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Chapter 1
Late June, 1816
Oxbridge Park, Berkshire.
Nicholas will be home soon, and then the two of us will be together again. I hate the times he has to leave me, but I accept he has many other demands upon him, and that I must not be greedy with his time. No matter. I know, once he is returned, it will be as it always is. As it was meant to be. The two of us together again.
Because no other woman could ever worship and adore Nicholas the way that I do. Other women have no idea what Nicholas wants and needs, see only the title and wealth, and not the man. He is so much more than any of that. So much more than any of them.
I accept there will be other women when he is in Town, but I know they are just a diversion for him, an amusement for the times the two of us must be apart.
Once Nicholas is home for the summer, away from temptation, he will once again realize I am woman enough for him.
The only woman he will ever need. 



Chapter 2
Late evening,
Ballroom of Blackmoor House, London.
“Do please feel free to correct me if I am wrong, but did you just ask if you might sketch me? Sans my clothing?”
The request, and those words in particular, which had sounded so practical when Lady Sarah Derwent—always known within her family as Sally, to distinguish her from the grandmother for whom she had been named—formed them inside her head, before daring to speak them out loud, now sounded far less than proper when repeated by the imposing and arrogant Nicholas Sefton, the Marquis of Oxbridge.
Possibly because they were not proper.
Any more than Sally herself was proper. She was the daughter of an earl, admittedly, but unmarried still at the age of five and twenty, and by choice rather than any lack of offers. She also managed her own household in a fashionable part of London and was considered something of an oddity for doing so. As such, she had suffered the frowns of disapproval, from Society matriarchs in particular, for much of her adult life.
Lord Oxbridge’s expression appeared to show he was more bemused than disapproving of her wish to sketch him naked…
He was, without a doubt, the handsomest gentleman Sally had ever had the pleasure of gazing upon. Also, his appearance showed he cared little for the dictates of Society; his glossy black hair was far longer than was fashionable, and more often than not, he had the growth of several days’ beard upon the strong line of his jaw, until, it seemed, he remembered to instruct his valet it was necessary to shave him again. He was exceedingly tall, at least three, possibly four inches above six feet. His physique—wide shoulders, powerful chest, trim waist, and long legs—was also more muscular than the athletic trimness favored by fashionable gentlemen.
As evidence, perhaps, that the bored, even languid air the marquis so often showed in public was not the whole man. Certainly, Oxbridge must do something to maintain that muscular physique. 
Which was one of the reasons why Sally longed to make a nude sketch of the marquis, to add to the vast collection of erotica that had been bequeathed to her on her twenty-first birthday, by the grandmother for whom she had been named. Along with that collection had come the fortune which allowed Sally her independence, and in turn the means to refuse all and every proposal of marriage made to her these past four years.
Lord Oxbridge’s appearance had intrigued Sally long before the evening reception of her friend Thea’s wedding to Oxbridge’s friend, the Duke of Blackmoor. For several years, in fact. Years in which Sally had found opportunity to gaze upon him often as they both attended one Society event or another. Her nighttime dreams were often filled with images of him too, some even with the two of them naked together.
As a result, Sally had become obsessed with seeking out this one particular gentleman, easily distinguished in a crowd. Not just by his impressive height, but also by that glossy overlong black hair and piercing green eyes that would darken to emerald when he was displeased or angry. His features were as hard and sculptured as any statue: high cheekbones, that strong jaw, and sculpted lips which so often seemed to be curved in a mocking smile, as if he was enjoying some private joke at everyone else’s expense.
That same cynical smile caused Sally’s breasts to ache and swell every time she so much as looked at him.
Dancing a waltz with him this evening, that most scandalous of dances because it allowed for much closer physical contact between a lady and gentleman than any other, had deepened her physical awareness of him to such a degree that her breasts actually hurt. Her nipples were hard as small pebbles as they rubbed against the material of her chemise. There was also a heat and slickness between her thighs, causing her dampened drawers to chafe pleasurably against the hard little nubbin hidden amongst the gold curls covering her mound.
None of which was in the least relevant to their present conversation.
It did not prevent Sally’s thoughts from lingering on the enigma that was the gentleman dressed in black and dancing her about the ballroom so expertly.
Aged nine and thirty, Nicholas Sefton had never married, and he seemed set on never doing so, as he shrugged off, year after year, Season after Season, all attempts by marriage-minded mamas to ensnare him as a husband for their newly presented daughters.
As if a gentleman as sophisticated and cynical as Lord Oxbridge could ever be happy with some simpering miss half his age!
Perhaps because of those many years of showing his complete disinterest in any of the new debutants, speculation had become rife as to what his preferences might be in the bedroom. A subject that was gossiped about endlessly by the married ladies of Society, and even some of the older matriarchs.
A curiosity which—to Sally’s satisfaction—also revealed that none of those ladies could be personally familiar with the marquis’s “preferences.” Several times those conversations had led to questions as to whether Oxbridge’s preferences might possibly be…different from other gentlemen’s.
It had taken Sally some time to realize what those ladies meant by “different,” after which she had been unable to stop herself from laughing at such a ridiculous suggestion in connection with a man so obviously sexually potent as Lord Oxbridge. No woman who had ever been the recipient of so much as a single invitation to dance with him, and so became the focus of his attention, could ever doubt his sexual preference was undoubtedly for ladies rather than gentlemen.
Oxbridge was not openly flirtatious, nor did he make lewd suggestions or invitations to Sally as some gentlemen did. Instead, he possessed an unmistakable air of power, accompanied by a deep and alluring sensuality evident in every deceptively languid movement of his elegant body.
A fact Sally was currently well aware of when that piercing green gaze raked over her in such thoroughly male assessment as the two of them danced together.
It was not the first time Sally had danced with Oxbridge over the years, but it was certainly the first time he had appeared to return her interest in such a predatory manner.
Unsurprising, considering the subject of their conversation?
“I hope I have not shocked you, my lord?” Dancing a waltz together had seemed like the ideal time for Sally to put forward her suggestion, when the opportunities to converse alone with Oxbridge were so limited. The discomfort she now felt made her wish she had refrained from doing so this evening too.
He gave a slow and mocking smile. “I am not so easily shocked, I assure you, Lady Sally.”
Perhaps Oxbridge was not so against the idea as she had thought…? “Then might we discuss my suggestion more fully another time, and somewhere less…public?” she prompted hopefully.
Nicholas believed his nature to be one of sophistication, even cynicism, when it came to his dealings with women, as his last mistress had discovered to her cost several months ago when she attempted to hold his attention by implying another gentleman was interested in her. The relationship had ended that very same night, with Nicholas walking away from the arrangement, and her, after wishing her well with this new gentleman.
No woman could hold his affections to such a degree he would ever allow himself to be ruled by those affections as his own father had done in regard to his mother. 
Nicholas always chose his mistresses from the demimonde, women who could not, and should not, expect any more from him than a house to live in for the duration of the affair, along with the occasional expensive bauble, which she would no doubt sell the moment the relationship ended. It was the way of things for most Society gentlemen.
This proposition, coming from a young and unmarried lady in Society—even one known to be as unorthodox as Lady Sally Derwent—went beyond even Nicholas’s jaded experience. It had also been the last thing he had expected when he had embarked upon this duty dance at the wedding of his friend Blackmoor to the lovely Lady Fitzroy.
Not that it was an unwelcome proposition. Lady Sally had long been a woman of interest to many of the gentlemen of the ton, and not only because of her fortune. A fortune Nicholas had no interest in, in any case, already being one of the wealthiest gentlemen in England.
The truth of the matter was, not only was Sally Derwent a curiosity, but she was also a very desirable woman. Maybe half a dozen inches shorter than he, her bearing, in a gown of russet-colored silk, was proud, almost regal. Her hair was the color of gold and artfully arranged upon her crown, with several loose curls framing the loveliness of her face and resting enticingly against her nape. Her eyes were more gold than brown, and surrounded by thick lashes, nose attractively retroussé, skin the color of pale porcelain, and her mouth—Lord, her full and pouting lips were shaped and designed for being kissed. Or kissing. Everywhere.
Nicholas’s cock perked up with interest at the thought of being lavished with attention from those lush lips.
No, he could not claim to be averse to the suggestion of being completely and privately naked with the beautiful Lady Sally Derwent for several pleasurable hours. “Do you have somewhere, and a time, in mind?”
“Would my own house on Duke Street be convenient?” Her eyes glowed with what Nicholas surmised was triumph, no doubt at the thought of her success. “Perhaps tomorrow afternoon, if you are available?”
Nicholas had heard no tales from other gentlemen of this lady’s sexual adventures, or of her sketching any of them in the nude, but as he rarely bothered to listen to gossip of any kind, that was not unusual.
Sally Derwent was a woman of five and twenty, and certainly not one of those innocent young misses seeking to entrap him into marriage. Not only was she financially independent, but also willful. Character traits demonstrated by the fact Lady Sally ran her own household apart from that of her father, the Earl of Hartford. She no doubt entertained her lovers within the privacy of that household. Discreet and yet passionate affairs she did not consider the business of Society or anyone else.
Like the one she was now suggesting to him?
Nicholas usually liked to be the one to do the chasing in his sexual liaisons, but he was willing to make an exception with this particular woman. Not least because Lady Sally had made it more than clear, by turning down each and every proposal of marriage made to her over the past few years, she had no interest or intention of ever marrying.
An arrangement which fell in with Nicholas’s own desires completely.
Growing up with the example of his parents’ unhappy marriage had been more than enough to sour his feelings toward the institution. His parents’ marriage had been an arranged one, an alliance between two powerful families. His father had quickly fallen deeply in love with his beautiful wife, but unfortunately, the emotion had never been reciprocated. Growing up as the only child of that tempestuous marriage had been hell on earth.  
Perhaps not quite the thoughts Nicholas should be having at Blackmoor’s wedding to the love of his life. But the obvious love between today’s bride and groom had done nothing to change Nicholas’s own opinion on the subject. He wished Blackmoor and his bride every happiness together but had no wish ever to enter the marital state himself.
A passionate affair with the intriguing Lady Sally Derwent was an entirely different matter, however…
“Why wait until tomorrow when we can take a stroll over to Blackmoor’s orangery now and begin to…discuss those arrangements?” he prompted. No reason why he shouldn’t indulge in a taste of what he had decided would become so much more than that tomorrow afternoon. “It is a beautiful evening and only a few steps across the garden to the orangery, which also lends itself to the privacy we are seeking.”
“I— Why, yes. Of course.” Sally accepted Oxbridge’s arm as their dance came to an end, and the two of them departed the dance floor together.
She was wholly aware of the curiosity in the gazes of the people watching their progress as they crossed the room and departed the ballroom through a set of French doors opened for them by one of Blackmoor’s footmen.
Several of those curious gazes belonged to Sally’s closest friends, the widowed Lady Rachel Shaw and Mrs. Felicity Randall, and the bride herself. Sally avoided looking at any of them directly, but she knew she would not escape the demand for an explanation tomorrow from at least two of those friends. The bride, as might be expected, would be fully occupied with her new husband.
Sally had never before had cause to visit Blackmoor’s mainly glass-structured orangery at the back of his London home, but Oxbridge seemed familiar with it as he set about lighting several candles inside the warm and cavernous building that smelled deliciously of citrus.
Her own home, being so much smaller, both the house and the garden, did not lend itself to such a luxury, and she could not help but exclaim in delight as the lit candles revealed the beautiful cherub-adorned fountain in the middle of the building, surrounded by a vast number of fruit trees and other exotic plants.
There was also a comfortable seating area to one side of the fountain, a chaise and several chairs, along with several low tables. Sally could imagine that Thea would spend many enjoyable hours here once she and Blackmoor had returned from their honeymoon.
So enchanted was Sally by their surroundings, it took her several moments to realize how alone here she and Oxbridge were, shut away from the main house and other wedding guests. How quiet it was too, apart from the gentle fall of water in the fountain.
A quiver of anticipation ran the length of Sally’s spine as she now felt Oxbridge’s brooding presence as he stood behind her.



Chapter 3
Sally drew in a deep breath before turning to face him, her chin held high. “What did you wish to discuss first about my proposition, my lord?”
Nicholas allowed himself the luxury of gazing upon her for several moments—the way the candlelight gave her hair the appearance of spun gold, that same light giving a creamy hue to her shoulders and the swell of her breasts. As for her eyes… Nicholas did not believe he had ever seen eyes of quite that golden color before. So warm, and the color of the clear nectar gathered straight from the honeycomb.
“My lord…?”
“Nicholas,” he correct distractedly as he stepped closer. “And I confess, I had more a…physical discussion in mind than a verbal one.”
The quickening rise and fall of her breasts was the only indication she gave of being disconcerted, by his words as much as his close proximity. “You wish to remove your clothes for me now…?”
He smiled. “Well, not all of them, perhaps, but certainly some, if that is what you wish too?”
She shook her head, those golden curls moving enticingly against her cheeks and nape. “I do not have my sketch pad with me this evening.”
Convinced the request to sketch him was just a ruse, he now wondered if the continuing of the conversation could be a euphemism for something else. If it was, then Nicholas had no idea what a sketch pad could be a euphemism for. Something to prevent pregnancy, perhaps? If so, then he had no doubt it was as unreliable as every other form of contraception. As his father had told him years ago, “The safest form of contraception is abstinence.” Considering his parents had not shared a bed for many years, and he was an only child, he felt sure his father knew what he was talking about.
Unfortunately, Nicholas had never found abstinence to be an option. He enjoyed sex far too much ever to subscribe to that practice. Withdrawing before coming, yes, but never abstinence.
Besides, he had always enjoyed slowly unwrapping any gifts he received, so that he might savor and enjoy each and every part of the process. He intended his seduction of Sally Derwent to be just as slow and enjoyable. For both of them. Consequently, he had many other things he wished to do with and to Lady Sally before actually bedding her, so there would be no need for the two of them to consider contraception for some time.
“It is not necessary for now,” he assured her as he reached out to curve his hand about her throat, his thumb caressing from her chin to the hollows at the base of her throat as he drew her slowly toward him. “Tonight, I wish only for the two of us to enjoy a small taste of what pleasures there are yet to come.”
Sally was too mesmerized by Nicholas’s close proximity and the warmth of his hand against her throat to be able to enquire what he meant by that remark.
She became totally enthralled, as he used the gentle pressure of his thumb beneath her chin to tilt her face up as he lowered his head, his obvious intention being to kiss her.
If she had ever been kissed before, then Sally forgot it the moment Nicholas’s mouth laid masterful possession of hers. Such warm and firm lips that devoured, claimed, as the moist tip of his tongue stroked her lips apart before sliding inside and deepened the kiss to delicious intimacy.
He touched her in no other way than that hand lightly about her throat, and his mouth and tongue making love to hers, and yet Sally felt owned by him, her legs trembling from the depth of the desire he evoked in her.
Her hands moved up instinctively to grasp the strength of his shoulders as her body melted into his, and a thrill of heady excitement coursed through her body as the hard ridge of his arousal pressed against her. Clearly, Oxbridge was as aroused by her as she was by him. Heady power indeed to feel that totally physical evidence of his desire.
Sally could not suppress a soft whimper as his other hand moved to cup beneath the fullness of her breast, that whimper becoming a groan as she felt the soft pad of his thumb caress lightly across the aching tip. Her neck arched in invitation as Oxbridge slowly brought the kiss to a lingering end before his lips traveled down to explore the dips and hollows of her throat, his breath warm against her flesh.
He captured her hardened nipple lightly between finger and thumb. “Have you ever come merely from having your breasts caressed and played with?” He gave that plumped flesh a light twist.
A wild and raging pleasure instantly consumed Sally’s body. 
“Answer me, Sally.” He gave her nipple another twist, with slightly more pressure this time, his tongue a moist rasp against her throat.
She could no longer think, let alone comprehend Oxbridge’s words or articulate a reply, as the heat settled in the base of her belly and became a pulsing fire between her thighs, both her breasts now aching for more of the pleasure bordering on sweet pain.
“Obviously, the experience was not memorable, if it happened at all,” he murmured with satisfaction at her silence. “I will endeavor to ensure that the times you come for me, whether I am inside you or otherwise, will not be so easily forgotten.”
Sally had no memory of having moved, but as she felt something solid hit the backs of her knees and she tumbled backward—onto the chaise?—she realized she must have done so.
Oxbridge sat beside her as she lay full length on what was indeed the chaise. Sally felt ensnared, captured by his gaze, as he deftly slid down the cupped sleeves of her gown and then the bodice before baring her breasts completely.
“Very pretty,” Nicholas murmured with admiration as he cupped both her breasts in his hands, squeezing and weighing those twin orbs as he watched Sally’s face become flushed with pleasure, her eyes a glowing gold as he lowered his head to capture one deep-rose-colored nipple into the heat of his mouth. 
Her back arched off the chaise as he suckled and gently nibbled on her nipple, her breaths becoming shallow, erratic, as he pinched and caressed its twin in the same arousing rhythm. He groaned his own pleasure as he felt her fingers grasping, becoming entangled in his hair as she held him closer still.
Nicholas’s cock was a long aching throb, balls drawn up tightly beneath as he continued to suckle and then bite each of her breasts in turn, fingers plucking, pinching its twin, intensifying his lovemaking when he heard Sally’s desperate sobs and her hips began to undulate in restless need.
“Please. Oh please…!” She sobbed in earnest now. “I need—I want…”
Nicholas knew exactly what she wanted, and he had every intention of giving it to her. “I will not stop until you come for me,” he promised, his teeth biting down on the swollen nipple in his mouth as he pinched its twin, repeating that caress over and over until he heard her cry out her release.
Even then he didn’t stop, prolonging the intensity of her release and pleasure for several minutes longer, until she fell back limply onto the chaise, limbs splayed, bared breasts quickly rising and falling in time to her hoarse and ragged breathing.
He released her nipple from his mouth as he sat back to look down and admire how red and swollen they both were, elongated to twice their normal size, the surrounding flesh also red from the abrasive rasp of his two days’ growth of beard.
He had never been a particularly gentle lover, but Sally seemed to have brought out almost a savagery inside him, a need to take and claim. In the same way, he now felt a primitive satisfaction in knowing that not only would her nipples be highly sensitive for several days, but she would also bear his abrasive mark on her skin. Hidden, where only the two of them knew it existed.
He did not intend for this woman to hide anything from him. Not a single part of her. Knew he would not be satisfied until he had taken her, time and again, and in every way possible, before their affair was over.
“Oxbridge…?” Sally questioned as his hand now slid beneath her gown, fingers gliding lightly up the length of her leg before she felt his fingers parting and then entering the slit in her drawers.
Her cheeks burned as she knew he could not help but feel the abundance of moisture she had felt gushing between her thighs as her pleasure claimed her. Her eyes widened as he removed his hand just seconds later, darkened gaze holding hers captive as he raised those now-slick fingers to his lips and began to lap up her cream with the rasp of his tongue.
“You taste delicious,” he murmured with obvious enjoyment before sucking his fingers fully into his mouth to eat up the last of her juices with obvious relish.
Sally realized in that moment how she had been deceiving herself these past four years, financially independent and managing her own household. It had given her a false confidence in herself, when she was, in fact, as much an innocent in the ways of gentlemen as some of those young debutantes who appeared in Society at the start of every new Season. A stolen kiss or two with her more forward suiters had not prepared her for the pleasure Oxbridge had just given her with his mouth and hands.
Perhaps because of her independence, Sally had long been aware of being constantly under the scrutiny of both Society and her family. As a result, she tended to live her life in such a way that not a breath of scandal could ever be attributed to her.
Until now.
This evening, she had not only openly left the Blackmoor ballroom alone in the company of the Marquis of Oxbridge, but once in the orangery, she had allowed him liberties with her body from which there could be no going back.
Lovemaking that had given her more pleasure than she had ever imagined possible.
Quite what Oxbridge must think of her after the past few minutes, she did not care to contemplate.
Besides, it was what she thought of herself that should be of more importance. And she was totally bewildered as to how to proceed.
Of one thing she was certain, however. She could not, would not, continue with her desire to sketch Nicholas Sefton in the nude.
Sally turned her gaze away from his as she sat up to straighten her gown, drawing her breath in sharply as the material of her chemise rubbed uncomfortably against the soreness of nipples that were swollen still from the ministrations of Oxbridge’s mouth and teeth.
She frowned as she felt a return of the heat between her legs, that torturous chafing against her nipples enough to arouse her for a second time. No doubt she would suffer that same agony for several more days and nights, as a constant reminder of her stupidity in ever believing herself sophisticated enough to deal with a gentleman such as Nicholas Sefton.
She would not, however, give him the satisfaction of knowing that. Her chin rose as she met his gaze directly. “You did not have to behave so… You had only to say no, if my request to sketch you displeases you.”
He smiled that predatory smile. “Obviously, it does not.”
“What happened just now…”
“Yes?”
“It leads me to believe your…interpretation of ‘sketch’ may be different from my own, my lord.”
Those green eyes narrowed. “And yours is…?”
“To draw your likeness onto paper, of course.”
He stilled. “You really were serious in that endeavor?”
“I was, yes.”
“I had assumed—I believed you were propositioning for an affair,” he revealed with exasperation. “And your response just now?”
“You instigated our lovemaking!”
“You did not attempt to stop me.”
No, she hadn’t, Sally acknowledged. Perhaps because she had been so overwhelmed, so lost in the wonder of having this man making love to her, the man she had admired from a distance for so many years?
No doubt. Just as to Nicholas she had been nothing more than another conquest. A more than willing conquest, when he believed she was the one to suggest an affair in the first place.
“What possible reason could you have for wanting to sketch me naked?” Oxbridge now demanded.
“It seems ridiculous now, but—I have several…items.” Her gaze could no longer meet his. “Left to me by my grandmother, and I wished to… It was my intention to add several naked sketches of you to that collection.”
His brows rose. “What sort of collection?”
She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “It is… I do not… Erotica,” she revealed abruptly. “My grandmother left me an extensive collection of erotica.”
Nicholas could only stare at her, beyond stunned by the misunderstanding that had brought them to this. There had been no euphemisms. Sally Derwent was totally serious in her request to sketch him. He was the one responsible for misinterpreting that conversation.
But there was no denying she had not refused his lovemaking…
“Have you voiced this interest to any other gentlemen?” Nicholas now demanded.
“No, of course not!”
“Then I advise you not to do so. Bloody hell, woman!” He ran a hand through the darkness of his hair as he stood and began to pace the room. “I cannot believe—” He gave a disgusted shake of his head as he glanced back at her. “Do you have any idea how close I came to fucking you just now?” Nicholas was far too agitated to bother guarding his words.
Her cheeks paled. “There is no need for crudity—”
“There is every reason when I think I might have… Fucking hell!”
She winced. “Perhaps it’s for the best if we do not continue with this—this conversation.”
“I agree.” Nicholas took in the obvious disarray of her appearance.
Her lips were puffy from their kisses. Several of her curls had escaped their pins and were falling loosely onto her shoulders. Her gown was badly creased, and now that the bodice had been pulled back into place, he could see that the redness on her breasts, caused by the abrasion of his beard against that tender flesh was not hidden at all but clearly visible.
“You cannot return to the wedding party looking like that.” He scowled his displeasure at the thought of other gentlemen looking at Sally’s disheveled appearance and speculating as to what the two of them had been doing together in the garden.
Maybe wishing for a taste of her themselves.
“I have no intention of doing so,” she assured him coolly. “If you will make my excuses to Thea and Blackmoor on your return to the wedding reception? I will make my way to my carriage by the pathway at the side of the house.”
“In the dark?”
“It is not so— Oh.” She looked outside with bewilderment.
“Exactly.”
While the two of them had been in the orangery together, night had fallen, and it was now completely dark outside.
“I will escort you to your carriage before returning to the wedding party.” The harshness of his tone brooked absolutely no argument.
Sally wisely decided to give him none.



Chapter 4
Word has been received from Nicholas.
But it was not good news.
Far from it.
In his last letter, Nicholas stated he’d had enough of London and would be returning home immediately after he had attended a friend’s wedding. Today’s letter said that something had happened to delay his return. He did not say what or for how long that delay might be, but he hinted at possibly being in Town for several more weeks.
Such a delay is intolerable. Unacceptable.
Nicholas has been gone for months now, attending the Season and the House. It is far too many months when I am so anxious to see him again.
Something must be done to bring him home.
My Nicholas.



Chapter 5
“Lord Oxbridge, my lady.”
Her butler’s announcement three days later, of the arrival of Nicholas Sefton to her home, was enough to cause Sally’s heart to leap and flutter in her chest. And for her to wonder as to his reason for being here after their last disastrous conversation.
She had spent all the hours since they parted that night considering the part she had played in what had occurred between the two of them in Blackmoor’s orangery. She had even discussed it with Felicity and Rachel when they called to see her the morning after the wedding. Oh, not the details; even her closest friends were not privy to knowledge of the collection of erotica left to her by her grandmother.
Sally had fudged over the main reason for Oxbridge having misunderstood her, as well as some of the more intimate details of their lovemaking. Some things were just too private to be discussed even with one’s closest friends, and confessing to having climaxed under the ministrations of Oxbridge’s mouth and hands was certainly one of those things.
From the little she had confided to Felicity and Rachel, they had both agreed she appeared to be the one at fault for seeming to have encouraged him by going outside into the garden with him in the first place.
Sally now accepted that she owed Oxbridge further explanation regarding her bizarre request, and probably also an apology.
With no knowledge of her collection of erotica and a lack of any real explanation for her request to sketch him in the nude, what else was Oxbridge supposed to think when she had agreed to accompany him alone to the orangery. Other than the conclusion he had obviously made, and that was that Sally wished him to become her lover.
The shiver she felt down the length of her spine at the realization of Oxbridge’s interest in becoming her lover was thrilling in the extreme. 
Even so, she knew she owed Oxbridge an apology for their misunderstanding, but had been prevaricating about doing so. Truth be told, Sally was a little reluctant to see him again. Was not sure she could do so without also recalling having his hands and mouth on her so intimately. The previously unimagined pleasure of his ministrations to her bared breasts. The way he licked my cream from his fingers with such slow and sensual enjoyment, like a cat enjoying a saucer of milk!
This would not do. Not when Oxbridge was currently waiting—no doubt with his usual impatience—in the entrance hall of her home, asking to see her. She should send for her maid, of course, so that she and Oxbridge were not alone together. But as she had no idea as to the reason for his visit, Sally preferred to buck against propriety rather than have Rose made privy to revelations regarding her mistress’s behavior with Oxbridge on the evening of the wedding three days ago.
“Show him in, Craddock,” Sally instructed briskly even as she rose to her feet and straightened her gown.
At least she was looking her best this morning, in a gown of emerald-green silk. Had she chosen this gown, however subconsciously, because it was the same color as Nicholas’s eyes? Its scooped neckline revealed the tops of the firm swell of her breasts within the fitted bodice—the red abrasion from Oxbridge’s stubble having abated, thank goodness—short scalloped-edged sleeves leaving her arms pale and bare, the skirt falling straight from the fitted bodice to her slippered feet.
And she might just as well have been completely naked when Oxbridge strode confidently into the room seconds later, his eyes a narrowed and piercing green as they slowly undressed her, from her neck to her ankles.
He crossed the room in those same confident strides, coming to a halt once he stood mere inches in front of her. “My lady.” He held her gaze with his own as the warm strength of his hand raised her gloved fingers to his lips.
His hair was glossy black on the shoulders of the perfectly tailored dark gray superfine he wore over snowy white linen, fitted gray pantaloons worn above shiny black Hessians. Several days’ growth of a dark beard on his jaw showed he had once again forgotten to attend to that social nicety. Not that Sally minded; it added to, rather than detracted from, his rakish good looks.
It was also a reminder of how her breasts had looked the night she returned home from the wedding.
Aware of her discomfort and the torture of her clothing rubbing against her sore and tender flesh, Sally had chosen to send her maid away to bed before removing her own wedding finery. She had been glad to have done so once she saw her bared breasts in the cheval mirror in her bedchamber.
The area around her nipples was scratched and reddened from the stubble of Oxbridge’s beard. The nipples were red and swollen, and they had remained so for at least a full day afterward. Even now, three days later, they were still sensitive to the slightest touch.
Oxbridge seemed—was—so overpowering and immediate again this morning. As were the memories of his lips and hands on her body. To a degree that it literally took Sally’s breath away to be in his company once again. Indeed, she believed she might have simply stood and gazed at him for hours if Craddock had not quietly brought her to an awareness of her lack of manners.
“Shall I bring refreshments, my lady?”
Sally blinked in order to break the spell of that compelling emerald gaze before stepping back, at the same time pulling her gloved hand from the clasp of Oxbridge’s warm and elegant fingers. Those same fingers he had stroked between the dampness of her thighs before bringing those fingers to his lips and— “My lord?” she prompted sharply.
Nicholas’s eyes narrowed. He had spent the past three days—and nights—with his cock painfully erect and hard as stone, refusing to take himself in hand like a young boy who had no control over his desires, and Sally Derwent was now offering him refreshments? “No. Thank you,” he added with polite impatience.
“That will be all, Craddock.” She dismissed the butler, waiting until the elderly man had departed before speaking again. “If you would care to sit down—”
“I would not.”
About to sit down herself, Lady Sally instead straightened back to her full height. “You seem somewhat…tense today, my lord?” She eyed him warily as he began to pace the room, hands behind his back.
“Delayed sexual gratification has that effect on me. On most men, I believe.” He scowled.
She blinked. “I’m sorry…?”
“Not half as sorry as I am,” Nicholas muttered as he unclenched his hands from behind his back before reaching out to clasp the tops of her arms and pull her in against him, making her fully aware of the hard length of his throbbing cock. “I am here to demand satisfaction, madam.”
The delicacy of her throat moved as she swallowed. “You are challenging me to a duel…?”
He gave a humorless snort. “Only if that duel were to take place in the bedchamber!”
Her eyes widened, but she didn’t flinch from meeting his gaze. She was every inch the haughty and independent Lady Sally Derwent today. “I believe I owe you an apology, my lord. I realize now how my conversation must have seemed to you the other evening. How it must have sounded.” She gave a shake of her head. “I did not explain myself properly, and you were naturally…confused as to my intentions.” 
Nicholas had been more than confused. He had been thoroughly aroused. He was still aroused. He was also very angry. He should have traveled the forty miles back to his estate some days ago, had already made plans to do so immediately following Blackmoor’s wedding. To that end, he had also alerted his estate manager and his mother, who lived in the Dower House on the estate, of those arrangements.
He had sent a note since informing them he would not be back for several more weeks.
Because of Sally Derwent.
His nostrils flared. He did not like having his plans altered. Did not like Sally Derwent for being the reason for having changed them. “This collection of erotica really exists?”
“Oh yes.”
“Then show it to me.”
She eyed him uncertainly. “Show it to you…?”
He nodded. “If it exists, show it to me.”
Her chin rose. “You doubt my word?”
“I would doubt the word of any decent woman in Society who claims to own a collection of erotica. Let alone one she says was left to her by her grandmother,” he said with scorn. 
Sally could only assume Oxbridge had not been well acquainted with her grandmother. As the Dowager Countess of Hartford, Lady Sarah Derwent had been indomitable. So much so that few still remembered her from her days as the scandalous Countess of Hartford. The fact she had left her granddaughter a collection of erotica, as well as the means with which to be completely independent of any man or marriage, spoke volumes as to the dowager countess’s character.
“I am not sure which I find more insulting.” Sally eyed Oxbridge coldly. “That you continue to doubt my word, or your implication I must be without decency to own what is, after all, an historical collection.”
He shrugged broad shoulders. “Show me this collection, and we can dispose of at least one of those accusations.”
Sally thought of denying him. Of sending Oxbridge away with one of her grandmother’s famous set-downs ringing in his ears. But then she remembered it had been her own lack of sufficient explanation that had caused this misunderstanding in the first place. He had taken advantage of that misunderstanding, yes, but she was responsible for having created it.
“Come with me.” She didn’t wait to see if Oxbridge accompanied her as she marched out of the sitting room, through the entrance hall, and then up the wide staircase to where the bedchambers were situated on the second floor—and Oxbridge could make whatever assumptions he liked of that.
To say Sally had been shocked when she first took receipt of her grandmother’s erotica collection and realized exactly what it was would be an understatement. But once she had seen it…
Paintings. Books. Statuettes. Sketches. Dozens and dozens of those in separate portfolios. The collection itself was so vast, so plentiful, some of it beautiful, most stirring and arousing, Sally knew it could not continue to be contained within the trunks in which she had received it. At the same time as she knew it was not for the eyes of her father and brothers, or the members of her household staff.
The solution had been obvious once she thought about it. She had no intention of marrying, and so the bedchamber adjoining the master bedchamber—which Sally had taken as her own—would never be put to use. It was the perfect place, after a sturdy lock had been installed to which only Sally had the key, in which to arrange and display the collection. For her own eyes only, of course.
Except she was now about to share the collection’s existence with Oxbridge.
Because he doubted her word. Doubted she was a lady. 
She came to a halt in the hallway, taking the key from the pocket of her gown before putting it in the lock and turning, the satisfying and well-oiled click telling her they could now enter the bedchamber. A bedchamber that contained no bed but instead housed the erotica her grandmother had collected from around the world during the course of her lifetime.
“You keep the room locked?” Oxbridge drawled.
Her cheeks felt warm. “And I have the only key, yes.”
“Why?”
“You will see why in a moment.”
“Well?” Nicholas taunted as she now hesitated to actually open the door and enter the room.
He had met the older Lady Sarah Derwent, Dowager Countess of Hartford several times, knew her to have been a formidable and outspoken lady. Which was probably the reason why he could not reconcile the elderly matriarch he had known with a collection of erotica.
She was not always an elderly matriarch.
No, obviously not, but—
Good God!
Nicholas stood frozen in the doorway of the bedchamber Sally had already entered, his disbelieving eyes flicking quickly from exhibit to exhibit. He had been skeptical as to the existence of the erotica collection. He could be so no longer.
A large glass cabinet stood on one side of the room. Inside it stood small statuettes of naked men of all cultures and colors. The only thing they all had in common was the engorged and sometimes overly enlarged phallus thrusting out before them.
A similar cabinet contained plates and other pieces of pottery, lamps and coins, all depicting various sexual acts. Of men and women, woman and women, men and men, and also a combination of both sexes together engaged in acts so carnal, Nicholas felt a heated throb in his already aroused cock.
There was a table displaying dildos, again of different sizes and colors, made from ivory, glass, alabaster, more abrasive pottery, and all of them perfectly executed to give the appearance—and possibly the feel?—of the real thing.
Dozens of books were stored behind yet more glass, with one large tome on display, and opened at a page showing a drawing of three men and one woman. The woman was on all fours and entered from behind, while the cock of the second man thrust into her mouth, and the third man had his cock buried in the ass of— Nicholas turned away with a pained wince at the thought of having a cock inside him there.
Everywhere he looked there were sketches and paintings, each showing the many and various ways of enjoying the sexual act. Nicholas had seen similar frescoes in the houses of the demimonde, crudely executed to titillate and stir the desires of the men who frequented such establishments. The erotica in this room portrayed sexual acts. But they were not crude or lewd, rather, they were beautiful in their admiration of the human body and the different pleasures to be found within it.
Lastly, his attention was drawn to the large painting on the wall over the unlit fireplace. It was of a nude woman lying alone on a four-poster bed, her expression one of euphoria as she lay with her legs splayed and revealing every delicate fold of her pink pussy wrapped about the ivory phallus she was thrusting inside herself, while the fingers of her other hand pleasured the swollen clitoris above.
A beautiful and familiar blonde-haired woman, her nipples rosy-red from having been stimulated and pinched, the darker blonde curls between her legs wet with her cream, and her eyes the gold color of the nectar taken straight from the honeycomb.
“My grandmother,” Sally supplied softly as she saw what held Oxbridge’s mesmerized attention and guessed that he believed the woman posing for the portrait to be herself. “I was named for her, and apparently, we were very alike at this age.”
“Obviously,” he bit out gruffly. “I am guessing this painting was not meant for display in the family gallery?”
“Doubtful,” Sally acknowledged dryly. “I had certainly never seen it before the collection came into my keeping four years ago. Have you seen enough to understand why I choose to keep the collection behind a locked door?” She had felt compelled earlier by anger and indignation at Oxbridge’s obvious skepticism regarding the collection’s existence, but now that the two of them stood surrounded by the portrayal of the sexual act in its many forms, Sally found herself feeling less than comfortable.
And aroused.
It was far too easy, with the man of her fantasies standing in the room beside her, to imagine the two of them together, engaged in one or more of these arousing acts—
“Yes, I believe I have seen more than enough,” Oxbridge answered her question abruptly.
“Then might I suggest we return downstairs—”
“I have seen more than enough to reconsider your suggestion, and instead agree to your sketching me in the nude, to add to your…collection,” he continued huskily.
Sally’s breathing became shallow as she stared at him with wide, disbelieving eyes.
“On one condition.”
It was difficult for Sally to answer him when her mouth was so dry.
Even more difficult to think when her head was suddenly filled with images of a naked Nicholas Sefton lying on a bed, legs sprawled apart as one of his hands wrapped around the pleasure of the ruddy length of his engorged cock, his balls taut and full to bursting beneath.
Sally moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “What condition?”
Nicholas could see that he had surprised her with his sudden acquiescence to be sketched after all.
How much more surprised would she be once told of his condition for doing so…



Chapter 6
“You cannot be serious!”
As Nicholas expected, Sally was far less sure of herself now they had returned downstairs and were seated together in the sitting room, and she heard his condition for removing his clothes and allowing her to sketch him. “After what I have just seen, I cannot believe your reaction to my suggestion to be one of shock…?” he deliberately mocked, baited her.
His cock was throbbing more painfully than ever after he’d seen Sally’s collection of erotica. It throbbed for this woman. To possess and claim this woman. But on his own terms, not hers. It would never be on anyone else’s terms but his own.
Her cheeks flushed, whether in temper or discomfort he wasn’t sure. “I told you, it is my grandmother’s collection. I am merely the guardian of it.”
“Which you wish to add to with naked sketches of me.”
“Well…yes,” she conceded resentfully.
“Then that now makes it your collection.”
She glared her frustration with his logic. “I merely thought—I only wanted—”
“Yes?” Nicholas quirked a mocking brow.
“Your request that I remove my own clothing—”
“It is not a request, it is a condition of my full cooperation. A not unreasonable one in the circumstances. I will, after all, be displayed in front of you naked for hours on end.”
Hours without end if he did not soon make love to this woman in all the ways he now imagined. In all the ways she knew so intimately, some only by gazing upon and examining her grandmother’s collection, perhaps, but she did know of them.
“Tell me, Sally, do you practice often what you so obviously covet?” Impossible for her to deny what had been so obvious, in the way each and every one of those items of erotica had been arranged with such care and admiration. Or the fact she admitted to having the only key to the room, and none of the articles displayed had a speck of dust upon them. Which meant she handled those items often. Caressed them. Possibly even played with them—
“A lady does not discuss such things with a gentleman.” Her mouth had thinned disapprovingly.
“No?” He eyed her skeptically.
She shot him an irritated glare. “You are the only other person, apart from myself and my grandmother, who has ever seen the collection.”
The knowledge pleased Nicholas, at the same time as it did not succeed in answering his question. “And how many gentlemen have been privileged to share the…fruits of the sexual knowledge you have gained from it?”
Her eyes glittered. “You have made a condition that I remove an article of my own clothing before each of your sittings for me—a condition to which I have not yet agreed. That does not give you the right to ask questions about my intimate private life.”
“I asked that you remove another item of clothing before each of my sittings,” Nicholas corrected. “We will agree on the number of items before we begin—gown, camisole, two stockings, et cetera—and the clothing already removed from previous sittings will remain removed.”
“You negotiate with the slyness of a lawyer!”
“I am not averse to drawing up a legal contract to this effect, if you wish it,” he assured determinedly. “I also believe my question to be a valid one.”
Sally could not tell this man, over a dozen years her senior and even more so in sexual experience, how shocked she had initially been by some of the scenes of sexual relations portrayed in her grandmother’s collection.
Sally’s own mother had died giving birth to her, and so her grandmother had been the only other female in the family available to talk to her of the relationship between a man and a woman. Her grandmother’s collection of erotica proved that lady had not been as forthright with Sally on the subject as she might have been.
But after four years of looking at each and every item in that collection, of reading every book, Sally’s sexual knowledge was now extensive. On a cerebral level. The only gentleman she had ever fantasized enjoying any of those sexual acts with on a physical level was now seated in front of her.
“Tell me, which of the dildos is your favorite?” He softly invited the confidence. “Is it the long and thick one at the back of the display? Or perhaps the more slender one next to it that allows for deeper penetration—”
“Stop it!” Sally stood up, too agitated to remain seated any longer.
“Or perhaps you prefer a combination of the two?” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “So many toys and not enough hands with which to play with them,” he taunted. “How frustrating for you. I will be more than happy to help out with that once we have reached our agreement.”
“I said stop it!” Sally glared down at him, her hands clenched so tightly at her sides, she could feel the nails piercing the skin of her palms. “I showed you the collection as a way of convincing you it does exist, and that my interest in wanting to sketch you is academic and not sexual.”
“You had no desire to titillate and excite me…?”
“No.” She gave a frantic shake of her head.
“I do not believe you.” He rose to his feet, towering over her.
Requiring Sally to tilt her head back in order to look up at him. She felt a shiver of excitement run down the length of her spine as she saw the eyes looking back at her were a dark and stormy green. “I— You are being ridiculous.”
“Am I?” he mused as he grasped her wrist and pulled her in close against him. So close she could not help but be aware of the hard length of his erection pressing against her mound. “I do not need any added titillation or excitement where you are concerned, have been in this god-awful state of readiness since last we were together. I’m sure you recall I did not take my own pleasure that night?”
Of course Sally recalled. She remembered everything about that evening, in minute detail. Had even felt disappointed, once she had returned home, that she had not had the opportunity to see or touch the large swell of his cock so clearly outlined beneath his tailored pantaloons. As it was again today…
“So, I will pose naked for you,” Oxbridge continued. “Allow you to sketch me. And in return, you will remove an article of clothing at the commencement of each of those sittings.”
“I do not see how that will help…relieve you of your problem.” Her pulse was racing, a fact Oxbridge could not help but be fully aware of when his fingers encircled one of her wrists. Her heart was beating so loudly, he must surely be able to hear that too. And she felt hot, so very hot between her thighs, that he must be aware of it when his body was pressed so intimately against her own.
“You will relieve me of my problem,” he stated with certainty. “Maybe not on the first day, or even the second, but by the third day, you will be aching to touch me. By the fourth day, the two of us will be so uncomfortable in our arousal that I fully expect our coupling to become almost animalistic in its desperation,” he added with satisfaction.
“That will never happen.” She gave a stubborn shake of her head.
“No?” He put her slightly away from him, holding her gaze as his hand on her wrist allowed him to guide her arm downward. He used his other hand to slowly unfasten the top two buttons of his pantaloons, before pushing her hand beneath the loosened material.
Sally’s legs almost buckled beneath her at her first touch of that lengthy hardness encased in velvet-soft skin, so much more…alive and hotter than any of the dildos she had handled, and so thick around, her fingers refused to meet as they attempted to encircle that throbbing and heavily veined girth. The crown was swollen and moist, and become more so as Sally could not resist giving it a light caress with the soft pad of her thumb.
“I can wait, Sally,” Oxbridge whispered against her ear. “Can you?”
She didn’t want to wait, longed to fall to her knees in front of this man and see his cock, not just feel it. To take that length in her hands, her mouth, to taste him as he had tasted her—
Her eyes widened in panic as she recognized Nicholas for the sexual temptation he was.
Had she known that all along? Was this what she had really wanted? Not just to sketch Oxbridge, but to become his lover? To have Oxbridge as her lover?
She might have decided not to marry and give up her independence, but that did not mean she wished to become a dried-up old spinster, never knowing what passion was. Never knowing the touch, the possession, of a flesh-and-blood man.
She had dreamt, fantasized about Oxbridge for years, these last four imagining him doing all those things with and to her depicted in her grandmother’s erotica collection. No other man, just Oxbridge.
Was she now going to turn tail and run like a naïve little girl, when Oxbridge was offering her what she had wanted all along? Even if it was only for the duration of the time it took for her to sketch him?
Nicholas felt some of his tension leave him as he saw Sally’s decision in her expressive golden eyes.
A decision she chose not to voice but instead now demonstrated as her fingers tightened about his cock in a long, stroking motion from tip to base, so unexpected it was almost his undoing.
He groaned low in his throat, and his hips arched forward instinctively into the second pumping caress of those alternately flexing and stroking fingers.
Nicholas was already so aroused, and she set such a fast rhythm, that he was unable to catch his breath from one pumping squeeze to the next, until his balls drew up tight and he knew his release was imminent.
His hand shot out, and his fingers tightly encircled her wrist to stop the motion. “I said I can wait,” he bit out between clenched teeth, his face mere inches above hers.
Her breathing was erratic, breasts quickly rising and falling, a flush of excitement to her cheeks. “Perhaps I cannot?”
Nicholas’s fingers tightened painfully. “I am afraid you will have to. Because I have absolutely no intention of allowing you to bring me to completion in your sitting room for the butler, or anyone else, to walk in on.”
“Craddock would not enter without my say-so. Or allow anyone else to do so.”
“Is that because he’s accustomed to your entertaining gentlemen alone here?” It irritated Nicholas intensely how much the idea of that displeased him.
“No, of course not.” A frown appeared between her eyes. 
“Does it not bother you that you and your living arrangements are a cause for much speculation amongst the ton?” Nicholas eyed her impatiently as he disengaged her fingers from about his cock. 
Her chin rose. “Why should it? I do not judge them. I do not expect them to judge me.”
He gave a humorless laugh. “You and I both know Society does not work that way. A married woman may do just as she likes once she has provided the heir, and as long as her husband does not object. An unmarried woman may not.”
Sally was well aware of that. Her friend Thea, a widow before meeting Blackmoor, had been his mistress before becoming his wife. She was sure that her friend Rachel, also a widow, was also involved in an affair, although she always denied it when asked. Felicity was a much more private person, but as her husband had died at Waterloo, Sally could not believe she always slept alone either.
Why was it so wrong for Sally to want to live her own life on her own terms, without the interference or condemnation of Society?
Because as a single lady, it was. She knew it was. But she continued to risk that social ostracism anyway. “I am surprised you dare risk tarnishing your own reputation by openly calling on me in this way,” she challenged Oxbridge.
His smile still lacked any genuine humor. “There is one vital difference between the two of us, I am afraid. Well, two… One, I am a man. Two, I do not give a damn what anyone cares to say about me.”
Because he was the Marquis of Oxbridge. A title, and gentleman, much coveted by every marriage-minded mama and debutante in Society. No doubt he could openly fornicate in the street and still propose marriage to one of those young ninnies the following day, and he would be accepted.
Sally felt the sting of tears in her eyes. “I despise this inequality between the gentlemen and women in Society.”
“Have a care that Society does not learn to despise you,” Oxbridge warned almost gently as he released her wrist to begin unhurriedly refastening his pantaloons. “Although having the new Duchess of Blackmoor as a close friend may ensure—” He broke off as there came a knock on the sitting room door.
Sally checked that Oxbridge had finished tidying his clothing before responding to that knock on the door. A warmth entered her cheeks as she saw his member was still very full and erect beneath the material of his pantaloons. She turned away quickly. “Yes, Craddock?”
The butler opened the door to stand in the doorway bearing a silver tray. “A letter has arrived for His Lordship from Oxbridge House, my lady. The footman who delivered it apologized but said it was urgent the marquis receive it immediately.”
She indicated the butler should enter and deliver the letter to the marquis as he now stood in front of the window, the sun shining in behind him making it impossible for her to gauge his reaction to the reason for the interruption. Or for the hard prominence of his erection to be seen by the butler.
“Thank you, Craddock, that will be all,” Sally dismissed, waiting until after he’d left the room before turning back to Oxbridge. “You told your household staff where you would be this morning?”
Having glanced at the letter, he made no move to break the seal and read its contents. “I had my valet inform my coachman where I wished to go. I assume that the usual household gossip did the rest.”
“So all of London now knows the Marquis of Oxbridge has spent more than an hour alone with me in my home?” Her tone turned waspish.
“I’m flattered to know you were keeping note of our time together, Sally,” he drawled.
Her eyes narrowed at his mockery. “Are you not going to read your letter?”
“No.”
“The footman who delivered it said it was urgent.”
“Then his idea of urgent and my own must differ greatly.”
“You know who the letter is from,” she guessed from his derisive tone. 
“I recognize the handwriting, yes.”
Sally felt unaccountably irritated by his reluctance to open the letter in front of her. Because it was from another woman? Perhaps a woman who had heard of the time he had spent alone with Lady Sally Derwent at the Duke of Blackmoor’s wedding three days ago, and possibly his visit to her at her home this morning?
Was that jealousy she was feeling?
Unquestionably.
This man—infuriating, arrogant, mocking—intrigued and enticed her more than any other. After the intimacies they had already shared, she wished to be the woman to intrigue and entice him in the same way.
Her chin rose. “The letter is from your mistress?”
He smiled slightly. “My mother’s companion.”
Her brows rose almost to her hairline. “Your…?”
Oxbridge crossed the room, standing so close to her, Sally could feel the heat of his body, breathe in his unique smell, a combination of lemon and spices mixed in with a sensual musk that was all Oxbridge. “I currently have no mistress,” he informed her huskily.
She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “Then why will you not open your letter in front of me?”
His eyes narrowed. “You do not believe me?”
“It is not a question of my not believing you—”
“Oh, I think that it is. Here.” He held the letter out to her. “You open it.”
“I couldn’t—”
“For doubting me, you can and you will.” His voice was steely, his expression just as uncompromising.
It was a commanding tone Sally responded to, her fingers shaking slightly as she took the letter from him, breaking the seal before unfolding the single sheet of paper. “It is signed Cousin Maud…”
“My mother’s companion.” He nodded. “Who is not really my own cousin but my mother’s. A fluffy, irritating woman who sees to my mother’s every whim and fancy.”
“The perfect companion.”
Oxbridge gave a snort. “I trust you do not expect me to bring that sentiment to our own relationship?”
It was the first Sally had heard they were to have anything as significant as a relationship. Having Oxbridge sit for her naked, to slowly divest an item of her own clothing each day, driving them both insane with lust until they succumbed to that “animalistic coupling” did not sound like any sort of relationship she had ever heard of.
Nor was it all she wanted with Oxbridge.
Beggars cannot be choosers.
She was not a beggar, nor would she ever become so with Oxbridge, whatever their future relationship might be. “I believe you will find that subservience does not come easily to me either, no matter what the situation or circumstance.”
“Then I shall enjoy taming you all the more because of it.” He bared his teeth in a satisfied grin.
“You will not tame me!” Alarm colored Sally’s tone, at the same time as she felt a thrill of something wild and primitive stir deep inside her. Did she wish to be tamed by this man’s hands and mouth? The response of her body certainly implied that was so…
“Oh, but I shall, sweet Sally,” he assured her evenly. “And you will like it too. May even come to love it.”
Would she—could she enjoy, responding to Nicholas’s instruction?
Oh dear God…  
“What does Cousin Maud have to say?” he mused as Sally distracted herself by reading his letter. “Have the deer managed to free themselves from the paddock and run amok again? Or perhaps she suspects the undergardener of stealing the vegetables for his own table? Cousin Maud finds drama in petty things—”
“Your mother is ill,” Sally read in a hushed voice. “The doctor has visited and has prescribed medication, but your cousin writes it might be best if you return to Berkshire immediately.”
Oxbridge gave a weary sigh. “My mother has long enjoyed her ill health. Cousin Maud is merely following her instructions in writing to me and suggesting my immediate presence in Berkshire. It is my mother’s response to the note I sent to her three days ago, advising her I had changed my plans and decided not to return for some weeks yet.”
Sally looked up at him. “You delayed your journey back to your estate because of me…?”
He arched one dark brow. “Does that displease you?”
The opposite. It thrilled Sally to think of a man such as Oxbridge putting aside his own plans in order to spend time with her.
Except his mother was ill.
The Dowager Marchioness of Oxbridge had not attended a London Season for many years now, and it was known in Society that she preferred to live out her days in the Dower House on the principle Oxbridge estate in Berkshire. And the Dowager Marchioness might enjoy her ill health, as Oxbridge claimed, but he would not thank Sally if his mother died, and he had chosen to remain in London because of her.
She swallowed her disappointment. “The sketches can wait until you return to London in January.”
“But I cannot.”
Her heart leapt in her chest. “You were the one who, a few moments ago, refused what I freely offered.”
Nicholas stepped closer still, so close he could now breathe in the delicate perfume of Sally’s hair, a heady combination of citrus and floral. “I want hours, not minutes, for us to enjoy and savor every inch of each other. That pleases you?” he guessed as her body trembled enough that he could see it.
The pink tip of her tongue swept across her lips. “Yes.”
Nicholas made a decision. “Then come with me.”
“What?”
“Come with me.” Now that he had verbalized the idea, Nicholas appreciated how much more sense it made for Sally to accompany him to Berkshire than that the two of them remain in London during the hottest and, consequently, most disease-ridden months of the year.
He was needed back in Berkshire, albeit at the behest of his hypochondriac of a mother. He had long suspected that these imagined illnesses had been his mother’s way of refusing her husband his marital relations. His father had been dead for ten years now, but the illnesses had become such a habit, he was sure his mother no longer knew how to exist without them.
Taking Sally Derwent into Berkshire with him would give him a welcome diversion from that oppression. 
Besides, the Season was more or less over, and everyone in Society would soon be retiring to their country estates for the summer.
Why not take Sally back with him to Berkshire?
Perhaps because it would cause a scandal of monumental proportions in Society if a single lady traveled with, and then stayed at the home, of a single gentleman?
There was no reason why anyone of significance should ever know. Nicholas did not socialize when in the country. There was no one in Society within a day’s traveling distance of Oxbridge Park. Perhaps a few people living on the estate might choose to discuss the matter amongst themselves, but he doubted any of that gossip would travel as far as London.
The more Nicholas considered the idea, the more it appealed to him to have Sally Derwent within touchable—beddable—reach for the summer.



Chapter 7
Nicholas is not returning to Berkshire alone!
They had received instructions from him just today. The bedchamber next to his own was to be made ready and comfortable for his guest, and vases of freshly cut roses from the garden are to adorn the household.
The bedchamber adjoining Nicholas’s that should, by rights, belong to me as his future marchioness.
Is Nicholas daring to bring another woman here, when I have longed for him, anxiously awaited his return all these months? A woman who is to occupy the bedchamber of the mistress of the house?
Such a thing is not to be borne.
Whoever this woman is, she cannot be allowed to take up Nicholas’s time or his attention. Or share his bed. 
Nicholas belongs to me.



Chapter 8
“I had not realized the journey into Berkshire would be quite as beautiful as this,” Sally remarked as she gazed out the carriage window, more for something to break the tense silence than any real enthusiasm for the subject.
It was now two days since Nicholas had made his outrageous suggestion Sally should accompany him to his estate in Berkshire. An invitation Sally had refused.
Initially. 
She told herself her family would be scandalized. Society would be scandalized. Sally herself was scandalized at the thought of going away alone with a single gentleman.
Nicholas had shown his displeasure at her refusal by leaving immediately after she had made it. It was not until some time later Sally realized that leave-taking had been made with no arrangements having been made for the two of them to meet again when he returned to the capital in January or otherwise.
She had not slept well that night, arguing back and forth with herself as to the rightness of her decision. It was the right decision, she knew that, and for all the reasons she had given.
Except it had not brought her any happiness in having made it.
Thea had now departed on her honeymoon with Blackmoor, of course. Her other two close friends, Felicity and Rachel, had left for family estates. Sally’s own parents, two brothers, and their families, were all preparing to leave London for Hartford Hall, and all under the assumption that Sally would be joining them there for the summer.
She already knew what those months would consist of. Long days spent helping to amuse her numerous nephews and nieces, and even longer evenings spent with the adult members of her family, the tedium broken only by the occasional dinner guest invited from within the local gentry.
How could any of that compare with the excitement, the thrill, of spending the summer with Nicholas Sefton for days—and nights—on end?
It could not.
Even so, Sally’s pride prevented her from contacting Oxbridge to say she had changed her mind.
Until yesterday.
A note had been delivered by hand midmorning, and although Sally had never seen Oxbridge’s handwriting, she nevertheless knew the hand that had written her name on the front of the note, in a bold and confident scrawl, belonged to him.
She had barely been able to contain her excitement until Craddock left the sitting room and she tore open the seal. As expected, the signature at the bottom of the page read “Oxbridge.”
The note merely stated he had made his arrangements to leave for Berkshire on the morrow. Nothing more. No repeat of the invitation to go with him. No reasoning as to why she should. Only that bald statement of his own intentions, and the day and time of his departure.
Sally had agonized for hours as to whether the inclusion of the latter was an ambiguous invitation for her to join him? She finally decided that it was. What other reason could Oxbridge possibly have for informing her of his plans?
More hours of repeatedly asking herself these questions had followed, but Sally knew her decision was already made. That her mind had been made up since she faced the thought of a whole summer of not seeing or being with Nicholas, in fact, and only her pride had held her back from saying so.
Nicholas having written to her nullified the need for her own pride, and she had finally succumbed and written an even shorter note back, informing him she would be packed and ready to leave at eleven o’clock the following morning. Her maid had delivered the note, but there had been no reply.
Her parents had expressed great disappointment after receiving the note she sent to them explaining she had decided to spend the summer with friends rather than joining them, as had originally been planned.  
“Sally.”
She glanced across to where Oxbridge lounged comfortably on the seat opposite her own in his very best carriage, a sleek and racy affair pulled by even sleeker horses. A much heavier carriage had called for her maid earlier this morning, Rose and Oxbridge’s valet traveling into Berkshire together. Leaving Sally to travel alone with Oxbridge in the plushness of this carriage.
So far, Oxbridge had made no comment in regard to the reversal of her decision, and his expression was such that she had no hopes of being able to tell what he was thinking. What he might think of her for having agreed to accompany him after all.
“I do not know which emotion to feel the most, admiration or fear.”
Her eyes widened at Oxbridge seeming to be able to read her thoughts. Although it was perhaps not too difficult for him to do so; no doubt her own expression was tense enough to have revealed exactly what she was thinking and feeling. Terror and excitement, at the risk she was taking with both Oxbridge and her reputation.
She swallowed. “What is there for you to fear?”
“Nothing,” he acknowledged. “But you… You, Sally Derwent, are a woman unlike any I have ever known before.”
She looked at him beneath lowered lashes. “Is that a good or a bad thing?”
“I have no idea.” He gave a rueful shake of his head. “No other lady has ever asked to sketch me nude. No other lady of my acquaintance would have agreed to travel with and then stay alone with me on my estate in Berkshire.”
“Then perhaps you were correct”—her tone was waspish—“and I am neither decent nor a lady. For I find I do not regret my decision in the slightest.” She would feel happier if Oxbridge would only show some emotion, something of what he was feeling. A small sign he was pleased to have her here with him would suffice.
And perhaps dispel the butterflies which seemed to have taken up residence in her chest.
He sat forward to place one of his much larger hands over her own gloved ones as they lay clenched together in her lap. “We will be stopping for lunch shortly.”
She frowned at his change of subject. “I have no appetite.”
“Neither do I.” He paused before adding, “Not for food, at least…”
 
“Will that be all, my lord?”
“Yes, thank you, John.” Nicholas was terse as he dismissed the curious landlord of the coaching inn. “We do not wish to be disturbed, for any reason,” he added before the man left with obvious reluctance.
Nicholas had secured a private dining room at the back of the busy building, their cold luncheon and a flagon of wine having arrived quickly and already set out at one end of the large table standing in the middle of the barely furnished room. There was only the table and the eight chairs placed about it, a bench seat along the back wall, the fireplace unlit in the warmth of the day.
Nicholas was well aware of the reason for the landlord’s curiosity. He called regularly at this coaching inn for luncheon on his way to Oxbridge Park, but it was the first time Nicholas had brought a woman with him. 
Sally hadn’t spoken a single word since they alighted from the carriage, and she now stood in front of one of the windows, her back toward the room as she looked out onto the busy stable yard, her shoulders discernibly tense beneath the dark brown pelisse worn over the bodice of her gown.
“Sally.”
She drew herself up straighter still before slowly turning to face him, her expression unreadable beneath the brim of her bonnet. “Nicholas.”
He drew in a sharp breath. “That is the first time you have used my given name.”
Her lips curved in a self-mocking smile. “It seems a little ridiculous to stand on ceremony, given the circumstances.” 
Nicholas studied Sally’s face beneath the brim of a bonnet made from the same deep gold silk as her travel gown. Her eyes were an even deeper gold today, cheeks paler than usual, lips a deep rose from where she had been chewing on them for most of the journey.
He had been telling the truth earlier when he said he admired her. Sally was not only direct and outspoken—sometimes outrageously so—she was also a woman who was determined to travel her own path, in a world dominated by men and a set of rules dictated by the Society to which they both belonged. This, being with him, intending to spend the summer with him, went against every one of those rules.
Sally was determined to do it anyway.
Which was why he both admired and feared her. For her.
Nicholas knew himself well, and he could not spend the whole summer with this particular woman and not make love to her.
But he was not a gentle or an easy lover, and Sally should be made aware of that before they reached Oxbridge Park. Before that arrival committed her totally to the risk of scandal that could ensue if anyone learned of her presence in his home. He meant it when he said he did not care for himself. But Sally…
Nicholas knew he had deliberately dared her two days ago, tempted her by allowing her to touch him but not complete those caresses. As he had been taunting her when he told her by the fourth day of his posing nude for her, she would be the one desperate for a lovemaking he predicted would be wild and frenzied.
Words that had come back to haunt him.
He had believed himself relieved when Sally refused to accompany him to Berkshire. Had told himself he was well rid of a woman who aroused him merely by breathing.
That evening, he had gone to his club, gambling and drinking heavily, returning home in the early hours of the morning, utterly convinced he had put Sally Derwent from his thoughts.
Until he lay down in his bed and the throbbing hardness of his cock refused to abate, even after he had brought himself off twice. It just swelled back up again, eager and ready to go.
Utterly disgusted with himself, Nicholas had done his best to ignore that painful ache and finally fallen into a fitful sleep. A sleep dominated by huge golden eyes, and full and rosy-tipped breasts he suckled and pulled on, until he heard Sally’s cry of release echoing around his brain and shuddered and shook as he found his own release. Over and over again, the dream repeated itself, until Nicholas woke fully in the pale light of dawn, covered in sweat, his sheets sticky with his own cum in a way they had not been since he was very young and inexperienced. And perhaps not even then… 
The thought of spending a whole summer that way had been intolerable, which was why he had decided to write Sally a terse note informing her of his plans to leave Town the following day. The hours until she wrote back, informing him she would be ready if he should call for her, had dragged by interminably.
With days and weeks of her company ahead of him, Nicholas knew he could wait no longer to determine what he intended their relationship to be from now on. There was still time for Sally to return to Town, with no one the wiser, if she should decide she did not want this after all.
With that in mind, Nicholas crossed the room in long strides to stand in front of her, holding her widened gaze with his own as he unfastened the ribbon bow beneath her chin securing her bonnet, before removing it completely and putting it to one side. The tops of her breasts quickly rose and fell as his fingers deftly unfastened the two buttons on her pelisse before he disposed of that too.
“Nicholas…!” Sally gave a surprised squeak as she suddenly found herself thrown over Nicholas’s shoulder and carried across the room. “What are you doing?” she gasped as he carefully lay her down across the end of table not covered with food.
“Eating my luncheon.” His answer more resembled a growl as he first bent her legs at the knees and then hooked the small heels of her soft leather boots far apart on the table’s edge, before stepping in between her widely parted thighs.
The skirt of Sally’s gown had rucked up to her waist, revealing the tops of her silk stockings, held up by ribbon garters, and her white silk drawers that somehow seemed more immodest than if she had been wearing none at all.
“Are your curls the same gold here, I wonder?” Nicholas did not bother to remove her drawers—Sally was not sure that he could have done so, in any case, with her lying in this position—but instead grasped each side of the open gusset and simply pushed the flimsy material out of the way, exposing her completely to the heat of his gaze.
A modestly brought up young lady, Sally had never seen herself there, either growing up or since, but she had looked at drawings of a lady’s privates in her collection. It was not true that all ladies looked the same between their thighs. There were slight differences—pretty pink lips guarding a tiny rosette, fatter lips and a more lax opening, often slick with juices, the nubbin above sometimes small and covered by its hood, and then so swollen its redness was fully exposed amongst the curls.
Sally sincerely hoped that she was as pretty there as she thought some of those other ladies to be.
That Nicholas thought she was pretty there.
After all, he was so much more— “Oh!” Sally gasped breathily as she felt the light caress of the warmth of Nicholas’s fingers against her folds.
She closed her eyes as that warmth spread straight to her core, followed by the release of her lubricating cream.
“No.” Nicholas placed a hand on each of Sally’s knees to prevent her from covering herself. “You’re beautiful here. Perfect.”
The perfume of her arousal—musky and hot—filled and saturated Nicholas’s senses as his fingers returned to stroking the dampness of her crease, and then up to where her nubbin was already swollen. A tiny throbbing erection, much like his own larger one pressing demandingly against his pantaloons. Considering the number of times he had spontaneously released in his sleep again last night, he chose to ignore that greedy demand for now.
“I am going to devour you.” He stroked the wetness of her pussy round and round until his fingers were covered in her juices before moving slowly up to her clit. He stroked and tweaked that nubbin until it stood up firm and pulsing, and the deep-rose-colored lips beneath were plump and parted invitingly.
It was an invitation Nicholas was only too happy to accept as one of his thumbs continued to press and stimulate her clit. He lowered his head to first breathe in the heady scent of her musk, then tasted it when his tongue slipped over and around those moist and responsive lips, before plunging hard and hot inside the contracting walls of her channel.
Sally cried out as her sudden release washed over and through her. She cried out a second time as Nicholas’s mouth was replaced with thrusting fingers and his lips claimed her still-pulsing nubbin and suckled deeply. His tongue flicked against that throbbing nubbin, sending her into another release even more intense than the first, carrying her along on a wave of ecstasy she felt for a moment as if she had lost all sense of reality.
The rustle of Nicholas’s clothing brought her quickly back to her senses, a glance down showing that he had unfastened his pantaloons completely and released the long length of his swollen cock, the crown a bright red and already moist with his juices.
Was Nicholas going to take her here? In broad daylight? On top of a table at a roadside inn?



Chapter 9
If anything, Nicholas was more aroused than he had been two days ago, and the size of his cock reflected that arousal. He had never seen it so long and swollen, and so thick around he was not sure his own fingers would be able to span it.
But did he really want to take Sally for the first time draped over a table at a coaching inn? A table half-covered with the food for their luncheon, and the room smelling of beer from the busy saloon just feet beneath them? Her cries of ecstasy may already have been heard by the patrons below.
No. He couldn’t do that to her. When the two of them finally came together, it would be in his bed at Oxbridge Park. A leisurely, sensual taking of each other, after which they could curl beneath the bedsheets together and fall asleep in each other’s arms—
He never spent the whole night with a woman. Ever. That sort of intimacy tended to give them a false sense of his attachment to them. And while he admired and liked Sally, he did not intend to become emotionally involved with her. Or any other woman.
Nicholas strengthened his resolve. This, what was between them, was sexual attraction, nothing more. And it was now past time Sally sated his sexual arousal, as he had satisfied hers, several times. Sentiment had no place here between the two of them.
Sally had no idea what was happening as Nicholas moved up onto the table, his knees resting on the tabletop either side of her as he straddled her breasts, his cock just inches away from her mouth.
“Open,” he growled, his hair falling forward over his face as he bent forward to grasp the edge of the table behind her head, his cock now pressing for entrance against her lips.
Sally parted her lips to answer him, only to have her mouth suddenly filled with that wide crown. She groaned low in her throat as she had the first taste of him on her tongue, sweet and salt together, with an underlying musk. Delicious.
Her lips were stretched to their fullest as he pressed more of his cock inside her mouth, one of her hands moving up to grasp the inches that wouldn’t fit inside. She was once again surprised by how silky soft the skin of his cock felt. Sketches and paintings were all well and good, but they did not portray the feel of that steel encased in velvet that now invaded every inch of her mouth as Nicholas slowly began to thrust forward.
Anyone walking in on them—God forbid!—might think she was being forced, even violated, but they would be wrong. Nicholas had pleasured her so many times and received nothing back in return but the satisfaction of knowing he had given her that pleasure. She now wanted to give him the same ecstasy. More than wanted it, she craved it.
It was exhilarating to know, by the unevenness of Nicholas’s breathing and the way his arms shook as he exercised restraint to hold himself back from thrusting deeply into her mouth and possibly hurting her, that she was responsible for affecting this strong and arrogant man in this way. It wasn’t only exhilarating, it was freeing, and in a way Sally had never felt before.
Her fingers tightened about him, and she began to suck and then stroke with her tongue each time he pulled out and then thrust in again, quickly matching her rhythm to his, and knowing by the deepening groans and the heavier flow of juices into her mouth that his release was imminent.
“Dear God…” Nicholas looked down at Sally in shock as the fingers of her other hand moved down to become a tight band about his balls, instantly stopping the hot flow of his cum from erupting upward. One look into her deceptively innocent eyes and he knew it was deliberate.
Where in hell had she learned to do that? From reading those books of her grandmother’s? Or from practice with other men?
The thought of it being the latter, and the knowledge she was daring to tease him, was enough to make Nicholas thrust harder and faster. Those thrusts became erratic, half-pleasure and half-pain, as the pressure of his cum built up inside him, needing the release Sally was refusing to give him, his groans becoming almost desperate as he refused to beg for mercy.
No matter what he did, grinding, thrusting so deep his cock hit the back of her throat, Sally took it all. The expression of joy in her eyes as she looked up at him said she was enjoying every moment of it.
“Please…!” he finally groaned. He no longer cared if he sounded as if he was begging—because he was. He couldn’t take any more of this torture. “Sally, for God’s sake— Yes! Oh God, yes…!” His shout was triumphant as those fingers loosened at last and his cum shot up his cock with the force of a volcano erupting, arriving in her mouth in hot, thick ribbons, which she swallowed down greedily.
Nicholas felt as if he was shattering apart as he kept coming, and so fiercely still, it was as if all his strength was being drawn from his body with each shuddering release. As if he hadn’t released for a month or more, when in reality, he had ejaculated more in the past two nights—more often than not on his bedsheets—merely from dreaming or thinking about Sally.
Even when the pulsing release finally shuddered to an end, his cock didn’t soften but remained hard and aching as he pulled out of the furnace of Sally’s mouth.  
His eyes narrowed as he moved back slightly to bend down until his face was only inches above hers. “Where did you learn to do that?”
Sally blinked at the harshness of Nicholas’s tone, and she was unsure of the emotion behind the glitter in his eyes too. “It was not to your liking…?”
“Do not be so bloody— Of course I liked it.” He sounded exasperated. “I merely wondered what other surprises you might have in store for me over the next few weeks.”
“Oh.” She nodded her relief. She would hate to think that Nicholas had been shocked or not enjoyed their lovemaking as much as she had. “My grandmother’s books are quite…enlightening. I have brought several of them with me, in case I am in need of in—inspiration.” She substituted that word for the “instruction” she had originally intended to use. She didn’t want Nicholas to find her wanting as a lover. That would never do when he was so sexually experienced himself.
The strength of his thighs kept his full weight from her as he sat back to straighten his clothes. Except his cock was so rigid still, the crown so swollen, it didn’t seem to want to go back inside his pantaloons. He glanced down as Sally giggled. “You find your effect on me to be amusing?”
It was more a giggle of relief than actual amusement, in having been so successful in her first attempt at giving sexual pleasure. In knowing she had succeeded in completely unmanning a gentleman of Nicholas Sefton’s years and experience.
Sally shook her head. “No more than the effect you have on me.” She continued to smile. “What a sight we would look if someone were to walk in now, me with my skirts up about my waist and my drawers in such disarray I am no doubt completely bared to the elements.”
“Whereas I am also bared to anyone who cares to see, the room reeks of sex, and my rebellious cock is refusing to stand down,” Nicholas finished dryly. “You are right.” He moved to lie on the long table beside her, both of them staring up at the ceiling. “Anyone walking in now could be forgiven for thinking they had entered a bawdy house rather than a dining room in a respectable wayside inn.”
Sally turned on her side to look at him, reassured by the smile that now curved those sculptured lips. “The funniest part about it is that I do not care.” She chuckled.
Nicholas had never cared what people thought of him or his actions. But Sally? If she would not, then he must have a care where her reputation was concerned. Whether she realized it or not, so far today he would be able to protect that reputation to anyone who dared question it. No one but he and Sally knew her maid had not traveled in the carriage with them to Berkshire. The innkeeper could be persuaded into forgetting they had ever been here together. If any were brave enough to suggest it was otherwise, then they would live to regret it.
And the grimness of his thoughts had at last succeeded in dampening his ardor enough that Nicholas was able to sit up and return his semi-hardened cock back inside his pantaloons and refasten them before assisting Sally down from the table so that she might straighten her own clothing.
“It is not too late,” he told her gruffly. “If you wish to change your mind, I can see that you are safely returned to London without any being the wiser.”
She gave him a searching glance. “Do you wish me to return to Town?”
His mouth thinned. “No.” 
“Then I believe I am hungry after all.” Her hair was in disarray, her gold gown creased, and her lips slightly swollen from the invasion of his cock, but they were also curved into a happy smile, and her eyes glowed with that same emotion.
Nicholas realized that he was hungry too. For actual food this time. “Then let us, by all means, eat. My lady.” He extended his arm for her to take before proceeding to seat her with great formality, feeling more lighthearted than he had been for some time. He pulled back her chair and then pushed it back in again as she sat. He placed a napkin neatly across her thighs and poured her some wine before taking his seat opposite her at the table.
He had shown her the worst of himself, his domination, his sexual demands, and she did not wish to run away. This summer promised to be the best he had known for some time. If ever.  
It was not only lightheartedness he felt, Nicholas realized as they proceeded to devour the delicious cold luncheon, but actual contentment. Almost happiness.
Emotions that were completely alien to him. 
He had not shared a close relationship with his father. That gentleman’s emotions had always been too closed off inside himself. His mother had “suffered” with ill health for most of Nicholas’s life, it seemed, and had rarely been well enough to be of any maternal benefit to her only child.
He had a circle of like-minded male friends, gentlemen of whom he was fond and met for luncheon at his club, or sparred with at the boxing saloon they all frequented. They spent many evenings together too, gambling and drinking, before retiring to one or another of the houses of the demimonde.
But Nicholas could never remember feeling quite as relaxed and at ease in a lady’s company before this, most especially so after the two of them had minutes ago enjoyed each other’s bodies to the fullest.
It seemed it was not only Sally’s reputation he would need to have a care for this summer, but quite possibly his emotions. It would be exceedingly foolish of him to become fond of this woman, when he was so obviously nothing more than an exciting interlude in Sally’s life of independence.
 
If Sally had expected the second half of the journey to be less stressful than the first, for the awkward silence between herself and Nicholas to have abated after their sexual closeness and laughter at the inn, then she was disappointed.
If anything, the silence was even more oppressive as Nicholas chose to once again sit opposite her in the carriage rather than beside her, his expression one of brooding contemplation as he stared grimly out the window beside him.
Indeed, his expression was so distant, Sally’s own chatter ceased after the first few minutes, and she also lapsed into a less than comfortable silence.
Until, that is, they passed through the wide-walled gates into what was the road leading up to a magnificent house perched on a hill. Tall and imposing, with two wings fanning out from the main mellow brick building, it overlooked a parkland where several dozen deer grazed or looked up at the passing carriage in unruffled contemplation, before returning to cropping the rich green grass.
“Is this Oxbridge Park?” she prompted, eyes alight with pleasure.
“It is,” Nicholas confirmed economically, feeling none of that same excitement at having reached their destination.
He had spent his early years growing up here on the principal Oxbridge estate. Lonely years, caught between a father’s indifference and a mother’s preference for keeping to her rooms rather than spending time with her husband or son.
Consequently, Nicholas felt an oppression rather than joy whenever he came here, his visits a duty rather than a pleasure.
As expected, the household staff had been alerted to his imminent arrival by the earlier arrival of Sally’s maid and his own valet. They were all there waiting to greet them, headed by Barker the butler, and Mrs. Jackson the housekeeper, lined up outside on the graveled driveway as Nicholas and his guest stepped down from the carriage.
Nicholas would have preferred a less…public reception, both for himself and the young woman with whom he intended to share his bed for much of the summer.



Chapter 10
Nicholas is home!
And as he said, he has not come alone.
As I expected, it is a woman who has accompanied him.
Lady Sally Derwent is her name, and she is young and very beautiful.
Far too young and beautiful to be merely a traveling companion.
Why is Nicholas doing this to me? What have I done that he should punish me in this way?
Perhaps I have done nothing? Perhaps this young woman has forced her attentions upon him, and he is, as ever, too much the gentleman to spurn her?
Never fear, my darling Nicholas, I shall, as always, ensure your happiness prevails.
No matter what the cost.



Chapter 11
“Mother.” Nicholas bent to bestow a kiss on his parent’s cheek once admitted into the bedchamber where Elizabeth Mary Sefton, the Dowager Marchioness of Oxbridge, reclined against a mountain of pillows and was covered by an abundance of sheets and blankets.
Her latest in a long line of yapping little dogs—Cesar? Rex? There had been so many over the years Nicholas had lost track of which one this was—stared up at him with squinty little eyes from its position of power on the bed beside his mistress.
Aware that his mother would already have been informed as to his expected arrival, Nicholas had preferred to dispose of this duty visit as soon as was possible. Consequently, he had lingered at the house only long enough to ensure Sally was safely in the hands of his housekeeper and being shown to the suite of rooms readied for her arrival. Once that matter was dispensed with, he had left the house to go round to the stables at the back of the house and reacquaint himself with his horse, Thor.
It was such a pleasant day still that he had delayed his arrival at the Dower House by calling at the home of his estate manager, where he and the other man engaged in a discussion of the west wood and crops for some half an hour or so. Finally, Nicholas realized he was just delaying the inevitable and took his leave to ride the mile or so farther on to the Dower House, where his mother had resided since shortly after his father’s death.
As if she could no longer bear to live in the house where she had been so unhappily married.
Or to avoid looking at Nicholas too often, when he resembled his sire so much.
No matter. Nicholas had never shared a warm relationship with his mother, and he could not see that changing at this late stage in their acquaintance.
However, her illness this time appeared to be genuine. Still delicately beautiful, there were nevertheless more streaks of gray amidst her dark hair than the last time Nicholas had seen her, and her face was pale and drawn. Her eyes were completely without animation as she looked up at him, her body so thin beneath the bedclothes, it barely made any impression against them.
Nicholas made a mental note to speak to her doctor at that gentleman’s earliest convenience, to enquire as to the reason for his mother’s latest malaise. There were certainly more than enough medicine bottles on the bedside table.
“Shall I send for tea?” Cousin Maud, a contemporary of his mother’s, fluttered about in the background in her usual irritating fashion.
Which was unkind of him, Nicholas admonished himself. Cousin Maud had never married but instead dedicated herself to the care and comfort of his mother, her only living relative, after the death of her own parents some thirty-five years ago. As such, she did not deserve his irritation or his contempt.
“Thank you, I would appreciate that,” he accepted with a genuinely warm smile as he took up occupancy of the chair beside his mother’s bed.
“I will see to it immediately.” She returned his smile, a slightly plump and excitable lady who had a penchant for knocking things off their perch as she bustled from room to room. Today was no exception, as she bumped into a table, only just managing to stop the vase of flowers from tumbling to the ground before she righted it again.   
 The smile remained on Nicholas’s own lips until Cousin Maud finally left the room without further mishap. Genuinely concerned, he turned back to his mother. She did not appear to be “enjoying” this latest illness at all.
“It is good of you to call so promptly after your arrival.” His mother lifted her hand as if about to touch him, and then appeared to think better of it, and instead allowed it to fall back onto the brocade coverlet.
“Your health is of paramount importance to me.” Nicholas realized he spoke the truth. The two of them might never have been as close as he believed a mother and son should be, but that did not mean he had no love for her. She was his mother, no matter what their differences might be.
“Is it…?”
“Yes.” He scowled at the skepticism he detected in her tone. “What does Dr. Ambrose say about this latest illness?”
His mother smiled weakly. “What does he ever have to say? It is my nerves. Hysteria brought on by an overactive imagination.”
His mother currently appeared too lethargic to be suffering with any of those things. “What does he prescribe?” Nicholas had served almost five years in Wellington’s army, had seen more than his fair share of soldiers in pain and the effects of the laudanum used to numb it: lethargy, dilated pupils, hallucinations—or, in the case of his mother, an overactive imagination?
“The medicine is there.” She waved her hand in the direction of the night table beside the bed with its vast array of bottles.
Nicholas frowned darkly. “And what form does this…overactive imagination usually take?”
Her brow creased into a frown, only to clear again as she shook her head. “I cannot remember. Which must mean the medicine is working, I suppose,” she added without emotion.
Nicholas was not of the same opinion. In fact, he intended calling upon Dr. Ambrose, not at the other man’s convenience but at his own. Which would be immediately after taking his leave of the Dower House.
Whether the other man liked it or not, he intended getting to the bottom of his mother’s illness once and for all, felt more than a little ashamed that he had not bothered to do so before now.
His only excuse was that he had never seen his mother in quite such a weakened state as this.
Which was no excuse at all.
“I did love you once, Nickie.”
What the…? His mother had never called him Nickie before.
“In the beginning,” his mother continued, her eyes staring off into the distance. “We were happy enough together then. We had each other. Then our darling son arrived. But then…” Her expression was pained, thin fingers clenched the coverlet on the bed. “It was the other women, you see. So many of them, I could no longer overlook or ignore them.”
It gave Nicholas no comfort to realize that his mother’s words were not meant for him but his father, also named Nicholas. As had his father been before him, and so on. It was a family tradition Nicholas knew he would not continue. If he were ever to have a son. Which was not his intention in any case. 
“Your denials did not ring true,” his mother continued. “How could they, when rumor told me you had taken every willing woman in the county,” she added bitterly. “It is the reason I denied you my bed.”
Nicholas was stunned, never having heard any of this before now. He had always thought his father loved his mother deeply, and that she was the one unable to return that love, who had shut herself off, first by denying her husband, and then by ignoring her son. But if his father had behaved in the way his mother described, perhaps that was the only means by which she’d known to protect herself and her heart in the face of her husband’s infidelity?
How could Nicholas have known anything of his parents’ early married life? He had not truly become aware of anything until he was six, possibly seven, when he had noticed a certain coolness between them. But even then it had not been with any sense of real concern. Never having witnessed any other marriage, it had seemed normal to him. Besides, like most seven-year-olds, Nicholas had only been concerned with his own comfort, and that had been amply taken care of by an army of servants.
He knew of many gentlemen in Society who had a mistress—or a string of mistresses—as well as a wife. Nicholas did not believe in infidelity, even toward a mistress, and he knew his close friends believed likewise. He had no doubts Blackmoor’s new duchess would gut him if the other man so much as thought of taking a mistress. Which he would not, because Blackmoor loved Thea deeply, wanted no other woman but her, nor would he ever.
Nicholas had always believed his father loved his mother in the same way, that it had been his mother’s lack of feeling for her husband that had been the cause of the rift between them. What had gone so terribly wrong between the two of them his father had been unfaithful? So that all Nicholas remembered of their marriage was the closed-off coolness of his mother and the deep unhappiness of his father?
His mother would not be giving him any answer to that question today, or any other, Nicholas acknowledged ruefully, as he saw she had fallen asleep.
 
“I trust the rooms are to your liking?”
Sally turned to look at the housekeeper. Mrs. Jackson was a woman possibly in her early forties, her faded red hair pulled back and secured in a bun at her nape. Even so, it was possible to see that she had once been—still was—an attractive woman, the plain black gown she wore molded to the fullness of her curves.
Sally also sensed a certain…waspishness in the other woman’s demeanor. “They are more than adequate, thank you.” She nodded haughtily. She was the daughter of an earl, after all.
“As dinner will not be served until eight o’clock, perhaps you would like some refreshment brought up to you now?”
Again, the question was a polite one, but Sally sensed it was not being politely asked. Because the other woman disapproved of the presence of a young and single lady being the houseguest of a young and single gentleman? Or was it for another reason entirely?
Mrs. Jackson really was a very handsome woman, and far closer to Oxbridge in age than Sally…
Sally knew the ways of Society, that there often existed a sexual relationship between the master of the house and one of his female household staff. Ben Hewitt, who managed the Derwent estate in Derbyshire, was a product of such a relationship between her grandfather and his housekeeper, and so was half brother to Sally’s father.
Had Nicholas, in the past, or perhaps still, had such a relationship with Mrs. Jackson? If that was the case, it was likely to be the cause of increasing discomfort on Sally’s part, and a deepening resentment on the housekeeper’s.
She made up her mind to ask Nicholas when he returned.
When he returned.
Because Nicholas had deserted her almost as soon as they entered the house, after first greeting and introducing her to his household staff. He had given no explanation as to where he was going, only stated that Mrs. Jackson would see to her needs and he would see her again at dinner. Which was apparently still hours away.
“You may send the tea up with my maid, thank you,” she accepted lightly. “And perhaps I might have some hot water for a bath? I feel somewhat dusty after traveling for so many hours.” Her cheeks warmed as she inwardly acknowledged a bath would also alleviate some of the discomfort in certain parts of her body, following that heated lovemaking with Oxbridge on top of the table at the inn.
“Of course, my lady.” Mrs. Jackson nodded, tight-lipped.
Sally waited until the housekeeper left the bedchamber before sinking down onto the side of the four-poster bed, still puzzling over the other woman’s disapproval. And no one here to give her the answer as to why. Namely Nicholas. 
She knew he would have estate business to deal with, had not expected that he would spend his every waking moment with her. She had brought her pad and pencils for sketching, lots of books to read—in addition to those from her grandmother’s collection—an embroidery to complete, as well as her music books, on the off chance there was a piano she might play at Oxbridge Park.
No, Sally had not expected Nicholas to fuss and fawn over her—indeed, the idea was laughable when thought of in connection with Nicholas Sefton, the haughty and arrogant Marquis of Oxbridge—but neither had she expected he would abandon her within minutes of their arrival.
He had introduced her to his staff as a family friend, but offered no other explanation for her presence, before leaving Sally to her own devices.
Her years of managing her own household meant she was not shy or retiring in making her needs known, but she would have preferred it if Nicholas could have delayed going out at least long enough for her to have found her feet within his household, without ruffling too many feathers. As it was, until he returned, she didn’t feel inclined to venture beyond the suite of rooms that Mrs. Jackson had told her would be hers for the duration of her visit.
There was no denying it was a beautiful suite, comprised of this large bedchamber decorated in pale green and cream, and which had a seating area to one end overlooking the manicured gardens at the side of the house. There was also an adjoining dressing room, where Rose had already unpacked and put away or hung up her clothes and gowns.
Rose had been with her for the past eight years, first at her parents’ home, and then she had moved to Duke Street with Sally four years ago. Her maid was also an avid listener rather than a gossip and would no doubt be able to shed some light on the intricacies of this household when she brought up the tea. Not that Sally made a habit of gossiping with her maid, but she was willing to make an exception in regard to Nicholas’s home and household.
“I wouldn’t take it personally, my lady,” Rose assured her some time later as she gathered up the undergarments Sally had discarded before climbing into the hip bath. It had been carried into the dressing room some minutes ago by two footmen, several maids trailing behind with the hot water. “Mrs. Jackson seems to think it’s her duty in life to disapprove of everything and everyone.”
“Why?” Sally eyed her maid curiously from where she lay back in the hot scented water.
“Crossed in love, maybe? I very much doubt she’s a missus anything.” Rose gave a sniff.
Sally nodded distractedly. It was the usual practice for a housekeeper to be addressed as missus, whether she had ever been married or not. “She’s a handsome-looking woman—”
“What on earth have you been doing in this gown, my lady?” Rose exclaimed as she held up Sally’s creased traveling dress. “Looks as if you’ve rolled around in the— Ah.” The maid gave an uncomfortable wince as she saw Sally’s raised eyebrows. “His Lordship is very handsome,” she added evenly.
“He is, yes,” Sally agreed noncommittally.
“He sends shivers of delight down my spine just looking at him.”
“Yes.”
“Those wide shoulders…”
“Yes.”
“Muscular chest.”
“Yes.”
“Lean and powerful—”
“I think if you two ladies are going to continue to extol the virtues of my body—or otherwise—that I should be allowed to do likewise in regard to yourselves, don’t you agree?”
Rose gave an undignified shriek and clutched Sally’s already creased gown to her chest as she turned to look at Oxbridge with wide and guilty eyes.
Sally was just as startled by Nicholas’s sudden appearance in her dressing room, not least because her nakedness was barely covered by the bathwater. But she had no intention of allowing Nicholas to see her discomfort, especially when she was still annoyed with him for abandoning her in that way. “Listeners never hear any good about themselves,” she drawled.
“On the contrary, in this case.” Nicholas stood with a shoulder leaning against the doorframe as he drank in the sight of Sally reclining in the hip bath. What little he could see. Her golden hair was secured loosely on top of her head with a yellow ribbon, the bareness of her shoulders a creamy white. “‘Lean and powerful’…?” He looked enquiringly at the blushing maid.
“Feet,” Sally answered him dryly. “You may go, Rose. I’ll ring for you when I wish to dress for dinner.”
Nicholas stepped aside as the young maid sidled past him into the adjoining bedchamber and placed Sally’s discarded gown over the back of a chair before hurrying from the room. “Feet…?” He turned back to Sally.
“I have never known Rose to be disconcerted, but I think you may have succeeded in doing so.” Golden eyes brimmed with amusement.
“But not you?”
The amusement faded. “No.”
Nicholas strolled farther into the room to stand beside the bath and looked down at her. “I see you have made yourself at home?” His voice had deepened huskily as he took in the sight of Sally’s naked breasts bobbing temptingly just below the surface of the water, her nipples cherry red.
She arched one pale eyebrow. “No thanks to you.”
He frowned. “What do you mean?”
Those creamy shoulders shrugged. “I would have appreciated some warning before being left alone with your… With Mrs. Jackson.”
His frown deepened. “Warning?”
“Yes.” Sally avoided meeting his gaze as she searched for, and found, the cloth and soap in the water and began to wash her arms.
Nicholas was not in a good mood. His mother had not woken during the rest of his visit, and so he’d had to endure the fussy company of Cousin Maud as he drank the tea she insisted on pouring for him.
Nor was he any happier after talking to his mother’s doctor in regard to her health. The other man could offer no reason as to why Nicholas should think his mother’s health was deteriorating, claiming she was merely suffering with her nerves, as usual.
Nicholas had insisted the doctor visit the dowager marchioness later this evening and report back to Nicholas in the morning, despite the other man’s assurances the dowager was in no worse health now than she had been a year or six months ago. Nicholas had returned home dissatisfied and still ill at ease.
His spirits had lifted slightly when he’d entered Sally’s bedchamber a few minutes ago and realized she was bathing in the adjoining dressing room, her conversation with her maid having proved most interesting.
Her remarks about his housekeeper were another matter, however. “Has Mrs. Jackson said something to upset you?”
“Certainly not.” Sally continued with her washing. “She has been the height of…discretion.”
“In regard to what?”
“Oh please, Nicholas, do not take me for a fool.” Those golden eyes flashed as she glanced up at him. “Where did you disappear to for the past two hours? Off to visit another one of your…female acquaintances in the area, no doubt. I am only surprised you felt it necessary to bring me here with you when you already have so many women already sharing your bed—Nicholas!” The last was a protest as he bent down and scooped her out of the water, uncaring that he soaked the sleeves and front of his jacket and waistcoat as he carried her naked body through to the adjoining bedchamber.
Sally’s accusation, coming so soon on the heels of his mother’s revelations regarding his father, was untenable. Unacceptable. Bloody insulting.
Nicholas was furious. More furious than he had been for some time.



Chapter 12
“What are you doing?” Naked and squirming, Sally could only cling to Nicholas’s shoulders as he carried her through to her bedchamber. Those squirms became ones of desperation to get away as he first turned the key in the lock of the door before sitting down on the side of the bed to turn her over and land a resounding smack to one cheek of her bared bottom. “Nicholas!” Sally had never been struck in her life before, under any circumstances, and for Oxbridge to do so now was—
He landed another resounding smack on the other cheek.
It was—
And another.
And then another.
Oh God…
The smacks themselves were only hard enough to cause a painful sting, but the heat that followed went straight to Sally’s core. Humiliatingly so, as the perfume of her arousal began to permeate the room each time Nicholas landed another stinging slap to her bared flesh.
Flesh that was becoming more and more sensitized by the second.
Her bottom burned, her nipples ached, the nubbin between her thighs throbbed, and the cream of her arousal was so copious, it was dampening her curls, as well as slicking her channel.
“Nicholas, please…” Sally was unsure if her plea was for him to stop or continue. Surely it was wrong, even perverse, to enjoy having her bottom spanked?
Nicholas’s initial anger at being so unfairly misjudged so soon after learning of his father’s adultery began to abate as he now gazed down hotly at the bare globes of Sally’s bottom, both red and glowing from his ministrations.
His hand landed on her bottom again, just for the pleasure of watching the tremor of that flesh and the jolt of her body rubbing against his fully aroused cock.
He wasn’t spanking Sally hard enough to really hurt her, but no doubt the slaps landing on the same piece of flesh had succeeded in magnifying the effect of those blows. In arousing her?
Oh yes.
He could smell the perfume of her arousal now. Feel it as he no longer spanked her but instead kneaded and squeezed that glowing flesh. His fingers moved lower, stroking between her legs, allowing him to feel how swollen the lips and nubbin were, and both of them drenched with her juices.
Sally was most assuredly aroused, that now-familiar perfume of her arousal invading and saturating his senses.
His fingers became very wet as he continued to stroke her, his other hand moving to cup beneath one of her dangling breasts, the nipple as plump as a berry between his fingers and thumb.
He ceased his squeezing as she gave a hiss of discomfort. “Did I hurt you?”
“They are still a little sore. From—from our time together the other evening.”
Ah. Nicholas instantly caressed rather than squeezed the nipple. He had been angry earlier because of her accusations, but he had no wish to cause her real pain. He would much rather give her pleasure, whatever form that pleasure might take. Which did not mean he did not intend her to suffer a little first.
Sally’s embarrassment deepened. Nicholas could not help but be aware of her responses to being spanked. An embarrassment that became unimportant, as Nicholas now began to stimulate her pussy and breasts at the same time.
Closing her eyes only intensified the pleasure, and she gave a soft gasp as the moistness of Nicholas’s fingers passed lightly over the rosette between the cheeks of her bottom before moving down again to stroke her pussy and the erect nubbin above. He repeated that same caress over and over again. But always, always denying her the release building higher and higher inside her.
“Please, Nicholas.” Her plea was a sob, her body on fire with the need for that release. “I am sorry. Whatever I have done to anger you, I am sorry!”
He gentled those caresses to a torturous degree. “How did you come by the fantastical idea that I am fucking my own housekeeper? Answer me,” he ordered as she groaned and squirmed beneath his ministrations.
“I—Mrs. Jackson is still a young and—and attractive woman. And she seems…disapproving of me. What else was I to assume?”
“A word of caution, sweet Sally.” The hardness of his tone nullified the endearment. “Do not ever again make assumptions where I am concerned.” He punctuated his words with several more, harder, slaps to her bottom. “Not unless you wish to have your bottom spanked again. Which we both know you do,” he added with satisfaction.
How could Sally deny it when he had the evidence on his fingers and the perfume of her arousal saturated the air about them? Just as she could feel the hard length of Nicholas’s arousal against her belly. “No more than you enjoy spanking me,” she came back rebelliously.
“Oh, never mistake it, Sally, I love spanking you. The cheeks of your ass are so beautiful and red, and your tits jiggle enticingly with each slap.” He flipped her over so suddenly on his thighs that Sally gasped again, the material of his pantaloons feeling rough against the tenderness of her abused flesh. “I have not, and will not, bed any of my housekeepers,” he bit out, eyes glittering darkly. “Nor do I believe in soiling my own backyard by an entanglement of any nature, with any of the ladies living in the area.”
Sally forgot her nakedness and her arousal as she stared up at him, slightly bewildered by the depth of his anger. She had been wrong to make such assumptions, yes, but surely Nicholas’s response was out of proportion to her crime?
“I have apologized—”
“I do not want your apology, only your promise that you will never make those accusations again.”
Her throat moved as she swallowed. “I promise I will not.”
His smile lacked humor. “Your word was too quickly given.”
“But sincere.” Obviously, she had inadvertently touched upon a subject Nicholas found offensive. “Mrs. Jackson—”
“Mrs. Jackson is a lady of piety and completely undeserving of your wild and unfounded accusations.” He gazed at her sternly. “Her husband was my sergeant in the army. He died saving my life at the Battle of Waterloo. They had no children or other close family with whom she might live, and no means of earning a living herself. Offering her employment and a home on one of my estates was the least I could do.”
Sally felt ashamed of her suspicions. Just as she now recognized the reason for them as being jealousy.
In but a few short days, she had become fond of Nicholas. Perhaps more than fond of him. So much so, the thought of him with any other woman filled her with a jealousy that rendered her thoughts and emotions illogical.
She made another promise, to herself this time, to behave more warmly toward Mrs. Jackson in future. Without her husband’s intervention, Nicholas would not be here at all. “I really am sorry for my mistake, Nicholas.”
“Do you believe me?”
“If you say it is so, then it is so.” She nodded.
He gave a hard smile. “And your suspicions regarding the reason for my having disappeared for two hours after our arrival here?”
Her gaze dropped to his chest. “I am sure you had good reason for it.”
“Are you?”
“Yes.” Her brow creased with irritation at having her word doubted in this way. Which was no doubt how Nicholas felt at having her doubt his word. 
His jaw was tight. “My reason for going out was to first pay a call on my estate manager, followed by a duty visit to my mother at the Dower House.”
She should have thought of that, of course. Nicholas had been in London for the whole of the Season and would not have spoken with his estate manager or seen his mother for those same months. Of course he would have wished to make those visits immediately upon his arrival.
“I owe you no explanations, you understand?” he rasped.
She felt irritated by his tone. “In the same way I owe you none for any of my own actions.”
His mouth tilted wryly at her defiance. “Do not push me, Sally.”
Her chin rose. “It cannot be one rule for you and another for me.”
“No?”
“No!”
“Why do you enjoy challenging me?”
“I don’t.” She gave a shake of her head. “I am merely stating the truth. If we are to…continue, then we have to meet as equals. I can accept no less.”
He raised his brow. “I just spanked you until your ass glowed red.”
Sally nodded. “And I let you. I let you, Nicholas,” she repeated as she reached up to touch the hardness of his darkened jaw, a fresh flush of arousal suffusing her body as she recalled how that stubble had added to her pleasure earlier, when Nicholas’s mouth licked and claimed her pussy.
Sally’s gentle caress acted like a balm to Nicholas’s tumultuous emotions, the last of his anger leaving him as he realized he had been taking out his anger on her, when in reality it was directed toward his deceased father.
His mother was beautiful, she had always been beautiful, and she claimed to have loved his father once. Nicholas had never doubted his father’s love for his mother. What had gone so terribly wrong between the two of them they had lived virtually separate lives for so many years?
And what am I doing thinking of such things when I have a naked and aroused Sally lying across my thighs?
He gave a self-disgusted shake of his head as he put his troubled thoughts to one side, to be dealt with later, and concentrated all his attention on Sally.
Her hair had fallen loose from its ribbon, its long length now cascading onto the floor beneath her. Her breasts were pert, her nipples engorged and once again red from his caresses. Her torso and abdomen were sleek and soft down to the golden curls at the apex of her thighs, legs long and supple.
His gaze returned to her face. Her eyes were a deep gold, cheeks flushed, and her lips ruby red and slightly parted.
And there was still two hours before they need think about dressing for dinner.
For now, he would rather turn his thoughts to undressing. “I should get out of these damp clothes.”
Her eyes widened. “You are leaving?”
“Only if you have some objection to my undressing here?”
She shook her head. “I believe I should enjoy it.”
“As would I.” He helped Sally to sit up on his thighs, frowning as he saw her pained wince. “Does your bottom hurt?”
The color deepened in her cheeks. “Yes.”
“Badly?”
She nodded. “But in a good way,” she acknowledged huskily. 
Nicholas slid his arms beneath her knees and shoulders before standing to place her carefully on top of the bedclothes. He placed a hand either side of her as he bent over her. “Only give me a minute to undress, and I promise to do what I can to ease your…discomfort.”
Sally was under no illusions as to what form easing her discomfort would take, uncaring of her own nakedness as she lay back on the pillows to watch Nicholas remove his damp clothes.
First the superfine, then the waistcoat and shirt. His naked chest and shoulders truly were glorious. His boots and pantaloons came next, followed by his drawers, and finally—finally—she saw Nicholas in all his naked glory.
Imagination was one thing. The reality far exceeded her expectations.
His long sable hair tumbled down onto those magnificent shoulders, his chest powerful, and covered in a dusting of dark curls that tapered down his defined abdomen to the thicker curls about his cock, his legs long and muscular above those “lean and powerful” feet. Feet which had obviously not been the subject of Rose’s remark at all!
Sally’s mouth began to salivate as her gaze returned to that proudly erect and aroused member; eight inches long, with thick veins standing out along its length, the head flowering out and covered in a fine sheen of moisture. The balls were drawn up tight beneath and covered in a light fur she already knew was slightly coarse to the touch.
Sally had traveled in Florence for several weeks the previous summer. She considered Nicholas’s body to be as beautiful as Michelangelo’s most famous marble statue, but infused with the pulse of life and heat to further enhance its beauty.
Her arms reached for him as he joined her on the bed, only to find herself suddenly flipped over onto her stomach. “Nicholas—” Her protest died in her throat as she felt the cool balm of his lips and tongue against her throbbing bottom. “That is… It is… Oh dear God, what are you doing to me…?” The last was an aching gasp at the intimacy of that soothing and stroking tongue against the heat of her flesh.
“You did not find this in any of your grandmother’s collection?” Nicholas mused, placing his hands on her hips to pull her up onto her knees before continuing.
Sally now lay on the bed with her face against the covers and her bottom sticking up in the air, and the things Nicholas was doing with his tongue were… “No.” Her voice sounded strangled.
“That is good. I should hate for our lovemaking to be in the least ordinary.”
Even the hot brush of Nicholas’s breath against skin that burned from being spanked was enough to send a frisson of heat to her core, and the things he was doing with that wicked tongue were—oh dear God, his thumb was against her nubbin now, stroking and pressing as a finger entered her.
“Do not stop!” Sally cried out as her body quaked and shuddered at this overabundance of sensations, pushing back against him, sobbing as she felt her release surge up and break in wave after wave of unimagined pleasure. Nicholas did as she asked, continuing to lick and plunder, to bring her to orgasm again and again, until her knees could no longer support her and she collapsed weakly down onto the bedclothes.
Nicholas gently turned her over, kneeling between her legs to admire the sleek and sated lines of her body.
He had enjoyed what the two of them had done together in London, and again on the way here, but he had not known what to expect from Sally as a lover. Reading of things in books was one thing, putting those words into practice something else. Especially when she freely admitted that reading her grandmother’s erotica had not prepared her for the intimacy they had just shared.
Sally constantly surprised him.
By being so accepting of the things he asked of her.
By holding nothing back.
By giving and receiving in equal measure.
She gave him her responses, without hesitation or inhibition.
He would have liked to suck on and play with her breasts for hours, to bury his face between her thighs and eat her pussy until she came again and again in his mouth. But he was conscious of the fact that her nipples were sore, and no doubt her nubbin equally so, when he had just brought her remorselessly to completion again and again.
Because he knew some of his anger had been directed at her, after all. He was many things he knew of: determined, stubborn, arrogant, cold if challenged—he had no doubt his enemies could add several more unflattering words to that list. But he had never given Sally, or indeed any other woman, reason to doubt his fidelity for the duration of their relationship. And, damn it, this woman had him so tied up in sexual knots, he didn’t even see any other woman but her. He had wanted to shock Sally just now for daring to think those things about him in regard to Vera Jackson.
And now he wanted to fuck her. Thrust inside her to the hilt, and keep on thrusting until his seed boiled and he pulled out to release all over her.
His balls and cock was full with that need, the latter stretched so tautly, the skin was pulled fully back beneath the swollen and engorged head, glistening with his pre-cum.
He could delay no longer. Needed Sally’s tight sheath around him as he pounded into her, taking her so hard and so deep, she would still feel his thickness and length inside her as they sat and ate dinner together later this evening.
Her discomfort would be a reminder never again to falsely accuse him of having gone from her to be with another woman—
“Nicholas, please…” She looked up at him in appeal, her eyes showing a need as great as his own.
Nicholas delayed no longer as he moved to position his cock against her entrance. She was so wet, and that wetness would help ease his entrance, despite his size.  
Nevertheless, he went slowly, the feeling of those outer lips parting and stretching about his cock exquisite. Nicholas paused to enjoy the sensation. She was so tight, the walls of her channel still contracting from her earlier climaxes, those tremors stroking along his cock, as did the heat, urging him to go deeper.
“I want to go slowly, but…” He gave a shake of his head. “I need to be inside you now.”
“I want you inside me,” she encouraged, her hands moving to grasp the bareness of his ass as she arched up and impaled herself on his cock.
Her gasp of pain was unmistakable, as was the widening of her eyes and the biting down on her bottom lip, and for the briefest moment, Nicholas tried to convince himself it was only because of his size, that Sally could not really still be a—
“My lady!” A turn of the door handle accompanied that frantic cry, following by a loud knocking. Or maybe it just sounded loud because the bedchamber was so quiet apart from their ragged breathing? “Let me in, my lady,” Rose repeated urgently. “A man has arrived at the house with news of a fire.”
“Nicholas?” Sally tensed in alarm.
“Stay there,” he growled as he pulled out carefully so as not to increase her discomfort, his gaze fixed on her with disapproval as he rose to pull on and fasten his pantaloons before striding over to unlock the door.
 “My lady, the butler will be here in but a minute—” Rose broke off with a squeak as she saw it was Nicholas who had opened the door, her eyes wide as she took in his nakedness apart from the pantaloons.
“Where is the fire?” Nicholas demanded. “Is anyone hurt? Answer me, damn it!”
“I—It’s the Dower House, my lord,” she stuttered. “One of the footmen came and… The Dower House is on fire, my lord!”



Chapter 13
Oxbridge Park has been in uproar since the night of the fire.
All the efforts to douse the flames at the Dower House were in vain, the fire having blazed on for several hours, and in the morning leaving only a shell of blackened bricks.
No one was hurt; even little Cesar was safely rescued. How could they be any other way when my darling Nicholas was at the forefront of that rescue?
She is still here, but only because Nicholas is too much the gentleman to tell her to leave.
He was very angry when she arrived at the Dower House offering to help. So angry he ordered her back to Oxbridge Park. She refused to leave, insisted she might be of help.
The silly chit should have known better than to refuse him. I do not believe I have ever seen Nicholas so angry as when he picked her up and threw her back into the carriage, instructing one of the grooms to accompany her back to Oxbridge House and see that she remained there. He gave the other man permission to tie her to a piece of furniture in her bedchamber if she attempted to come to the Dower House again.
She has wisely kept to her rooms ever since.
To my knowledge, Nicholas has not so much as been near her. His time has been much taken up with the damage caused by the fire, and the health of his mother. The poor lady was very ill for the first two days, her chest having been affected by breathing in too much of the thick smoke.
If Lady Sally Derwent had any pride at all, she would accept that Nicholas wants nothing more to do with her, and so leave Oxbridge Park and never come back.
But if she will not leave willingly, I will see she is made to leave some other way.
No matter. I shall ensure Nicholas is rid of her unwanted presence.
I have dealt with others in the past. I will deal with her too.
Nothing, and no one, must be allowed to come between Nicholas and me.



Chapter 14
Sally knelt beside the open trunk in her dressing room. It was half-full with the underclothes she had thrown into it in a fit of pique just minutes ago. More for something to fill her time than any real intention of actually leaving Oxbridge Park.
It had been three days since the fire at the Dower House, and for much of that time, a part of Sally had wanted to order a carriage be made available to her so that she might leave Oxbridge Park immediately and never come back.
Another part of her said she would not go unless or until Nicholas told her to do so. If he ever deigned to speak with her again.
Sally had understood and made allowances for his anger toward her that night when she arrived at the Dower House, having followed him there in a carriage she had commandeered from the stable. She had understood his worry and concern for his mother’s safety and health.
Except she knew Nicholas’s anger toward her that night had not all been because she had arrived at the Dower House uninvited, in the midst of what was already a dire situation. That his initial anger had been caused by the shock of discovering she was still a virgin.
Sally had spent hours pacing her bedchamber since, her mood swinging from understanding his preoccupation with his mother’s health, to indignation regarding what she now considered to be his avoidance of her. What had Nicholas expected? That she’d taken a string of lovers before him, and he would merely be another name to add to the list?
It was a huge assumption for him to have made on so little evidence. Sally had never claimed to have had any previous lovers.
 I never denied it either.
Well. No. She had not denied it. But some of the reason for her reticence was because she had not seen any reason to do so. What difference did it make whether she was a virgin or not? Every woman had to have a first lover, and she had chosen Nicholas as being hers.
Almost hers…
She would never forget the expression of shock on Nicholas’s face when he breached the proof of her virginity. His sudden stillness. The accusation in his eyes as he stared down at her.
Quite what he would have said and done if Rose hadn’t interrupted with news of the fire, Sally had no idea. Once over the shock, would he have continued to make love to her, or would he have pulled out and refused to complete their lovemaking? Her virginity was well and truly gone, so what reason would there have been to stop what had already been started?
Sally could have no answers to these questions when Nicholas was either deliberately avoiding her or was too busy even to remember she was here at all.
She had ventured out of her rooms for breakfast the morning following the fire, only to be told by a harassed Mrs. Jackson that the house was in too much disarray following the unexpected arrival of the dowager duchess and Miss Brockwell for a formal breakfast to have been prepared and served. Nicholas, it seemed, had taken his own breakfast in the kitchen much earlier that morning, with the servants who had been up all night with him helping to douse the fire.
Rose had subsequently delivered a breakfast tray to Sally’s suite, and she had continued to deliver Sally’s meals there ever since.
Sally had caught glimpses of Nicholas out of the windows in her bedchamber in the days that followed, as he strode to the stables and departed on his horse, no doubt to the Dower House. Rose, having become very friendly with one of the grooms, had informed Sally work had begun to salvage what they could from the wreckage.
Sally had also heard Nicholas’s voice in the hallway several times, and occasionally in the bedchamber adjoining her own, possibly as he conversed with his valet. But Nicholas had not presented himself to her or attempted to have a conversation with her.
Well, that would change this evening. She’d had quite enough of being left in her bedchamber as if she were some naughty child being punished for a misdemeanor. She refused to be shut away here any longer, would go downstairs tonight and seek him out, as Nicholas obviously had no intentions of coming to her. He would eat his dinner somewhere, and it was her intention to join him.
After which she would have her answer as to whether or not to pack the rest of her trunk and depart for London.
“Are you going somewhere?”
Sally snapped her head back to look at Nicholas as he stood in the doorway of her dressing room, hands behind his back. The pleasure of seeing him vied with irritation at the way in which he had appeared without warning. He moved with the silence and grace of a jungle cat.
She rose slowly to her feet, smoothing her gloved hands down the silk of her honey-colored day dress before raising her chin to turn and meet his enigmatic gaze.
His appearance was impeccable, as usual. Dark green superfine and a gold-and-green waistcoat worn over snowy white linen, and buff-colored pantaloons with brown-topped black Hessians.
His face was pale, however, features grim. His eyes were hard, cheeks hollowed, lips thin and unsmiling, the firmness of his jaw once again covered in a day or two’s growth of stubble.
Sally’s anger melted away at this physical evidence of the strain Nicholas had been under these past few days. She also felt more than a little ashamed of her own selfish thoughts minutes ago. His mother had almost died in a fire; of course Nicholas had no time to spare on thoughts, or otherwise, for the woman who had accompanied him to Oxbridge Park.
She shrugged. “It occurred to me, in light of what has happened, it might be best if I leave Oxbridge Park, and we delayed the sketches until after we are both returned to Town in the New Year.”
“All evidence to the contrary.” Nicholas straightened away from the doorframe to produce her sketch pad from where he had been holding it behind his back. “You have a remarkable memory for detail.” He frowned down at the first sketch on the pad. “So much so, I am not sure you are in need of the original model.”
Sally’s face first flushed, and then she felt the blood drain from her cheeks at the realization Nicholas was now looking through the rest of the sketches she had made of him in her large sketch pad during the past three days. A sketch pad she had left on the chair in front of one of the windows in her bedchamber and which he had purloined, and obviously looked through, without so much as a “may I” or “please.”
The “original” muse having been too busy or uninterested in sitting for her, Sally had drawn on her own memories to make the six sketches.
All of them of Nicholas at different stages in their relationship.
Nicholas sucking and drawing on her bared breasts that first evening in the orangery.
Nicholas dressed, her hand and arm visible down his unfastened pantaloons.
Nicholas above her as she lay on the table at the inn, his cock rampant, his expression one of aggression as he loomed over her with the obvious intention of thrusting that cock into her mouth.
Nicholas completely and magnificently naked.
Nicholas’s long dark hair spilling across her thighs as his fingers pleasured her.
Nicholas on his knees between her legs, cock so swollen and engorged, Sally had doubted she would be able to accommodate the length or the width.
All of them drawn during the past three days, and none of them meant for Nicholas’s own eyes.
Because there was something else in all those drawings, if one knew to look for it.
Love.
Each pencil line, every shadow, had been made with love for the man who was the focus of each and every drawing.
Sally’s love for Nicholas.
She had not spent all her days in her bedchamber fretting and fuming, had realized after the first drawing that something was amiss. By the time she made the last drawing of Nicholas as he was about to enter her and discover her virginity was intact, she had known exactly what that something was.
She had fallen in love with Nicholas Sefton, the Marquis of Oxbridge.
Worse—she believed she might have always been in love with him. She had certainly been infatuated with him for a very long time, since her coming out seven years ago, in fact.
Nicholas had always been the first person she looked for when she arrived at any social occasion—and was more often than not disappointed, but always elated on the occasions when she did see that familiar dark head among the crowd.
As the years passed without so much as an acknowledgment of her existence from him—apart from the occasional duty dance, during which he had not so much as spoken a word to her, and she had been too tongue-tied to speak to him—she had succeeded in repressing the feelings she had for him and carried on with her life of independence, determined never to marry.
Not, Sally now realized, because she wished to be either of those things, but because the only man she wanted in that way was so out of her reach as to be like one of the stars twinkling overhead in the sky at night.
All of that, the maelstrom of emotions she felt toward Nicholas, was revealed in those sketches she had made of him. If one only knew to look for it. Or if one wanted to look for it. Which Nicholas did not.
“Perhaps you are right.” She snatched the sketch pad out of his fingers and threw it inside the trunk, firmly closing the lid before sweeping past him and into the adjoining bedchamber. “In any case, I believe it would be more…convenient for everyone, if I were to leave later today.”
Nicholas followed at a more leisurely pace.
He had spent the past few days keeping himself busy by combating the damage caused by the fire, as well as seeing his mother and Cousin Maud settled at Oxbridge Park.
He had also, he acknowledged with self-disgust, been avoiding Sally. Not just avoiding her but ignoring her. Was it any wonder she was thinking of leaving?
A departure Nicholas realized was abhorrent to him.
The thought of the long summer, alone here with only his mother and Cousin Maud for company, was enough to send a shiver down the length of his spine.
The thought of those same weeks and days, without sight or sound of Sally, was enough for that shiver to turn to ice.
“Where did this tea come from?”
Nicholas shrugged. “Mrs. Jackson was on her way here with the tray. I relieved her of the task.”
Sally began to pour the tea. “How kind of you.”
His mouth twisted at her obvious sarcasm. “Will you stop fussing with the damned tea tray and give me your full attention,” he snapped as she calmly dropped several lumps of sugar into the cup before stirring and then sipping the hot brew from the china cup. “A conversation between the two of us is long overdue.”
She maddeningly finished drinking her tea and placed the cup and saucer back on the silver tray before answering him. “We have not spoken to each other for the past three days. What is so urgent we must speak of it now?”
Nicholas clenched his jaw to prevent himself from making a cutting reply. An argument between the two of them now would solve nothing and possibly result in Sally leaving earlier today rather than later. “You know very well the subject of our discussion.”
“Do I?” She raised mocking brows.
Nicholas wanted nothing more than to once again throw Sally across his knees before soundly—very, on Sally’s part!—spanking her backside. Except he knew where such behavior would lead. To arousal for both of them. Followed by a satisfying of that arousal. It was what always happened when the two of them were alone together.
His cock, as if in confirmation of that fact, was already engorging and rising with that need.
He turned away to stare sightlessly out the window. “You were a virgin.”
“I was, yes.”
His mouth tightened at her emphasis on the past tense. “You should have told me.”
“Why should I?”
Because then he would not have spent so many days and nights in London imagining her in the arms of other men!
Or suffered the torture of those imaginings keeping him awake and aching for those same nights.
“Because you would not have made love to me that first night if you had known?” she continued. “Would not have pursued the attraction at all? Or invited me to spend the summer here with you?”
“No—”
“Yes,” she hissed. “What is so wrong with my having been a virgin? Why can I not do with my own body, take my pleasure where I please, as so many of you gentlemen seem to consider to be your God-given right?”
She was spoiling for a fight, perhaps justifiably so. But a fight was the last thing Nicholas wanted with her.
He turned to face her. “I do not refute your freedom to do as you wish with your own body. I respect you for it.”
“You do…?”
“Yes,” he assured her at her uncertainty. “But if I had known of your innocence, I would have taken more care with you.”
She frowned. “Did I ask for that care? Did I give any indication I wished for it?”
“No…”
She gave a snort. “Because I did not want it. I have enjoyed every moment of our lovemaking.”
“As have I.”
Possessing Sally, claiming her, had become something which was beyond Nicholas’s control. A driving, undeniable need to leave his mark on her, as the stubble on his jaw had left his mark on her breasts. He wanted to put that same mark all over her. Her throat. Her breasts. Her belly. Between her thighs. The same way an animal marked its territory, Nicholas craved to put his mark on Sally for all other men to see, so they would know to stay away. Would know that she belonged to the Marquis of Oxbridge.
He had been fighting that need for days. He could not fight it any longer. “Will you come to bed with me now?”
“I— What…?” She looked totally disconcerted by his request.
“Will you allow me to take you to bed, to give you the gentleness in our lovemaking I have not shown towards you to date?” Nicholas now cringed at the roughness of his previous lovemaking. The level of intimacy he had demanded of her.
Demands she had met, and returned with some of her own.
Well…yes. But that did not excuse his lack of consideration in regard to Sally’s innocence. Or the crude things he had said to her that day in regard to her grandmother’s collection of erotica.
Having Nicholas invite her back to bed with him was the last thing Sally had expected when he entered her rooms unannounced. So much so, she could not speak for several moments, and when she did, her voice sounded husky and uncertain. “You have ignored me for the past three days.”
“Yes,” he acknowledged through gritted teeth.
“Left me here alone, believing you were displeased and angry with me.”
“Yes.”
“And now you expect—”
“I do not expect, I ask.” He crossed the room in long strides until he stood in front of her. “I ask, Sally,” he repeated gruffly. “Please come back to bed with me and allow me to show you the care and attention you deserve.”
Sally stared up at him, for once totally bewildered as to what she should do or say next.



Chapter 15
Did she do as Nicholas asked and join him in her bed, where he promised to make love to her as he never had before?
Having realized she was in love with him, would that not make it all the harder for Sally to say good-bye to him when it came time for them to part?
Of course it would. But could she really pass up this opportunity for the sake of what the future would be, rather than what was, here and now?
To be with Nicholas one last time, to have him lavish his attention on her—
The attention he said she deserved…?
Sally eyed him with suspicion. “Are you still angry with me?”
He looked at her blankly. “I was never angry with you, merely…surprised. As I said, I would have done things differently if I had known.”
“But you are over your surprise now?”
“Yes…” he answered her warily.
“You do not intend to…punish me, for not confiding in you?”
Nicholas’s brow cleared as her meaning became clear to him. “Only if you wish me to.”
Sally’s cheeks warmed as she remembered his last punishment. And her response to it. “Well…perhaps a little punishment might be called for…?”
The tension left his shoulders, a smile starting to curve his lips. “As little or as much as you desire.”
Desire.
The last few minutes’ conversation had already succeeded in rousing Sally’s desires. So much so that her gown now felt overly confining across her breasts, warmth having surged and then pooled between her thighs.
She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “Perhaps we might start with that…?”
He frowned. “I cannot guarantee gentleness once I have laid a hand on you in that way.”
“I am a woman, Nicholas, with a woman’s desires. I do not ask for gentleness but the same passion we have already shared to date.” The words had barely left her mouth before she found herself gathered up and once again balanced facedown over Nicholas’s thighs, her gown thrown up to her waist.
“You are not wearing any drawers.” Nicholas’s voice was guttural with his displeasure. “Were you bared beneath your gown when the footmen brought your lunch up earlier today?”
“Yes.”
“For that alone, you deserve to be punished.” He landed a resounding smack on her bared bottom. “You are never to go without your drawers again, do you understand?” He emphasized each and every word with another smack to the cheeks of her rapidly reddening bottom. “Do you understand, Sally?”
“Yes…”
Nicholas lost count of the number of times he landed his punishing hand against her bared flesh. Long enough for the perfume of Sally’s arousal to have caused his cock to harden and throb to the point of pain, her musky scent more than enough proof of her own pleasure in his punishment.
He was blind to anything else but their pleasure when he finally laid Sally down on the bed, all thought of gentleness and consideration driven from his head and heart as he threw up her skirts to bury his face between her thighs, licking and tasting as he lapped up the juices wetting her pussy.
Sally might have been a virgin until three days ago, but she was correct in stating she was a grown and highly sexually responsive woman. Her responses now showed how much she liked his rough love play.    
Those responses drove Nicholas insane with the need to claim her. Possess her. Mark her.
Sally gasped as she felt Nicholas’s teeth bite into the flesh of her inner thigh before he sucked that flesh into his mouth, bruising her. Marking her?
She felt a certain primitive delight in thinking that might be the case as he ceased sucking to sweep his tongue across her nubbin, instantly sending her spiraling into a shuddering release. He kept her a captive of his lips and tongue until the last quakes of that release had been wrung from her. 
Nicholas moved up onto his knees. “Are you particularly fond of this gown?”
Sally stared up at him blankly, unsure what he meant—
The sound of her gown being ripped down the middle answered that question, quickly followed by her camisole being treated in the same way, her body now completely bared to the dark heat of Nicholas’s gaze.
“I want to watch you touching yourself while I undress.” Nicholas rose to his feet to throw off his jacket and waistcoat. “Sally?”
“I do not—”
“Cup one of your breasts and play with the nipple,” he instructed when she hesitated. “Put you other hand between your thighs and stroke your nubbin.”
To state that she had never done such a thing before would be a lie. Sally had often found herself aroused by both the visual and tactile touch of her grandmother’s collection of erotica. Occasions when her body had come tinglingly alive and demanded release from that sexual tension.
Giving herself pleasure in the privacy of her bed was one thing. Doing those things with Nicholas watching was something else entirely.
It was more, she quickly discovered. More arousing. More pleasurable. More of everything to touch and caress herself as Nicholas watched. Every caress felt magnified under the intensity of his glittering gaze. Each brush of her fingers over the hardness of her nipple, the stroking of her fingers against her hardened nubbin.
“Dip your fingers in. Yes!” Nicholas breathed his satisfaction as Sally now swirled the wetness of her fingers over and around that aching nubbin.
“Oh God…Nicholas?” she groaned weakly just seconds later as she felt the heat spreading through her body and knew she was going to climax again.
“Part your legs and let me see,” Nicholas encouraged hoarsely as he sat on the side of the bed. “More. I want to see your swollen lips contracting and the juices flowing from them—God, yes,” he groaned as she obeyed his instruction. “You are so beautiful here.” He lowered his head.
Sally groaned and bucked as the caress of his tongue against her sensitive nubbin prolonged and intensified her release, until she fell back weakly onto the pillows.
Nicholas’s gaze remained on her as he rose back to his feet and removed his pantaloons. His bared cock jutted forward, long and hard, as he climbed back onto the bed, looming over her on all fours. He lowered his head enough to be able to lick and suckle her breasts, the long sweep of his hair a silky caress against her already inflamed flesh.
Sally had no idea how long he continued that torturous caress, her body so aroused, so sensitized, she was mindless with that pleasure.   
“You are ready for me to be inside you now.” The warmth of his breath was almost too much as it stroked across her wet and engorged nipples.
“Deep inside me,” she encouraged as she reached up for him. “As deep as you can go.”
Nicholas’s need was as great as Sally’s. Perhaps more so. Watching as she pleasured herself, seeing his love bite between her thighs, had pushed him to the limits of his control. He had wanted to mark her, and he had, a deep purple bruise at the top of her thigh. Visible only to him. And Sally. He felt a certain satisfaction in knowing she would see that mark, his brand, the next time she bathed. Knowing she would think of him then and remember their lovemaking.
Despite the rawness of their lovemaking so far, Nicholas still took great care as he guided his cock to her entrance and slowly pushed forward. He had breached her virginity the last time they were together, but this was still the first time she had felt a cock all the way inside her, stretching her, filling her.
“That feels so good. So, so good,” Sally groaned, fingernails digging into the muscular strength of Nicholas’s shoulders, clinging to him as he slowly filled her, inch by pleasurable inch.
There was no pain this time, only that intensity of pleasure as Nicholas’s thick cock stretched the sensitive walls of her channel and the length filled her completely.
He stilled once he was fully inside her. “I am not hurting you?”
Sally could see, by his agonized expression and the sweat popping up on his brow, the willpower he was exerting not to simply go deep and hard, to claim. “Not at all,” she assured him huskily. “I feel so stretched. So full.” She also felt totally joined to Nicholas in that moment, as if the two of them were one. “Take me, Nicholas,” she encouraged. “Please, take me as hard as you wish. I assure you I will not break.”
Nicholas already knew that. The woman in his arms matched his passions and pleasures as none ever had before. Sally met him on every level asked of her, encouraged the darker side of himself he usually kept under rigid control. Nothing he asked of her was denied or forbidden.
That freedom with a woman acted as an aphrodisiac on Nicholas, his thrusts slow at first, but quickly becoming deeper, wilder, as Sally wrapped her legs about his waist, her heels digging into his back as she pulled him in deeper still, their bodies slapping noisily together.
Nicholas withdrew at the last minute to come on the sheets beside them, his cock still hard as he entered her again, only to have to withdraw again mere minutes later as Sally’s climax pushed him into a second, even stronger climax.
Still his cock remained hard, demanding more as he entered her for a third time, both their bodies glistening with sweat as each  remorseless entry pushed Sally farther up the bed, her gasps and cries like music to his ears as she climaxed again.
His balls drew up tight between them as Nicholas felt his third release building higher and higher, quickly withdrawing again but not having time to move away as his cum exploded up the length of his cock to spurt over Sally’s thighs and abdomen.
“I think I might have died,” Nicholas groaned as he allowed his head to drop down onto her sweat-dampened breasts.
She chuckled softly. “A dead man could not have made love like that.”
“No.” Nicholas took most of his weight onto his elbows so as not to crush her beneath his weight. “Then perhaps I am not dead after all, but only in danger of having my cock fall off.”
She gave a sleepy chuckle. “Oh, I think it will survive—and revive—quickly enough.”
“No doubt you are right,” Nicholas acknowledged as his cock gave an interested twitch. “Do we have time for a nap and then more lovemaking, before your maid comes to help you dress for dinner?”
“I fear we only have time for one of those things.” Sally looked down at him as his cheek lay against her breasts. “I am to join you for dinner this evening?”
“I have not been sitting down to a formal dinner in the evenings but dining off a tray in my study,” he assured her. “My mother was disorientated the first night when I visited her, but she has been even more so since the fire. I have been sitting with her whenever I could, and Mrs. Jackson and Cousin Maud have been taking it in turn to sit with her when I cannot.”
“I am sure she will recover once the shock has passed.”
Nicholas shook his head. “As I said, my mother was disorientated before the fire.”
She caressed her fingers soothingly through the long length of his hair. “In what way?”
“The night we arrived, she mistook me for my father,” he reported unhappily. “Her conversation to me was most revealing.”
This was a strange conversation for the two of them to be having after having made love together so wildly, and Sally did feel so terribly tired all of a sudden. But she sensed a need in Nicholas to talk to someone, to her, about what had happened. “In what way?” she prompted evenly.
He sighed. “I had always thought my mother was to blame for my parents’ years of estrangement, but it seems my father had other women. So many my mother could not and would not accept it. As she should not.” His jaw tightened. “No woman should have to accept her husband’s adultery.” 
“You never suspected?”
“No. Which is odd, don’t you think?” He raised his head to look at her, as if the realization had only just occurred to him. “I was nine and twenty when my father died ten years ago, and yet I never saw any evidence of his infidelity. Or heard so much as a breath of scandal attached to his name.”
“Perhaps people did not like to discuss it in front of you?” Even before his father died, when he was the Earl of Aldershot, Nicholas had a reputation for being formidable.
“Perhaps.” He didn’t sound convinced. “My father denied her accusations, in any case.”
“How did your mother come to hear of these other women?”
“It was the talk of Society, she said.” A dark frown appeared between his eyes.
“Maybe it was only here, in the country, that he was unfaithful?” Sally tried to suppress a yawn and failed.
“That was not the impression I had of the situation.”
“Would you like me to make discreet enquiries when I return to Town?”
“I do not see how that would help. Not now my father is dead.”
“It might help you.” Sally touched her fingers gently against his cheek. “And your mother. I should have tried to be of more help these past few days,” she added guiltily, “instead of remaining in my bedchamber feeling sorry for myself.”
“No doubt you felt you had good reason, after I sent you away from the fire so ignominiously.” Nicholas was more than a little ashamed of his behavior that night.
Firstly for his response to discovering Sally’s innocence, and again when he had sent her packing after she had arrived at the Dower House, offering her help. His shock was his only excuse for the former, and he already feared for his mother’s life that night. He had not wanted Sally’s life being put at risk too.
Despite being so busy since the fire, Nicholas had still found time to occasionally wonder at his behavior. There had been other females there that night helping out: Mrs. Jackson, several of the maids. They too had been in danger, but he had not sent them away as he had Sally.
Or ignored them for the past three days.
Until he could not continue to do so any longer…
“I could spend some time sitting with your mother tomorrow?” Sally suggested now. “She might welcome a change of companion for a few hours.”
He grimaced. “Mrs. Jackson and Cousin Maud are not the most scintillating company.”
Sally laughed softly. “They might both welcome a few hours to themselves too.” She gave another yawn.
“I’ll see if my mother is up to new company tomorrow.” He tilted his head, his expression teasing. “Your tiredness now would seem to indicate that we should take a nap rather than make love again.”
Sally did feel so very sleepy. Too much so to offer a word of protest as Nicholas moved to lie down beside her, his arms holding her close against him as she rested her head on his chest and instantly fell into a deep sleep.



Chapter 16
Whore!
This woman is a siren, luring Nicholas to her, encouraging him in licentious acts.
The two of us spoke in the hallway earlier, and Nicholas told me he intended only to take in the woman’s tea tray. But I followed him to her bedchamber, heard him lock the door behind him. He would never have done that if she had not tempted him to stay with her.
I had to know. Had to see the two of them together with my own eyes. 
The door into her dressing room had been left unlocked, and it was the easiest thing in the world for me to enter her suite that way. Quietly. Stealthily. To then stand unobserved as I watched the two of them through the gap between the door and its frame.
Nicholas spanked her, and she liked it. He had his head between her thighs, and she liked that too. He ripped her gown in two, baring her breasts and thighs, and I could see the excitement glistening in her eyes. He ordered her to touch herself whilst he undressed, and the harlot did so. He then proceeded to rut on her, time and time again, and she liked that even more. Even now, her body is covered in his seed.
Filthy harlot.
Listening to her moans and groans was disgusting.
Obscene.
She is obscene.
Nothing but a whore, tempting my Nicholas into such depraved behavior.
It will not continue.
She will not continue.
And once she is gone, Nicholas will return to me, and it will be as it has always been.
Just the two of us.



Chapter 17
Nicholas woke with a start, unsure what had woken him, but feeling disorientated for several moments. Until he recalled exactly where he was, and who the woman was lying beside him.
A naked woman who lay asleep and unmoving in his arms.
He lay back and simply enjoyed the experience for several minutes, a smile curving his lips as he thought of all the reasons for Sally’s exhaustion.
Despite his hours in the boxing ring in Town and his work about the estate when in the country, the muscles in his own body ached. In a most pleasurable way.
Making love with Sally had been unlike anything he had shared with any other woman. There had always been an inequality with the women of the demimonde with whom he usually chose to associate. They were there to be accommodating and cater to a gentleman’s whims, whatever they might be. Sally not only understood, she seemed to revel in the darker side of his nature.
She might just be the perfect woman. A lady within Society, and a siren in the bedchamber. And he wanted to keep her. Quite how he was going to do that once they were back in Town—
“Why is the door to your bedchamber lock— Oh!”
Nicholas turned his head on the pillow to look at the startled young woman standing in the doorway between the bedchamber and the dressing room. Sally’s maid. And possibly the reason he had woken a few minutes ago when she tried to open the door to the bedchamber and discovered it locked?
“I apologize, my lord.” The maid appeared completely flustered now, the red of her cheeks almost the same color as her hair.
“What time is it?” He frowned.
“Almost seven o’clock. I came to help my lady dress for dinner. I had not realized— Oh.” She quickly averted her gaze as Nicholas sat up and the sheets fell down about his waist, revealing his bared chest with its dusting of dark hair.
Nicholas paid little heed to her discomfort as he frowned down at Sally. She was sleeping so deeply that not even the arrival of her maid, or the conversation, seemed to have disturbed her.
His concern deepened to alarm as she remained unmoving. She was very pale, her breathing shallow, her eyes remaining closed as her head lolled to one side. Had their lovemaking hurt her in some way? Had he pushed her too hard and too fast? Was she unconscious—
“My lord…?” The maid—Rose?—was beside the bed now, her expression just as concerned as his own. “Is she—is she dead?” Her eyes were wide.
No, Sally was not dead, but her breathing was uneven and far too shallow. The pupils of her eyes were dilated when he lifted one of her lids to check. Nor did she awaken when Nicholas gave her a gentle shake. Or when he did it again, more forcefully, after receiving no response. Not even a groan of protest passed her lips, and Sally had never been averse to verbally making her feelings known to him.
Her dilated pupils alarmed him as much as her pallor. “Find your mistress’s robe and bring it to me,” he instructed briskly, waiting until the maid had hurried into the dressing room before climbing out of bed and quickly pulling on and fastening his pantaloons.
His gaze remained on Sally’s frightening stillness the entire time. What could be wrong with her? Had the intensity of their lovemaking damaged her in some way? Enough to have rendered her unconscious?
Those dilated pupils indicated another malaise entirely. It was almost as if she had taken too much of a sleeping draught or laudanum. It was only early evening, so he could not think she would have taken a sleeping draught, nor would he have thought her one of those excitable women in Society who indulged in laudanum. 
“Thank you.” He took the robe from the maid when she returned. “Now go downstairs and have Barker send one of the footmen for the doctor immediately. The footman is to wait and bring the doctor back with him. Do you understand?”
“Yes.” Brown eyes filled with tears as Rose continued to look down at her mistress. “What is wrong with her, do you suppose?”
“The doctor will be able to tell us more once he has examined her.” Nicholas looked at her pointedly.
“Will she recover?”
“Of course,” he assured with more briskness than truth. He had no idea whether or not Sally would or could be revived. How could he, when he had no idea what had put her in this unconscious state in the first place? 
And the thought of losing her, when he had only just found her, turned his heart to ice.
“What are you waiting for?” He frowned at the maid, as she still seemed mesmerized by her mistress’s condition.
“I… I…”
“Go.”
The maid roused herself with effort before almost running across the bedchamber to unlock and then close the door, followed by the sound of her footsteps pounding down the hallway. 
Nicholas wasted no time, once alone, in dressing the unresponsive Sally in her robe, before pulling her up onto her feet. His arm was high up under her arms as he began to walk her about the room, hoping the exercise would help dispel the effects of whatever was causing her present condition.
At first it was just Nicholas walking as he carried Sally along beside him. But after five minutes or so of this, she gave a protesting groan, her feet at least trying to gain purchase on the carpet, even though it was obvious she was unable to bear her own weight.
Encouraged by at last having some response where previously there had been none, Nicholas kept walking her as he waited the anxious minutes for the doctor to arrive.
 
Sally’s head was pounding so much, as she began to wake, she wasn’t sure she wished to continue. Her limbs felt weighed down, and when she tried to raise her eyelids, the brightness of the lit candles hurt her eyes and caused her to wince.
“At last you are awake.” Nicholas suddenly loomed over her, dark hair falling forward as he gazed down at her.
Sally blinked several times before focusing on him properly, the light still far too bright for her comfort.
Nicholas’s hair was tousled, as if he had been running his hands through it, and there were lines of tiredness beside his eyes and mouth, but he was at least dressed in a shirt, waistcoat, pantaloons, and boots, whereas she… She was still lying in her bed, where the two of them had made love together for hours this afternoon.
Was it still this afternoon? Her gaze moved about the room. The drawn curtains and lit candles were an indication that it was dark outside. Was it still even the same day the two of them had made love?
And why did her head ache and her limbs feel as if they were made of lead instead of flesh and bone?
“The doctor said your symptoms are those of someone suffering from an overdose of laudanum. A dose that would have been lethal if not discovered in time.”
Sally turned back too quickly as Nicholas answered her unasked question, and was instantly assailed by an excruciating pain in her head, causing her to flinch and feel nauseated at the same time. Tears stung her eyes.
“The tears are a symptom of the laudanum too. Following on from the euphoria and unconsciousness,” he added tightly.
“I… But…” She tried to concentrate. “I have never taken laudanum in my life.”
He raised disapproving brows. “I found a bottle of it in your trunk.”
She gave a soft gasp. “What possible reason could you have for going through my trunk?”
His jaw tensed. “To ensure something like this did not happen again.”
“But… No, the bottle is not mine.” She shook her head in absolute denial and succeeded in causing herself yet more pain by the decisive movement. “Ask Rose. I do not take laudanum.”
Nicholas straightened. “Your maid has already told me she had never seen that bottle before last night.”
“There you are, then.” She nodded.
“She was exhausted at the time, after the hours it took the two of us to rid your body of that infernal drug.” His mouth was a thin line as he began a restless pacing of the room. “I took it that she was defending you.”
“I do not need anyone to defend me! I did not take any laudanum, and that is an end to it.” She eyed him challengingly. “Where is Rose?”
“I sent her to bed hours ago, once we were sure you were only sleeping rather than unconscious.”
Sally gave a pained wince. “And how did you do that?”
He breathed deeply. “The two of us walked you until you were capable of drinking, then poured pints of water down your throat until you were violently sick. We then kept you awake long enough to pour more down you, to be completely sure you really were cleansed of the stuff.”
It sounded horrible. And humiliating too, to have been in such a debilitating state in front of Nicholas. “What time is it?”
“Shortly after two o’clock in the morning.”
It had only been five o’clock in the afternoon when she and Nicholas fell asleep. Could he be telling the truth? Had she been unconscious all those hours from the effects of laudanum?
How could she?
She truly had never taken any of that vile concoction, had seen the effects of it on other women in Society who claimed it “settled their nerves.” She had also witnessed how those ladies became addicted to the foul brew.
And yet Nicholas insisted she felt the way she did now from drinking too much of it.
“The laudanum is not mine, nor did I willingly take any of it,” Sally repeated firmly as she pushed herself up to sit back against the pillows behind her, heartily grateful when she saw she was dressed in one of her white cotton nightgowns to cover her earlier nakedness. “If, as you say, I am suffering from imbibing too much of it, then I did so without my knowledge.”
Nicholas stilled his pacing, shoulders tense. “What are you saying…?”
Sally’s golden gaze met his unwaveringly. “I am sure my meaning is quite clear. Someone else is responsible for giving me the laudanum, either accidentally or deliberately.” She gave a pained frown at it being the latter.
“And how would they have done that?”
“I would like an answer to that question too.” Just as she would like to know what possible reason anyone could have for attempting to kill her. Moreover, it would have to be someone within this household—
Mrs. Jackson!
The housekeeper had been hostile toward Sally from the beginning, and no matter what Nicholas said to the contrary, the other woman also seemed to feel a proprietary claim toward him.
To the extent of killing the woman currently in his life and sharing her bed with him?
It seemed an extreme measure to go to in order to eliminate a rival for Nicholas’s affections. An unbalanced measure, considering Sally might now be dead if not for Nicholas’s intervention.
If he had not been in my bed beside me when I fell into unconsciousness.
Nicholas had never known anything but complete honesty from Sally, sometimes too much so, and she was now insisting that someone else was responsible for giving her the lethal dose of the opiate?
If that was true, then logically it meant that same “someone else” must also have placed the bottle of laudanum in her trunk. For him or someone else to find after Sally was dead from consuming a lethal dose of it?
It sounded incredulous. Unbelievable.
And yet, if Sally claims that to be the case, how can I doubt her? Her honesty is one of the things I—
“We have not known each other for very long, Nicholas,” Sally spoke evenly. “But I trust you know me well enough to know I am not the sort of woman who needs to resort to an artificially induced euphoria. Nor would I tolerate the depression that often follows. I believe both of those things happen after the taking of laudanum?”
Now that Sally was out of danger and Nicholas was able to think beyond the fear of her dying, followed by the anger when he found the laudanum in her luggage, he was able to rationalize his thoughts. Not only would Sally not knowingly take such a drug, but her nature was such that she certainly wouldn’t feel the need to lie about it if she had.
“Who would have done such a thing?” he wondered out loud. “And why?”
Sally had no answer to either of those questions, was only grateful that Nicholas seemed to at last be giving some thought to the possibility of a third party being responsible for her earlier unconsciousness.
A third party who had wanted her dead.



Chapter 18
“I was that worried about you, my lady.” Rose fussed the following morning as Sally bathed before dressing. Much against her maid’s wishes; Rose was of the opinion—and not averse to voicing it—that Sally should remain in bed today. She had arrived in the bedchamber almost an hour ago with a cup of weak tea, insisting Sally must drink some of it before even attempting to get out of bed.
Admittedly, Sally was still feeling a little weak this morning. But she was no less determined, for all that, to go downstairs and break her fast. She wanted whoever had tried to harm her last night to see they had not succeeded. That they had failed in their attempt to kill her.
In their attempt to kill me.
Every time Sally so much as thought of it, she felt ill all over again. What reason could anyone at Oxbridge Park have for wanting to hurt her? She knew no one here, nor did they know her, and she had kept to her bedchamber for the past three days, spoken only to Rose and Nicholas—
“As for His Lordship…!” Rose gave a pointed glance as Sally stepped out of the hip bath and the maid immediately wrapped her in a warmed towel. “He was beside himself. Not that I’m surprised, after finding the two of you—”
“I do not wish to talk about that,” Sally cut in hastily, having learned from Nicholas how Rose had walked into the bedchamber yesterday and found the two of them in bed together.
Not that Sally was ungrateful; without Rose’s intervention, Nicholas might not have woken in time to save her. Unfortunately, that made it no less embarrassing for her to have to face her maid this morning, with the knowledge of that intimacy between them.
An intimacy that had been all too obvious once Sally removed her nightgown and revealed the marks upon her body. Her skin was red and scratched in several places from the scrape of Nicholas’s stubble, her nipples were a much rosier color than normal, and as she stepped into the hip bath, there was a visible discoloration at the top of her thigh where she remembered Nicholas sucking her flesh and marking her.
For once, Rose had chosen to remain silent, possibly because she could see how discomforted Sally was. 
“What do you mean by beside himself?” She could not imagine Nicholas being anything other than completely in control of any situation.
“Well, he was only half-dressed, for one thing—”
“Rose!”
The maid grinned cheekily. “And to think I was starting to worry you would never find a man as suited you—”
“Rose!” It was more of a groan this time than a genuine protest; Rose had been with her for so long, had shared so many of Sally’s confidences, that it was impossible for Sally to be truly offended by the young woman’s familiarity.
As expected, Rose remained unabashed. “He certainly is a fine figure of a man. Those shoulders alone are enough to set a woman’s pulse racing— Oh, very well, I’ll stop there, my lady.” She chuckled as Sally gave another groan. “But he was certainly worried about you last night.” She sobered. “He walked you up and down your bedchamber for hours, insisted on bathing your face after you was sick, and then sent me off to bed once we knew you was out of danger. Said he would sit up with you himself. He’s a true gentleman, is His Lordship, and not one to run off when things get a bit unpleasant.”
“Why, Rose, I do believe you have a slight infatuation for him yourself.” It was now Sally’s turn to tease.
Her maid blushed. “What, a cat can’t look at a king?”
“I am only teasing, Rose dear,” she assured gently. “In all probability, you and His Lordship are responsible for saving my life last night.”
Rose frowned. “What do you think happened?”
“I no more have the answer to that than you do, Rose.” She frowned. “Except to keep insisting the laudanum was not mine, nor did I take it knowingly.”
Her maid nodded. “I told His Lordship as much.”
“So he told me.” Sally squeezed Rose’s hand in gratitude.
“I half expected him to still be with you this morning…” Rose raised speculative eyebrows.
Nicholas had wished to remain with Sally until morning. She was the one who had insisted he must sleep in his own, adjoining, bedchamber.
She had wanted to be alone. Had needed time to think of all that had happened the previous evening. And she could not do that with Nicholas in the room, even sleeping in a chair beside her bed as he had suggested he would if she was averse to him sharing her bed.
Sally was not averse to his sharing her bed, far from it. She just knew she would not be able to think with Nicholas so close.
Not that thinking had done her any good.
To think of her time with Nicholas only made her blush and long for more. For all she had read and looked at her grandmother’s books, knew the mechanics of lovemaking, she had not realized it was also so…intimate. That it was possible to feel such a connection to another person. To Nicholas. He had been inside her, a part of her, and she could feel him there still…
To force herself to think of almost dying instead from an overdose of laudanum was to acknowledge that someone here at Oxbridge House disliked her enough to make her very ill at the least, or kill her at the worst.
The only name that still came to mind, all these hours later, was Mrs. Jackson. And Sally was suffused with guilt for even thinking of the other woman in such a context. Mrs. Jackson was a widow, her husband a war hero who had saved Nicholas’s life, prompting him to offer her employment in one of his homes. Even if the other woman had developed a crush on her own savior, that was surely no reason for her to wish to harm Sally. Much as it pained her to think of it, Sally knew her time here with Nicholas would be over soon enough.
After last night, she felt that it must be sooner rather than later.
For several reasons.
She now knew she was in love with Nicholas. She not merely desired him, but loved him. He was everything she could possibly want in a man. He was roguishly handsome. In public, he was very much the gentleman and treated everyone accordingly. In the privacy of the bedchamber, Nicholas was as wild and tempestuous as she was, and yesterday, the two of them had made love as total equals, both giving and both taking. How could she not have fallen in love with him?
No matter how much Sally might try to wish it were not so, she believed someone had tried to harm her last night because of that relationship. What other reason could there possibly be?
The situation here at Oxbridge Park was also changed. Nicholas’s mother and her Cousin Maud were now in residence, and in the circumstances, Sally felt it would be for the best if she did not remain to cause Nicholas any embarrassment in front of his relatives. It was—
“What are you doing out of bed?”
This habit Nicholas had of walking in when she was bathing, and so finding her at a disadvantage, was becoming irritating. Especially when he was fully dressed and handsome as sin!
Looking at him, no one would believe he had been awake until almost three o’clock this morning. His overlong dark hair was brushed back from his face, jaw freshly shaven, and he wore a black superfine over a deep green waistcoat and snowy white linen, with gray pantaloons, and highly polished black Hessians.
He looked every inch the arrogant and haughty Marquis of Oxbridge this morning.
Whereas Sally was once again caught wearing only a towel!
Sally ignored his question and asked one of her own. “What are you doing here?” 
He arched one eyebrow. “I brought up your breakfast tray, expecting you to still be abed.” There was no mistaking the censure in those dark green eyes. “Which you should be. You nearly died yesterday—”
“Thank you, Rose, that will be all for now.” Sally smiled at her maid, waiting until the other woman had left—reluctantly—before turning back to Nicholas. “Much as I appreciate your…assistance last night,” she said dismissively, “you really cannot keep walking in on me uninvited like this.”
“No?” Nicholas knew exactly why Sally felt that way. With her golden hair once again loose about her shoulders, and wrapped only in a white towel, she felt vulnerable, exposed.
Which she was, of course. She also looked decidedly fragile this morning. Her face was pale, golden eyes heavy, with dark bruises beneath them, no doubt from a lack of sleep. There was also a slight redness to the skin on her shoulders and the tops of her breasts, he was sure had been caused by the stubble on his chin during their lovemaking yesterday. And a bruise he couldn’t see as yet between her thighs? Nicholas’s mark. His claim.
No matter how waspish Sally chose to be today, Nicholas had claimed her yesterday. She was his, damn it.
“I have decided to leave Oxbridge Park today,” she informed him briskly.
“No.”
“No…?” She looked startled at his response.
“No.” Nicholas stepped farther into the dressing room, a frown creasing his brow as Sally instinctively took a step back. “You cannot go anywhere until we get to the bottom of this situation. You are safer here, where I can protect you.” The thought of Sally leaving today was enough to bring out violent tendencies Nicholas had not known he possessed.
“You said you have brought me up a breakfast tray?” she enquired slowly.
Nicholas had come to appreciate this woman’s intelligence this past week, but even so, he could have wished it was not so sharp at this moment. “I checked with Rose last night, and the only thing you ingested yesterday afternoon—which is the time period the doctor indicated for the laudanum to have affected you as it did—was tea from the pot I delivered to your room.”
“And?”
“And last night, I had no idea you had not taken the laudanum yourself, and I had Rose remove the tea tray on her way to bed. The pot has since been cleaned, and so I am unable to confirm whether or not the laudanum was in the tea.” Not that he could have expected anything else from his efficient household staff, but it was bloody frustrating, nonetheless.
“Who touched the pot besides yourself?”
“Cook, or more likely one of her kitchen maids, will have made the tea.”
“I have never met any of them.”
“Mrs. Jackson was bringing the tray up to you when I interceded.”
“I have met Mrs. Jackson.”
Nicholas gave her a sharp glance. “I refuse to believe her capable of such a thing.”
“No one else touched the tea besides yourself?”
“I am not sure… I was distracted for a minute or two on my way upstairs,” he explained at Sally’s questioning glance. “My mother wished to speak with me, and I left the tray out in the hallway during that conversation.”
Sally sighed. “So anyone could have poured the foul concoction into my teapot, and I unwittingly disguised any taste of it when I added sugar to the brew.”
He nodded. “Until I know otherwise, everything you ingest in future will be brought to you by either Rose or myself. After we have first watched it being prepared.”
She frowned. “That seems a lot of trouble for you both to go to on my behalf. It really would be for the best if I left—”
“I said no,” Nicholas bit out evenly. The thought of Sally leaving here, not knowing if she was still in danger, was totally unacceptable to him.
“But—”
“Besides which, you have not even begun the task you came here to do.” He forced his voice to lighten to teasing and was rewarded by the blush that now stained Sally’s cheeks.
Her eyes widened. “You wish me to continue with my suggestion of sketching you?”
“Unclothed.” He nodded.
The blush deepened. “Yes.”
He shrugged. “I have nothing pressing I need to do this morning.”
Sally swallowed. She had obviously already seen Nicholas completely naked, but the circumstances under which she had done so had been completely different to having him remove all his clothing and pose nude while she sketched.
“I would like you to leave your hair loose, and I choose your gown as the first piece of clothing you remove,” Nicholas drawled. “Or, as it happens, you need not go to the bother of putting one on.”



Chapter 19
She lives still!
Even now, Nicholas is again alone with the woman in her bedchamber. No doubt the two of them are indulging in more of the same lewd behavior from yesterday. I am still in shock from the things that I saw, the things they did together.
Sadly, I can no longer hold Nicholas as being completely blameless.
He must want to be with this woman. Must desire her more than he has the others, to spend so much time alone with her.
What am I to do about it is the question I must now ask myself. Nicholas’s behavior is reprehensible, and I believe he is now as deserving of punishment as the woman.
What form should this punishment take, I wonder.
It is doubtful I will be able to get away with putting laudanum in the teapot a second time; Nicholas refused to allow anyone to so much as touch the breakfast tray he brought up to the woman earlier, even went so far as to stand in the kitchen while Cook prepared it.
Then perhaps there is another way I might punish him? Because Nicholas must be punished.
He must! 
I cannot tolerate his hurtful and disloyal behavior a moment longer.



Chapter 20
Sally’s cheeks had a permanent heat in them as she sat on the chair in her bedchamber, her sketch pad on her knees, and wearing only her chemise and corset over silk stockings. The chemise was made of a sheer material, and the corset pushed her breasts upward so that they spilled over the top of her thigh-length chemise. She felt totally exposed.
Nicholas lay sprawled across the bed in front of her. Completely and magnificently naked.
She had managed to avoid watching as he stripped off his clothing, having remained in the adjoining dressing room to put on the few clothes their agreement had allowed. So it had been something of a shock when she entered the bedchamber and saw he was lying on the bed waiting for her and wearing not a stitch of clothing.
A shock, quickly followed by a rush of desire, which had threatened to buckle her knees beneath her. He was all hard and defined muscles, his skin a light golden color all over, with that light dusting of hair on his muscular chest veeing down to the thicker thatch of dark curls encircling his cock.
“I think, as the sketch is for your erotica collection, that my cock should be fully aroused.” Nicholas reclined comfortably back against the pillows as he took his semi-aroused cock in hand and began a leisurely pumping motion, running from top to bottom in slow and measured strokes. “Do you agree?”
Sally’s mind had gone blank and her mouth dry as instead of continuing with her sketch, she watched the lazy up-and-down caress of Nicholas’s encircling fingers on his rapidly hardening cock.
There was a familiarity to the stroking motion, as if Nicholas had done it a hundred times before—and possibly he had. He was nine and thirty, would have been sexually active for many years. The act of giving himself pleasure would be as natural to him now as drinking his morning cup of tea.
Except he was not drinking tea but deliberately and assuredly bringing his cock to a state of arousal that caused the veins to engorge to an almost impossible thickness along its length, and the bulbous head to become slick with the juices dripping from its slit.
His breath hitched slightly in his throat. “I could do this all day while looking at you dressed like that. Could you part your legs for me slightly? I have a desire to see my mark on you.”
Sally felt an inner jolt at the realization Nicholas knew exactly what he had done to her yesterday. How, and where he had marked her.
She squeezed her knees together rather than parting them. “I am supposed to be sketching you, not providing you with sexual arousal!”
He ceased his pumping but still fisted his cock as he smiled across at her. “My dear Sally, you do that simply by breathing.”
She shot him a reproving glance. “Then be satisfied that I am doing so.”
“Everything about you satisfies me,” he drawled. “Do I satisfy you too?” He deliberately drew the skin back on his cock, fully revealing the red swollen head glistening with his juices as his fingers continued to slowly squeeze and pump along its length.
Sally hardly dared breathe, knowing how her breasts swelled against her corset and over her chemise every time she did so. “You know that you do.”
“Nevertheless, I would still like to hear the words.”
“How am I supposed to sketch you when you insist on—insist on touching yourself, in that intimate way?”
“As I said, I doubt the sketch could be classed as erotica if I am not fully aroused,” he reasoned.
Those green eyes met her gaze so guilelessly, and still Sally knew there was not an ounce of innocence in this man, and that he was torturing her deliberately.
“Are you wearing drawers today?”
She glanced up and then quickly away again as her own arousal deepened just looking at him. “I believe when you spanked me yesterday, you informed me that I should.”
“I will spank you again today if you continue with this defiant attitude.” There was a dark promise in his voice.
She sighed. “No, I am not wearing drawers.”
“Part your legs and let me see.”
She flashed him an angry glance. “Is your interest in the fact I am not wearing drawers or in seeing your mark on me?”
“Both,” he confirmed unabashedly. “Now open your legs for me,” he instructed again, gaze promising that spanking if she did not obey him.
Sally allowed herself to be bullied by no man, not her father, her brothers, nor any of the gentlemen who had shown an interest in courting her fortune these past four years. She remained immune to any and all of their methods of persuading her into doing what they wanted.
Nicholas was not bullying or asking, but simply stating what he wished her to do.
She drew in a deep breath before forcing herself to allow her knees to first relax, and then slowly fall apart completely.
Nicholas’s fingers tightened about his cock as he saw his mark on Sally’s thigh, and then the glistening and swollen lips of her bare pussy. This woman was so strong, so fearless. His woman. “I am still waiting for the words, Sally.”
“Of course you satisfy me.” She sounded exasperated. “How could you possibly have any doubts I have enjoyed everything we have done together?”
“Everything?”
“Everything.”
He nodded his satisfaction with her answer before rising slowly from the bed and crossing the room toward where she sat. “Stay exactly as you are,” he ordered harshly as she instinctively sat up straighter and started to close her legs.
Sally eyed him—and his fully erect cock—warily. “What are you going to do to me?”
“Something you will enjoy,” he assured her as he slowly lowered to his knees in front of her and placed his hands on her bare thighs just above her stockings.
She clutched the sketch pad to her breasts. “How am I supposed to draw you when you are no are longer posing for me?”
There was no force behind her words, telling Nicholas she spoke out of nervousness rather than with any real chagrin at his actions. “You had no trouble doing so before,” he reminded her as he lowered his head to the apex of her parted legs. “Are you sore from our lovemaking yesterday?”
“No—”
“I think you are.”
“No, I— Oooh,” Sally groaned as he swept his tongue across the bruise on her thigh.
Nicholas gave it another claiming nip with his teeth before stroking his tongue moistly along the swollen lips between her thighs. It was as well he was already on his knees; otherwise, the rich and heady taste of her would have put him there.
She tasted sweet, like the rich honey he occasionally put on his morning rolls, with a fresh and salty tang. The nubbin above was ripe and pulsing beneath the caress of his tongue. “So responsive,” he murmured with satisfaction. “Sally, I—”
“My lady!” A knocking much like the one from last night sounded on the locked door to accompany the hissed query. “My lord, please, you must come at once. There has been an accident. My lord!” Sally’s maid sounded more and more frantic.
Sally was in such a state of euphoria that it took several moments for her to realize Rose was outside in the hallway, and something was obviously seriously amiss.
Nicholas reacted much more quickly as he rose agilely to his feet to cross the room to the door.
“You cannot answer the door like that!” Sally cried in alarm. Rose was exceedingly broad-minded, but even she must have her limits.
Nicholas shot her an impatient glance before speaking to the maid through the closed door. “What sort of accident?”
“It’s your mother, my lord. She—” Rose got no further because Nicholas had not only unlocked the door but also thrown it open, no doubt at hearing that this latest emergency involved his mother. Rose’s eyes opened so wide in surprise as she took in his nakedness, they seemed to swallow up her whole face.
Sally gave an inward groan and quickly stood to straighten her own clothing before gathering the throw from the top of the bed. She hurried across the room with it and pushed it into Nicholas’s hands. “Put it on,” she instructed, not bothering to see if he complied as she turned to Rose. “What has happened?” she prompted.
“The dowager marchioness has taken a fall and hit her head on the—” Again, Rose came to a halt as Nicholas turned away from the doorway—the throw wrapped about his waist and covering his thighs, thank goodness—to stride across the room and gather his clothes before disappearing into the dressing room with them.
Sally shot him an anxious glance before turning back to Rose. “Is the Marchioness seriously injured …?”
“Unconscious, my lady.” Rose seemed to visibly gather her scattered wits together as she straightened. “She took a fall in her rooms. Miss Brockwell—her cousin—is beside herself, wailing and carrying on. It’s a wonder you didn’t hear all the noise even on this side of the house.”
Sally knew exactly the reason they hadn’t; she and Nicholas had been too engrossed in each other to be aware of anything or anyone else. Something he was not going to thank her for if his mother’s injury should prove fatal.
“Go to the dowager marchioness’s suite and see if you can calm the situation down,” Sally ordered Rose briskly. “His Lordship and I will be with you as soon as—”
“His Lordship is going now,” Nicholas informed them grimly as he came from the dressing room, dressed in his shirt and pantaloons, at least. “Stay here,” he instructed Sally as he strode past the two women and down the hallway.
Stay here?
As if she were one of his servants or a faithful hound. Sally was not sure which she found the most insulting.
That Nicholas should treat her as either of those two things was humiliating.
Because she was his lover, not a pet, and as his lover, she had no intention of being told to “stay” anywhere. She had kept to her rooms for the past three days. It was past time she showed herself and made an effort to help Nicholas rather than feel sorry for herself.
“Do as I asked, please, Rose,” she spoke evenly. “I will join you as soon as I am fully dressed.”
“Yes, my lady.” To the maid’s credit, she did exactly that, rather than lingering to voice any of the questions Sally could see in her curious gaze.
Sally wasted no time on thought as she quickly donned a gown, a pretty sprig muslin, which did not have buttons down the back that required fastening. She pinned her hair up in a simple style at her crown. Her own appearance was completely irrelevant to the situation.
It was only as she hurried down the hallway, following the direction of the “wailing and carrying on,” that it occurred to Sally there had been altogether too many “accidents” at Oxbridge Park since her arrival here.
First the fire at the Dower House from a candle setting fire to the dowager marchioness’s bedclothes. Then the laudanum in her own tea—obviously not an accident at all. And now the dowager marchioness had taken a fall.
Causing Sally to question as to whether any of those things had been accidents…



Chapter 21
“Give me your opinion on what you think is currently going on at Oxbridge Park?”
Sally was not surprised Nicholas had drawn the same conclusion she had. She had never had reason to doubt his intelligence, and these incidents really had now become too numerous to continue to be classed as accidental.
Nicholas had invited her to join him in his study once the doctor had arrived and proclaimed the dowager to be badly shaken and suffering a nasty cut to her temple, but otherwise uninjured. The dowager was now asleep under the watchful eye of Sally’s maid, the slightly hysterical Cousin Maud having been persuaded by Nicholas to go and lie down in her own bedchamber.
Once Sally had dressed earlier, she had hurried from her bedchamber, passing the butler in the hallway walking in the opposite direction, presumably on his way to send for the doctor. The wailing was at least reduced to a low keening by the time Sally reached the dowager’s bedchamber.
Although there had been plenty of activity, Nicholas sat on the side of his mother’s bed holding her hand and talking to her softly. An elderly lady dressed in black—Sally presumed this was Cousin Maud—stood by the window wringing her hands together and making that whimpering noise. Mrs. Jackson instructed two maids in cleaning up the blood from the rug in front of the fireplace, and a corner of the fireplace itself, where presumably the dowager had fallen and hit her head.
A bad fall, from the amount of blood visible.
“I would welcome your thoughts,” Nicholas now prompted at Sally’s silence, the two of them sitting on either side of his mahogany desk. Nicholas nursed a glass of brandy, despite the early hour, Sally having refused his offer to join him.
She chose her words carefully, not sure how much Nicholas was going to “welcome” her opinion. “The household does seem rather prone to…accidents currently.”
He raised one dark eyebrow, his expression grim. “I am sure we both know by now that it is doubtful any of these incidents have been accidents. The laudanum in your tea was most certainly deliberate, and these two incidents with my mother cannot be dismissed as accidental either, when you consider the timing of them.”
“No.”
“Out with it, for God’s sake!” Nicholas lost what little patience he still possessed. Which was unfair to Sally, but his worry over this problem was such he needed answers, not polite prevarication. Before someone died.
Her brow cleared. “Well, all seemed chaos when I first arrived at your mother’s bedchamber earlier, but that quickly settled, and…”
“Do not attempt to spare my feelings. Just tell me what you observed earlier.”
“You, sitting on the bed beside your mother. Mrs. Jackson supervising the maids. Your cousin, Miss Brockwell, standing near the window whimpering and wringing her hands.”
“And?”
“And you were obviously distraught but in control. Your mother was unconscious still. Mrs. Jackson was being as briskly and unemotionally efficient as always. Miss Brockwell was—Miss Brockwell was making that infernal noise, but at the same time… She had a malicious glitter in her gaze that I found… How long has Miss Brockwell lived with your mother?”
“Since a year or so after I was born.”
“And how long has your mother been suffering these illnesses?”
Nicholas eyed her guardedly. “The same amount of time.”
“And when and how did your mother first learn of the rumors circulating about your father and other women?”
“From our conversation the other day, I gather she first heard of them not long after that.” Nicholas stood abruptly to stand with his back toward the study window, too restless to remain seated.
“You said when you visited your mother the other day, she seemed…disorientated? That she mistook you for your father?”
“Yes.”
“Is your mother on regular medication for her nerves?”
His nostrils flared with distaste. “There are enough bottles and pills and potions beside her bed to stock an apothecary.”
“Then I believe we may assume one of those bottles contains medication for her nerves.”
“Laudanum,” he spat out disgustedly.
Sally nodded. “Who has charge of giving your mother her medication?”
“I suspect it must be Cousin Maud. But surely the doctor would have known if my mother was imbibing too much of the foul stuff.” He realized that must be Sally’s suspicion.
“True.” She fell silent for a moment. “If your Cousin Maud is as troubled by her nerves as she seems to be, then is it possible she has also been prescribed laudanum?”
“I would have to ask the doctor, but…yes, it is highly likely.”
“Then perhaps Miss Brockwell has been adding some of her own medicine to your mother’s as a way of supplementing the dose, and so causing her disorientation and lethargy.”
“You believe that she has been adding to my mother’s ill health, rather than aiding it?”
“I believe it is a possibility, yes.” 
Was it really possible that Cousin Maud, in the guise of friend and companion to his mother, had in fact been poisoning his mother’s body with heavy doses of medication and her mind with false rumors all these years? Had she caused the estrangement in his parents’ marriage? And made his mother’s ill health worse than it need be all these years?
Could she also be responsible for the fire at the Dower House four nights ago?
For putting laudanum in Sally’s tea yesterday?
For his mother’s fall this morning?
“Why would she have done any of those things?” He asked himself the question, not Sally. “She is my mother’s cousin by blood. Has lived within this household ever since her own parents perished.”
“As a spinster cousin,” Sally put in gently. “Living off the charity of the cousin who appeared to have everything she did not. A magnificent home. A husband who loved her. And a son and heir. The nature of Miss Brockwell’s…mischief, if indeed she is guilty, would seem to imply, to indicate… I believe she may have been in love with your father. A possessive love she has now transferred to you.”
“What?”
Nicholas stared at her incredulously.
“Is the likeness between you and your father as strong as I suspect it might be?”
“Well…I…” It is strong enough for my own mother to have imagined she was talking to her husband four nights ago. “I believe so at the same age, yes,” he confirmed bleakly. “He was also named Nicholas, as was his father before him.”
Sally gave a pained frown. “Then I think Miss Brockwell may well have imagined herself in love with him all these years. A twisted sort of love, if my suspicions are correct. It is also highly possible that, since your father’s death and because of your physical likeness and name, in her mind, you have become him. If that is true, then it may well be it is my own presence here which has…unhinged her completely and pushed her into these desperate acts.”
Nicholas gave a shake of his head, not one of denial but incredulity. “I have never so much as looked sideways at Cousin Maud. She is—well, she is old enough to be my mother.”  
Sally nodded. “I once had a Great Aunt Beatrice, and she… Well, sufficient to say the poor lady ended her days in an asylum after she attempted to kill my grandmother. She believed, wrongly, that Grandmother had stolen her beau, and that if she could only dispose of her rival, then my grandfather would turn to her for comfort.”
“You really think that Cousin Maud and my father…?”
“No, I am not accusing your father of any wrongdoing,” Sally instantly assured him, realizing she had imparted a great deal of information in the past few minutes for Nicholas to process. Except it all made a twisted sort of sense. “But the two instances are so very similar, which is what made me think of it after seeing that maliciousness in Miss Brockwell’s gaze earlier. Great Aunt Beatrice’s feelings for my grandfather were completely one-sided. He barely noticed her existence, as I am sure your father had no idea of Miss Brockwell’s feeling toward him—”
“That is not true!” A whirlwind dressed in black stormed into the room, dark eyes blazing. “Nicholas loved me. Loves me. He has always loved me. You—” Maud Brockwell turned those malevolent black eyes on Sally. “You are nothing to him. Nothing!” she screeched as Sally rose slowly to her feet. “A harlot who has wormed her way into his bed with your wicked ways. He will come back to me once you are gone.”
Without warning, she darted across the study toward Sally, the knife she had been hiding in the folds of her gown raised high in her hand, her face a mask of vicious hatred as she plunged that knife downward.
Sally raised her own arms defensively, sure she was about to meet her end at the will of a madwoman.
Without having told Nicholas that I love him.
Strange how the mind processed these things, gave time for regrets at the moment of death, almost as if the world were moving more slowly—
“No!” she screamed as Nicholas stepped in front of her before the knife could plunge into her heart. The jolt of his body told her that he had taken the blow in her stead.
 
“It is all true, you know.”
“We will not talk about it now,” Sally told Nicholas huskily as he lay back against the pillows on his bed, his face pale, a white bandage strapped across his right shoulder and secured about his naked chest.
“I was not referring to that.” He grimaced. “We all know now that Cousin Maud is insane. Her rantings prove she was guilty of everything you suspected she might be.”
Several hours had passed since Nicholas had disarmed the elderly woman before calling for the butler and several footmen to restrain her and then take her away.
Which was when Sally had been able to take her first good look at Nicholas.
Still wearing only his shirt and pantaloons, the front of the white shirt was badly stained with blood and became even more so as he pulled the knife from his shoulder. Sally had instructed Rose to recall the doctor before she lifted her gown and ripped the bottom from her chemise, then pulled Nicholas’s shirt open and applied it as a makeshift bandage to the deep wound in his shoulder.
The doctor had returned within minutes, by which time Sally had instructed several footmen to help Nicholas to his bedchamber and onto the bed. The doctor declared he did not think there was any internal damage, but he would need to apply several stitches. Nicholas, being Nicholas, had refused to be sedated during the process, and Sally, being Sally, had refused to leave his side.
They were both pale, their brows damp, by the time the doctor departed to make arrangements for Maud Brockwell to be admitted to the asylum for an assessment of her mental derangement. It was Sally’s opinion the lady would never leave the establishment again.
Nicholas had yet to break the news to his mother, of course, and it would be no easy task for him to reveal the truth to her. All those years, of Maud Brockwell poisoning her health and happiness could not be easily forgiven, or forgotten.
Sally had no doubt that Nicholas would know how to deal with the situation once he was well enough to speak with his mother. Or that he would do everything he could to heal the rift that had long existed between mother and son. Possibly, once his mother was completely recovered, Nicholas might even persuade her to return to London with him next Season, and resume her place in Society. Whatever happened, Sally was sure Nicholas would do everything in his power to secure his mother’s well-being and happiness.    
“Why did you do it?” Sally sat beside Nicholas’s bed, unashamedly holding his hand in hers, needing the reassurance of being able to feel his warm skin against her own. “You might have been killed.” Her fingers tightened about his. She had so nearly lost him.
“You would have been killed. Maud was aiming that knife directly at your heart.”
The heart that belongs completely to Nicholas.
She looked down at their entwined hands, Nicholas’s skin so much darker than her own, so much warmer than her own too. God, how she loved this man. So much she feared her heart might cease beating when she knew the knife had entered him and she believed he was going to die.
“It really is true, Sally.”
She looked up at him. At least, she attempted to look at him. The tears were blurring her vision. “Are you delirious? If so, I will have the doctor brought back—”
“I believe we have bothered the good doctor enough for one day,” Nicholas dismissed dryly. “Besides, I am not at all delirious.” He attempted to sit up higher on his pillows.
“Remain still.” Sally stood to frown down at him sternly. “You will pull out your stitches, get an infection, and you will die, and then what will I do?” The last came out as a choked sob, and she lowered her lashes so that he should not see her actual tears.
“Sally.” His fingers tightened about hers. “Look at me. Please look at me?”
She was so surprised by the please and the gentleness of his tone that she did as he asked. Only to see that gentleness reflected in his eyes. And something else. Something she was almost afraid to hope—
“Climb into bed and lie beside me, love.” He patted the bed next to him, on the side his shoulder wasn’t bandaged. “I want to hold you. We could even make love, if you are not averse to doing all the work,” he added teasingly.
“We will not be doing anything like that again until you are completely recovered.” She slid onto the bed beside him, careful not to jolt him in any way as she laid her head down on his uninjured shoulder. His arm immediately moved about her waist to hold her close against him. “I really thought I had lost you, Nicholas.”
“And I could not bear the thought of losing you.” His chest reverberated beneath her ear as he spoke. “That is what I was referring to just now. I saw Maud lunge toward you, the knife in her hand, and I realized—I realized that if you died, my own life would end with you— Stay exactly where you are,” he instructed as Sally would have moved to sit up. “Sally, we have not been together long, but I—I have fallen in love with you. The thought of losing you—I could not bear it.”
“You love me…?” Her eyes were huge as she looked up at him.
He nodded. “I suspected as much the night of the fire. The house was still in flames, timber and stonework falling about us, and you arrived in the midst of it. All I could see was you buried beneath a wall that had fallen on you, still and unmoving, and so I—”
“Behaved with your usual arrogance and had me removed.”
“Only because I love you!” he protested. “Sally, I really do love you so very much.” He turned slightly so that he was facing her. “I never intended to marry after seeing how unhappy my parents were together, but you—you are everything I never knew I wanted. Strong. Independent. Loyal. Honest—”
“You are making me blush with all these compliments.” Sally was still slightly shaken by Nicholas’s use of the word “marry.” He said he loved her, but did he actually want to marry her too?
“I have finished extolling your virtues.” Nicholas placed a hand beneath her chin and raised her face up to his, his expression serious. “Now I intend to talk of your lack of them. I could never have imagined such a sensual and adventurous lover as you are. A woman who meets my every sexual demand and has some of her own. The woman who not only gave herself to me, but also her virginity. I treasure that more than you can ever know.” He kissed her gently on the lips, his face only inches from her own when he pulled back slightly. “I love you, Sally Derwent. Will you marry me? Be my wife? By my side and in our bed, forevermore?”
Nicholas was not only offering her marriage, himself, his love, but also the moon and the stars. “I love you too, Nicholas.” She glowed. “I suspected it before we came here, but I am sure of it now. I love you so much—” The rest of her words were silenced as Nicholas kissed her long and deeply.
“Say you will marry me.” His lips moved down her throat minutes later. “Say you will, Sally.”
“I will. Oh yes, I most assuredly will, Nicholas.” Her arms tightened about him, but she was careful not to put any pressure on his injured shoulder.
“I love you. God, how I love you,” Nicholas murmured between kisses.
“Shall we keep the erotica collection, do you think?” Sally murmured. “As a married lady—”
“As my married lady, I am sure we will find a use for it.” His eyes glinted wickedly. 
“On one condition…”
“Yes?”
“I am allowed to add more sketches of you to it. In every position possible.”
“On one condition.”
“Yes?” Sally was so happy at the thought of being Nicholas’s wife, of being with him for always, she didn’t care what condition he wished to impose.
“I am always aroused by your hand or your mouth before we begin.”
She gave a gurgle of happy laughter. “I would not have it any other way!”
“And afterwards, I get to satisfy that arousal in any way I choose.”
“We take it in turns to choose.”
He eyed her with mock seriousness. “You strike a hard bargain, madam.”
“I believe you are the one who is hard.” Her hand slid beneath the bedclothes, and her fingers curled about the pulse of his erection. “If I am very careful, I believe we might…” The rest of her words were whispered against his ear.
“Wicked, wicked woman.” Nicholas gave a throaty chuckle. “I am so going to enjoy loving you, and making love with you, for the rest of our lives.”
Enjoying loving each other for the rest of their lives sounded like perfection to Sally.
She had been claimed by her marquis, but in return, she had claimed him back.
Forevermore.  
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