow,” she dismissed briskly.
“Ah.” Looking at her closely, Sin could see she was even younger than he had realized, possibly ten years or so younger than his own five and thirty. But he was fully aware the wars against Napoleon had made widows of women even younger than this one. “I am very sorry for your loss.” He nodded. “But now I believe you should return to your own bedchamber—”
“Did you hear what I said to you a few moments ago?” Those beautiful gray eyes narrowed with irritation.
Sin felt another pang of regret. They really were very lovely gray eyes, as she was a very beautiful and responsive woman. But her behavior in following him so resolutely could not be overlooked, and her claim she had done so because someone wished to kill him was beyond belief.
“Someone,” she spoke slowly and carefully, “is going to try to kill you during your stay here. Did you hear what I said?” Irritation returned to her tone as Sin continued to frown at her.
“Well, of course I heard you,” Sin drawled. “I was simply suggesting that perhaps a good night’s sleep, in your own bedchamber,” he added firmly, “might be the best thing right now. You are no doubt fatigued from your journey.”
It was clear to Fliss that Sinclair Montgomery was not taking her warning in the least seriously. “You do not believe me,” she snapped in frustration.
“I did not say that—”
“You did not need to do so.” Fliss swished the skirt of her gown out of the way as she moved away from him. “I had heard that large men such as yourself were all brawn and no brain, but until this moment, I had not found that to be the case.”
“You… I—”
“Exactly.” She eyed him scornfully as he stumbled over his protest. “As I told you, I insinuated myself as a guest here for one reason only”—she wrinkled her nose with distaste for both their hostess and the other guests—“and that was to warn you of this threat to your life. Obviously, I have wasted both my time and yours, when it seems you are too stupid to heed my warnings.”
“I may only recently have acquired the English title of earl, Mrs. Randall.” He eyed her coldly. “But in Scotland, I am laird of my family, and as such, I am not accustomed to being addressed so disrespectfully.”
“And I am surprised to hear you have enough intelligence to realize I am showing you disrespect.” Fliss’s tone was waspish. “I accept that we became…distracted from my purpose a short time ago.” Her cheeks warmed at the reason for that distraction. “But I assure you, my only purpose in seeking you out was to tell you a gentleman, one of the other guests here, fully intends to kill you.”
The earl looked down the long length of his haughty nose at her. “The name of this gentleman?”
“I do not know his name.”
“How does he intend to kill me?”
“I do not know that either.” Fliss became flustered at the number of the things she did not know about this situation.
Even so, it had never occurred to her that when she finally found and spoke to the earl, he would not believe her warnings. 
Fliss frowned. “I am well aware of how this must all sound to you.” She had not realized how much until she actually spoke the words out loud. “But I assure you, I really did overhear a conversation two weeks ago in which a man and a woman discussed disposing of you during the Eckles’s house party.”
The earl raised dark brows. “What man and which woman?”
“I do not know!”
“But you said—”
Fliss looked down at her clenched hands. “I could not see their faces, only hear their conversation.”
“How so?” Their own conversation was doing little to convince Sin as to the truth of her warning.
This woman had a viper’s tongue in her when she chose to use it. In the last few minutes, she had cast aspersions on his intelligence and called him stupid, all brawn and no brain. It might have been amusing under any other circumstances.
“I… When I attend social engagements”—once again her gaze avoided meeting Sin’s—“I often find occasion in which to seek seclusion from the—the noise and merriment.”
Having spent only a matter of days in that Society, and now at Eckles Manor, Sin could wholly sympathize with the sentiment.
“On the occasion I refer to, I had sought refuge in the library and was seated in one of the bay windows reading a book when the couple came in.”
“They did not see you?”
She shook her head. “The curtains were drawn across the alcove. Once I realized I had company, and—and what they were doing, I—I made sure they did not know I was there.”
“And what were they doing…?” 
“The man—I cannot refer to him as a gentleman, because he was not—forced the woman to her knees and ordered her to carry out unspeakable acts—”
“What unspeakable acts?”
Her eyes flashed a deep and stormy gray. “They would not be unspeakable if I could speak of them.”
Which gave Sin a fair idea of what one of those acts might have been. Even so, what a couple chose to do when they were alone together—or believed they were alone together—was their own affair and not for others to judge. He was rather partial to having his own cock sucked on the right occasion and by the right woman.
“I am not a prude, if that is what you are thinking.” The high color in Mrs. Randall’s cheeks indicated she was deeply embarrassed to be talking of such things, despite having been married.
Despite the fact I had my hands and mouth all over her only minutes ago.
Sin wondered what sort of man her husband might have been that she reacted so shyly. Older, perhaps. Much older. His libido waning. It would certainly explain her having seemed more than a little shocked after being privy to such intimacies as this couple appeared to have been indulging in. But then, he had noted that many women in Society appeared to live on their nerves for one reason or another.
It might also explain why this woman might have set her sights on a much younger and virile gentleman as her next husband. Namely him.
“The man was forcing the woman to do these…acts as payment for him having agreed to kill you,” she continued with determination.
“Forcing?”
“Her whimpers and groans sounded pained rather than pleasurable.” Her cheeks colored. “The man, in contrast, seemed highly delighted these acts were to continue once he returned to London and confirmed he had disposed of you.”
“And yet she agreed to it anyway.”
“Yes.”
“The woman is not also to be a guest here?”
“I did not have that impression, no.”
“But it is she who wishes me dead?”
“Yes.”
“But you do not know what she looks like or her name?”
“No.”
“Or what my transgression against her might have been?” Sin pressed.
“No.”
“You obviously spend time in Society. Did you not recognize the voice of either the man or the woman?”
Mrs. Randall’s gaze once again avoided meeting his. “The man was…aroused and spoke harshly in his demands, and the woman did not speak at all at first.”
“Only whimpered and groaned.”
“Yes.” She looked flustered. “And when she did finally speak, her voice was gruff from where she had… No, I did not recognize either of their voices,” she added hastily.
“So you do not know who these people are? As I have no idea who might wish me dead or why?”
Her wince was pained. “That would appear to be the case, yes.”
“That would also appear to make it difficult for us to do anything other than wait for the attack.”
“Us?” Fliss was taken aback. “I have told you of the danger you are in from this man, as I intended to do. Now it is up to you to deal with the situation. It is my intention to leave on the morrow.” 
“I do not think so.”
She looked at him in alarm. “What do you mean?”
“Surely it is obvious?” the earl said derisively. “You at least have the advantage of having heard the voices of my two would-be assassins. As such, you will need to remain here to see if you recognize either of those voices again amongst the other guests.” 
Fliss became guarded. “Would it not be simpler if we both just departed?”
“That would only delay the problem, not eliminate it.”
“But—”
“You came to me, Mrs. Randall,” he reminded her. “If indeed there is a threat to my life, I intend to meet that threat head-on. To kill before I am killed, if I must.” His expression was grim and determined. “Do not look so shocked, Mrs. Randall.” He mocked her wide-eyed expression. “Surely you must have heard the tales of the wild Highlander who has arrived in Society’s midst?”
Fliss knew the young debutantes had all been aflutter before this man’s arrival in London, at the idea of ensnaring the Earl of Winterbourne for their husband. Their mothers had salivated at the thought of having such a wealthy gentleman as their son-in-law. Even if he was an “ill-bred Highlander.”
Except he was not, Fliss allowed grudgingly. Sinclair Montgomery might originate from the Highlands of Scotland, but he was every bit as toplofty as Thea’s new husband, the Duke of Blackmoor, and every bit as rakishly handsome as Sally’s betrothed, the Marquis of Oxbridge.
“My mother was English, did you know that?”
“No…” Fliss eyed him curiously.
He gave a half smile. “English Society, and her family, turned its back on her when she eloped with her Scottish lover.”
“I am sorry for that.”
Sin raised a derisive brow. “Why should you be sorry? You were not even born at the time. Neither was I, for that matter.”
“Nevertheless, I know how…unforgiving Society can be.”  
“And what does Society say of you, Mrs. Randall?” he mused. “Does it believe you to be prim and respectable? The demur widow?”
“My husband was a war hero!” There were two high spots of color in her cheeks.
“I asked what it said of you, not your husband,” he taunted. “Are you as prim and respectable as they believe?”
Fliss straightened, well aware she had not behaved in either way with this man. “I am sure that anyone in society would tell you Mrs. Felicity Randall is a levelheaded, sensible lady, and not given to bouts of hysteria or imaginings.”
“Would they still tell me that if they knew you had followed me here in order to relate some wild tale of a plot to murder me?”
“I am only telling you what I overheard,” she insisted. “I assure you, one of the other guests here fully intends to kill you.”
“And am I to believe waiting for me in my bedchamber, allowing me to…take liberties, is another example of your levelheaded and sensible behavior?”
Fliss’s cheeks burned with embarrassment at the memory of her lapse into physical euphoria in this gentleman’s arms only minutes ago. She had not so much as been attracted to another man during her marriage or since, and yet this particular man had needed only to touch her—
This man was dangerous. To her. To that respectability he took such delight in mocking.
She raised her chin in challenge. “Perhaps the reason this other woman wishes you dead is because you have taken liberties with her too.”
Sin’s chuckle was completely spontaneous. “You are the first lady I have taken liberties with since my arrival in England.” She was the first woman he had desired in some time, now that he thought on it.
The running of his estates in Scotland and ensuring his tenants and workers were comfortable kept him busy. He also had a rule of not engaging in physical involvements with any of his neighbors, necessitating that he travel into Inverness if he felt in need of female company. He realized now he had not traveled there since before last Christmas.
“I find that hard to believe.” Felicity Randall echoed his own sentiment.
Sin stepped closer until he was able to feel the warmth given off by her body and breathe in the heady aroma of her release that still clung to her clothing. “I really do not think I can allow you to leave Eckles Manor just yet, Mrs. Randall,” he murmured huskily.
She gasped. “You cannot stop me.”
“But think how guilty you would feel if something were to happen to me and you knew you might have prevented it.”
“That is unfair.”
“But true.”
It was, Fliss acknowledged with frustration. This arrogant gentleman knew it too, and was using the softness of her heart against her. For what reason? “If you think by keeping me here that I will succumb to your…seduction again, then you are mistaken.” 
“Am I?”
Fliss’s resolve wavered at his close proximity. At the memory of how easily this gentleman had aroused and satisfied the needs of her body a short time ago.
Because she was starved for affection, she defended herself inwardly. For the warmth of another. To, for once in her life, feel both beautiful and desired.
If that was so, then why had she never felt the least temptation to succumb to that temptation before tonight? And to have done so with Sin Montgomery, of all men. 
Sin.
Was it a sin to want more of the pleasure this man had given her earlier? To ache to caress that aroused and burgeoning cock? To perhaps even touch it with her lips, as that other woman had done, and in doing so give this man so much pleasure, he would spend in her mouth within minutes?
Fliss had only ever bathed away Stephen’s release after lovemaking, while secretly hoping he had planted a child inside her for her to love and care for. A hope that had never reached fruition.
It had never occurred to her until a few weeks ago that a woman could kiss a man’s cock, take it into her mouth, pleasure him in that way until he attained his release. What would that release taste like? Sweet? Salty? A combination of the two?
“Have you taken a lover since your husband’s death?”
The intimacy of the question shook Fliss out of her wonderings. “Of course not.”
“Why not?” The earl raised a hand to caress the hair back from her temple before cupping his palm about the heat of her cheek.
Fliss only just stopped herself from arching into that caress like a cat, or a woman, in heat. Was that what she was? A woman so starved for affection and warmth, she was allowing that need to override her better judgment.
She did not know Sin Montgomery, had no idea what manner of man he was or if that other woman was fully justified in wanting him dead. He could be a murderer himself, for all Fliss knew of him.
“That is none of your business.” She stepped abruptly away from his caressing hand. “You are right, it is past time I returned to my own bedchamber.” She still ran the risk of being seen leaving the earl’s room by one of the other guests. But as most of them would also be going to bedchambers they had no right being in, she was not too concerned about that. 
“Join me for breakfast in the morning.”
She frowned. “I normally take breakfast in my bedchamber.”
He gave a grin. “All the better.”
“That was not an invitation for you to join me.”
“Then I will make it one.”
“No—”
“Yes,” he insisted. “You came to me, Mrs. Randall,” he reminded her again. “And I have no intention of allowing you to leave here until this situation is resolved. To my satisfaction,” he added in a hard voice.
The implacability of his expression and tone warned Fliss that defying this arrogant earl would prove difficult, if not impossible.



Chapter 5
“Good morning, Felicity.”
Fliss’s hand shook so badly when she saw the earl standing in the open doorway of her bedchamber, she was in danger of spilling the tea from the cup she held.
“Here, let me.” Sin closed the door behind him and crossed the room in three long strides before taking the cup from her shaking fingers. He sat on the side of the bed to replace it on the breakfast tray sitting across her thighs. “You started without me,” he reproved as he helped himself to a slice of buttered toast and bit into it with obvious enjoyment.
In truth, Fliss had been hoping that the events of the previous evening had all been a bad dream. The advent of Sin Montgomery into her bedchamber with the obvious intention of keeping his promise to join her for breakfast made nonsense of that hope.
He seemed even bigger in the clear light of morning, most especially so sitting on the side of her bed as if he had every right to be there.
And maybe he did after the intimacies Fliss had allowed him the previous evening.
Either way, his presence in her bedchamber was overwhelming, when not even her own husband had ever done such a thing. Stephen had respected her privacy in a way Sin Montgomery made it clear he had no intention of doing.
This morning, his dark green superfine fitted perfectly across those wide shoulders, linen snowy white beneath a black waistcoat, dark gray pantaloons revealing the muscular strength of his legs, black Hessians shaped to his calves.     
And listing what he is wearing will not prevent me from being aware of everything else about him.
Such as the way the sunlight turned his fashionably overlong hair the blue-black of midnight. His face was rugged and handsome: glittering green eyes, sharp cheekbones, aquiline nose, sculpted lips, that square and determined jaw. As for his hands, those large and yet elegant hands that had caressed her naked flesh so expertly the night before, they kept moving in and out of her vision as he continued to raise the toast to his mouth.
Fliss forced herself to concentrate on the diamond pin nestled within his perfectly arranged neck cloth. “No one calls me Felicity.”
“Then what should I call you?” His encouraging smile revealed straight and even white teeth.
Really, was there nothing about this gentleman Fliss could find fault with or dislike? Except for his audacity, of course. “You may call me Mrs. Randall—”
“Oh-ho, I do not think so.” He rose lithely to his feet to remove the tray from across her knees, placing it on the dressing table before returning to sit beside her. “Good morning, lover,” he murmured as he leaned forward and brushed his lips lightly across hers.
Fliss was so startled by being called this man’s lover and the kiss that she could only stare at him with wide and disbelieving eyes. She could count on one hand the number of times Stephen had kissed her on the lips, and yet this man, this arrogant earl, took the liberty within hours of meeting her.
That was not the only liberty he has taken within hours of meeting me.
Fliss firmly silenced that mocking voice inside her head, straightening her spine against the pile of pillows behind her in an effort to distance herself from him. She did not succeed, as he simply moved back with her. “My friends, which you are not, call me Fliss. Neither am I your lover. And since you have chosen not to heed my warning, it would seem I am not to be your savior either. As such, I would like you to remove yourself from my bedchamber immediately.”
Sin refused to budge an inch as he continued to lean forward, his face only inches away from hers.
He had wondered during the long night, when the aching throb of his cock had prevented him from sleeping, whether he might have imagined how beautiful this woman was. His imagination had not done her justice.
Her hair was loose this morning, a wild tumble of ebony curls that cascaded onto her bare shoulders and the pillows behind her. Her eyes were that clear, dark gray, her complexion as pale and smooth as ivory. Except for her lips. They were a rosy and tempting red. The same color as the nipples he had feasted on the previous evening.
Sin’s gaze moved lower, down the long arch of her neck to the hollows at the base of her throat, the creamy swell of her breasts revealed above the lace neckline of her white silk nightgown. Lower still, he could see the clear outline of her nipples. Nipples that became hard, swelling in arousal, as he continued to admire them. His cock, still ready and unsatisfied, instantly engorged with that same arousal.
“Very well…Fliss.” Sin deliberately savored the name on his lips. “I believe I am in the mood for fruit now.” His fingers moved to unfasten the lace ribbon at the front of her gown.
“What are you doing?” She gasped, her hands moving to cover his and stop him from fully unfastening the top of her nightgown.
“You are hiding fresh berries from me,” he murmured in reproach. “Ripe, juicy berries.”
“No.” She swallowed, obviously flustered. “I do not—I am not—”
“Oh, but you do and you are.” He carefully removed her hands and placed them at her sides on the bed. “Do not move them,” he admonished as she would have done exactly that. “We are to eat breakfast together, remember?” he chided as he folded back the unfastened sides of the top of her nightgown to fully reveal her naked breasts beneath, tipped with those rose-red nipples.
Fliss’s cheeks were aflame. No one had ever… She had never… It had been in muted candlelight when Sin had touched and suckled her breasts the previous evening. This morning, he gazed upon them in the clear light of day. No, he did not gaze upon them, he gorged himself on them, his gaze openly admiring until Fliss began to wonder if there was something wrong, that perhaps her breasts were somehow different from other women’s breasts. 
She looked down at them critically. They were big breasts, to be sure, but they were firm and sloped upwards. Perhaps her nipples were too red? Or too big when they were swollen like this? Perhaps—
“I intend to make them bigger still before I eat them,” Sin murmured as if in answer to her unspoken question.
Fliss drew her breath in sharply as she watched his fingers and thumbs moving to squeeze and pinch her nipples, pleasure surging to her core as he pulled on them. Her back arched as he drew them out fully, and then farther still, so that they grew bigger, longer than Fliss had ever seen them.
The same heat as last night flared between her thighs, the lips there plumping, becoming wet. Then wetter still as he continued to pull and squeeze her nipples.
The pleasure took her breath away, and she longed to lift her hands, to press those fingers harder against her nipples. Except the challenge in his glittering green eyes dared her to move her hands by so much as an inch. 
Was she supposed to do anything? Fliss wondered. Should she reciprocate in some way?
She glanced down to where she could see the outline of Sin’s cock, long and thick as it pressed against the front of his pantaloons. Last night, he had freed himself from his clothing, had seemed to want her to—
“Not yet.” Sin lifted her chin so that she was no longer looking at what was fast becoming the painful swell of his cock. “Right now, I want you to continue looking at your breasts as I play with them.”
She drew in a sharp breath. “You are very…demanding.”
Sin laughed huskily. “I have not even begun to be demanding. Look, see how long your nipples are now? How they stand out, so big and juicy, begging for me to eat them?”
The tip of her tongue ran along the seam of her lips, wetting them. “My parents always told me I should not—should not play with my food.”
He grinned. “Mine did too. But I am sure when they did so, they were not referring to anything quite so delicious as these.” His nostrils filled with the heady scent of her arousal as he cupped the weight of her breasts in both his hands, capturing each nipple between parted fingers and applying pressure to them as he squeezed and kneaded her breasts.
Her chest began to quickly rise and fall, her cheeks flushed, eyes glittering feverishly. All indications of her increasing arousal.
She gasped, her neck arching, pushing her breasts forward as Sin lowered his head to open his mouth wide and draw one nipple and areola into the heat of his mouth.
Her nipple swelled deliciously as he suckled, hard, one of his hands continuing to pull on its twin in the same rhythm. His other hand threw back the bedclothes to trail down and cup the heat between her thighs.
“Sin…?”
His mouth released her nipple, and he pushed her nightgown out of the way, then pressed the palm of his hand against her moist and silky curls, grinding down slowly on her mound as he felt the pulsing of her nubbin.
“Oh God…” Her back was permanently arched now, her legs falling apart and allowing Sin to feel the moisture gathered between her thighs.
He dipped his fingers into that wetness, slicking it around her nubbin and swollen nether lips before slowly entering her channel with one finger. One long thick finger that was the size of some men’s cocks.
Her channel was tight, the walls contracting greedily about that finger as Sin began to slowly thrust. Each time he did, his finger skimmed across that sensitive knot of nerves inside her that made her clit pulse and throb against his palm.
“What are you doing to me?” she gasped, her breathing ragged, erratic, fingers tightly gripping the bedclothes beneath them as she began to groan and thrash her head from side to side on the pillow.
“Pleasuring you.” Sin lowered his head and bit down on her swollen nipple as his finger stroked that knob of nerves harder, longer.
“Oh God… I cannot bear it,” she choked. “Please. Oh please.”
Sin raised his head. “Come for me,” he instructed. “As you did last night.”
Her eyes were wild with desperation as she looked up at him.
“Now.” His own gaze compelled her to obey as he increased the thrusting of his finger inside her and the pressure of his thumb and fingers on her engorged nipple.  
She ceased to breathe as she stared up at him, her eyes wide as Sin felt the ripples of her release, and then the strong contractions of the slick walls of her pussy.
“Yes!” he hissed between gritted teeth, drawing out every last quake and tremor of her pleasure as he listened to her groans and watched her juices flowing out of her pussy. They slicked his fingers and dribbled between the cheeks of her bottom to moisten that other pink rosette.
Sin ached to go down on her, to drink those juices, lap them all up with the rasp of his tongue over that sensitized flesh.
Before he could do so, he heard the bedchamber door open behind him.
“Have you finished with your break— Oh!”
Sin had no need to turn in order to know this must be Felicity’s maid, come to remove her breakfast tray.
 
“Will you cease smiling so smugly,” Fliss snapped her agitation as she and the earl strolled about the garden together. A garden that was completely empty apart from the two of them. No doubt the other guests were still abed after their night of revels.
“Was I?” Sin raised dark and deceptively innocent eyebrows.
Fliss had never wanted to hit anyone before, but she wanted to hit him, this man—this seducer of respectable women.
Would she ever recover from the humiliation she had suffered earlier this morning, when her maid entered the bedchamber and found the Earl of Winterbourne sitting on the side of Fliss’s bed, doing God knows what to her?
Not that Mary had been able to see that Fliss was half-unclothed or where the earl’s hands were, with his broad shoulders and back blocking her from the maid’s vision. But still, Mary was not stupid, would know exactly what had transpired in her mistress’s bedchamber this morning.
Well…perhaps not exactly. Fliss was not one hundred percent sure herself what had happened earlier.
Every time she so much as thought of having Sin’s mouth and hands on her breasts, his finger pleasuring between her thighs, she felt a renewal of the contracting of the muscles inside her channel. Perhaps if she could not still feel him there… But she could, every long thick inch of his finger imprinted on her body and mind.
She was becoming wet between her thighs again merely thinking about it.
Last night and this morning, Fliss had found Sin’s height and breadth overwhelming, his lovemaking bone-melting, but he had not seemed the untamed Highlander Society had speculated about. Here in the garden, in the clear light of day, Fliss had reason to change her mind. Beneath the earl’s air of urbanity and the perfectly tailored clothes, she sensed a wildness, something feral, trying to escape. It was a little like spending time with a caged animal, knowing that at any second it could bend those bars around it as if they were made of butter, allowing all that wildness to break free.
Fliss had never been so aware of a man or the danger he represented to her own respectability. 
“You know you were.” Fliss lifted her parasol and snapped it open overhead. Primarily to keep the sun off her face, but also to conceal the permanent blush she had on her cheeks whenever she was in this man’s company.
She had agreed to meet Sin for this stroll about the garden only as a way of getting him to leave her bedchamber earlier, something he had absolutely refused to do without first making plans for the two of them to meet up again.
Ringing for Mary’s return and going through the ritual of her morning bath had been excruciating for Fliss. Mary had been with her for years, even before Fliss’s marriage, and she knew her maid had never seen a gentleman in her mistress’s bedchamber before today, not even Stephen.
“Perhaps,” Sin drawled, well aware of Fliss’s embarrassment over what had happened earlier.
As for his own physical discomfort…
A discomfort added to by watching Fliss between narrowed lashes as she walked beside him. Seeing the way the tops of her breasts were revealed by the low neckline of her gown. Knowing the hidden nipples would still be swollen and red from his ministrations earlier.
If his cock did not find some relief, and soon, then Sin knew he was in danger of coming inside his pantaloons. And he would much rather see those ruby-red lips wrapped around his cock when he came, and his sac being caressed and squeezed by those tiny hands.
“Shall we explore the maze?” Sin growled, barely able to restrain his need for physical release.
Fliss shot him an uncertain glance, her cheeks blushing anew as she saw the way in which Sin’s gaze smoldered down at her. Instinctively, she knew his suggestion had very little to do with exploring the historical maze in Lady Eckles’s garden. It was more likely to be an invitation for her to explore him.
Just the thought of it made her heart pound, her palms dampen inside her gloves, and caused that wetness to increase between her thighs.
“If I might have a word, my lord?”
Fliss had been so lost in her emotions that she had not heard or seen the approach of one of Lady Eckles’s handsome footmen. Young men with whom, it was rumored, that lady amused herself whenever she was here in Kent.
“Yes?” Sin scowled his displeasure at the interruption.
“One of her ladyship’s grooms has reported your stallion is unwell, my lord,” the footman related politely.
Sin’s frown darkened. “Why did my own groom not come and tell me as much?”
“It seems he is also unwell, my lord.”
Sin glanced at the woman beside him, remembering her dire warnings yesterday evening and wondering if this sudden illness of both his groom and horse could merely be coincidental.
Except Sin did not believe in coincidences.



Chapter 6
Fliss followed Sin as he strode across the lawn toward the stables at the back of the house, determined he should not leave her behind. There was something decidedly odd about both his horse and groom becoming ill at the same time, and she knew from the look she and Sin had exchanged a few minutes ago, he thought the same.
She sincerely hoped that neither man nor beast were in serious ill health, but perhaps now Sin would at least believe her warnings that someone here meant to harm him. Quite what his assassin hoped to achieve by deliberately making Sin’s groom and horse ill—perhaps by the administration of poison?—Fliss could not imagine.
Except the earl was unlikely to leave Eckles Manor, as Fliss had urged him to do last night, whilst his horse and groom were ill.
She hurried to catch up with Sin as he entered the busy cobbled stable yard, where several grooms carried water and feed to the horses in the many stalls. “My lord.” She rested her gloved fingers on his forearm. “Do you think it possible poison was involved—”
“We will not discuss this now, Fliss,” he cut her off tersely.
“But—”
“I said not now.” He came to a halt as he turned to face her, eyes narrowed in warning. “Nor is this the place for you.” He looked down pointedly at the dirt-strewn cobblestones. “I will come to your bedchamber once I have ascertained the cause of this…illness, and we will discuss the matter further then.”
Fliss’s cheeks warmed at the knowledge several of the grooms in the yard could not have helped but overhear the earl talk so casually of visiting her bedchamber. As if he did it all the time. Which, considering Fliss’s visit to his bedchamber the night before and his own to hers this morning, would be difficult to deny. Even so, she did not take kindly to being dismissed in such a manner.
“Very well, my lord.” She gave a stiff inclination of her head. “I am in need of refreshment after our walk in any case, and have yet to meet the Eckles’s other guests.”
“Fliss.” Sin reached out and captured her arm to prevent her from leaving. “Perhaps we might meet them together later?” He gave her a pointed frown.
She raised haughty brows. “I am in need of refreshment now, not later.”
Sin was not a man given to violence, despite his size possibly implying otherwise. But Mrs. Felicity Randall was well on her way to receiving physical retribution from him if she did not heed his unspoken warning. He had made it more than clear he did not wish her to deliberately put herself amongst Maria Eckles’s unscrupulous guests. A lamb amongst wolves. One of which might be the wolf after Sin’s throat.
He freely admitted to having been skeptical in regard to Fliss’s tale of plots and assassins. But his horse, Dante, had been in perfect health when they arrived at Eckles Manor two days ago, and again when Sin had taken him out for a ride yesterday morning. It seemed suspect that his groom was also suddenly taken ill.
Sin had persuaded Fliss to remain at Eckles Manor more with seduction in his mind rather than seeking out nameless, faceless assassins. But if there was a genuine threat to his life, he could not allow Fliss to put herself in danger by attempting to pursue the assassin alone. “You will wait until I am free to join you.” His tone brooked no argument.
She blinked, a rebellious glitter appearing in those dark gray eyes, informing Sin that for all her demur demeanor, this was not a lady accustomed to being ordered about by any man. Least of all him.
Her reply confirmed it. “Then let us hope you have finished your business out here by the time I come downstairs after returning my bonnet and parasol to my room.”
Sin frowned at her stubbornness. “Your husband should have taken a riding crop to your backside when he had the chance,” he muttered so that only she could hear.
Fliss gave him an unconcerned smile. “Stephen was far too much of a gentleman to ever raise a hand—or riding crop—to a lady.”
Implying that he was not, Sin acknowledged with inner frustration.
Sin had made discreet enquiries before joining Fliss for a walk in the garden and now knew exactly who her husband had been. Sin had never met Major Stephen Randall, but he knew of the gentleman. Not only was Major Randall a man not much older than Sin—making a nonsense of his earlier assumption her husband had been aged and incapable of satisfying her physically—but the other man had excelled himself in Wellington’s army before being struck down at Waterloo. A war hero and a gentleman.
Sin did not consider himself to be either.
Oh, he had served, as had so many other Scottish men, but in the navy as a captain, rather than the army. Unfortunately, he had been washed overboard in the heat of battle before being taken prisoner aboard a French vessel.
He spent the next year as a prisoner of the French, then finally managed a successful escape and made his way back to England. Admittedly, he had brought back vital information toward the war effort, and had afterward served as an agent for the Crown until Napoleon was safely incarcerated on St. Helena. But he was not the public hero Major Stephen Randall had been.
Sin bared his teeth in a humorless grin. “Unluckily for you, I have no such qualms.”
Fliss eyed him uncertainly, unsure whether or not he was in earnest with his threat. The unwavering green gaze staring back into her own confirmed that he was.
She stood as tall as her much shorter height would allow. “You are every inch the barbarian you are reputed to be, sir.”
“I am,” he confirmed without apology.
Fliss lingered only a few seconds more before turning sharply on her slippered heel and returning to the house at a brisk pace. 
“Ah, Mrs. Randall, I had been wondering where you had got to.” Her hostess stood in the doorway of the breakfast room, where it seemed, from the noise of chatter inside the room, a number of the other guests had gathered. “Do come and join us.”
Despite what she had said, Fliss had fully intended to sit in her bedchamber and wait for Sin’s return. Not because he had ordered her to, but because the people who accepted Lady Eckles’s hospitality were not the type she would normally associate with.
But it would seem a little churlish on her part to refuse Maria Eckles’s invitation, considering Fliss was the one who had inveigled herself here in the first place.
“I breakfasted in my room earlier, but a cup of tea would be most welcome.” She gave the other woman a polite smile as, instead of going to her bedchamber, Fliss now handed the butler her bonnet and parasol before crossing the entrance hall to join the older woman.
“I cannot tell you what a delightful surprise it was when you expressed an interest in attending our little house party.” Maria linked her arm companionably through Fliss’s as the two women entered the breakfast room together. “But I perfectly understand the reason for it now.” She gave Fliss a conspiratorial smile.
Fliss’s mind went a complete blank for several long seconds until she realized that Maria Eckles obviously knew of the time Fliss had spent in Sin Montgomery’s company. All of it? Including the time Fliss had spent in his bedchamber the previous evening? As Fliss looked up into those shrewd blue eyes, she realized that not much escaped Maria Eckles’s notice.
“It is always nice to spend time in the country,” Fliss answered her noncommittally, already searching the room for any gentleman with a familiar head of blond hair.
Unfortunately there were several gentlemen seated or standing about the breakfast room who fitted that description. She did not know all the gentlemen, but she recognized the faces of Lord Adam Sterling, Mr. Archibald Greaves, and Lord Samuel Waverly as the three talked together near the window. There were also two other fair-haired gentlemen sitting at the table whom Fliss did not know.
She had not thought it would be as difficult as this to identify the gentleman from the evening in the Woodrows’ library.
 
Sin could not remember the last time he had felt as angry as he did now.
His groom was stricken down with severe abdominal pains.
Dante was similarly afflicted.
Sin had no idea when or if either of them would recover.
Now he had returned to the house to find Fliss comfortably ensconced in the breakfast room and surrounded by a veritable crowd of admiring gentlemen. Completely contrary to his instructions.
“I fear you have competition for Mrs. Randall’s…affections, my lord.”
Sin turned his narrowed gaze on his hostess. “You are mistaken, madam.”
“I do not think so.” A maliciously amused smile curved Lady Eckles’s painted lips as she gave a pointed glance across the room to where a crowd of gentlemen were gathered about the chaise near the window, Felicity Randall at its center.
“I was referring to the fact that it is not done to discuss a lady with a third party,” Sin bit out coldly.
“Especially when one is bedding that lady?” his hostess mocked.
Sin’s jaw tightened. “If you will excuse me.” He gave a stiff bow before striding across the room.
Fliss sensed Sin’s presence before she saw him, a sensation of being watched causing a frisson of awareness to travel the length of her spine. It caused her to break off her conversation with Archibald Greaves and turn to look in the direction from which that sensation originated.
She drew her breath in sharply as she saw Sin bearing down on them, green eyes ablaze with his displeasure.
“If you will excuse us, gentlemen.” Sin reached down to grasp her arm and pull her to her feet before marching back across the room, Fliss anchored to his side.
“You are making a spectacle of us both,” Fliss hissed.
“No, you were making a spectacle of yourself.” He did not so much as glance at her as he strode across the room and began to ascend the wide staircase leading to the floor above.
Fliss had never been manhandled this way before. Nor did she think she should find quite so much delicious pleasure in it, or in seeing the earl so incensed.
Except, to her shame, she did. Another shiver of anticipation now ran the length of her spine as she wondered how he would punish her for disobeying him.
For so long, she had been the dutiful daughter, the Honorable Miss Felicity Barnett. Then the loyal wife, Mrs. Stephen Randall. Now the respectable widow, Mrs. Felicity Randall. At all times, and as all of them, she had been completely above reproach.
Sin had shown her a different side of herself, both last night and again this morning. He saw her as something other than any of those roles of respectability.
That he was furious, she had no doubt. That his fury was directed at her was also in no doubt. She should be resisting his hold on the top of her arm as he dragged her along beside him. Should be furious at his high-handedness in dragging her about at all, in this less than ladylike manner.
Instead, it was excitement which now thrummed through Fliss’s body. A delicious thrill that hardened the already sensitive tips of her breasts and caused a slick heat to suffuse the plumpness of her nether lips.
She had known so much pleasure beneath the ministration of this man’s mouth and hands already, and she now hungered for more of the same.
She was utterly shameless in that hunger.
Wanton, even.
“Whatever you want or are expecting, I do not have the time for right now,” Sin growled as he threw open the door to Fliss’s bedchamber. He pushed her into the room and then followed her inside. The door closed behind him with a decisive slam.
Fliss stumbled as he released her. “You are not a gentleman, sir.” He dressed as one, had the public demeanor of one, but he was assuredly not one. Fliss rubbed the spot where he had gripped her arm so tightly, she could already see the marks of where his fingers had been.
Sin crossed his arms in front of his chest as he leaned back against the door. “What did you not understand about my instruction earlier, to return to your bedchamber and stay there?”
She bristled. “I am a grown woman and not answerable to you or any other man.”
“Really? To me, your behavior seems more like that of a petulant child.”
Anger burned in Fliss’s cheeks at the rebuke. “I merely saw an opportunity and took it. I do not see what is so terribly wrong in that.” She was not about to explain, when Sin was so unreasonably angry, that it had not been her idea to linger downstairs in the breakfast room.
“And did this opportunity offer any further insight in that you have recognized the voice of my would-be assassin?”
“Not as yet. But—”
“My groom and horse are both likely to die, and you take delight in defying me?” he spat out in disgust. “Who knows where or at whom this madman will strike next, or when?”
Fliss’s eyes widened in shock, her anger forgotten. “You do believe they were struck down deliberately, then?”
“I have no certain proof of that as yet, nor does the head groom here. Only that he has never seen anything strike so swiftly and virulently.” Sin pushed away from the door to begin pacing the bedchamber. “We will need to go over the conversation you overheard at the Woodrows’ ball more carefully. To see if there are any clues there to point to the reason someone wishes to harm me. And, it would seem, those around me,” he added harshly.
“I have already told you all I know—”
“Then you will tell me again,” he snapped.
“And this time you will listen?”
Sin sighed at the unspoken rebuke, knowing it was wholly deserved. “This time I will listen.”
Listen he did, but to no real avail. Fliss had obviously given this matter considerable thought during the weeks since she’d overheard the conversation, and her recall of detail was meticulous. Except she still had no idea who the lady or gentleman might have been. Nor did Sin have any idea why he should have incited these murderous feelings in the first place.
All they knew with any certainty was the place where Sin’s murder was due to take place.
Eckles Manor.



Chapter 7
“Where are you going?” Fliss frowned as Sin moved to her bedchamber door.
He shot her a glowering glance. “I only came back to the house to change out of these clothes and into something more suited for the stable. My groom is sick,” he reminded her as she looked at him questioningly. “The doctor has been called to attend to him, and so I am needed to attend to my horse.”
This was what he had meant earlier when he told her whatever you want or expect, I do not have the time for right now.
What had he thought she wanted or expected?
Exactly what had she wanted? To feel the full weight of his anger before that anger turned to other, more pleasurable pursuits?
Yes.
What was wrong with her? What sort of woman had she become in the twenty-four hours since her arrival here?
A woman she hardly knew, Fliss realized, as a heaviness settled in her chest. A woman who had thought only of her own pleasure when a man and horse were possibly dying. Poisoned, she had no doubt, even if Sin did, by whoever wished to kill the earl.
She looked at him sharply. “You should not stand vigil alone. I will—” 
“I will not be alone. The Eckles’s head groom will be with me. You will send word down to our hostess that you are indisposed,” the earl informed her flatly. “Then you will remain here in your room until I return.”
“But that could be tomorrow morning,” Fliss protested. “What am I supposed to do shut in here all day?”
He shrugged. “Read a book. Until yesterday, it appears to have been your favorite pastime,” he taunted.
Until yesterday? What—
Fliss turned away from the scathing mockery she could see in Sin’s expression.
He knew, damn it.
How she now hungered and ached inside to feel more of the pleasure he had already given her. Of how her disappointment in his leaving had only increased that ache.
Her humiliation was complete.
Fliss raised her chin. “I would appreciate it if you would send word if—when, there is any change in either your groom’s condition, or your horse’s. I will worry otherwise,” she said as Sin looked at her enquiringly.
Sin’s initial anger at finding Fliss at the center of a handful of flirting fops when he had clearly instructed her otherwise now abated, to an extent he realized he had perhaps been a little harsh with her.
After all, she had only come here to Eckles Manor because of him. Now he knew who her husband had been, he was aware the respectable widow of Major Stephen Randall would not willingly have chosen to spend part of her summer with a house full of debauched revelers. 
Her complete innocence of such behavior put her in almost as much danger as she claimed him to be, if from another source entirely.
“I will send word.” He nodded. “In return, you will do as I say this time, and also lock the door when I leave. Your maid will deliver all your meals to your room. You are not to leave this bedchamber until I return to the house and say you may.”
Fliss gasped. “You have no right!”
Sin crossed the bedchamber in two strides before grasping the tops of her arms and shaking her. “Damn it, can you not see I am doing my best to protect you? You will do as I say, Fliss.” He stared down at her intently.
In Fliss’s opinion, Sin was being overly protective in expecting her to spend all of this gloriously sunny day in her bedchamber. After all, she was not the one in danger, he was.
Besides which, she had already agreed to join Lord Adam Sterling for a picnic luncheon.
“I understand,” she answered with a noncommittal smile. 
“Good.” He lowered his head and kissed her hard on the lips before releasing her just as abruptly and stepping back. “Lock the door behind me,” he repeated firmly.
Fliss kept a half smile on her face for as long as it took Sin to leave her bedchamber. That smile disappeared as she locked the door and then pressed her ear against it, listening until she heard Sin’s firm tread disappear down the hallway.
She turned to lean back against that door, fingers lifted to the lips he had just ravaged, half of her knowing the kiss had been meant as yet another way of controlling her, another part of her not caring why he had kissed her, only that he had.
She truly had become wanton in her yearnings for Sin’s attentions.
But not his domination. 
She didn’t care what Sin said or instructed, there were at least half a dozen gentlemen at Eckles Manor who fitted the height, build, and hair color of the man she had heard discussing Sin’s murder. If Sin was preoccupied with the care of his horse, then it was up to Fliss to meet each of those gentlemen individually. To do her best to ascertain whether or not he was the man she had overheard bargaining sexual favors in exchange for killing the earl.
Starting with Lord Adam Sterling.
 
Sin was exhausted as he sat in the straw beside a now standing Dante, the darkness outside the stable telling him of the lateness of the hour. But at least his stallion was back on his feet, if looking very sorry for himself, his chestnut coat lackluster.
Sin and Tom, the head groom here, had purged the stallion first thing and then suffered hours of caring for the sick beast and forcing more water down his throat to replace what he had lost.
His groom was given similar treatment by the doctor who had been called to attend him, and was also recovering. Sin intended talking to him as soon as the man was well enough to give an account of what had happened. This illness seemed to have been caused by something ingested by both groom and horse. Quite what that could have been, Sin had no idea. Yet.    
 It had been growing dark outside, lamps alight in the stable, when he finally felt the danger for Dante had passed and he could dismiss the head groom.
Sin rose wearily his feet to stroke and pet the equine’s neck. “I will find who did this to you,” he assured softly in the stillness of the night. “And when I do, they will pay, and pay dearly. I promise you that.”
“You would find it strange, I am sure, if he were to answer you.”
Sin turned, only the dark shadow of the woman visible on the other side of Dante’s stall. But Sin knew Fliss’s voice well enough to be sure it was her. “What are you doing out of your bedchamber?”
She gave an impatient snort as she stepped farther into the soft glow of the lamplight. “I have brought you food. Cook says you have not eaten anything all day.” She held up the wicker basket and blanket she carried before placing them down beside her.
He raised his brows. “You have been down to the kitchen to get me food?”
“Is that something else you forbid me to do?”
His jaw tightened as he heard the sarcasm lacing her tone. “If it involved you leaving your bedchamber, then yes. If a member of my ship’s crew had disobeyed me in this way, they would have felt the lash.”
“You have a ship?”
“As it happens, I do. But I was referring to my years as captain aboard one of His Majesty’s frigates.”
“You fought in His Majesty’s navy?”
“I did.”
Sin’s closed expression also told her he would not discuss the subject any further tonight. If ever. That he had already told her too much.   
“Your horse is better?” Fliss stretched her arm over the top of the wooden stall to gently stroke the neck of the chestnut stallion.
“Much,” Sin confirmed as he stepped out into the main stable and crossed to where there was a bucket of water in which to wash.
It warmed Fliss’s heart to see the beautiful horse was at least standing. She seemed to recall her father had once said that if a sick horse lay down, it rarely got up again.
Stroking and talking to the animal allowed her to avoid looking at Sin.
She had not thought… It had not occurred to her earlier when he said he wished to change into more suitable clothes…
The earl was only half-dressed.
He wore no jacket or waistcoat and necktie. His sleeves were turned back to just beneath his elbows, and his fine linen shirt was unfastened at the throat, revealing a light dusting of dark hair on his muscular chest.
The darkness of his hair was also tousled and fell rakishly across his forehead.
It reminded Fliss that the two of them were completely alone here in the dimly lit stable. Only the snorting and stomping of horses broke the silence. The air was filled with the smell of the freshly cut straw that lined the floors of the stalls, and the heat of the two dozen or so horses stabled here.
There was something earthy, almost primitive, about their surroundings, Fliss acknowledged. A far cry from the Eckles’s comfortable public rooms, where Fliss had spent the majority of her day following her picnic luncheon with Lord Sterling, when she had singled out and chatted with one fair-haired gentleman after another. So far, she’d had no success. Nothing about any of those gentlemen reminded her of the harshly spoken man in the Woodrows’ library. 
“I am ready for you to feed me now.”
Fliss drew her breath in sharply at the husky intimacy of both Sin’s words and tone. An intimacy added to when she turned around and saw that he had now removed his shirt completely and was drying off his freshly washed chest with it.
And such a chest it was.
Fliss had guessed Sin’s body would be broad beneath his tailored clothing, but she had not imagined that clothing hid anything as magnificent as these massively wide shoulders and muscular chest. His nipples were as dark as pennies amid the light dusting of dark hair that formed a vee across his chest before tapering and then disappearing into the waistband of his black pantaloons.
Taut muscles rippled as he threw the shirt down on a stool. “Fliss?”
Her legs moved of their own volition, it seemed, as she walked slowly toward him, her mesmerized gaze fixed on that naked and magnificent chest.
She came to a halt mere inches in front of him. Her breathing was shallow, but even so, the bodice of her gown felt too tight to contain the sensitive, heavy weight of her breasts. Her heart fluttered wildly as she raised her gaze to meet his fierce emerald one.
A nerve pulsed in his tightly clenched jaw. “You should not have come here.”
Fliss took no heed of his warning as she slowly lifted her hands toward him, feeling the heat given off from his naked flesh without even touching it. Heat, and that clean male smell that was purely Sin.
Purely?
Fliss almost choked on the thought. There was absolutely nothing pure about Sin Montgomery.
Or the way he made her feel.
Sin sucked in his breath as he felt his skin absorb and respond to the soft touch of Fliss’s gloved fingers, and all the way down to his rapidly engorging cock. He tensed as those fingers became bolder still, trailing across the hard nubbins of his nipples, stroking and then lightly pinching, much as he had with Fliss’s own breasts this morning.
She gazed curiously up at him. “Does that give you as much pleasure as it gives me?”
“Yes,” he bit out between clenched teeth.
She nodded as if satisfied with his answer before her eyes lowered to watch as her hands moved lower still, down over the soft vee of dark hair to where Sin’s fully erect cock now strained the material at the front of his pantaloons.
She chewed on her bottom lip. “May I…?”
May she? The desire to take, to possess, had been raging through Sin’s body since this morning. Only the distraction of caring for Dante had prevented him from returning to the house and making love to Fliss where she stood. Or lay. It had not mattered where, only that he do so.
She had disobeyed him by leaving her bedchamber, and he would bring her to task over that later. Much later. For now, Sin only wanted her hands and mouth on him.
His fingers shook slightly as he unfastened the front of his pantaloons before peeling back the material and exposing his bare and straining cock. He heard Fliss draw in a breath as he fisted his cock and pumped several times along its length, resulting in the release of liquid at its tip. “Would you like to taste it?” he invited gruffly as he saw how avidly she watched him.
Fliss’s gaze darted up to Sin’s and then back down again as his long fingers continued to caress the length of his cock and more of that release escaped its slitted tip.
The scene was reminiscent of that one in the Woodrows’ library, and yet at the same time nothing like it. There was no aggression in Sin’s tone, only invitation, and the truth was, Fliss wanted to taste him.
She licked her lips even as she dropped slowly to her knees in front of him, one of her hands moving so she could curl her fingers about his, learning, watching how he liked to be stroked. She reveled in his soft groans of pleasure as she used both her hands to take over that stroking.
The bulbous head was now slick and gleaming from the release of his juices. Fliss’s tongue darted out to lap up several drops as it began to dribble down his shaft onto her fingers.
It tasted salty and sweet at the same time. An addictive nectar that she began to lap up greedily.
“Take me in your mouth, Fliss,” Sin groaned. “Please!” His fingers gently tangled in her hair as her lips parted and he guided her mouth onto his cock, one of her hands remaining wrapped about the length her mouth could not accommodate.
He was at once surrounded by that moist and hungry heat, so reminiscent of fire inside her channel when it had contracted about his thrusting finger. Sin had no control over his own thrusts into the inferno of her mouth, his fingers in her hair holding her closer, and then closer still as his cock hit the back of her throat and he felt his release building.
He would pull out before that happened. He wanted a little longer thrusting inside that fire. Only a little longer, and then he would—
“Oh God…!” he groaned, completely out of control as Fliss’s other hand cupped and squeezed his balls.
There was a deafening roar in his ears as his movements became erratic, desperate, and his release burst hotly up the length of his cock before it exploded in pulse after fiery pulse into the heat of Fliss’s eager mouth.



Chapter 8
“I tell you, I saw her come out here.”
“Well, she is obviously not here now, so we may as well go back to the house.”
Fliss froze at the sound of those two male voices, waiting only long enough to hear the stable doors close behind the men before sitting up abruptly.
Sin had spread out the blanket on a pile of straw, and the two of them had lain down together on it after…well, after. Fliss still blushed to think of the intimacy of caressing and sucking Sin’s cock until he released in her mouth.
She had never done such a thing before, never even thought of or wanted to do such a thing before him. But oh, how she had enjoyed it. Touching his silken cock. Caressing the length of it. Taking it into her mouth. The taste of him. The thrill of knowing she was giving Sin pleasure. So much pleasure, he had completely lost control and released in her mouth.
Lying in his arms afterward, cradled against the warmth of his naked chest, was something else she had never done. She had discovered it was an intimacy almost as deep and pleasurable as what had come before it.
Fliss had almost been asleep in Sin’s arms when she heard the stable door open and the sound of men’s voices.
One male voice in particular.
“Fliss?” Sin prompted as he sat up beside her and saw how pale her cheeks had become, her arms wrapped about her knees protectively.
“It was his voice,” she breathed, eyes wide. “The man who came here to kill you.”
Sin glanced toward the closed stable door. “Are you sure?”
“Of course I am sure,” she came back sharply. “I will never forget that voice. Never.” She gave a shudder.
Sin stood quickly to pick up his shirt, grimacing as he felt it was still damp from where he had used it to dry himself earlier.
“My God…!” Fliss gasped, her eyes wide when Sin turned to look at her enquiringly. “How did you come by those scars on your back?”
“Courtesy of the French, after I was taken prisoner in 1811.” His eyes narrowed at the memory of those torturous months of incarceration.
Fliss could not imagine the pain Sin must have suffered when he received that crisscross of scars across his back. “They whipped you?” Her fingers itched to touch those scars, to soothe away the memory of the pain inflicted.
The earl shrugged. “It was common practice for the French, as a way of extracting information.”
Fliss had no doubt they had been unable to make this stubborn Scot betray king or country, even if that country was his mother’s rather than his father’s.
Sin pulled his shirt on over his head, hiding the scars from her view. “Stay here.”
“Where are you going?” Fliss scrambled to her feet beside him, still deeply disturbed by those terrible scars on his back.
“I may be able to get a glimpse of the two men before they reach the house—”
“No!” She grasped his arm with both hands. “Sin, you cannot. You must not. He—they might try to kill you.”
“I believe they were looking for you, not me.” Sin narrowed his gaze on her. “What else have you been doing today, besides sneaking down to the kitchen and bringing me food?”
She released his arm, her gaze no longer meeting his. “I was only trying to help. I was not alone for any length of time with any of the gentlemen. Well, perhaps Lord Sterling during our picnic, and Mr. Archibald Greaves, but—”
“Enough!” Sin’s voice was dangerously soft. He did not feel an ounce of remorse as he saw Fliss flinch. “We will talk about this again when I return.” He moved to the stable door. “For now, you will stay here, and I will see if I recognize either of the men who just left.” 
Fliss began to tremble as she waited for Sin’s return in the gloom of the stable. Long, tense minutes when she had no idea what was going on outside in the darkness. Sin was a large man, and obviously more than capable of taking care of himself, but he was up against two men, not one.
As for his threat to chastise her once he returned, she welcomed it, because at least it would mean he had returned.
Her heart stuttered, her breath held a prisoner in her throat as she heard the catch opening on the outside of the stable door and it slowly opened.
Her knees almost buckled in relief when she saw it was Sin who had quietly entered, his gaze narrowed to a pale glitter as he strode purposefully toward her.
Fliss backed up against one of the stalls as she recalled his earlier threat. “Did you manage to see them?”
“No.” He kept on walking until he stood directly in front of her. “You went for a picnic today with Lord Sterling?”
“Yes. But—”
“What other gentlemen did you spend time with?”
“I believe I conversed with several. I do not remember all their names,” she said defensively as he glared down at her.
“Try.”
“I only wanted to see if I recognized the voice of the man in the Woodrows’ library.”
“And did you?”
She shuddered. “Not until a few minutes ago, no.”
“You’re sure that was him?”
“Oh yes.”
His jaw tightened. “He was looking for you.”
“I cannot imagine why.” She really couldn’t. There had been ribald games late this afternoon in the drawing room, but Fliss had managed to avoid being involved in them by spending an hour or so in the hothouse at the back of the manor with Mr. Archibald Greaves. He was an amateur botanist, so it had been easy to distract him from seduction in favor of telling her what the plants were and where they came from. Sadly, she had not detected any sense of similarity between him and the man who was here to kill Sin.
“No?” A nerve pulsed in the earl’s jaw. His hands clenched at his sides.
“No.” 
“You were seen strolling in the garden with me this morning,” he reminded her.
“And I was seen picnicking with Lord Sterling at luncheon. Spent an hour or so discussing the beauty of Kent with Sir Reginald Sutcliffe this afternoon. Conversed with Lord Mitchell at tea. Allowed Mr. Archibald Greaves to show me the hothouse after tea. Was seated next to Lord Waverly at dinner—”
“You are an impetuous, disobedient— Did I nae tell ye I wanted ye to stay safe in yer room today?”
Fliss’s eyes widened as Sin lost his smooth, unaccented baritone and instead lapsed into a broad Scottish accent. As testament to just how angry he was? Fliss had a feeling it was.
She doubted he would believe she had never been disobedient before today. She had been a quiet and agreeable child. Married the gentleman her parents chose for her. Been a loyal and steadfast wife to Stephen. For the past year, she had been his equally respectable widow.
Only Sin Montgomery brought out the rebel in her.
And the wanton.
She gave a shake of her head. “I told you, I was only trying to help—”
“If I’d wanted yer help, then I would ha’ asked ye for it.” He began to pace the stable. “This isna a game, woman.” He ran an agitated hand through the dark thickness of his hair.
Her frown was pained. “I cannot stand by and just let someone kill you.”
“I will make sure ye dinna.” His expression was grim. “Have ye ever been to Scotland?”
“Scotland?”
“Aye, it’s a bonny place past the top o’ England, ye ken?” His smile was hard and mocking.
“I know where Scotland is,” she snapped. “I have just never had reason to go there.”
“Well, ye ha’ reason now,” he assured in a hard voice. “My home there is comfortable enough.”
“I am sure that it is.”
“Ye’ll go, then?”
“Will you be going with me?”
“I intend ta stay here and find yon bastard responsible for almost killing my groom and Dante.”
As Fliss had suspected he might. “Then I am afraid I will have to refuse your kind invitation and remain here too. If—when I choose to leave Eckles Manor, I have a perfectly good house of my own in the country to return to,” she added primly.
Sin’s day had started so enjoyably when he made love to Fliss in her bedchamber and then walked in the garden with her. But it had deteriorated from that moment on. Someone had poisoned his groom and his horse. He had spent most of the day and evening ensuring neither of them died. The interlude with Fliss had been more than pleasant, to be sure. But learning what she had been up to all day was not.
He scowled darkly. “Ye deserve ta ha’ yer ass tanned fer disobeying me.”
Her brows rose. “Lay a hand on me in anger, sir, and you will live to regret it.”
He chuckled. “Oh, it will not be done in anger,” he assured her, his Scottish accent fading as he brought his temper under control. “And you might enjoy having your bottom spanked.”
“I most certainly would not.”
“Are you sure about that?” She might have bristled with indignation at Sin’s threat, but there was also a measure of curiosity in those gray eyes. Whether she realized it or not, the prim and respectable Mrs. Felicity Randall was excited at the prospect of having her ass spanked.  
“Positive.”
In truth, Sin was at a loss to know what to do with this woman. Fliss had behaved bravely, even fearlessly, by coming here to warn him he was in danger. But being brave could just as easily get her killed as save his life when she might now be seen as a weakness to be exploited. Nor could he force her into going to Scotland.
But the fact that Fliss had recognized the voice of his assassin meant the other man was most certainly here. Sin could not ignore that fact. Or the danger it would put Fliss in if the two of them were to spend any more time together in public.
“Did the other gentleman assume he was only out for a little late-night fun with an unprotected lady, I wonder?” he said aloud. “Or does your assassin have an accomplice?”
“He is your assassin, not mine,” Fliss replied, out of sorts that her intimate interlude with Sin was ending so badly.
Also with the knowledge the gentleman who intended to kill Sin was here at Eckles Manor.
And feeling more than a little guilty that she had felt excited at the thought of Sin spanking her…
She really had become a woman she barely recognized these past two days. She’d allowed Sin liberties not even Stephen had taken, and taken liberties with Sin that she had never dreamt of with any other man, including her husband, but which had seemed to come quite naturally with him.
As for his suggestion she go to his home in Scotland for her own safety…
A part of her was curious to see Sin’s home, to be a guest there. But not if Sin would not be there too.
Besides, even with Sin absent, it really was not done for a widowed lady to spend time at the home of a single gentleman. Sally had done it, she reminded herself. Yes, her dear friend Sally had stayed unchaperoned at the home of the rakish Marquis of Oxbridge, and unlike Fliss, she had never been married. But Sally was now betrothed to her handsome marquis, the wedding to take place before Christmas. Fliss held no such illusions where she and Sin Montgomery were concerned. A few illicit encounters, like the one they had just enjoyed, were all she might expect from the Earl of Winterbourne.
“He is someone’s assassin,” Sin asserted grimly.
Her expression brightened. “You really do believe me now?”
“It would seem after today, it would be best to err on the side of caution,” he conceded. “I really wish you would leave here, Fliss.”
“And I have said I will not.”
The palm of Sin’s hand itched with the need to spank this woman’s backside. Except he knew it would not end there. And making love to Fliss again would not be a wise move on his part. Instead, he needed to put as much distance between them as possible if he were to protect her, if not physically by having her leave Eckles Manor, then in all other ways.
He straightened. “I will wish you a good night, then, Mrs. Randall.”
Fliss was taken aback at the abruptness and formality of his dismissal. The two of them had been intimate—very intimate—such a short time ago. Sin had held her in his arms afterward. Shown concern for her safety since. How could he now dismiss her, address her so formerly, as if none of that had taken place?
Because he’s a gentleman and an earl. And gentlemen and earls do not need to explain themselves to dowdy widows like me.
Fliss drew herself up proudly. “Good night, my lord.”



Chapter 9
“You seem somewhat distracted, Mrs. Randall,” Lord Waverley prompted irritably.
Fliss turned her head sharply away from where Sinclair Montgomery was currently engaged in a game of—well, she was not sure what the game was. Only that it involved a lot of laughter and necessitated that he and the lady he was with become entangled in positions Fliss had not realized were possible whilst still wearing one’s clothes. Most of one’s clothes, she corrected, because the earl was once again in his shirtsleeves, and Lady Barker in only her stockings and camisole, resulting in her plentiful breasts spilling out the top of it on a regular basis. 
It had been a most horrible day, as far as Fliss was concerned, and the evening was not much better.
She had seen nothing of Sin during the day. But when she had gone to the stables this afternoon in search of him, having assumed he must again be there, she was informed by one of Lady Eckles’s grooms that “His lordship hasn’t been near since this morning.” So much for his concern regarding his groom and horse.
Fliss later learned that Sin had been with several of the other guests this afternoon, having joined them to go nude bathing in Lady Eckles’s lake.
Unlike yesterday, her own morning had been spent hiding in the library. Knowing she could not continue to hide indefinitely, she had joined some of the other guests for luncheon and afterward retired to her bedchamber to rest. She had returned downstairs in time for afternoon tea and discovered that none of the bathers had yet returned.
It was an afternoon tea unlike any Fliss had ever attended before, and resulted in cake being thrown about by several of the male guests. The reason for that had soon become apparent when those same gentlemen had then offered to lick the cake from whatever lady’s body part the sticky concoction might have landed on.
Fliss had somehow managed to avoid the barrage of food throwing before quickly excusing herself and hurrying back to the refuge of her bedchamber.
She had, however, had the chance to observe the other ladies’ attire during that riotous tea, and once back in her room had instructed Mary to make changes to the gown she would wear this evening. She would draw less attention to herself if she was at least dressed in the same manner as all the other ladies.
She ordered a strip of lace be removed from the bodice, and the petticoats beneath the skirt. Once she’d dressed, Fliss’s reflection in the cheval mirror showed her breasts were exposed to just above the nipples. The lack of a second petticoat rendered the skirt almost transparent. She was now dressed as scandalously as the other ladies present.
For all the notice Sin took of her when he arrived late to the dining room with a giggling Lady Barker on his arm, Fliss might as well have been wearing a sack from head to toe. Sin’s and Lady Barker’s behavior during dinner had been nothing short of sickening to watch as they fed each other sweetmeats in between Sin placing languorous kisses on every available piece of flesh the other woman bared. Which was considerable.      
Fliss had felt hurt and betrayed by Sin’s attentions to the other woman.
Despite what he had said, the earl had obviously decided to dismiss Fliss’s warnings of danger as nothing more than a widow’s hysteria. He had possibly only been humoring her so he could take all he wanted from her physically. Having done so, he had now transferred his attention to his next conquest.
When Lord Waverly invited Fliss to play a game of cards with him after dinner, she had happily agreed. She had not, of course, realized he meant for them to remove an item of clothing every time a hand was lost. But as Lord Waverly was so far the only one to lose, it had not proven to be a problem.
For Fliss, that is.
Lord Waverly was a fair-haired gentleman in his forties who obviously enjoyed his food overmuch, and he did not make a particularly appealing sight stripped down to his undershirt and pantaloons.  
“Not at all, my lord,” Fliss now answered him lightly. “I was simply wondering if there was any refreshment to be had this evening. This is thirsty work, is it not?” She placed another winning hand on the tabletop, while inwardly thanking her nanny for all those wet afternoons when it was impossible to leave the house and the two of them had instead played cards together. Without that, Fliss feared she would have been the one stripped to her undergarments. Which had no doubt been Lord Waverly’s intention all along. “In lieu of removing another piece of your clothing, would it be possible for you to get me something to drink instead?”
He threw his cards down in disgust as he stood. “I believe there is punch in the other room.”
“I would prefer water.” Fliss had already sampled the punch and found it to be unpleasant and laced with a strong-tasting alcohol. No doubt it was intended to dispose of any lingering inhibitions the guests might feel. Which, in Fliss’s opinion, applied to very few here. She had never seen so many half-naked bodies as she had been forced to endure this evening.
“Of course.” Lord Waverly smiled tightly before excusing himself to go in search of the water she had requested.
Fliss breathed a slow sigh of relief and allowed the tension to ease from her shoulders once Waverly had gone. Perhaps the earl was right and she should leave Eckles Manor. Sin’s behavior showed he was completely unconcerned as to his own safety, and Fliss was not sure she could suffer through many more days and evenings like this one.
“Excuse yourself and go to your bedchamber before the evening grows any wilder.”
Fliss recognized that hissing voice and dictatorial tone, and she did not take kindly to hearing either when Sin had ignored her existence all day. How dare he behave as he had with Lady Barker this evening and still expect Fliss to take his instruction seriously?
She turned to find him standing beside her chair, eyeing him critically as she took in his unfastened shirt and the expanse of flesh it revealed. “Has your game finished already, my lord? Surely not?” she taunted as she coolly swept her gaze over him from his booted feet to his tousled hair. “You appear to still have some of your clothes on.”
Sin had been congratulating himself on avoiding Fliss’s company all day, sure that if he continued to do so, she would eventually take herself off from Eckles Manor. He had been convinced that if she were the respectable widow Fliss assured him she was, she would not be able to endure the licentious behavior here for long.
To his annoyance, she had flirted with the men seated on either side of her during dinner, and was now playing a card game with Waverly, which appeared to necessitate the two of them removing items of clothing between hands. None of Fliss’s own as yet, but Sin was sure it was only a matter of time before Waverly began to cheat to achieve Fliss’s disrobement.
“Lady Eckles will shortly be announcing a game of blindman’s bluff,” he bit out between clenched teeth. “You do not want to be here for that.”
Fliss raised her brows. “Why not?”
Sin breathed noisily through his nose. “Because if you are chosen to be the blind man and you fail to identify whomever you touch, by whichever body part they nominate for that identification, you will in turn then have a part of your own body groped and fondled.”
Her nose wrinkled with distaste. “You have obviously played the game before.”
He had, yes, but not in these surroundings or in this company. “Make your excuses and go to your room, Fliss.” He kept his voice soft so that no one else should overhear their conversation.
“No.”
Sin lowered his head until his lips were almost touching the bareness of skin between her shoulder and throat. Close enough that he could breathe in the heady musk of her body. He was instantly annoyed with himself when he felt his cock reacting to being this close to Fliss. He’d just spent the past hour with a half-clothed woman without feeling so much as a twitch of arousal. “I will not be able to save you from molestation once the game has begun,” he snapped.
“I do not recall asking for your assistance,” she dismissed.
The mere thought of having to watch as other men in the room manhandled Fliss was enough to make Sin grind his teeth. “You are playing with fire,” he warned.
“Indeed?” she taunted. “Perhaps I have decided it is time I was less respectable and burned a little?”
He straightened abruptly, hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. “Lady Eckles is sure to choose the most innocent here to be the blind man.”
“And you believe that to be me?”
“I know it is you.” For all they had shared several intimacies—Sin could still remember the feel of that silken mouth about his cock as she brought him to release—he did not believe Fliss to be an experienced or promiscuous woman. The fact she had not taken a lover in the year since her husband’s death would seem to confirm that.
“I am a grown woman and capable of making my own decisions.” Her chin rose. “I choose to remain here.”
Sin’s frustration deepened. “Then on your own head be it.”
“I do not think it is my head that is in danger of being fondled.”
“No, it will be your tits, ass, and quim,” he predicted with deliberate crudeness. 
 In truth, Fliss would much rather have retired to her bedchamber than take part in any games. But she would not be told what to do by Sin, nor would she allow him to see how disgusted she felt at the idea of having to touch any of the other guests here. Or having their hands on her if she failed to identify them. Which she surely would. She now knew the names of most of the other guests here, but not all, so how could she be expected to name them simply from touching them?
She rose to her feet. “Much as you have done since my arrival?”
He drew himself up straighter. “I take offense at being accused of groping you—”
“Ah, Lord Waverly.” She turned to smile at the other man as he returned with her glass of water. “Thank you.” She took the glass and drank half the liquid down, the disagreeable conversation with Sin having made her mouth dry. “The earl believes we are about to play blindman’s bluff.”
Waverly’s expression brightened. “Oh, jolly good.” He placed an overly familiar arm about her waist as he looked at the other man. “Should be fun, eh, Winterbourne?”
“Oh, great fun.” The earl’s answer was abrupt. 
Fliss bristled as she saw the look of disgust in Sin’s face at seeing her pressed so tightly against Waverly’s side. In truth, she could barely stop herself from recoiling at being in such close proximity to Samuel Waverly’s flaccid and half-naked body. It seemed especially unpleasant when the last man to hold her this close, namely Sin himself, had a taut, muscular body that made her ache to touch and caress it.
The earl’s surmise that Fliss would be the one chosen by Maria Eckles to have the blindfold placed over her eyes, pitching her into disorientating darkness, proved a correct one. She was then turned around three times, making her feel more than a little dizzy but also totally losing her bearings and any idea of who had stood where in the room, before being set free, hands raised in front of her as she stumbled about the drawing room.
The first person she touched made it all too easy for her to do so, the reason for that becoming clear when he placed one of her hands against the bulge in his pantaloons. Only ever having been acquainted with two cocks, her husband’s and Sin’s, Fliss had no chance of identifying the man in front of her. There came chants of “Who, who?” as the man proceeded to rub her hand up and down that throbbing member through the material of his pantaloons, his breathing becoming hot and uneven as his arousal deepened.
The cock was possibly only five or six inches long, and not thick around like Sin’s. “Lord Waverly?” Her guess was tentative at best.
“Wrong,” Lord Adam Sterling drawled as his hand dipped down the front of her gown and gave one of her nipples a painful twist. She felt herself being spun round again and set free.
This second spin added to her increasing feelings of dizziness and caused her to stumble again until she regained her balance.
The next person to step into her path was a woman. Fliss was able to guess that much at least, from the floral perfume. A guess that was confirmed when her hand was placed against the woman’s bared breast. Fliss’s efforts to pull away were to no avail, as the other woman’s grip tightened and she rubbed Fliss’s gloved palm against a hard nipple.
Fliss felt sickened at that familiarity. She had never touched any woman’s breasts but her own, and then only to wash herself. This breast was large and pendulous. “Lady Barker…?” 
“Wrong,” her hostess whispered in her ear as her hand went down Fliss’s bodice to tweak and pinch her other nipple. “But we can finish this later if you would care to come to my bedchamber for another feel?”
Fliss answer was to spin herself away, adding to that lightheadedness as she crashed into a hard object. She lifted her hands to steady herself, breathing a sigh of relief at the familiarity of the chest beneath her palms. Not only those hard and muscular contours, but also the smell of sandalwood and male musk. “Lord Montgomery,” she announced without hesitation, uncaring if by doing so she revealed her intimate knowledge regarding the earl’s body.
“Correct,” Sin bit out beside her ear as the others in the room clapped their approval. “Now leave here before I decide to lift your skirts, pull down your drawers, and paddle your bare ass in front of everyone.”
Sin had tried to intercede before now to save Fliss the embarrassment of having Sterling and then Lady Eckles fondling her breasts. But he had not taken into account Sterling’s or Maria Eckles’s determination. It had been sickening to watch them rubbing Fliss’s hands over their bodies, even more so to see their hands on Fliss. But at least her incorrect guess in regard to Sterling showed that she really had only enjoyed a picnic luncheon with the other man yesterday. 
She ripped off the blindfold now to stare at him with unfocused gray eyes, her face pale. 
“Go now,” he urged with force. “And lock your bedchamber door behind you.”
Fliss fled, leaving the room as if the hounds of hell were at her heels.
The dizziness seemed to become worse rather than better, and she was breathing hard by the time she reached her bedchamber, black spots dancing in front of her eyes as she sat heavily on the side of her bed, holding on to one of the four corner posts to stop herself from swaying.
She was no longer merely dizzy but also disorientated. As if she were not inside her own body, and everything was happening to her in a dream. Including her limbs refusing to obey her as she tried to stand to undress before going to bed.
Unable to rise, Fliss instead slid slowly down onto the carpet beside her bed before the darkness overcame her.



Chapter 10
Sin played his part in blindman’s bluff, fondling several pairs of breasts and one rather puny man’s chest before identifying Lady Barker by her shapely ass. He heaved a sigh of relief as he was able to pass the blindfold on to her and then move to the back of the room, to observe, rather than take part.
Which was the reason he noticed when Lord Waverly slipped quietly from the room, still half-undressed from his card game with Fliss, a disquieting smile of anticipation curving the foppish man’s fleshy lips.
Sin decided to follow him. He stayed in the shadow as the other man crossed the spacious entrance hall and went up the wide staircase. Along the hallway to Fliss’s bedchamber.
He hesitated in the hallway as the man let himself into the unlocked and darkened bedchamber. Was it possible Fliss was expecting him? That she had invited the other man to join her and so deliberately left the door unlocked for him to enter?
She had spent a great deal of time in Waverly’s company since her arrival here, so perhaps—
No.
Sin had not seen the slightest spark of genuine interest in Fliss’s manner toward the other man. Whatever Waverly was doing letting himself into her bedchamber, Sin did not believe it was by invitation. He would deal later with Fliss’s disobedience regarding having left the door unlocked. For now, he needed to follow the other man and see what he was up to.
“What the devil—”
Sin gave Waverly no opportunity to finish the exclamation. He hauled the other man off Fliss’s inert body, then flung Waverly across the bedchamber. The other man hit the wall and slid down it, eyes opened wide as he blinked his surprise. The moonlight shining in through the windows showed the front of his unfastened pantaloons, completely exposing his rigid cock.
Sin went down on his haunches beside Fliss and took in her disheveled appearance at a glance. Her gown had been pushed up about her waist, her drawers pulled off completely, legs pushed wide apart, fully exposing the dark curls.
Sin pulled her gown down over her nakedness before looking up at her face. Her lids were closed, her breathing soft and even, her limbs completely relaxed.
Fliss failed to lock the door as I instructed, because some time during the evening, Waverly drugged her with the intention of raping her.
“No—” Waverly’s protest went unheeded as Sin crossed the bedchamber, pulled the other man roughly back onto his feet, and pummeled him with his fists.
He gripped Waverly’s rapidly waning cock and gave it a painful twist as he thrust his face up close against the other man’s. “Did you put something in the water you gave her earlier?”
“No—”
“Do not lie to me!” 
“It was only a little…relaxant,” Waverly defended. “To ensure she enjoyed our time together.”
“It will cause no lasting harm?”
“Not at all— You are like to twist my cock off completely if you do not stop!” The other man grasped Sin’s wrist in an effort to stop that excruciating torture.
 “If you ever come near Mrs. Randall again, I will kill you. Do you understand?”
“Yes. God, yes.” Waverly’s voice rose an octave as Sin gave his flaccid cock another savage twist.
“You will make your excuses and leave here tomorrow. Better yet,” Sin rasped, “you will pack your things and leave here tonight.”
“Yes, yes. Anything,” the other man blustered. “Just please stop what you are doing.”
Sin released and then thrust the other man from him, turning away in disgust as he saw Waverly pushing his bruised cock back into his pantaloons as he hurried from the room. It was the least Waverly had deserved for his intention of raping Fliss without qualm or conscience.
Sin made sure to rinse his hands in the washbowl in Fliss’s dressing room before returning to bend down to lift her into his arms and place her gently on the bed.
“Sin…?” Her lids seemed heavy from whatever drug Waverly had put in her glass of water.
“Sleep now, Fliss,” he soothed as he pulled the bedclothes over her. “We’ll talk in the morning.” He lifted the chair beside the window and carried it over to place it beside the bed before sitting down. “No one shall harm you tonight,” he assured her firmly.
Fliss had no idea what he was talking about, only that he was here and no longer being distant or angry. She gave a contented sigh as she turned over and fell fast asleep.
 
“Lord Waverly intended to rape me?” Fliss sat back against the pillows, feeling ill every time she thought of what might have happened to her the night before.
If Sin had not followed Lord Waverly.
If he had not intervened.
“You see now why you must leave here?” Sin continued to pace her bedchamber, still wearing the unfastened shirt and black pantaloons from the previous evening, as she was still dressed in yesterday’s evening gown.
Because the earl had placed her unconscious body in bed and then spent the night sitting in a chair at her bedside, protecting her from any more nighttime intruders.
Fliss gave a firm shake of her head. “I will not leave without you.”
He scowled at her stubbornness. “And I still need to find the man who is trying to kill me.”
“You do not think it could be Lord Waverly? He could have been disguising his voice.”
“He wished to rape you, not kill me. It is the unvarnished truth,” he insisted as Fliss felt the last of the color fade from her cheeks.
She grimaced. “If that is the case, then I think I should prefer that you varnish it in future.”
Sin gave a humorless smile. “I will try.”
As far as Fliss was concerned, he had already done enough. She hated to think what would have happened to her if he had not followed Lord Waverly last night.
Sin had spent much of the previous day with a variety of the other guests, in the pretense of joining in their frivolity and games. No one stood out as showing any malignant feelings toward him, and yet Sin had sensed something in the air, a frisson of disquiet, as if that malignance was there but unseen. There was also no denying Fliss’s claim she had recognized the assassin’s voice that night in the stable. 
Sin’s conversation with his groom yesterday morning had neither confirmed nor denied that the man’s illness, and Dante’s, had been deliberate. But it had left Sin with serious doubts. William admitted to having drunk a pitcher of beer during the previous evening and also admitted Dante was partial to sharing a sip or two with him.
Sin suspected the two might have imbibed strychnine. The landlords of taverns and inns were known to water down their beer with the foul stuff as a way of making it go further and so increase their profits. Many of the lower classes became so accustomed to small doses of it, they remained immune. And if the occasional drinker happened to grow ill or die from the concoction, then the tavern owners did not consider it to be their fault.
The difference this time was the groom had been supplied with the beer from the main house on the Eckles estate.
Sin’s groom.
His horse.
During his long hours of wakefulness last night, as Fliss slept off the effects of the drug, Sin had realized Waverly had to have got whatever he put in Fliss’s water from somewhere. Or someone. Fliss said the assassin was a man, but what if the woman in the Woodrows’ library that night had been Lady Eckles? The man would carry out the assassination whilst she, as hostess, remained removed from the deed itself.
But for what reason? Sin had never even met Lady Eckles until a month ago. Admittedly, he had rebuffed her advances then, as he had since his arrival here. But if she decided to do away with all the gentlemen who had turned her down, there would be dozens of bodies littered throughout London and elsewhere. Ladies too, if her advances to Fliss last night were any indication.
Besides which, Sin could not imagine any sexual situation under which Lady Eckles would “whimper and groan” in protest.
His upper lip turned back with distaste for their licentious hostess. “I believe you are right, and perhaps we should both leave.” He was more than capable of taking care of himself, but he could not risk anyone else he was believed close to, including Fliss, being attacked or injured. He had no doubt Maria Eckles had her own way of knowing exactly which guests spent the night with whom whilst under her roof. 
“You do?” Fliss brightened, and then frowned again. “What of Lady Barker?”
Sin’s eyes narrowed. “What of her?”
“Yesterday you… Well, you showed a preference for her company yesterday.” Her gaze did not quite meet his. “And you were not able to spend the night with her, following my…misadventure.”
“Your point being?”
Fliss looked down as she ran her fingers over the brocade pattern on the bedcover. “I doubt she would appreciate it if you were to now leave here at the same time I do.”
“To hell with what Lady Barker does or does not appreciate.” The earl bent down to turn back the bedcovers and scoop her up into his arms, ignoring her squeak of protest as he sat on the side of the bed and settled her so that she was sitting across his thighs. “She was nothing more than a distraction.” His lips trailed down the length of her throat. “An effort on my part to deflect attention from you. To get you to leave.”
Fliss leaned back to look at him censoriously. “You seemed overly enthusiastic, if that is the case.”
“Was I?”
“I would say so, yes.”
Sin smiled at her vehemence. “Were you jealous, little Fliss?”
“Not in the least.” She had been jealous, and it was something of a relief to know that Sin had not been serious in his interest in the other woman after all. Something Fliss had no intention of admitting to this already overconfident gentleman.
“I was.” His lips resumed caressing her throat. “Of Sterling. Waverly. All those other gentlemen to whom you gave your attention. Even that idiot Greaves you spent time with in the hothouse.”
“I will have you know Mr. Greaves is very knowledgeable about plants and botany,” she defended.
“Is he indeed?” Sin considered. A man who knew about botany would know which ones were poisonous. Which plants might be added to a pitcher of beer to make a groom and horse sick. What might be added to a glass of water undetected.
“Were you really jealous of those other men?” Fliss prompted shyly.
He eyed her impatiently. “I believe you are enjoying the idea far too much.”
Her cheeks flushed. “I have never had a man feel jealous over me before.”
“Not even your husband?”
“Stephen had no reason to ever feel jealous.”
“You mean you did not deliberately flirt with other gentlemen in his presence?”
“No.”
“Well, you will not do it again in mine either,” Sin assured her. “We are leaving here this morning. And your spanking and sore ass are only delayed until we reach Scotland,” he warned as he stood to place her on her feet. “It would be a long and uncomfortable ride for you if I were to administer your punishment now.”
“Punishment for what? All I have tried to do is save you from an assassin— Scotland…?” she repeated as she obviously realized what he had said. “I cannot go to Scotland with you. Why would I? It is a preposterous suggestion—”
“Oh, it is not a suggestion, Fliss,” Sin said mildly. “We are going to my home in Scotland together, in my coach. Your own carriage can return to London or your country estate, whichever you choose. It will be safer for both of us if we are out of England until I have discovered why someone wants me dead.”
“And how do you propose to do that?”
“I intend to send word to London and engage the services of Viscount Brooketon to look into the matter.”
“Lord Brooketon? Why on earth would the heir to the Earl of Stonewell wish to do such a thing?”
“Because, my dear Fliss”—he tapped her playfully on the nose—“he fancies himself as being something of an amateur detective.”
“How do you know that?” She did not know Brooketon personally, that gentleman running with a far more sophisticated crowd than she was used to, but she did not recall ever having heard that said about him.
“We sparred together in the ring several times during my brief stay in London,” Sin answered her.
“A boxing ring?”
He arched dark brows. “I do believe you are trying to change the subject.”
“I am merely trying to make sense of this conversation.” Although it did not take too much imagination for Fliss to see Sin stripped to the waist, his huge chest and shoulders bare and glistening with sweat as he sparred in a boxing ring with the rakishly handsome Viscount Brooketon.
“The only thing you need to remember is that when we get to Scotland, I am going to put you over my knee and spank your bare ass so that you cannot walk or sit down without remembering why it was administered,” he reminded her with relish.
“That will not be at all difficult when I do not know why it will be administered!” Fliss glared at him. The man really was a barbarian if he thought for one moment she would agree to go to Scotland with him, let alone allow him to—to— “Why?”
“For coming to Eckles Manor in the first place, and deliberately putting yourself in danger.” He ticked off one finger. “For deliberately flirting with several unsavory gentlemen after I told you to stay in your bedchamber.” He ticked off another finger. “For playing blindman’s bluff when I specifically instructed you not to.” He ticked off a third finger. “And lastly, because I believe I should enjoy it very much.” He ticked off the last finger.
Fliss had a feeling she might enjoy it too.
Too much.  
Her breasts ached, her nipples were swollen, and her nether lips were slick with her juices from only imagining having one of those large hands spanking her bare bottom until the skin was red and glowing. “What happens after you have spanked me?”
He stepped closer. “Why then I believe I will have to apply a soothing balm to ensure the skin does not…bruise.”
Fliss moistened her lips. “And after that?”
Sin smiled. “After that, I intend to spread your legs wide, eat your hot, wet pussy, and make you come until you scream for mercy.”
Oh dear Lord...



Chapter 11
“That is not a house, it is a castle,” Fliss exclaimed with her nose pressed against the window looking out at the imposing gray stone castle built upon the headland. She had seen no other houses for several miles now and guessed this must be their destination after several days of driving through the rugged beauty that was Scotland.
A destination that had taken many more days than that to reach, much of it over uneven roads that had jostled and jolted both the carriage and its occupants. Inwardly, Fliss had thanked Sin several times for not spanking her before they left Eckles Manor. Her bottom was sore enough from the journey without that added discomfort.
Which was not to say she had not given great thought to that spanking and what Sin said was to follow.
She had also fretted and worried what Society would think if the guests still at Eckles Manor should ever reveal she had left that estate to travel to Scotland alone with the Earl of Winterbourne.
Admittedly, her maid and his valet were traveling with them in a second coach, but Society would not make any distinction if they became aware of Fliss’s stay in Scotland with the “untamed highlander.”  
Not that Sin seemed at all concerned by the possibility. And why should he? He was a man, and men were expected, and allowed to have, their little affairs, without fear of scandal or retribution. The widowed Mrs. Felicity Randall would not be granted the same freedom.
Knowing that, what was Fliss doing here?
Why had she allowed herself to be handed up into Sin’s coach that last morning at Eckles Manor rather than returning to her home in her own carriage? Why had she traveled to Scotland with him for days and nights on end? Nights which, to Fliss’s surprise, had been spent in separate bedchambers at roadside inns.
As well as enduring the discomfort of the actual journey, Fliss had daily exhausted herself by being completely aware of the man seated in the coach with her, and spending restless nights alone in her bed, knowing that Sin was in another bedchamber farther down the hallway.
There had not been a second—except when she had catnapped from sheer exhaustion—when she had not been aware of everything about him. His sheer presence. His quiet power. His elegance. The smell of his cologne and that natural male musk that appealed and awakened all her senses. 
They had talked, of course, and Fliss had learned more about his childhood and his Scottish father and English mother. His years at university in England. He had even talked of his time in the navy, and those long months of being held a prisoner in France, when he had received those lash marks on his back before his escape and safe return to England.
In comparison, Fliss’s own life seemed exceedingly dull.
Because it was dull.
She had done nothing with her life except conform to Society and do as she was told, first by her parents and then Stephen.
This adventure with Sin, and it had been an adventure from the start, was the first spontaneous thing she had ever done in her short life.
And beneath it all, every second of every day and lonely night, her body and senses had been alive with the arousal this man constantly evoked in her.
Sin, in contrast, had seemed perfectly relaxed, as if none of their previous intimacies had ever taken place. As if she had not sat tensely across the carriage from him day after day, her body constantly thrumming with arousal.
“Castle Montgomery,” Sin answered her with satisfaction, glad to be home after so many weeks away.
Before leaving Eckles Manor, Sin sent word to Brooketon outlining the problem and requesting the other man do whatever it was he did to investigate such matters. Sin also learned that Waverly had taken his advice and fled Eckles Manor. A chat with Greaves had not shed any light on where the poison or the draught in Fliss’s water had come from. That gentleman had denied all knowledge of such things. The man was so guileless, Sin had been inclined to believe him.
None of which had prevented Sin from keeping a wary eye out during the journey in case his carriage was followed. He had seen no indication that it had been.
Nevertheless, Sin was relieved the carriage journey was over, not just because of that fear they might be followed to Scotland by the assassin, but also because it had been torture to spend so many hours alone with Fliss and not make love to her. But neither his carriage nor one of those roadside inns where they’d spent their nights was where Sin wanted to make love to her. She deserved better than that.
He had learned more about her in this journey than he thought even she realized. Her duty to her overly strict parents. Her fitting in with the dictates of Society. Her liking and respect, but not love, for the man her parents had chosen to be her husband. Duty, liking, and respect. They seemed to have been the ruling emotions in Fliss’s uneventful life to date.
Sin wanted to introduce her to a world without rules. A world where they might share and enjoy every possible pleasure of the flesh. Where she might at last allow that wildness which Sin sensed in her to fly free. 
He imagined seeing her walk barefoot along the shoreline in the secluded bay beneath the castle. Letting her hair loose and seeing the color in her cheeks as they walked amid the heather. Her skirts rucked up to her thighs as they rode bareback through the waves crashing against the sand. Taking her out onto those waves on his ship, her face turned into the wind, her dark hair blowing loose about her shoulders.
But before doing any of those things, he intended keeping his promise to warm her bottom.
And if Fliss thought he had forgotten that during the long journey here, she was about to learn he had not.
 
“You have a beautiful home,” Fliss complimented when she joined Sin in the library for afternoon tea.
All the castle household staff had been lined up to greet their laird—Sin truly was a laird, and a much-loved one from the open affection shown toward him as he addressed each servant by name. He introduced Fliss only as Mrs. Randall, here on her first ever visit to Scotland. If there had been speculation in several of the curious pairs of eyes looking at her, it was not a curiosity Sin intended to satisfy.
The elderly housekeeper, a Mrs. Campbell, had been the one to show Fliss up to the suite of rooms she was to occupy during her stay, Sin having made arrangements to meet Fliss for tea before he retired to his study with his steward. No doubt, with Sin in London and his cousin Ranulf, who managed the estate, away on his honeymoon for several months, there would be many estate matters for the two of them to discuss.
Fliss’s rooms were extremely comfortable and looked out over the sea. It was calm today, but she could easily imagine it during winter, gray and white, the waves high and crashing onto the shoreline.
It filled her with a sense of anticipation. Excitement. Freedom.
Fliss could never remember a time when she was not answerable to another for her actions. Her parents. Stephen. Society. Up here in the Scottish Highlands, far away from those other responsibilities, the world seemed full of possibilities.
And Sin.
She felt the stamp of his presence everywhere. In the castle. The grounds. Out on the heathland she had seen on their arrival. He was a part of it all, as untamed and rugged as the land he came from.
He stood up now at her entrance before moving around to lean back against the front of his imposing oak desk. “Your rooms are to your liking?”
“Very much.” Fliss approved of this room too. It served as a library as well as Sin’s study, and she could easily imagine herself curled up in a chair next to the fire reading while Sin attended to the paperwork on his desk, the two of them sharing a companionable silence.
It was a ridiculous fantasy. Sin had brought her here only in order to protect her, and it was foolish of her to imagine it was for any other reason. Once he heard from Lord Brooketon that the danger in England was over, Sin would put her and her maid in a carriage and send them on their way. Never to be seen again, in all probability, except perhaps as polite strangers next Season, when they chanced to meet at one Society function or another.
The thought of that being the case caused a heaviness in Fliss’s chest.
“Take your drawers off, lift your skirts, and bend over the back of the chair.”
Fliss’s startled gaze rose swiftly to meet Sin’s. “What…?”
He crossed the room to lock the door before he shifted a lush-seated chair and placed it in front of the window. He returned to lean back against his desk, arms crossed in front of his powerful chest. “You heard me.”
She had, yes, but she did not believe what she heard. “You cannot be serious?” She eyed the chair dubiously.
“I assure you, I am very serious.” His green gaze was steely. “Did I not tell you this would happen once we were arrived in Scotland?”
Well, yes, he had said that, but Fliss had not thought it would happen immediately. If it happened at all.
“Unless you wish for me to do those things for you?”
“I… But… No.” She swallowed past the dryness of her throat. “It is only—”
“Do it,” he bit out. “Now.”
She blinked at his uncompromising tone. “It is broad daylight. What if someone should see us through the window?”
He shrugged. “Then they will have a clear view of me spanking your delectable ass.”
Excited color heated Fliss’s cheeks at the thought of someone witnessing her punishment. There was something so…forbidden in such a thought. The same something that caused her nipples to harden and the slick juices to flow between her thighs.
Besides, she had not forgotten what he had promised would follow…
“You like the idea of that,” Sin stated with satisfaction as he pushed away from the desk to take off his jacket and waistcoat. “I will take off your drawers if you do not,” he warned as he untied and removed his necktie, unfastened the top and cuffs of his shirt, then turned back the sleeves to just beneath his elbows. “But perhaps that is what you want? To have the choice taken away from you?” he guessed shrewdly.
Was it? Was Fliss so cowardly she would deny even her own desires by passing the onus of that responsibility onto Sin?
“Better,” he murmured as Fliss lifted her skirts enough to be able to remove her drawers. “Now, kneel on the seat facing the window, lift the back of your skirts up to your waist, and lean forward over the chair and grasp the sides with your hands.”
Fliss followed his instructions as if in a dream, or in lust, as she climbed onto the chair, lifted her skirts, and secured them in the bottom of her corset.
She could no longer deny the reason for her excitement. Her breasts were so swollen, they were in danger of spilling out of her bodice as she bent forward over the back of the chair and grasped the sides. The juices ran hot between her thighs.
Her tension increased as Sin remained unmoving and silent behind her.
Heat suffused Fliss’s cheeks as she knew what he must see. Her completely bare bottom lifted up invitingly.
She grew flustered the longer the silence continued, and began to sit up. “You think me too fat—”
“Do not move.” The instruction was accompanied by a sharp slap to the bared left cheek of her bottom, followed by that hand cupping and squeezing that stinging orb. “As far as I am concerned, your bottom is perfect. Not too thin.” His hand squeezed. “Not too fat.” He squeezed again. “A perfect handful for me to grasp and fondle.” The last was accompanied by a sharp slap to the other bared cheek.
Fliss thought of the size of Sin’s hands and knew her bottom was plumper than it should be. But if Sin did not mind…
Those slaps to her bottom began in earnest now, alternating from one cheek to the other, becoming harder and faster, and sending a gush of heated pleasure between her thighs. Finally there came a slap so hard, it caused the skirt of her gown to escape its precarious hold before sliding down to cover her. Fliss took that as a sign the punishment was over.
“Stay where you are.” Sin leaned over her back, his breath hot against her nape. “I will tell you when you may move. Is that understood?”
“I… But—”
“Is that understood, Fliss?” One of his hands moved beneath her skirt and between her thighs before he stroked a finger over her hard little nubbin, causing her to squirm and groan. He moistened his fingers in her juices, then continued that slow caress, stopping well before he reached the base of her spine, fingers lingering to stroke and caress.
Fliss’s breathing sounded loud and labored in the otherwise silent room. She had never been touched so intimately. Never known she could feel pleasure there. And yet she had, that tight little band of muscles as sensitive to Sin’s caress as her nether lips and nipples.
She moistened the dryness of her lips. “I understand. What are you doing now?” She gasped as she felt his fingers against the back of her gown.
“As you seem to be having trouble breathing, I am loosening the bodice of your gown. There,” he murmured with satisfaction as he stepped around to the front of the chair and saw Fliss’s gown was now loosened to such a degree, her bared breasts fell firm and free from her clothing, the nipples aroused and distended. “I will get to these soon enough,” he assured her. He cupped her breasts in his hands and gave them a squeeze before moving back behind the chair to tuck her skirts more securely into the loosened top of the gown.
Sin knew that Fliss was not a true submissive, nor would he want her to be. He reveled in those flashes of her newly discovered fire and spirit, the times she made demands and expected to be obeyed. This was only a game they were both playing. A game where Fliss gave up control to Sin, and he took that control to pleasure her in ways he was sure she had only dared to imagine.
Something else Sin had learned on their journey here was that Fliss’s eyes did not flash with fire when she spoke of her husband, nor did her face flush with excitement when she talked of her marriage. Instead, she showed a quiet loyalty and liking for Stephen Randall, the man to whom she had been married for three years but seemed to barely know.
Sin would rather feel Fliss’s hatred for him than her quiet loyalty and liking.
He wanted to set free that woman of fire and excitement. Wanted Fliss to demand and then take whatever she wanted from him.
He had no doubt she would do it too. When this part of their game became too frustrating to bear, he knew Fliss’s need to wrest control would come into play. Sin was more than happy to play his role until she was ready.
“Now where was I?” He looked at her bared bottom, both cheeks a delectable rosy red. From this angle, he could also see the plumpness of Fliss’s nether lips and the slickness of her juices as they soaked her inner thighs and the dark curls above. “Ah yes,” he murmured with satisfaction before bringing his hand deliberately down against those swollen nether lips. Not too hard, but enough to cause Fliss to give a low moan.
He slapped her there again, slightly harder this time, causing her to groan even louder and her bottom to wriggle enticingly.
He plunged two fingers into that gripping heat, causing Fliss to gasp anew. But she made no word of protest, nor did she move from leaning over the back of the chair, her hands now gripping so tightly, her knuckles showed white.
Sin continued to thrust into that tight inferno as his other hand unfastened the front of his pantaloons, allowing the material to fall down. His freed cock jutted up long and thick, the head already glistening with his juices.
He moved so that his cock pressed against the hot length of her bottom. “Shall I take you now?” he murmured against her ear.
She gave another groan.
“Was that a yes?” Sin pressed harder against her.
“Yes, damn you!” she sobbed. “Yes, yes, yes. Take me now.”
“That was not politely said, Fliss.” He tsked. “Now ask me nicely.” The thrusting of his fingers grew faster, harder. 
“Nicely?” She released her hold on the back of the chair before looking at him over her shoulder, her cheeks flushed, eyes glittering with anger. “You have spanked my bottom until I doubt I will be able to walk, let alone sit. You have teased and aroused me until I now ache with need. A need you also feel,” she announced triumphantly as she looked down at his long, swollen cock. “It is now time for you to do as I ask.” She lifted away from his fingers before pushing him back far enough that she could climb down from the chair and stand. “Sit.” She pointed to the empty chair.
Sin raised his brows, wondering if she had any idea how glorious she looked with her hair in disarray, her gown still falling down at the front and revealing bared breasts tipped with those hard, juicy red nipples. She was so aroused, physically and emotionally, she no longer seemed to care if someone walked past the window and saw her half-naked. 
“I told you to sit,” she repeated, fiery gray gaze daring him to disobey her.
Sin had no intention of disobeying her. Much as he had enjoyed spanking her, hearing her groans, and feeling and seeing the evidence of her arousal, he was going to enjoy this part of the game just as much. His cock grew even harder at the thought of being at Fliss’s mercy.



Chapter 12
“Better.” Fliss nodded as Sin slowly lowered his bulk into the chair before she stepped between his parted legs, her thigh nudging against his cock.
Such a beautiful cock it was too. So long and fat, thick veins throbbing along its length as she curled her fingers about it. So swollen the skin was pulled fully back, revealing the blood-engorged head.
Fliss held Sin’s gaze as her fingers tightened about that straining length to give a slow and measured pump. Then again. And again, as Sin groaned with each languorous caress. His head leaned back against the chair as he watched her through narrowed lids, his body slumping as he thrust up into her encircling fingers.
She smiled as several thick beads of his release escaped the slit at the tip, using the index finger on her other hand to gather up a pearl before raising it to her lips and slowly lapping up the salty-sweet liquid.
“Again.” Sin gave a demanding thrust of his hips.
“Tsk, tsk,” she rebuked, fingers tightening about that straining cock. “That was not politely said, Sin. Perhaps if you were to ask me nicely?” She repeated his words back at him.
“Witch,” he muttered achingly, his eyes dark and stormy.
“That certainly is not polite.” She removed her fingers completely.
“Damn it, I am asking nicely.” Sin glared at her. “I am nicely asking that you please take off that ridiculous gown and then climb on top of me and put my cock inside you.”
It was not what he had promised would follow her spanking, Fliss acknowledged, but nevertheless, it was exactly what she wanted. She needed Sin to ease that empty ache between her thighs, to bury his thick cock so deeply inside her, she felt full of him. She ached with the need to feel that stretch and fullness.
It should have felt awkward, inelegant, to remove her gown and shoes before placing her hands on Sin’s shoulders to aid her as she straddled him wearing only her thigh-length camisole and her stockings. It should have, but it felt too good to matter.
Fliss placed her knees on the chair either side of Sin’s muscular thighs. The position stretched her to her limit and left her pussy wide open. Her eyes were half-closed, and she used her grasp on Sin’s shoulders as leverage as she began to undulate her hardened nubbin along the length of his heated cock. She gasped as shards of pleasure shot straight to her core and up the length of her spine.
Sin stood the torture for as long as he could before reaching out and grasping Fliss’s hips, increasing the depth and speed of those strokes along his cock. His mouth latched on to one of the turgid nipples swaying so temptingly, mere inches in front of him.
He could feel the throbbing of Fliss’s nubbin rubbing along the length of his cock, hear her gasped moans increase as she neared her peak. Sin bit down hard on the nipple in his mouth and instantly felt the force of Fliss’s release. She groaned and sobbed, the juices flowing between her thighs, wetting Sin’s cock enough that he was able to lift her up slightly and allow the bulbous head to easily penetrate her pulsing channel.
She came again as Sin entered her fully, her breathing no more than encouraging sobs as Sin began to thrust in earnest. Every thrust and pull drew him ever closer to reaching his own release.
“Again.” His voice was guttural as he fought to retain control, the base of his spine tingling, his balls drawing up tightly beneath his cock. “Now!” He bared his teeth as Fliss’s channel contracted for a third time.
Sin lost the battle for control, gasping as his own pleasurable release shot along the length of his cock and erupted inside her with heat and force.
 
The next three days and nights passed so quickly and enjoyably that Fliss wondered how she was ever going to return to London and the stultifying life she led there.
Her days were spent walking or riding with Sin, and she grew to love the wild, mountainous countryside as much as she loved walking barefoot in the sand along the rugged shoreline.
As for her nights…
She quickly discovered her own bedchamber adjoined Sin’s, and once the household was abed for the night, he would join her there.
Those nights were a revelation of physical delights such as Fliss had never dreamed existed, let alone ever expected to enjoy for herself. Sin was a demanding and inventive lover, and during her quieter moments, Fliss blushed to think of some of the pleasures he had introduced her to. Of the ways in which he had shown her she might pleasure him.
But at the back of it all was the knowledge it could not last, that once Sin received word from Lord Brooketon, she would have to return to England. To the rest of that quiet and peaceful summer in the country she had once looked so forward to.
Before Sin.
Before he had tempted her into such delicious sin.
Now just the thought of returning to her own modest country home, pottering about the garden, reading the books she loved before retiring to her lonely bed, filled Fliss with a dread that was starting to color her enjoyment of these stolen days with Sin.
She had fallen in love with him.
Sin had not fallen in love with her.
Oh, she had no doubts he was thoroughly enjoying the intensity of their lovemaking, but he showed no sign of feeling anything deeper for her.
“Why the sigh?” Sin prompted on the fourth morning of Fliss’s stay in Scotland as the two of them ate breakfast together in the small family dining room. “Are you bored here already?” He was well aware that the remoteness of his home in Scotland offered little in the way of entertainment, but he had hoped Fliss would come to love the untamed beauty as much as he did.
“Not at all,” she answered a little too quickly to be convincing, her gaze avoiding his. “I was merely wondering when you thought you might hear from Lord Brooketon.”
Allowing her to leave, Sin easily interpreted. But what had he expected? His mother, also an Englishwoman, had been the exception when it came to falling in love with the remoteness of Castle Montgomery.
He knew Fliss had lived in seclusion during her childhood, her years as the wife of Major Stephen Randall only a little less so. Widowhood was her first opportunity to live her life as she wished. She was now accustomed to living alone in the city, to the convenience of having the shops close by, her friends a mere carriage ride away. To enjoying the theatre and other entertainments.
Castle Montgomery was miles from the nearest town, and even then it was a provincial town, catering to the inhabitants around it and possessing none of the sophistication of London.
Sin realized he had been remiss in not thinking of this sooner.
It had been all too easy, having left the rush and bustle of London and the debauchery to be had at Eckles Manor, to forget that Fliss was a part of that world rather than his. Maybe not the debauchery, but visiting her friends and enjoying the sophisticated entertainments in London, certainly.
Was it any wonder she now wished, longed, to return to that life as soon as possible?
“Soon enough, I expect,” he dismissed gruffly. “I cannot allow you to leave until I am sure that matter is settled, you understand?”
“Of course.” She gave him a brief, polite smile. “I merely wondered what was taking him so long.”
Again that hint that she was bored with Scotland.
With him?
What could seem exciting, even challenging, within Fliss’s safe world might not seem so thrilling when she had lived with it—with him—on a daily basis for several weeks. Sin had spent as much time with her as he could since their arrival in Scotland, but he had other responsibilities that also needed his attention. Responsibilities that, with Ranulf still away, required Sin spend part of each day with his steward or in his study, dealing with the paperwork involved in running such a large estate. At those times, Fliss was left to fend for herself, and invariably she would curl up in one of the chairs in his study and read one of the many books she had chosen from his extensive library.
Sin had thought she was contented, but realized now she was perhaps only being polite. Accepting, as she had always accepted, that her wishes did not come first.
That realization made Sin angry, both with her politeness and his own stupidity in believing Fliss could ever be content with Scotland or with him.   
“I believe we shall go riding this morning,” he announced as he placed his napkin decisively on the table before standing. “No drawers today, Fliss,” he instructed as he took her hand and drew her to her feet beside him.
A blush of excitement colored her cheeks. “Will that not be a little uncomfortable for me?”
“Not at all.” Sin gave a hard grin. “I shall be riding Dante. You shall be riding me.” His groom and horse, both in good health again, had returned to Castle Montgomery only yesterday, and he knew Dante would literally be champing at the bit to be out again on the wild moors he loved.
Fliss’s heart began to pound wildly, her breasts quickly rising and falling as her breathing became erratic. She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “What if someone should see us?” It was nine o’clock in the morning, and she could see several gardeners working on the flower beds out the windows, as well as the grooms busy in the stables. There would no doubt be other workers about the estate too.
“The skirts of your riding habit will prevent anyone from seeing that my cock is buried deep inside you,” he assured her without concern.
The muscles of Fliss’s channel contracted in anticipation of taking in the velvet length of that huge cock. “Give me a few minutes to change.” She turned lightly on her heel and almost ran from the room, uncaring how eager that made her look. Her time here with Sin was limited, and she intended to enjoy every thrilling moment of it.
Of him.
Which was not to say her cheeks did not flush a guilty red when Sin brought Dante out of the stable and swung lithely up onto the prancing stallion’s back before he steadied the horse and then reached down and easily pulled her up in front of him.
“Easy, Dante.” He held the reins in one hand as he soothed the stallion’s attempt to rear up. His other arm tightened about Fliss’s waist, holding her in place as she sat sideways across the saddle. “He does not like anyone to ride him but me.”
Fliss felt that same partiality.
“I intend being inside you as soon as we are out of the stable yard.” 
It was as if Sin had read her mind. His warm breath brushed against her nape, and he urged Dante into a trot.
Fliss’s anticipation grew as she rocked into the stallion’s fluid movement, easily able to imagine how good that was going to feel once Sin’s cock was inside her.
“Lean back against me, and swing your leg over Dante’s neck to his other side,” Sin instructed once they were a safe distance away from the house. One of his hands was busy unfastening the flap at the front of his buckskins. “Now bend forward and lift up. Now down again—God, yes,” he groaned as Fliss’s sheath slid easily down the length of his cock until he was buried to the hilt.
He gave her a few seconds to adjust to that fullness and grasp the stallion’s mane before urging the beast forward again.
Fliss gasped at having Sin’s cock buried so deeply inside her. It felt as if the swollen tip hit the opening to her womb with each powerful thrust, her nether lips stretched more fully than they had ever been before.
It was an overwhelming sensation and pleasure deeper even than their previous lovemaking.
That pleasure only intensified as Sin urged the stallion into a trot, each movement pushing his cock deeper and causing the heat to course through Fliss’s body as he stroked that tight knot of nerves inside her. Fliss was aroused so quickly and so powerfully, it was impossible to hold back the release that suddenly ripped through her overstimulated body.
She had barely recovered from that onslaught before an even more intense release made her groan out loud.
Followed by another.
“It is too much,” she gasped, her body still trembling and quaking from that third orgasm. She could already feel a fourth swelling and growing inside her.
“We have barely begun our ride yet.” Sin nudged Dante with his heels to urge the stallion to go faster still, determined he would hold on to his control. That he would keep Fliss at this fever pitch of physical excitement for hours if possible.
He did not intend for Fliss to be bored with his company this morning.
She had become limp as a rag doll against his arm about her waist, her inner core constantly rippling and contracting in a long and never-ending orgasm by the time they crested yet another hill and he saw two other riders approaching. One of them was obviously a woman riding sidesaddle. They were too far away for Sin to recognize the couple as yet, but as he knew everyone who resided in the area, he had no doubt he would know them too.
“We have company,” he warned well before the couple came within hearing distance. “I suggest you sit up and try to look as if my cock is not presently buried inside you.” He gave a hard, satisfied grin at the thought of Fliss attempting to make polite conversation with anyone under these circumstances.
Fliss did her best to straighten both her spine and her clothes before the other couple reached them, very aware she could do nothing about the fevered glitter in her eyes.
She had lost count of the number of times she had reached her peak during the past hour, until in the end it had become one long, unrelenting orgasm. Even now it caused her body to continually shudder and shake, nor could she hold back the low keening noises in her throat.
“Hush, now,” Sin soothed as the other couple rode closer. “Or I will not kiss your pussy later, as I had thought I might.”
Fliss gave another groan, not sure she would be able to suffer another moment of physical arousal today. Every part of her felt oversensitive, small pulses continually radiating from her core as Sin’s cock stretched and claimed her.
It seemed almost as if he were punishing her today. That he might even be angry with her. The constant thrusting of his cock inside her had been relentless, Sin riding her almost as hard as he rode Dante. Even now, with the other couple almost upon them, Fliss could feel herself balanced on the edge of yet another orgasm.
“It is my cousin Ranulf and his new bride returned from their honeymoon at last,” Sin revealed in a low voice.
Fliss bit her bottom lip to stop herself from groaning out loud as the ripples grew stronger inside her.
“You will have to at least say a polite hello once you are introduced,” Sin warned under his breath.
Fliss’s brow felt damp from her efforts to hold back her groans as her orgasm grew stronger, building to such a peak at being denied release, it would likely rip her apart when it did break free. “I believe I shall faint,” she told Sin weakly.
Sin gave her a concerned glance, his brow furrowing as he saw how pale Fliss had become. Her eyes were glassy and feverish, a deep flush visible above her heaving breasts. Her body was tense as a bow string, her hands white-knuckled as they gripped tightly to the pommel of Dante’s saddle.
Guilt instantly overcame him. He had been angry earlier. Had wanted to punish Fliss for her subtle hints of wishing to leave. Scotland. And him. He had felt the need to take her again and again, both in an effort to relieve that anger and also to show her what she would be leaving behind when she went.
Well, he had done that, had been merciless in his pursuit of her pleasure, even when she had begged and pleaded that she could take no more. Her near collapse was the result.
“Cousin Sinclair,” Ranulf called out heartily as he reined his horse in a few feet away.
“My lord.” Millie’s greeting was just as warm, if more formal, as she drew her mount to a halt beside her husband’s. “We were just on our way to visit you. We have guests arriving later today and had thought to invite you to join us for dinner this evening. Your guest is most welcome too, of course,” she added with a curious glance in the direction of the silent Fliss.
Sin’s arm about Fliss’s waist, the rigidness of her back pressed against his chest, allowed him to feel her increasing tension. As he could also feel the strong contractions of her sheath about his cock, almost succeeding in throwing him over the edge into his own release.
“Ranulf, Millie, may I present Mrs. Felicity Randall.” He offered no further explanation as to who she might be. “Felicity, my cousin Ranulf and his bride, Millicent.”
Millie laughed. “Oh, I think four months wed means we can no longer be called bride and groom! It is a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Randall,” she added huskily.
Sin was only half listening to his cousin and cousin-in-law’s acknowledgment of Fliss. He was more concerned about Fliss’s condition.
“I am afraid I must refuse your dinner invitation on behalf of both of us. Mrs. Randall is feeling a little unwell.”
“Once she is better, perhaps? Our guests will be with us for some time,” Millie assured him.
“And damned tedious it is too.” Ranulf scowled. “I do not even like half the fellows invited, and now I have to take them all shooting with me.” 
“You should not have made so many friends while we were in London,” Millie teased her husband.
“I believe most of them are your friends, my love. Word of advice, Sin.” Ranulf sighed. “Do not be persuaded into finishing your honeymoon at a London Season.”
Millie laughed softly. “We really should return to Cairn House now, my dear.”
“Fliss?” Sin questioned sharply as he felt her crumple limply against him, her eyes fluttering closed as she fainted in his arms.



Chapter 13
“Do not distress yourself,” a soothing voice murmured as Fliss desperately tried to pull herself back from the darkness consuming her. “God, I am sorry. So very sorry.”
Fliss opened her eyes, feeling disorientated for several moments as she lay on the bed and gazed about the bedchamber and then at the more familiar man seated in a chair beside the bed.
Sin looked anguished as he leaned forward, the warmth of his hands on hers. “Forgive me, Fliss. I was unreasonable in my demands earlier. Cruel. I did not mean to cause you to faint.”
“I do not think an overabundance of pleasure can be called cruelty.” She gave a weak laugh, still able to feel the length and girth of Sin’s cock stretching and pleasuring her channel as if it were still buried deep inside her. “How did I get back here?” She frowned her consternation, having no memory of returning to Castle Montgomery from that wild ride across the rugged hills and valleys nearby. Yet she must have done so, as this was the bedchamber given to her for her use during her stay here.
“I rode back with you fainted dead away in my arms the whole way.” Sin gave a disgusted shake of his head. “I ensured your modesty before we arrived back at the stables,” he added when she frowned.
Fliss felt grateful for that, at least.
Just as she was aware of something looming dark and foreboding at the back of her memory. Something important. Except she could not seem to remember what it was.
She sighed. “I am sure I shall feel better after I have rested.”
“Do you forgive me?” Sin’s fingers tightened about hers. “My behavior was…unreasonable earlier,” he admitted gruffly. “I intentionally brought you to peak after peak of pleasure.” 
Her eyes widened. “But why?”
Sin released her hand to stand abruptly before moving to the window, back toward her as he looked out on the long graveled driveway leading up to the front of Castle Montgomery. 
To tell Fliss the reason for his anger, confide that he did not wish her to leave Castle Montgomery, would put pressure on her not to leave. It would give importance to a relationship that to her was merely an adventure. The first of many, no doubt, now that she was free of the restrictions of her marriage, her year of mourning her husband well and truly over.
“Sin?”
He closed his eyes briefly before turning to face her. “Nothing. You did nothing. I was feeling restless earlier today. With Ranulf away, I have things on the estate in urgent need of my attention. This limbo of inaction we have been forced into while we wait to hear from Brooketon is starting to grate on my nerves.”
Fliss wondered if she was also starting to grate on his nerves. Her company had been forced on Sin for several weeks now, and she had no doubt that it—she—was becoming irritating to a man as used to his own company as Sin was. She would leave now if he were agreeable, and save him any more inconvenience. But as he was not, she would do the next best thing and keep to her rooms as much as possible so as not to be a nuisance to him.
She fabricated a yawn. “I believe I shall sleep for the rest of the day and leave you to get on with your work.”
“Shall I instruct your maid to come up and help you out of your riding habit?”
“Thank you.” Her smile was as forced as her yawn. “Please do not worry about me, Sin, I am perfectly capable of entertaining myself— Not in that way.” She blushed hotly at his raised eyebrows and recalled the way he had instructed her to pleasure herself yesterday while he lay beside her and watched.
She had been embarrassed at first, self-conscious. But then she’d become aware of the pleasure of plucking and squeezing her own nipples, the swirl of her fingers against the erect nubbin between her thighs, and quickly lost herself in that maelstrom of sensations.
She avoided meeting the intensity of Sin’s gaze. “I will sleep for a while, and then read a book.” Several of her favorite books sat on the table beside her bed, although so far she had found little time to read them.
“Of course.” He nodded.
Fliss sank back against the pillows once Sin had left her bedchamber, aware still of that nagging sense of foreboding at the back of her mind, but still having no idea as to the cause of it.
She was too tired to think on the subject just now, grateful when Mary entered her bedchamber a few minutes later to help her undress.
Hopefully, she would be able to think more clearly once she had slept.
 
Sin paced his study, too restless even to look at the stack of letters that had been delivered that morning and left on his desk for his attention.
He had been a brute to Fliss this morning, and now he was suffering for it too, his cock hard and throbbing inside the buckskins he had worn to go out riding.
Sin gave a groan as that throbbing increased at the memory of the way Fliss had in turn ridden him, her sheath a hot, tight glove about his erect cock. His determination not to ejaculate meant that his cock had been hard for hours without attaining a single release.
A release he was more desperately in need of than ever.
Damn it to hell!
Sin flung himself down in the same chair where Fliss had knelt to receive her punishment, unfastening his buckskins to take out the rigid length of his cock. He pushed his shirt out of the way as he took himself firmly in hand before closing his eyes and bringing back that delicious image of Fliss’s bare, raised backside, the imprint of where he had spanked her clearly visible on those reddened twin globes.
His hand pumped up and over the swollen head of his cock before moving down again, giving a slight twist before repeating the motion. He imagined he could hear Fliss’s gasps as he spanked her. The feel of her burning flesh beneath his palm. The heat of her pussy as his fingers plunged inside her, fucking her to an even deeper arousal.
His balls drew up tight beneath his cock as he stroked and pumped harder, his breathing becoming labored as he imagined the way Fliss had ordered him to sit in the chair, of seeing the slickness of his fingers thrusting in and out of her channel. He could feel the quakes of her release even now, the pleasure as she took him with her.  
Sin gave a groan as he felt the hot release erupt along the length of his cock before it spurted hotly onto his bare stomach, surge after surge until he finally collapsed, completely spent, against the back of the chair, chest heaving as he tried to draw breath back into his starved lungs.
What was he going to do about Fliss?
His hunger for her was not abating but growing stronger with each day that passed. 
 
Fliss felt sluggish and lethargic when she woke in her bed later that afternoon, taking several minutes to once again find her bearings. To remember—
Oh God.
She now realized the reason for that sense of foreboding she’d had earlier, had remembered what triggered that emotion, now she was rested and could think clearly.
Sin.
She needed to speak to Sin.
Wishing to speak to him urgently and finding him were different matters, however. He was not in his study. Nor the rest of the castle. Or the stables when she ventured outside the house in search of him.
“Are you looking for his lordship?”
Fliss turned to find the elderly head groom looking at her enquiringly. “Do you know where he is?”
“He took Dante out again an hour or so ago. Didn’t say where he was going, though.”
“Thank you.” Fliss wondered where Sin could have gone to. Probably taking advantage of her afternoon of rest to visit with his steward at his cottage, or some other estate business. She had taken up rather a lot of his time these past few days. After all, Sin had no idea yet as to the reason for her feelings of concern.
In the circumstances, she had no choice but to return to the castle and wait for Sin there.
She chose to wait in her favorite room, Sin’s study and library, not with any intentions of reading a book, but because she loved this room. It smelled of old books, brandy, and the fine cigars Sin occasionally indulged in after dinner. His paperwork, letters, and estate summaries were spread over the top of his desk. The book she was reading lay open on the arm of the chair. It was a scene of domesticity unlike any she had shared with Stephen.  
It was also the room where Sin had made love to her so fiercely shortly after their arrival. Where she had made love to him equally as fiercely. She imagined she could even smell the lingering scent of their lovemaking. 
She and Sin now spent the majority of their evenings together here. The sexual tension would slowly grow stronger and stronger between them until they both surrendered to the emotion. Sin would lay down his pen, Fliss her book, and without a word being spoken, they would retire to either her own or Sin’s bedchamber to make love for the rest of the night.
Fliss had no idea what had happened this morning to change that.
One moment they had been happily eating breakfast together, and the next Sin had announced they would go riding. And such a ride it had been.
Certain parts of Fliss’s body still ached and tremored from that excess of sexual pleasure.
It had been as if Sin were punishing her for something. His apology later seemed to confirm that feeling.
But what?
He had not really answered her question earlier, and at the time, she had not felt strong enough to press the subject.
What could have possibly sparked such a relentless taking on Sin’s part? What had they been talking about before—
She had asked Sin if he’d heard from Brooketon.
That he had not heard from the other man had not changed their current situation in the slightest.
But perhaps that was the problem?
Sin had said he could not let her leave until the situation was resolved. Which must be frustrating for him, when he was used to living alone. His duty as host to her also meant he was neglecting his other duties as laird.
That had to be it. Sin was as anxious for her to leave as she was to stay. Forever.
She had been a fool to fall in love with him. Not that she could have stopped it, but even so…
Sin could not continue to keep her in his home as his mistress. Even if he wanted to, which Fliss was not sure he did, he must marry one day. He would require a young woman unencumbered by a previous marriage. One who came to him fresh and new. A wife he could be proud of and who would provide the heirs to the Winterbourne title and the Montgomery estates.
Even thinking of those heirs, of Sin’s life with another woman, was like a knife twisting in Fliss’s chest.
She must leave here, and soon, before she made a complete fool of herself.
Luckily, she believed she now had the answer to part of Sin’s problem.
And the possible reason for it.
She would know more once she had spoken to him.
Was it possible he had gone out, and stayed out, in order to avoid her company? That the intensity of this morning had been the end of their affair? She would—
Fliss turned toward the door of the study as it opened, biting back her disappointment when it was Sin’s butler who entered.
“Lord Brooketon is here to see his lordship, Mrs. Randall.”
Viscount Brooketon had come here in person? Surely that must mean he had urgent news for Sin? Fliss could only hope that was the case, and he would be able to provide the other half of the puzzle.
“Show him in, Spencer.” Fliss stood. “And please bring refreshment. His lordship will have been traveling for some time.”
Fliss had met Viscount Brooketon socially over the years, of course. He had also been present at the wedding of her friend Thea to the Duke of Blackmoor last month, being one of Blackmoor’s slightly older set of friends. This would be the first time she had spoken to the gentleman in such an intimate setting as this.
Hopefully he would have good news for them.
News that would allow Sin to be rid of the nuisance of Fliss’s company.



Chapter 14
“Mrs. Randall.” Viscount Brooketon bowed formally over her hand after being shown into the study.
“My lord.” Fliss accepted the gesture with restrained impatience. “I hope you have positive news for Lord Montgomery?” She got straight to the point, could see no reason for doing any other when this gentleman must be aware of her unchaperoned presence in the home of a single gentleman, albeit for her protection.
Until a few weeks ago, Fliss’s innate shyness would have rendered her awkward and self-conscious in the company of such a handsome gentleman as Lord Brooketon. Indeed, she had barely spoken two words to him at Thea’s wedding. Fliss doubted, after these past few weeks alone with Sin, that she was capable any longer of feeling either awkward or self-conscious in the company of a handsome gentleman or otherwise. 
The viscount was almost as tall as Sin, his dark hair fashionably overlong and currently tousled. His piercing blue gaze was guarded in his hard, masculine face. He wore no hat, but the dusty appearance of his perfectly tailored riding clothes indicated he had ridden to Scotland on horseback, rather than in the comfort of his carriage.
Further evidence his reason for being here was urgent?
“I sent word to Winterbourne of my imminent arrival,” the viscount returned with that same frankness. “He did not tell you?”
“No.” Fliss frowned. “But I have not seen him for some hours.” She glanced across at the desk and the pile of open letters from this morning.
Brooketon frowned. “Where is he?”
Her gaze could no longer meet the hard scrutiny of the viscount’s. “Apparently, he has gone riding.”
“Where?”
“I have no idea.” She made no effort to disguise her exasperation with Sin’s lengthy disappearance. “Please tell me you have discovered the identity of the man who is trying to kill Sin.”
“I have, yes.” He nodded. “I followed him to Scotland, in fact.”
Fliss’s eyes widened. “He is here?”
The viscount nodded. “Staying at a house nearby.”
“The home of Ranulf and Millicent Montgomery?” Fliss’s hands were clenched so tightly at her sides, she could feel the nails digging into her palms through her gloves.
Brooketon’s brows rose. “Cairn House, yes. You know the identity of the assassin’s accomplice?” He eyed her with suspicion.
She did know now she was rested, yes. As she had also realized the reason for both her faint and her sense of foreboding earlier.
Something in the conversation this morning when they met Sin’s cousin and his wife out riding had struck a chord of memory in Fliss. A memory which, in her befuddled state of arousal, she had been unable to fully recognize. A sentence spoken, so like one in the Woodrows’ library that evening, which had resonated inside Fliss this morning but remained just beyond her grasp until she woke from her nap and recalled that encounter with the other couple.   
Was it possible that Sin might have gone to visit the couple under the guise of joining them for dinner after all? 
Fliss’s stomach churned at thoughts of what might happen when he got there. “I am not involved, if that is what you are thinking.”
“I would not presume…”
“Oh, I believe you would,” Fliss acknowledged tightly. “But in this case, you are wrong. I was still in the dark until earlier today.”
“What happened earlier today?”
“I met Sin’s cousin Ranulf and his wife while we were out riding.” Her cheeks warmed as she recalled the nature of that ride. “I am guessing that gentleman is also currently Sin’s heir to Castle Montgomery, at the very least?”
“And the Montgomery fortune, yes,” the viscount confirmed.
Fliss quickly moved to Sin’s desk, pushing several opened letters aside until she found the one Brooketon said he had sent. Opened by Sin this afternoon, while she was sleeping? Fliss believed that must indeed be the case. The content of the letter was blunt enough to have spurred a reaction in Sin. A reaction he would not have been able to hide if he had been in possession of that information before meeting his cousin and Ranulf’s wife this morning, or when he sat with her in her bedchamber.
She straightened, now knowing exactly where Sin had gone. “I believe we must both go to Cairn House immediately, my lord.”
“I agree I shall go immediately to Cairn House, Mrs. Randall,” the viscount drawled. “I doubt Winterbourne would approve of you accompanying me.”
Her chin rose in challenge. “The earl does not dictate my movements, my lord.”
Brooketon studied her stubborn expression between narrowed lids for several seconds before finally nodding. “Very well, we shall both go to Cairn House.”
Fliss was far too much the lady to show any triumph in the viscount’s capitulation.
Besides which, she was too concerned for Sin’s welfare to waste valuable time on such triviality.
 
Sin’s contemptuous gaze dismissed the dozen or so elegantly dressed guests presently milling about the drawing room at Cairn House in preparation for going through to dinner. He was only interested in seeking out his prey.
There.
Beautiful, vivacious, and wearing a blue gown that perfectly matched the color of her treacherous blue eyes. Her blonde hair was swept up in an intricate style that left several enticing curls at her temples and the vulnerability of her slender nape. Innocence personified.
“Might I ask why you are dressed for riding rather than dinner?” Ranulf prompted humorously as he appeared at Sin’s side.
“Because I am not here for dinner.” Sin’s gaze remained on the blonde-haired woman currently laughing at something said to her by one of the guests.
“No?” Ranulf sounded puzzled.
“No.”
His cousin’s humor faded. “You seem awfully tense this evening, Sin.”
Sin attempted to ease some of the tension from his shoulders. He was two years older than his cousin Ranulf, but living so near to each other, the two had always been as close as brothers. Unfortunately, that might be about to change.
He turned to the other man. “Tell me, Ranulf, how much do you love your wife?”
His cousin looked taken aback. “What sort of a question is that, man?”
“How much?” Sin persevered.
Ranulf appeared even more confused. “We met during the London Season last year, as you know. We became engaged then, and married four months ago.”
Sin’s jaw ached from being so tensely clenched. “That does not answer my question.”
“Her father is Lord Sugdon. He is powerful in the House, and rich to boot,” Ranulf reminded him unnecessarily. “You have always known of my political ambitions—”
“But do you love her?”
“I am fond of her. She will make a good politician’s wife—”
“Fuck. Do you love her?” Sin barely contained his temper.
“No,” Ranulf snapped. “Now what is this all about, Sin? Have you been drinking?” he added suspiciously.
“Not yet, but I am sure I shall drink a decanter or two before the night is over.”
The other man looked troubled. “I do not understand why you have come here dressed like that, and then set about asking me such personal questions.”
Sin glowered down at him. “Can you get your wife out of the room, somewhere private where we all might talk?”
“Our guests…”
“Fuck your guests, Ranulf!”
His cousin winced. “Keep your voice down.” He looked about them uncomfortably. “You are causing a scene.”
He breathed in deeply. “I am going to your study. I suggest that you and your wife join me there in the next five minutes. If not,” he continued firmly as Ranulf would have protested again, “I shall be forced to come back and make even more of a scene by revealing to all here that your wife is not only an adulteress but also planning, with the aid of her lover, to murder me.”
“What?”
“You heard me.”
“I… But—I don’t believe you,” Ranulf blustered.
Sin might have pitied his cousin if he did not also believe by telling Ranulf the truth he might also be saving his life. It was highly likely that Millicent might one day decide Ranulf had served his purpose, and she would have him done away with too.
“I have a witness to a conversation—and other things—during which your wife discussed how and when my murder was to take place.”
Ranulf looked totally bewildered now. “What other things?”
Sin was reluctant to discuss Millicent’s adultery in the same room as Ranulf’s guests. As unpleasant as his wife taking a lover was, it sounded more…acceptable than that Millicent was giving her body to this other man, in whatever manner he demanded, as part of the payment for disposing of Sin. Especially as Ranulf and Millicent had been in London and still on their honeymoon, after spending several weeks on the Continent, when the incident in the Woodrows’ library took place.
It was also, Sin had since realized, how the assassin had known Sin was to attend the house party at Eckles Manor. He had eaten luncheon with the newlyweds twice during his stay in London and recalled having told them of his plans for the rest of the summer.
He cursed himself now for not having remembered that sooner. Through choice, he had socialized with few people during his own stay in London. He certainly did not recall ever discussing his plans to go to Eckles Manor with anyone other than Ranulf and Millicent.
Ergo, either Ranulf or Millicent had to be involved in this plot to kill him.
He had been heartily relieved when Brooketon’s letter, received this morning and opened by Sin this afternoon, had confirmed it was not Ranulf. That was a betrayal Sin would have found hard to bear.
But it now left the problem of how best to deal with Millicent and her accomplice.
Before Sin could repeat his request that Ranulf quietly bring his wife to his study, there was a flurry of activity in the doorway and two people swept into the room.
“Mrs. Felicity Randall and Lord Brooketon,” Ranulf’s butler announced belatedly with an apologetic glance toward the mistress of the house.
Fliss, here?
And accompanied by Brooketon?
“Just do as I ask, Ranulf,” Sin told his cousin before making his way determinedly to where Fliss stood looking anxiously about the room.
That anxiety left her face and turned to an expression of relief as she saw him striding toward her. “Thank goodness you are all right.” She grasped his arm as if to assure herself of the fact. “What on earth do you mean by coming here alone and putting yourself in danger?” 
“Do not look at me in that reproving way, Winterbourne,” Brooketon drawled as Sin did exactly that. “I doubt you are any more capable of stopping this lady once she is set on a course than I am.”
Sin moved to stand in front of Fliss, shielding her from the curious gazes of his cousin’s guests. “You should not have come here.”
“Any more than you should.” Those gray eyes flashed with disapproval.
“Brooketon, take Felicity back to Castle Montgomery—”
“I am not going anywhere.” Fliss all but stamped her foot in temper at Sin’s high-handed behavior. It was unacceptable after the tension she had suffered on the ride over here. She had expected to arrive and find it was all over, that the assassin had somehow managed to effect Sin’s death before she or Brooketon were able to prevent it from happening. As for Millicent Montgomery…
She stepped around Sin to search the room for the hostess, eyes narrowing as she saw the other woman standing across the room, frozen in place, her face deathly pale.
Fliss kept the fierceness of her gaze fixed on the other woman while she marched across the room. The other guests parted as if beset upon by a charging elephant rather than one small, very angry woman.
She came to a halt in front of the younger woman. “I have no interest as to the reason for your behavior, no sympathy for the price you were willing to pay,” she added contemptuously. “Only know this: You shall suffer, and suffer greatly, for plotting to kill your husband’s cousin.”
Millicent blinked. “I do not— You cannot come into my home uninvited and make such ridiculous accusations—”
“I believe I just did,” Fliss snapped. “Now, you will leave this room with me quietly, or I shall take great pleasure in informing your husband and all your guests of your despicable behavior.” She shook her head. “How you could treat your poor husband this way is beyond my comprehension.” Fliss might not have been in love with Stephen, but she had liked and respected him, and would never have dreamt, by word or deed, of behaving less than his devoted wife.
Sin was too stunned to move as he watched Fliss speak quietly to Millicent for several minutes before turning on her heel, her hand firmly on the other woman’s arm as the two walked toward him. Ranulf trailed along behind them, still with that bewildered look upon his face.
“I had always thought Mrs. Randall to be something of a mouse until today,” Brooketon murmured with admiration.
Sin shot the other man a rueful glance. “She is a mouse with claws.”
The other man chuckled. “Not a woman to cross.”
“No,” he allowed.
“But a woman to love?”
“Mind your own damned business,” Sin growled before turning to look across at the man standing near the French doors, watching the turn of events through narrowed lids. The tension in the man’s body said he was ready for flight, should the need arise. “Shall we?” Sin nodded in the direction of that gentleman.
“It will be my pleasure.” Brooketon nodded.
Lord Adam Sterling saw their approach far too late to make good his escape.



Chapter 15
“Well?”
Fliss felt a coldness down her spine at the chill of Sin’s tone, heartily relieved it was not directed at her but at the man and woman standing side by side in front of the fireplace of Ranulf’s study. 
The two conspirators, Millicent Montgomery and Lord Adam Sterling.
Fliss repressed a shiver as she recalled she had eaten a picnic with Lord Sterling during her brief stay at Eckles Manor, and the two of them had been completely alone together in the grounds some distance from the house. An occasion when Fliss had not felt an inkling of similarity between him and the brute in the Woodrows’ library.
“Well what?” Sterling’s drawl challenged Sin.
“Would someone please enlighten me as to what is going on?” Ranulf demanded as he sat behind his desk.
Sin stood beside the desk. Lord Brooketon was at the back of the room leaning against a bookcase. Fliss had chosen to sit on the chaise in front of the window and observe rather than participate in the conversation. Sin’s expression upon seeing her arrival at Cairn House had promised later retribution, and she did not wish to add fuel to that particular fire by antagonizing him further.
“Your wife.” Sin nodded in Millicent’s direction. “And her lover.” The second nod was toward Sterling. “Tell me, Sterling, was she paying you to dispose of me with more than her body, or did that suffice?” he prompted contemptuously.
The other man shrugged. “She’s a tasty and willing morsel, I grant you that, but a man also has to pay his gambling debts somehow.”
Fliss blinked to hear the change in his tone, so recognizable now as being that of the man in the Woodrows’ library. It had none of the warmth with which he had spoken to her when they picnicked together that day at Eckles Manor or the night of blindman’s bluff.
“Millie?” Ranulf was clearly stunned by this turn of events. “Is it true? Are you and Sterling lovers? Did you plot with him to kill my cousin Sin?”
Fliss felt so sorry for Ranulf, who seemed, on their short acquaintance, to be a man totally undeserving of such a scheming wife.
Millicent appeared to struggle inside herself for several seconds, likely wondering whether to admit her behavior or continue to play the innocent. A single glance at a stony-faced Sin, and she chose the former. “Someone had to do it. You were perfectly content to continue to work alongside him at Castle Montgomery, with neither the title nor the funds.” Twin spots of angry color blossomed in her cheeks.
“Because he is the heir,” Ranulf protested.
“And you are his heir, and once he was out of the way, we would have lived in the castle and inherited all that money.” Her eyes glittered. “Enough so that we would never have to ask my father for anything again. Enough that Society would bow to and fawn over us. Enough that you would be welcomed into parliament rather than be sponsored by my father. Can you not see I did it for us?” she appealed to her now ashen-faced husband.
“Quiet, you stupid bitch,” Sterling snarled, his features twisted into an angry mask. Or perhaps it was the handsome face which was the mask? “Currently we are guilty of nothing more than having an affair, and the last I heard, that was not a crime,” he told the other gentlemen in the room insolently. “Reprehensible, perhaps, but not a crime.”
“You poisoned my groom and horse in order to keep me at Eckles Manor,” Sin reminded him.
The other man returned his gaze innocently. “Did I?” 
“Worse than that, you gave Waverly some concoction to put in Mrs. Randall’s drink and render her unable to stop him when he tried to rape her.”
“I do not recall doing any such thing,” Sterling drawled.
Fliss glanced quickly at Sin, seeing by the fierceness of his expression that Lord Sterling spoke the truth when he claimed they had no evidence to convict him of any of those things. “I heard the two of you.” She stood to move to the center of the room. “In the library at the Woodrows’ ball. You were discussing killing Lord Winterbourne.”
Millicent gasped at this disclosure—as well she might, considering what had taken place there. Sterling remained unconcerned, and Sin—Sin looked positively furious at her interference.
“I will testify to as much in a court of law,” Fliss added with determination. If it was within her power to remove these two people from Sin’s vicinity, from Society completely, then she would do it. She would happily suffer the scandal, as well as the consequences of Sin’s disapproval.
“I do not believe it need come to that.” Lord Brooketon straightened from where he had been listening to the proceedings. “Sterling, I will ensure that you remove yourself from both Scotland and England and go to the Continent never to return. Montgomery…” He turned to Ranulf. “I believe it is for you to decide what to do with your wife. But if she were mine,” he added harshly, “I should see the lady returned to her family and her behavior exposed to Society. I have no doubt that Lord Sugdon will know best how to deal with her…wildness.”
“No!” Millicent wailed. “My father will beat me for shaming him and our family, then have me declared insane and locked up in an asylum. Ranulf, you cannot agree to such a thing.” She turned to appeal to her husband. “We are married. I did these things for both of us. Please do not return me to my father.” Her voice broke on a sob.
Poor Ranulf looked as if he were about to be sick, his cheeks having taken on a green tinge. “I cannot believe… That you should plot and scheme to kill my cousin, who is as close to me as a brother… Dear God, you were even unfaithful on our honeymoon!”
“He made me do it.” Millicent turned to glare at Lord Sterling.
Recalling Sterling’s bestiality that night at the Woodrows’ ball, Fliss could well believe Sterling had forced the latter and enjoyed doing so. But whether forced or not, Millicent had been willing to do anything Sterling demanded of her if it ensured Sin’s death. 
That, Fliss would never forgive.
Millicent looked about the room at all the hard and unforgiving faces, lingering longest on that of her husband. Ranulf now stared at her as if she was a stranger. “Can you not forgive me and carry on with our marriage? I promise I will never do such a thing again.”
“No.” A nerve pulsed in Ranulf’s clenched jaw.
“Winterbourne?” Millicent turned that appealing gaze on Sin.
“No,” he stated evenly.
The entreaty disappeared as those blue eyes once again filled with rage. “I will not be returned to my father’s house in disgrace!” Millicent pushed past a surprised Fliss as she ran to the door, threw it open, and fled out into the hallway.
“She will not get far,” Brooketon assured them as he turned to follow her at a lazy pace.
“As your only evidence of any wrongdoing is hearsay, I believe I too will also take my leave,” Sterling drawled. “Gentlemen. Mrs. Randall.” His tone hardened over the last.
“I do not think so.” Sin stepped into the path of the other man, having taken exception to the threatening way in which Sterling had looked and spoken to Fliss. “You are in Scotland now, Sterling, and in this particular area, I am the law. As such, you should take Brooketon’s advice and leave for the Continent, never to return, or I will ensure you are never seen or heard from again.”
“You— I— You cannot do that.” The other man’s bravado began to falter.
“Oh, but I can,” Sin assured him confidently. He was not concerned for himself, but he would do whatever it took to ensure Fliss’s future safety. As to the reason she was in need of that protection… Sin would deal with her reckless disobedience once he and Fliss had returned to Castle Montgomery. “So which is it to be?” he challenged Sterling.
Sterling’s face flushed as he turned his anger on Ranulf. “Your wife is nothing more than a bitch in heat. She enjoys bending over and taking it—” His rant was abruptly cut off as Ranulf’s fist connected with his jaw, knocking Sterling to the floor.
In Sin’s opinion, not a moment too soon.
“I am sorry to report there has been a fatal accident.”
Sin turned to look at Brooketon as he stood in the doorway, one look at the grave expression on that gentleman’s face enough to tell him that Millicent Montgomery was no more.  
 
“It was not Dante’s fault.”
“I never said it was.”
“You have not said anything at all since we all returned to Castle Montgomery!” Fliss glared her frustration with Sin’s silence. Brooketon had wisely excused himself moments after their return and retired to the bedchamber prepared for him. No doubt he was genuinely exhausted after his many days of travel, followed by the trauma of the evening. 
All had been in uproar after Brooketon had explained that Millicent had found Dante tethered and saddled where Sin had left him on his arrival at Cairn House and seized the opportunity to make good her escape. As Sin had predicted only this morning, the stallion took exception to having a stranger on his back. Millicent had barely climbed onto the stallion’s back when he reared up and dislodged his rider. Millicent’s neck had been broken the moment she hit the hardness of the gravel driveway.
Much as Fliss regretted the loss of life, she could not find it in her to shed a tear on the other woman’s behalf. Millicent had wanted Sin dead and been willing to whore herself in order to achieve that end.
Sin’s mood was far less predictable than Fliss’s own.
He had not spoken to her once since Millicent’s body was brought back inside the house. The shocked guests were advised to retire to their bedchambers. Sterling was placed under lock and guard in a stable at Cairn House until Brooketon made arrangements for the two of them to leave tomorrow, after which Ranulf had retired to his study with a bottle of whisky. Sin had offered to stay with him, but Ranulf had expressed a preference to be alone. Fliss’s heart had ached for him. 
Sin had ridden the now calmed Dante back to Castle Montgomery, while Fliss traveled in the carriage with Lord Brooketon.
Brooketon had excused himself once they entered Castle Montgomery, and been shown to a bedchamber by the housekeeper. Fliss believed Sin would have simply left her standing alone in the entrance hall, with no choice but to also retire to her own bedchamber if she had not followed him to his study. His expression had not been welcoming, his green eyes cold and unreadable once he sat behind his imposing desk and looked up to see her in the room with him.
Trepidation filled Fliss. “Sin—”
“I suggest you follow Brooketon’s example and retire for the night.” His voice was clipped, his tone cold.
“But—”
“Now.”
Her heart began to beat loudly as she sensed the warning, the danger, lurking beneath that single word. “I believe the two of us need to talk—”
“You disobeyed me!” Sin pounded his fist on his desktop, his eyes glittering like twin jewels. “Deliberately put yourself in harm’s way by openly accusing Millicent and Sterling.”
Her mouth became dry. “You did not specifically instruct me not to do so—”
“Well, I am now instructing you, specifically,
to go to your bedchamber and stay there until I am ready to talk to you,” he cut in harshly.
“Sin—”
He stood up, his size as immediate and overpowering as his simmering fury. “Remove yourself, Fliss, before I do something we will both regret.”
She moistened the dryness of her lips. “Such as?”
His eyes narrowed. “This is my last warning not to challenge me.”
Was Fliss challenging him? She believed she had merely wanted to talk to him, and by doing so help to ease some of the pain she knew Sin must be feeling on his cousin Ranulf’s behalf, if not his own.
Poor Ranulf had not only learned of his wife’s infidelity this evening, and her plot to kill his cousin, but had also to come to terms with Millicent’s sudden death. It was enough to make any man turn to the bottle for comfort.
“Shall I pour us both a glass of brandy?” she offered in an effort to soothe Sin’s incendiary mood.
“I told you to leave, damn it!”
Fliss swallowed nervously at the fevered glitter in Sin’s eyes and the nerve pulsing in his tightly clenched jaw. Indications he balanced on the fine edge of losing control. “Why were you so angry with me this morning?”
“What?” He frowned his confusion with this sudden change of subject.
“You apologized for having been unnecessarily cruel when we were out riding.”
The last thing Sin needed was a reminder of his reprehensible behavior earlier today. This evening had been traumatic, not least because of Fliss’s part in it.
He had never admired her more—or wanted to strangle her more—than he did when she marched across the drawing room and confronted Millicent, and again when she challenged Sterling with the truth in Ranulf’s library.
Sin had never felt such apprehension in his life before this evening either.
Fliss had deliberately put herself in harm’s way by her actions tonight. Had stood up to both Millicent and Sterling, threatened them both with the evidence she had of their duplicity.
Against my instructions.
He gave a weary sigh. “I really cannot discuss this anymore tonight, Fliss. I am…sick to my stomach on Ranulf’s behalf. Please do as I ask and retire to your bedchamber. I promise I will set about making arrangements for you to return to England first thing in the morning.”
Fliss recoiled as if Sin had physically struck her. The sudden pain in her chest at his rejection felt almost as if he had done so.
He could not have made it any clearer that he wished her gone from Castle Montgomery.
From Scotland.
From him.
As quickly as possible.



Chapter 16
Fliss made it all the way back to her bedchamber, had undressed, with Mary’s assistance, and donned her nightgown and robe before the numbness she felt at Sin’s rejection was replaced by anger.
How dare Sin dismiss her?
After all they had been to each other this past month?
How dare he!
She would not be dismissed. Refused absolutely to allow Sin to send her back to England as if she were nothing more than an unwanted parcel. When she returned to England, and it might well be tomorrow, she would make her own arrangements.
All her life, it seemed, she had been instructed to do this or to do that, with never a thought from others as to whether “this or that” would bring about or add to her own happiness. Fliss had no intention of ever again allowing anyone to dictate her future movements.
Sin had given her that.
Since bringing her to Scotland, he had opened her eyes to a freedom she now refused to relinquish. The freedom to walk where she wanted, to go where she wanted, eat when and where she wanted, take to her bed whom she wanted. Sin might have tired of her and wished her gone, but she would not be sent away from here without first having her say.
The anger she now felt was enough to take her out of her bedchamber, along the candlelit hallway, down the wide staircase, across the entrance hall, before throwing open the door to Sin’s study.
“What the…?” He sat in an armchair beside the fire, a glass of some amber liquid in his hand as he turned his head to look at Fliss. She strode into the room and slammed the door behind her. “Fliss?” He eyed her warily.
Now that she was here, Fliss was uncertain of what to say. Only that she must say something. “I have enjoyed our time together.” Not exactly the roasting she had intended, she acknowledged with a wince, but the conversation had to start somewhere.
“As have I,” Sin answered warily.
Fliss began to pace the room. “You have opened my eyes to a life, a freedom I had not imagined nor ever known before.”
“Good…” Sin had no idea where she was going with this conversation.
He did not particularly care either, was only pleased to see her, to be with her, having deeply regretted her absence as soon as she left his study earlier.
The way the candlelight shone through her nightgown and robe, outlining her luscious curves, was highly distracting.
Fliss nodded in answer to his comment. “That being the case, I wish to state that I am not yet ready to relinquish our…sexual relationship.”
His brows rose. “No?”
“No,” she assured him briskly. “Your responses to me indicate you have…enjoyed our encounters too.”
Enjoyed them? Bloody hell, Sin had lived for those times he and Fliss made love together.
“I have,” he confirmed guardedly, still unsure what it was Fliss wanted from him.
Her eyes gleamed a dark gray. “Past tense?”
His frown felt pained. “The danger is over now. You must be anxious to return to England.”
“Why must I?” Her answer sounded waspish.
“You have a life there. A home. Friends.”
“I thought I had a friend here too?”
Him. Fliss meant him.
Sin sighed. “I cannot be your friend, Fliss.” How could he ever settle for so little when he wanted so much? No, far better to cut the ties completely than have to sit back and watch as Fliss exerted that freedom. A freedom that did not include him.
“Why not?” Sudden tears swam in those huge gray eyes.
Sin placed his glass carefully down on the table beside him before standing. This might possibly be the last private conversation he and Fliss ever had together. “Do you wish me to speak honestly?” He had nothing to lose by doing so, was only concerned he did not embarrass or upset Fliss in the process.
“Always.” She breathed the word, sounding both apprehensive and hopeful.
He nodded. “You asked why I was so angry this morning? It was because you asked when I thought we might hear from Brooketon. The implication being that you wished for an end to this situation. And that hurt. I wanted to punish you when we went riding. Wanted you never to forget how it felt to have me inside you.”
“I never will.” Of course Fliss had wished for the danger to Sin to end, for him to be safe from further harm. “Did you not wish for the situation to be over too?”
“Not if it meant you would leave!”
Fliss blinked at his vehemence. “You do not wish me to go?”
Sin’s mouth thinned. “No.”
“But you gave the impression… I believed… Why not?”
Sin fought a war within himself whether to abase himself completely or allow his pride to stand in his way. It was a short battle. “Because I have fallen in love with you, and the thought of you leaving here, leaving me, is unacceptable. No, it is not only unacceptable, it is too painful for me to contemplate.” Sin decided that only complete and utter abasement would do.
Fliss seemed frozen, her eyes wide, lips parted in a silent O.
“Now you know,” Sin muttered self-derisively as he picked up the whisky glass and threw back the contents, welcoming the burn down his throat as he moved to refill the glass. “You should go, Fliss, because I intend to get very drunk, and then I shall probably fall asleep in a chair,” he acknowledged wearily. “I assure you I will not embarrass you again on this subject. Before you leave, or afterward— What…? Fliss?” He looked down at her searchingly as she suddenly launched herself into his arms.
“I love you too!” Her eyes glowed up at him. “The only reason I asked about Lord Brooketon this morning and when this situation might end was because I wanted to know how much longer I could expect to be able to remain here with you. I do not miss England in the slightest. Nor do I want to leave you. Not ever. I love you,” she repeated softly. “So very much.”
Sin gathered her close. “Then marry me. Be my wife, Fliss. Stay with me here forever.”
“I want to marry you. I want that more than anything.”
“But…?” Impossible for Sin to miss the shadow that had passed over her face, robbing her cheeks of color and causing her eyes to lose their happy glow.
She chewed on her bottom lip. “I was married for three years and—and I did not conceive. I wanted a child so much, but it did not happen.”
“That does not mean you will not conceive with me. Even if that should turn out to be the case, what difference does it make? I am the Earl of Winterbourne only because my predecessor died childless.”
“He was never married.”
“And if you think a little thing like not having children is going to stop me from marrying you, you are mistaken,” he told her firmly. “You are the woman I love, Fliss. The woman I want to spend the rest of my life with. Not some mythical child or children. They will happen or they will not, and it will not change the love I feel for you in the slightest.” His arms tightened about her. “For God’s sake, agree to marry me and put me out of my misery.”
Fliss gave a choked laugh as he reverted back to the dictatorial Sin she knew and loved. The man who had given her the freedom to finally be herself. The man who loved her because of who she now was.
“Yes, Sin, I will marry you,” she accepted, and gladly. “Now carry me up to your bedchamber and make love to me.” She issued an order of her own, knowing it would be obeyed.
“God, yes!” He swung her up into his arms, holding her tightly as he strode out of the room.
Fliss never wanted to be anywhere else.
 
Two months later.
“It is beautiful, Sin.” Fliss admired the emerald necklace her new husband had just fastened about her neck. She wore nothing else, apart from her emerald engagement ring. The latter was now nestled alongside the thin gold wedding band Sin had slipped onto her finger at their wedding only hours ago.
If their courtship had been fraught with danger, then the weeks since had been filled with nothing but happiness: the announcement of their betrothal and the wearing of the emerald engagement ring that had once been Sin’s mother’s and was a perfect match for the color of Sin’s eyes; shopping for her wedding gown; sending out the invitations; the wedding this afternoon, followed by the wedding breakfast with all their friends and family. Even Ranulf, something of a recluse since the betrayal and death of his wife, had made his appearance as Sin’s best man, before once again disappearing to Cairn House. Fliss hoped that she and Sin might be of some comfort to him once they returned to Castle Montgomery after their honeymoon.   
The happy couple had made their escape an hour or so ago, but Sin’s offer to help her change her clothes had developed into something much more enjoyable.
The two of them now lay naked in bed together in the aftermath of their lovemaking. In a few hours’ time, they would board Sin’s ship, newly named the Felicity, before literally sailing off into the sunset for several months. But for now, there was the two of them and the deep love they felt for each other.
She snuggled closer in Sin’s arms. “I have a wedding gift for you too.”
He eyed her quizzically. “It is not customary for the bride to give the groom a present.”
Fliss gave a snort. “When have we ever followed anything so tame as custom?”
“True,” he conceded. “You looked beautiful in your wedding gown, Fliss.” His eyes were full of love and pride for her. “Of course, you look even more beautiful out of it,” he added wickedly.
“I wonder if you will still think so in a few months’ time…” Fliss took his hand and placed it against her abdomen. “My gift to you, Sin,” she told him huskily.
He looked confused for a moment, and then his brow cleared. “You are expecting our child…”
“I am.” She glowed with the knowledge of the child they had conceived during one of those many times they had made love together.
With love.
Always and forever with love.
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