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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        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 TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        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.
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      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 suitors 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.
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