



[image: ]









“I could stay here all night,”


Jack murmured against Rebecca’s mouth.


She sighed, her lips barely moving beneath his. She clutched his arms; her fingers locked around his biceps.


“What is it?” He brushed his lips against hers in a sensuous glide. “What do you want?”


She stilled. It seemed she had stopped breathing. “I want you,” she said simply.


He sat frozen. Stunned.


He’d sensed that she wanted him, of course. He hadn’t expected her to say it, though—at least not this early. He’d planned to take all night to coax her free from her innate shyness, calming her, softening her, making her comfortable, willing. Making her not only want him, but need him.


Her voice fired his blood in a thousand different ways, but he couldn’t submit to either her wishes or his body’s demands. Not yet.


“Becky…” His hand slid down her neck, between her shoulder blades and lower, until it rested on the small of her back.


He did kiss her then. The tug of her hands on his arms was irresistible.
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Chapter One


London


November 3, 1827


Tonight I will be his.


Becky closed her eyes as her maid, Josie, sprinkled rosewater on her hair, and a shudder spiraled up her spine. Jack Fulton. The dashing sailor who’d recently returned to London after many years at sea. Tonight would be the first time she’d touched a man intimately in four years. Tonight, she would give herself to him, wholly and completely.


She’d been acquainted with Jack for a month now, but she knew little of his true nature, and he knew little of hers. When they were together, they conversed easily about the past and the present, but they lived in the moment and never dug beyond the surface.


She preferred it that way. Nevertheless, there was something about him that made her yearn to burrow beyond his hardened shell and discover what lay beneath that rugged, handsome surface.


She shook herself a little to toss away the thought. Josie’s round face scrunched in disapproval as a tendril of hair dislodged from Becky’s coiffure, and the maid gave a long-suffering sigh before she went back to smoothing her mistress’s hair.


Becky opened her eyes and stared into her friend Cecelia’s dressing room mirror. It was hypocritical of her to want to learn more about Jack Fulton. She certainly didn’t want him delving into her soul. She’d locked herself up tight long ago and never intended to reveal herself again. Not even to a lover. As long as she kept her heart safely guarded, tonight would set her free. Jack couldn’t hurt her—she wouldn’t allow that to happen. He could, however, release her from the lonely prison that had held her captive for years. He could make her feel alive again.


“You’re thinking about something, Becky. I see it in your face.”


Becky met her friend’s gaze in the mirror. Cecelia, Lady Devore, clasped her hands behind her back. She stood in the center of the room, one of her guest bedchambers. Her white satin dress with its high collar and broad belt of embroidered crimson emphasized the slightness of her build, and the sweep of her chocolate-colored hair accentuated her elegant swan’s neck and pointed chin.


Earlier this evening, Cecelia had fetched Becky from her brother’s house on the pretense of taking her to the opera. But there would be no opera for Becky tonight. Instead, Cecelia would deposit Becky at a respectable hotel where she intended to have a not-so-respectable tryst with a seafaring rogue who possessed a hint of the gentleman. Or was it that he was a gentleman with a hint of the rogue?


There was no denying that Jack Fulton came from respectable stock—his father was one of the king’s privy councilors, his eldest brother possessed parliamentary ambitions, and his middle brother was a captain in His Majesty’s Navy. Jack wasn’t at the pinnacle of the aristocracy, like Becky’s family or even Cecelia’s, but his bloodlines were quite dignified, indeed.


One look at him, though, and anyone could detect that there was something enticingly disreputable about him. An air of danger—of roguishness—that made Becky’s pulse flutter and her limbs turn to mush. His looks appealed to her in a startling way. She was more familiar with the sleek, pale, soft bucks of the London ton, but Jack was suntanned, with a permanent crease between his eyebrows and lines fanning from the edges of his eyes that deepened when he smiled. His hair and sideburns were trimmed short and were a color of brown just a shade lighter than his eyes. His lips were light pink, and they had a wicked curve to them that matched the glint in his eyes. Together, those eyes and lips had featured in her erotic dreams for the past month.


Cecelia cleared her throat softly, jerking Becky from those scandalous thoughts.


“Yes…” Becky admitted slowly. “I am thinking about something.”


Cecelia’s dark eyes gleamed with understanding. Still, she wanted Becky to voice it. “Tell.”


Becky glanced at her maid and dismissed her with a small movement of her hand. In complete silence but with a mulish pucker to her mouth, Josie corked the bottle of rosewater, set it on the table, curtsied, and went away.


When the door clicked shut, Becky said, “I think tonight is the night.”


“Do you?” Cecelia’s voice was soft. Satin rustled as she glided over the carpet, closer to the dressing table. “You’ve grown fond of our Mr. Fulton, haven’t you?”


Resting her crooked arm on the shining oak surface of the dressing table, Becky wiggled her fingers. The last two fingers on her left hand tingled often, but she’d learned to take comfort from the sensation. The tingling was a part of her, like her bent, badly healed arm. It reminded her of a time in her life she’d do well not to forget.


“It’s not that I’ve grown fond of him, per se. I’ve grown fond of… parts of him.”


“Ah.” Cecelia’s lips tilted with mischief. “Parts you wish to become more intimately acquainted with.”


Becky’s cheeks heated, and she shifted uncomfortably in the chair. “Well, yes, I suppose you could put it that way.”


Cecelia’s renowned bluntness extended to matters most people kept to themselves. This was one attribute of her friend that had originally drawn Becky when they’d met during the Season earlier this year. She found Cecelia’s matter-of-fact approach to mankind’s baser nature both refreshing and shocking.


When London society had left en masse after the Season ended, Becky’s family had remained. Cecelia had stayed in London, too, citing an utter loathing of country life. With most of society gone, Cecelia and Becky had turned to each other for company almost daily. Even now, however, despite their months of friendship, Becky still blushed often in the other woman’s presence.


Cecelia’s brow smoothed, and her lips softened into an expression of compassion. She laid an elegant, long-fingered hand on Becky’s shoulder. “I am pleased for you. It has been so long.”


Four years had passed since Becky had last lain with a man. She’d been so eager with her husband—eager to learn and eager to please. She had reveled in every touch they’d shared. Until things had turned sour.


“Too long,” Cecelia added.


Becky blew out a breath and gave her friend an exasperated look. “Indeed, you are quite spoiled, Cecelia. Most widows never touch another man after their husbands die.”


Cecelia, whose natural demeanor was one of haughty aristocracy, managed to appear even haughtier. Her thin, dark eyebrows arched into peaks. “Well, that is their loss. I lost my husband the same year you lost yours, and as you know, many men have warmed my bed since.” She shrugged. “I shall offer no apologies for it. I love men.”


Becky twisted her lips. “Really? I wouldn’t say so. As a whole, I’d say you take a rather cynical approach to the male sex.”


Cecelia laughed lightly and patted Becky’s shoulder. “Of course you are right. I daresay men are most appealing when they’re in my bed naked and occupying their mouths with pursuits other than talking.”


Tiny hairs danced on end at the back of Becky’s neck, and she wrenched her gaze away from her friend. When they’d last met, Jack had kissed her. The erotic touch of his lips had sent electric bolts shooting through her body, reminding her that no matter how long she kept it confined, her innate passion would never disappear.


“You’re ready, Becky.” Cecelia gave her shoulder an encouraging squeeze.


“I’m not certain.”


“I know it is what you want. And I know that whatever should happen between you and Mr. Fulton tonight, you’re well equipped for it.”


In the past few months, Cecelia had drawn Becky outside the tight confines of her loving but protective family. Late one night after a few glasses of claret, Becky confessed her secret desires to her friend, and Cecelia had taken it upon herself to candidly teach her all about how a widow should properly manage an affair—from the seduction to the culmination to what must take place afterward.


She was as ready as she’d ever be.


“I feel so heartless.” Staring into the mirror at Cecelia, she ran a fingertip along the smooth neckline of her white muslin overdress. She’d worn a heavy silk opera dress to Cecelia’s house, but that dress now hung in the oak-paneled wardrobe across from the dressing table. She intended to remove the overdress before she went to him tonight. The translucent gown underneath would make her intentions clear. “Somehow it feels wrong—immoral—to approach such intimate topics so carelessly.”


Cecelia shook her head firmly and clasped her hands behind her back. “You mustn’t feel that way. I believe this is one of the weaknesses of our sex—we become so overwrought in matters of carnal love that we are unable to see them for what they are.”


Becky frowned up at her friend in the mirror. “And what are they?”


“Simple fleshly pursuits. Completely separate from matters of the heart.”


“Surely there must be an overlap between matters of the flesh and matters of the heart.”


“Sometimes there is,” Cecelia admitted. “But that is generally not the case. It is a rare specimen of a man who allows his carnal desires to trickle under his skin in such a manner.” Smiling, she waved her hand. “Yes, yes, I know your brother is one of them. But one need only survey the men of our class to prove my hypothesis.”


Becky returned her friend’s smile, then rose from the dressing table. She was ready. Trustworthy Josie, despite her impertinence, remained ever tight-lipped about her mistress’s affairs and would remain here until Becky returned in the morning. Cecelia would accompany her to the hotel, leave her to her privacy with Jack, and return for her at two o’clock.


“No doubt you are right.” Becky straightened her spine. “Never fear, Cecelia, I will remember everything you have taught me. My heart will remain uninvolved. Whatever becomes of the time I spend with Mr. Fulton, I shall possess fond memories of all that we will share.”


Cecelia took her hand and squeezed it, smiling at her.


Becky hoped she was telling the truth. She wanted to be telling the truth. Yet she was terrified, for though she would try with all her might to heed her friend’s warnings, she feared Jack Fulton had already melted away a piece of her armor and had begun to burrow beneath it.


Drawing on the gloves the butler had just handed him, Jack glanced at the Earl of Stratford. “Everything in place?”


Stratford nodded, then cocked a blond brow. “I feel it imperative to ask you one final time: Are you certain about this course? I am not personally acquainted with the woman, but her family is formidable. If they were to discover that you planned it—”


Jack raised his hand. “Easy, man. No one else knows. No one will ever know.”


Stratford was the only man in London he trusted with his plan. Jack had returned three months ago after a twelve-year absence from England to discover most of his childhood acquaintances had matured into weak, foppish creatures. He’d met the earl one night at a tavern on the Strand and discovered he was neither.


In the past weeks, Jack had learned a little of the man’s past. Like Jack, the earl had suffered a great loss. That experience had done much to form the man he was today. He was well known as a profligate rake, immoral and debauched. He was the kind of man the mamas of the ton cautioned their innocent daughters against.


Despite the abundant warnings against him, however, with his devil-may-care indifference, his stylish good looks, his sandy blond hair several shades lighter than Jack’s, and his pugilist’s build, Stratford managed to lure every female that came within his proximity. The earl managed his reputation with a devilish glint in his blue eyes and a carefree smile. If Jack hadn’t been accustomed to such feelings himself, he never would have recognized the bone-deep misery and weariness within his friend.


The two men walked through the front door of the earl’s townhouse and into St. James’s Square. The sun streamed through a thick haze, and leaves and rubbish tumbled down the street, propelled by a stiff breeze. The wind had whipped away the sooty smells of the city, leaving the crisp scent of the late autumn air in its wake.


Staring over the windswept square, Jack tugged at the black woolen lapels of his coat, pulling it more tightly about him. Two carriages rattled past, followed by several men on horseback and a milk cart. He glanced at his friend, who had paused at the top of the stairs to button his stylish dark gray topcoat.


“I need this,” he said, just loudly enough for the earl to hear over the sounds of the street.


Stratford paused, his hand on the stair rail. An amethyst ring winked at Jack from the earl’s fourth finger. “I know.”


Jack spoke flatly. “It is the only way. I haven’t much time. I’ll not run from England with my tail between my legs.”


“Of course.” Stratford’s tone was mild, but he gazed at him from beneath the brim of his hat, his blue eyes probing. “I’d choose a different course. But I am not you.”


“No,” Jack agreed, his voice tight. “You are not.”


The earl shuddered, the stiffness in his shoulders evaporated, and he descended the remaining two steps with easy grace. “I possess no desire to be shackled to anyone. Ever.”


Neither had Jack. Not until he’d seen Lady Rebecca—Becky. He’d first glimpsed her six weeks ago at the British Museum. He’d followed her at a distance, observed how she’d clutched her arm to her chest as she studied the artifacts in studious silence while her companions gossiped and chatted amongst themselves. A part of him had softened. Standing apart from the others, she looked fragile and distant. She was beautiful, delicate, seraphic. But something about her, some dark edge he couldn’t quite place his finger on, reminded him of himself.


In the ensuing days, he’d learned she was the widowed sister of the eccentric Duke of Calton. At the tender age of eighteen, she’d lost her husband and then she’d injured her arm badly in a carriage accident, which explained the way she’d guarded it so carefully at the museum. Though four years had passed since the accident and the death of her husband, her family reputedly hovered over her and protected her virtue as though she were a virgin debutante.


As Jack learned more about her, understanding dawned. She was the answer to his dilemma.


He’d discovered that Cecelia, Lady Devore, was a bosom friend of his target. Fortunately for him, the lady had been one of Stratford’s conquests, and they remained on civil terms. Stratford had arranged an introduction, and upon meeting Jack and hearing of his interest in Lady Rebecca firsthand, Lady Devore’s cool, cunning gaze had swept over him, and she’d agreed to discuss the prospect of presenting him to Lady Rebecca.


The next day Lady Devore sent a note naming a date, time, and place—a room in a small, elegant, but unassuming hotel near the Strand.


He’d seen Lady Rebecca five times. Lady Devore had chaperoned the first meeting, but they’d met alone since. They’d dined, they’d played chess, they’d talked late into the night. She had played the pianoforte for him while he’d watched raptly, his body hardening at the way her teeth grazed over her lower lip as she focused on the notes.


He was tired of being teased. He was tired of shaving through her layers of shyness. He knew she wanted him—he witnessed it when her eyes followed him across a room, when her breath caught as his fingertips grazed her cheek. He’d kissed her two nights ago, and she’d responded with breathless passion.


She was ready.


More important, he was running out of time. He would be married—or dead—before Christmas.


Tonight would seal their future.


Tonight would be the first night of the rest of his life with Lady Rebecca Fisk.


Becky took the coachman’s hand and stepped out of the carriage, drawing her hooded, fur-trimmed cape close against the chill. She stared at the edifice of the hotel as Cecelia slid out and came to stand beside her.


The unremarkable façade of Sheffield’s Hotel was painted a somber gray to complement the slate of the sky it stood beneath on this chilly November afternoon. Behind the façade, however, stood a stately place, with common rooms on the ground floor and twenty well-appointed and expansive guest chambers on the floors above. Cecelia had advised Becky to take a suite of two rooms on the top floor at the end of the corridor. The door to the suite opened to a sitting room containing a pianoforte, a marble hearth, and elegant French furniture. Double doors in the back of the room led into a bedchamber Becky had never entered. She’d have the opportunity tonight—although she knew it was more likely she’d have eyes only for Jack Fulton rather than the bedroom décor.


Cecelia squeezed her hand. “Are you ready?”


“Yes.” Deliberately, she added a steel edge to the timbre of her voice. “Yes, I am.”


She wanted this to happen tonight. More than she could adequately convey to Cecelia. Even though she knew Cecelia would understand.


“Let’s go, then.”


Cecelia pulled her bonnet low on her brow, and Becky drew the hood of her cape over her head. They walked in side by side. The hotelier, Mr. Sheffield, stood at the door as if he’d spent all day waiting for them to appear. He bestowed a friendly, guileless smile on them both.


“Ah, Mrs. Fletcher and Mrs. James. How lovely to see you again.”


They’d given him false names. Cecelia had explained she always used her maiden name when she engaged in trysts outside her own home. Her maiden name was a common one, and though she was a member of the aristocracy and hardly invisible, it did offer some measure of anonymity. Becky’s maiden name was James, an even more common name, so she had followed Cecelia’s lead.


Both ladies offered their greetings to Mr. Sheffield, Becky without meeting the man’s eyes. This was very awkward for her, because she was certain Mr. Sheffield knew that she’d reserved his finest suite to meet in secret with a man. Yet, whenever she did chance to glance at him, she saw only graciousness. There was no judgment in his expression.


She didn’t understand his reaction—it was not one she’d have expected from anyone, even someone she was paying.


Mr. Sheffield led them into his tiny but tasteful and well-appointed office. The whole downstairs level of the hotel smelled of coffee, tobacco, and nutmeg, but most of the other rooms were larger, and space diffused the scents. Still, it wasn’t an unpleasant combination, though it was one that struck Becky as entirely masculine. It didn’t come as a surprise, either, since the hotel appeared to cater mostly to wealthy merchants in London for business.


Mr. Sheffield turned to a strip of wood lined with keys hanging on pegs. “I’ve had the rooms cleaned especially for you tonight, Mrs. James. There is a buffet of selected cheeses, breads, and fruits, and the bottles of spirits you requested await you.” He paused. “And, of course, your guest has already arrived.”


In an instant, burning heat suffused her face. “Thank you, Mr. Sheffield.”


He pressed the key into her hand, and she closed her fingers around it and turned away to his hopes that she had a very nice evening.


Cecelia chuckled as they turned down the passage. “You’re adorable.”


Becky’s blush deepened, and she choked out, “Adorable?”


“How flushed and flustered you become every time we come here. As if Mr. Sheffield doesn’t deal with this kind of thing every single day.”


“Is that why he doesn’t judge?” Becky murmured, wondering whether all those men she saw in the corridors and common rooms weren’t here on business at all, but to engage in torrid affairs with their mistresses.


“Of course it is. You pay him well, you don’t destroy his property, and you’re respectful. What right has he to judge?”


“He knows what I am doing? Why I am here?”


“Of course he does.”


Becky sighed as they mounted the stairs. Truly, the world was much different from how it had been presented to her when she was younger. She had always been taught that there were certain moral laws everyone abided by and everyone upheld. There was right and wrong, good and bad. In her marriage, she’d seen true evil, and in her family she’d seen true good. But so many other actions and thoughts blurred in the center of the spectrum.


“People are so complicated,” she murmured as they stepped onto the landing of the first floor and turned the corner to mount the second set of stairs.


“That they are,” Cecelia agreed.


“Deeds are complicated, too.”


Cecelia was quiet for a moment. “Yes,” she finally said. “That’s also true.”


The strong, cloying scent of ambergris and carnations heralded the approach of another lady. The swish of skirts preceded the large woman as she bustled toward them. Startled, Becky looked up and met a set of heavy, dark-ringed hazel eyes. The woman stared at her for a long moment, and a flash of recognition jolted through Becky.


The woman turned to Cecelia. “Excuse me,” she said in a haughty voice. She twisted her skirts out of their way and continued her progression down the stairs.


By the time she disappeared, Becky and Cecelia were at the landing. Becky paused, gripping the top of the stair rail. “I know her,” she whispered.


Cecelia frowned. “Really?”


“That was Lady Borrill. Her husband sits in Parliament with my cousin Tristan. They’re friends. I knew they’d been staying at a hotel while their townhouse was being refurbished, but I didn’t know it was this one.”


Cecelia glanced back down the stairs. “Well, she didn’t seem to know you.”


How could she not? Becky had met Lady Borrill several times. It was certainly true that she had never struck Becky as the most intelligent woman of her acquaintance, but Lady and Lord Borrill had even come to visit Calton House for a month the winter before Becky had come to Town for her Season.


“She just gave me the cut direct,” Becky whispered.


Cecelia gave her a dark look. “You cannot know that. More likely she simply didn’t remember you.”


“I… don’t think so. Oh, Cecelia, she must know what I’m doing here.”


“Of course she doesn’t.”


“How can you be so sure?” Even though Becky kept her voice quiet, her words emerged in a low wail. “I’m at a hotel in town, when she knows full well I live at my brother’s house. Why else could I possibly be here?”


“You are with me,” Cecelia explained patiently. “She doesn’t know anything about me. The first assumption, of course, would be that you are here to visit me.”


Becky closed her eyes. She clenched and unclenched her fists, deliberately releasing her tension. Lady Borrill truly had no reason to cut her. Surely she hadn’t known her, in her dark cloak with her covered hair. If she had recognized Becky, of course she would have stopped to inquire after her family’s health.


She was being ridiculous. “You’re right. I suppose I’m just on edge.”


“Perfectly natural.” Cecelia’s mouth relaxed into a smile. “Come.” She held out her hand. Becky took it, and Cecelia’s tight squeeze reassured her even more as they walked down the corridor.


“I envy you,” Cecelia said in a near whisper.


Becky raised her eyebrows. “Why?”


Cecelia sighed. “There’s nothing quite like the first time…”


“But… it won’t be my first time.”


A real grin split Cecelia’s face. “Oh, but you don’t understand, my dear. There is a physical first time, which you’ve already experienced, and a visceral first time, which I think is what you have in store tonight.”


Becky shook her head and released a nervous chuckle. “I don’t think so.” She’d enjoyed making love with William. As fleeting as those moments were, and as abruptly as they’d ended, she’d taken true pleasure from the experience. Despite the horror of what had happened afterward, there was no sense denying it.


Cecelia just smiled knowingly. They’d reached the end of the corridor and stopped before the tall, white-painted door that led to the suite.


With a final squeeze of her hand, Cecelia dropped it. “I’ll leave you here, Becky. My coachman will come round for you at two o’clock.”


Becky leaned forward and kissed her friend’s cheek. “Thank you.”


Cecelia’s laugh tinkled pleasantly, reminding Becky of a tiny waterfall. “It is my pleasure. I know you will have a perfectly lovely time.”


She glided down the hall, her heels clicking over the wooden floor. Becky stood staring at the door until she couldn’t hear the sound of Cecelia’s footsteps anymore. Then she took a deep breath, thrust the key into the lock, and turned it.









Chapter Two


At the sound of the door handle, Jack turned from the crystal decanters at the sidebar, a tumbler of brandy in his hand.


Lady Rebecca closed the door and glided in, her steps whispering over the dark gray and blue swirls of the carpet. She reminded him of the Queen of Winter, icy perfection, petite, sleek, and flawless. Her behavior was aristocratic, reserved, her demeanor stiff and chilly, at times downright cold.


A smile twitched at the edges of his lips. He’d watched her melt, turn warm and soft, and bloom like the spring. His goal was to see that happen again tonight, and Providence willing, many more times in the days to come.


After acknowledging him with a nod, she stripped off her cloak, turned, and hung it on the gilded coat rack that stood beside the door.


His pulse had leapt to his neck when she’d entered, and now it sped. He clutched the glass of spirits and froze as every nerve in his body spun in somersaults.


She wore a diaphanous gown of gauze, reminiscent of the turn-of-century styles of France rather than the stiff, thick fabrics of today’s fashions. It clung to her feminine shape and molded her into an Aphrodite. The neckline swooped low, revealing the plump top curves of her breasts, and a fine braided gold rope was belted just below, gathering the fabric to draw attention to her décolletage and hint at the dark shadows of her nipples. The skirts hugged the subtle flare of her hips and revealed an outline of the willowy legs beneath. She stood there, breathless, like a beautiful offering.


She trusted him, he realized with a jolt. She trusted him not to hurt her.


A dagger point of guilt sliced through all the masculine cravings roaring through him and pricked at his soul.


Damn it. There was no other way. He took a steadying breath.


“Do you like it?” The melody of her voice chased away his guilt, and his gaze snapped to her face.


“I do,” he murmured. “Very much.”


Some of her stiffness receded. “I’m glad.”


He turned back to the sidebar and retrieved the glass he’d poured for her. “Sherry?”


She took it with a grateful smile, wrapping her pale, delicate fingers around the glass. “Thank you.”


He followed her to the silver sofa at the center of the room and waited until she settled on the sleek cushions and took a sip of her drink before lowering himself beside her.


This was where he’d kissed her the night before last. He could see the memory of it in the depths of her gaze. She possessed the most fascinating pair of eyes he had ever seen. Sometimes a dark, midnight blue, other times—like now—the deepest indigo.


The need to take her mouth again burned through him, and his body hardened in anticipation. He schooled himself to temperance, however. Tonight was special. He couldn’t botch this.


For a long moment he stared at her. Then he tossed back his brandy and set the tumbler on the side table.


Reaching out, he clasped the back of her pale neck and drew her to him. She came without resistance, with a sigh—a near desperate sound—escaping her lips.


He pulled her close, closer, until their lips met in a touch that lit the fuse running through his veins.


Her lips were like rose petals. So soft, so enticing. Delicate and sweet.


He held her there. Closing his eyes, he breathed in flowers and spring. Proof that she had already begun to thaw. Their noses bumped as he brushed his lips over hers. She held still, waiting, her skin warming, anticipation humming over her flesh.


“I could stay here all night,” he murmured against her mouth. “Right here.”


Again, he bussed her lips, a light graze. He firmed his grasp on her neck, keeping her steady, and touched his tongue to her upper lip, rewarding himself with the tiniest taste of her.


“Jack,” she sighed, her lips barely moving beneath his. She clutched his arms; her fingers locked around his biceps.


“What is it?” He brushed his lips against hers in a sensuous glide with every word. “What do you want?”


She stilled. It seemed she had stopped breathing. He opened his eyes to discover that she’d closed hers. She held herself immobile, a flawless porcelain statue.


He drew back just enough to study her face. Its oval shape, smooth skin, red lips. The dark sweep of thick eyelashes and the midnight arcs of her brows. The silky black hair he suspected was naturally straight, curled to frame her face.


Her lips parted, and he resisted the urge to touch them again, either with his own lips or by tracing them with his fingertip.


“I want you,” she said simply.


He sat frozen. Stunned.


He’d sensed that she wanted him, of course. In all their previous assignations, she’d been receptive to his every advance. She’d confirmed it by wearing that sheer gown tonight.


He hadn’t expected her to say it, though—at least not this early. He’d planned to take all night to coax her free from her innate shyness, calming her, softening her, making her comfortable, willing. Making her not only want him, but need him.


He’d met her five times before, each time honing his strategy for tonight so that he could execute it without a hitch. The seduction had been timed perfectly. It was flawlessly planned.


Hearing her voice her desire fired his blood in a thousand different ways, but he couldn’t submit to either her wishes or his body’s demands. Not yet. Not for—he slid his gaze to the clock on the mantel—another hour.


He gritted his teeth. Damn.


“Becky…” His hand slid down her neck, between her shoulder blades and lower, until it rested on the small of her back.


He did kiss her then. The tug of her hands on his arms was irresistible. Their lips met in a fierce clash, and he groaned inwardly. She was an intoxicating mix of fiery hot aggression and sweet question, tentative yet brave. Fierce yet submissive. Darkness and lightness.


His breath caught, and Becky stilled, leaving the kiss suspended as if in midair.


“What is it?” she whispered, her words a soft puff of breath over his cheek. “Why do you hesitate?”


Drawing her closer within the confines of his arms, he tugged her onto his lap. Tilting her head, she gazed up at him, still trusting.


He traced his fingertip along her hairline then across the smooth skin of her cheek. She was so young and looked even younger, but an air of experience radiated from her, giving the impression of someone much older.


She reached back for her sherry and took a healthy swallow of the liquid, grimacing a little as she lowered the glass.


Sliding off his lap, she moved away from him and set her glass on the table. He watched as she erected those barriers again, turned chilly and distant. Spring retreated as quickly as it had come.


She stared straight ahead. “I don’t understand.”


He frowned. “What do you mean?”


“I truly don’t understand why you’re here with me.” Sighing, she pressed her fingertips over her injured arm. “I am a novice at this, Jack. Surely that truth must be unappealing, when you can have your pick of any widow in London with a much broader arsenal of sensual skills than I have. So why—”


The sick feeling in his gut tightened until it felt as if a cannonball had lodged there, and he covered the hand that was restlessly kneading her arm. “If I wanted anyone else, I wouldn’t be here. You must know that.”


“But why?” Her dark blue gaze searched him, trying to seek out the truth, and he knew he must lie to her once again.


“You’ve intrigued me from the beginning.”


That was no lie. Perhaps this would be more a matter of omission of facts than lying.


“Why?”


“Because you remind me of myself,” he said before he could think about the wisdom of that response.


“What do you mean?”


He slid his fingers up her crooked arm. “You have suffered. You have experienced pain.”


She shuddered.


“You’re a beautiful woman, Becky. A perfect lady. But ever since I first saw you, I’ve wanted to know you better.”


“Where did you first see me?”


“At the British Museum.”


“I remember that day. It was the first time I saw you, too.”


“Was it?” He thought she hadn’t seen him at all.


“Yes. You leaned against the wall, your stance so casual, yet you watched everyone with sharp eyes. You seemed so interested in the people surrounding you.”


He gave a low chuckle. He’d only been in London for a short time, and he’d been studying the people of England, of his homeland, comparing and contrasting them with the people he’d encountered on his travels.


“I found you… intriguing, too,” she said. “Appealing. I wanted to know who you were, but none of the ladies I was with was acquainted with you.”


“I asked Stratford about you that afternoon,” Jack said, “and in turn he questioned Lady Devore. And here we are.”


Her brow furrowed. “But what could you have seen in me that day? I was doing nothing but studying the artifacts with my companions.”


He shook his head. “ You studied the artifacts. They chattered. You set yourself apart from them.”


Her frown deepened. “Unknowingly.”


“Nevertheless, you did. I watched you. I couldn’t place it, but there was something very different about you.”


“And now you have learned more about me, and you understand it is because of the loss of my husband that I appear distant at times. And because of the carriage accident that left my arm crippled and deformed.”


His fingers, which had been trailing up and down her injured arm, stopped, tightening over her elbow, and she flinched.


His grip loosened instantly. “Am I hurting you?”


“No,” she murmured. Yet her eyes glistened.


“Your arm speaks of a tragedy, but please don’t call yourself crippled and deformed. I’ll never think of you as either.”


She took a steadying breath. “But what of you?”


“What of me?”


“You said I reminded you of yourself because of my suffering. You seem to know all about my suffering. Now you must tell me of your own.”


A wry chuckle escaped him. “I shouldn’t have hoped you’d forgotten about that, should I?”


She shook her head, her expression somber.


He knew he must reveal the truth to her, but how much of it? There must be more omissions, and now, most certainly, there would be lies. But these were lies he was accustomed to telling. She’d hear some of the story in the next few days, of that he had no doubt.


How much easier it would be to take her straight to bed. To possess her sweet, delicate, willing flesh. To seduce her, to bring her to rapture, to dive deep within her, and experience the fulfillment he’d been anticipating for what felt like forever. His body commanded him to act.


But he’d taken it this far. Surely he could control his base desires for a while longer.


“Twelve years ago, I was a youth of eighteen.” At her nod, he continued. “I was… well, I was involved in a scandal.”


Twelve years ago, Lady Rebecca had been a child of ten sheltered in the Yorkshire dales. She’d have heard nothing of the events that had defined him for the past twelve years.


She cocked her head. “What kind of scandal?”


“It concerned a lady I had known since childhood and her husband, a marquis. Society assumed I was involved only because of my previous connection to the lady…”


“Involved in what?” she asked.


He faced straight ahead, staring at the small but elaborately carved marble fireplace. Someone had built the fire earlier, and it crackled cheerfully behind an Oriental screen. Flexing his fingers, he laid his hands on his knees, giving the appearance of relaxation. He hated talking about this. Hated it. But it had to be done—she would probably hear the story in a way that would transform Anne into a whore and him into a depraved seducer of married women.


Unexpectedly, nerves flickered in his gut. He’d planned this, but he never spoke of his past, of his exile, of Anne and the events surrounding her death. Yet Becky was important. She must know the story—at least the parts of it that would ultimately be revealed to her by parties who would depict his role in a less favorable light. She’d need ammunition with which to respond to the cruelty of the gossipmongers, of those who would try to destroy his association with her just for the sheer joy they would glean from doing so.


“The marriage was tumultuous. It was well known that the marquis had taken a mistress, and his wife—her name was Anne…” There, he’d said it. Her name. He hadn’t spoken her name aloud in years. It emerged more smoothly than he ever would have imagined.


Becky frowned at him. “Yes?”


“She was very unhappy.”


Becky gave a compassionate murmur.


“Late one night, the marquis was murdered between the door of his club and the mews.”


“Just a moment.” Becky raised her hand to prevent him from continuing. “I believe I’ve read about this. The Marquis of Haredowne was murdered in… 1815, wasn’t it?”


“Yes,” Jack said, his voice as taut as a mooring line under the strain of a gale. One strong gust, and it would break.


Her brow furrowed in thought. “I recall he was shot by footpads intending to rob him, but the sound of the gunshot attracted the attention of passers-by, and they ran away before they could steal anything.”


“That is the general understanding of what happened.”


“His wife died the very same day, didn’t she?”


He nodded, his throat dry.


“But she died of natural causes while he was murdered. It was a terrible tragedy.”


“Yes. It was. A tragedy of the very worst kind.”


“Oh, God.” Straightening, she stared at him with widened eyes. “Before the authorities could make sense of what had occurred, a young gentleman was implicated in the crime.”


“Yes.”


“That was you,” she whispered.


He nodded.


“You were accused of murdering the Marquis of Haredowne.” She blinked at him owlishly, as if the truth of it did not register. No doubt it did not. No doubt she was as innocent as a young widow could be.


How she took this would determine their fate. Jack was not oblivious to the fact that such information would frighten the wits out of most London society misses. This news might very well send her bolting out of his life forever. He could only pray that she was as unique as her actions had hinted.


“I was cleared of all suspicion,” he said.


“I remember that, too. A witness came forward with an alibi, and a judge decided it was impossible for the young gentleman—you—to have committed the crime.”


“That’s right.” Jack caught himself fidgeting and forcibly stilled his body and lightened his voice. “How can you know so much of this? You were just a child at the time.”


“Haredowne was a peer, so it was a well-publicized case. I read about it years later.”


And it seemed she had remembered every detail. Jack gazed at her with newfound respect.


“But you—” She broke off, still staring at him in shock. “That was you.” Taking a great, gulping breath, she shook her shoulders as if flinging away some burden. “What happened?”


“Afterward, you mean?”


“No—I mean, were you there when he was killed? Why is it that you were accused?”


He noted that she had put as much distance between them as the sofa would allow. He must tread carefully here.


He remained very still. “I was accused because of my prior relationship with the marquis’s wife. It was rumored that we were lovers.”


Becky was silent. He glanced at her to see her studying him with a frown, and he turned away, closing his eyes so he wouldn’t detect any hint of horror in her eyes.


He and Anne had been lovers when they were younger, but not then. They hadn’t touched each other since the day she had come to him weeping that she was to marry the Marquis of Haredowne.


“Was the rumor true?” Becky asked.


Jack spoke through a tight jaw. “No. It wasn’t.” His voice shook with the power of his conviction. “I have done many unprincipled and dishonorable things in my life, but I draw the line at touching married women. I wouldn’t cuckold any man.” Not even as despicable a man as the Marquis of Haredowne.


Becky’s luxurious, black velvet eyebrows swept downward as she blinked, and then those indigo eyes fixed on him. Her voice was little more than a whisper. “I believe you.”


Jack pushed his hand through his hair. “In any case, because of that rumor, suspicion immediately turned tome.”


She nodded, but she still pressed her body against the arm of the opposite end of the sofa. God, he wanted to snag her waist and haul her back onto his lap. His fingers itched to stroke that porcelain skin again. He couldn’t touch her, though—not until he soothed her fears.


“The witness came forward explaining that I was elsewhere at the time of the murder, and the charge was dismissed two days after the marquis’s death.”


She nodded.


“Nevertheless, there was an enormous scandal. I’m sure you can imagine.”


An expression of complete understanding crossed her face. “Oh, yes. I can imagine.”


Jack had learned some about her family. They were no strangers to scandal. Nor were they as snobbish as Anne’s family had been. While Anne’s father would accept nothing less than a peer for his daughter, Becky’s own brother had married a woman from the lower orders—the current Duchess of Calton had once been a maid.


From the start, everything he’d learned about Lady Rebecca Fisk, her past, and her family had convinced him that this was the right course for him to take. Every moment he spent with her strengthened that conviction. He liked her. He wanted her. More important, he needed her.


“My father sent me away,” he continued. “He ordered me to vanish until the gossip abated. I didn’t officially return to England until August of this year. Before then, the last time I’d set foot on English soil was in the spring of 1815.”


A long, painful silence ensued.


Revealing it all had been more difficult than he’d expected. But it was over now. All he could do was wait. And hope.


“You were gone for so long,” she murmured.


“Twelve years.”


“But you explored the whole world in that time.”


“Well, not the whole world.”


She sighed. “I have always dreamed of exploring the world. Africa, Asia, Polynesia. I am fascinated by indigenous cultures. But I’d especially love to visit America.”


“America? Why?”


“I imagine the Americans to possess many of the qualities I admire: curiosity, adventurousness, bravery, practicality. I’ve always envisioned them to be enterprising and imaginative.” She gave him a wistful smile. “Though I’m sure my girlish conceptions have little to do with their real character.”


“No, I think there is much truth in them. As with any place, however, America is filled with all kinds of people.”


“I wish I could travel—go wherever I wanted and do whatever I wished to do. I wish I could be a sailor… but alas, I am a woman, and a duke’s sister. It is not meant to be.”


“Yet you have traveled within the United Kingdom?”


She hesitated. “A little. I have been between London and Yorkshire, where Garrett’s seat is, several times.” She stared at the fire. “I have been to southern Scotland for a few days, and I lived for a time with my husband in Warwickshire. But really, I haven’t seen much of the country. I have a house in Cornwall from my mother, but I’ve never been there.”


Cautiously, he took her hand in his own, turning it over in his palm. It was so soft, so fragile. “If you could pursue a profession, what would it be?”


She took a long moment to consider, and finally she smiled. “I’d be a surgeon.”


“Really?” She’d surprised him yet again. He could hardly see this delicate, elegant creature sawing bones, sewing up wounds, and issuing draughts to the dying.


“Yes, I believe I would,” she said, her voice grave. “Ithink it must be a most gratifying profession. A heartbreaking one, but ever so worthy.”


“Very true,” he said, remembering Smith, the surgeon on the Gloriana. He’d drowned last autumn in a gale off the coast of Jamaica, along with three other sailors. Smith was his friend, and a good man. It took a special kind of man to be a surgeon.


Becky brought her knees close and wrapped her arms around them, gazing at him. “Why didn’t you return to England sooner?” she asked finally. “Twelve years is such a long time.”


“I wasn’t welcome. My father, as you know, is a member of Parliament, and my brothers have their own ambitions. They didn’t want their scapegrace of a youngest brother ruining their chances for success.”


“That’s so cruel.”


“I understand their hesitation in allowing my return, and I cannot blame them.”


That wasn’t a lie, not really. After twelve years, he was as distant from his closest family members as anyone could be. He’d seen his father and eldest brother once since his return, and the meeting had been stiff and formal, and eminently uncomfortable. He had no wish to repeat the experience. “My father was sworn to the Privy Council last year, so my absence was certainly not detrimental to his career.” He took a breath. “England is my home, though, and I intend to make a life here now that I have returned.”


She nodded. “Yes. Of course.”


He fetched his glass from the side table. Rising, he went to the sidebar to refill it with brandy as she sipped at her sherry.


As the amber liquid streamed into his tumbler, he said, “Tell me about your husband.”


She recoiled, and he instantly regretted the command. He couldn’t fathom why he had brought up her husband—except, he thought ruefully, for the fact that he had revealed a part of himself, and now he wanted her to reveal something about herself in return. It was childish of him, really.


Jack returned to the sofa, set the glass aside, and took her hand again, pressing his palm against its silky warmth. “Forgive me for that. You needn’t answer.”


“My husband.” She swallowed hard and stared at him, as if she were determined to answer no matter the cost. “He… it was an elopement. I hardly knew him. At first, I was madly in love with him.” She took a deep swallow from her glass, finishing the last drops of the sherry, and then she lowered the empty glass to her lap.


He frowned at her. “But not later?”


“No. Not later. William wasn’t…” She looked away, and tendrils of deep pink crawled across her cheeks. “He wasn’t a good man.”


The effect of her words was instant. Red tinged his vision. His skin prickled hot as memories rushed through him like a flash flood, too quick for him to control. His fist clamped over her hand. “Did he hurt you?”


“Yes.” His hand tightened over hers, and her brows drew together in a frown. “What’s wrong, Jack?”


He loosened his fist and brushed the fingertips of his other hand over her twisted elbow. “He wasn’t responsible for this?”


“No. Not directly. The accident occurred a few days after he died.” She shook her head, confused. “Are you angry with me, Jack?”


He tried to smile at her, but he feared it emerged as more of a grimace. His reaction had nothing to do with her, really. Just with his memories. Why had his mind made that connection the instant she’d said William Fisk hadn’t been a good man? She was a different woman with a different husband in a different time.


“No, I’m not angry with you.”


“Why…?” Understanding dawned in her expression. “You’re angry with him.”


He knew nothing of what had happened between her and her husband. Becky was different from Anne. Becky was safe. Whatever William Fisk had done to her, the man was dead. Trying to calm his racing blood, Jack spoke through his teeth. “I cannot abide a man who abuses innocents.”


She gave a small, bitter laugh. “I’m no innocent.”


“Perhaps you’re more innocent than you think you are.”


“No. I am a widow. I have seen…” She paused, and her gaze grew distant. “Too much,” she finished quietly.


He rubbed tender circles in the fleshy part of her palm. God, he was being an ass. None of this was her fault. Whatever had happened to her, it was over. It was over for him, too. By now, he should be better able to control his memories.


“I’m sorry,” he said.


“About what?”


“Whatever it was that hurt you. And I’m sorry for reminding you of it.”


She gave him a faltering smile. “I am sorry you were hurt as well.”


They sat in companionable silence for several long moments. With every minute that passed, his body grew in awareness of hers. In the past twelve years, he’d felt lust once in a while—especially when the Gloriana sailed into port after long months at sea. Yet the feeling Becky evoked in him was different. Lust was there, and it was more consuming than ever, but there was more to it than that. A tenderness. A longing to tuck her against his body, hold her close, and simply breathe her in, as if her sweetness and essence would filter through him and bring him peace.


Those thoughts were nonsensical, he knew that. The fact that he actually liked her was certainly a bonus, but there was no sense in fooling himself into believing anything but his desperate need for money had instigated their association.


He pressed gently on the soft pad of flesh below her thumb. “When I touch you…” He paused to search for the right word to describe the heady feeling touching her gave him. “It’s potent.”


“Potent,” she whispered. She released his hand and then took it again, lacing her fingers with his. “Yes. It is.”


She raised his hand, still tangled with hers, and pressed slow kisses to each of his fingers. “I love your hands. They’re so large, and your fingers are so long.” She stroked along the calluses on his fingers. “Hardened by work, yet graceful. So masculine.”


He closed his eyes, thoroughly seduced by her simple touch.


This was business, nothing more. A seduction, nothing more. He required something she possessed, and he knew how to go about obtaining it. Certainly there would be some side benefits to the arrangement, he thought, breathing in her blossoming essence. He liked Lady Rebecca Fisk, and he respected her. He’d take good care of her, and he’d never deliberately cause her pain.


But if he hadn’t needed her fortune, he never would have made the effort to meet her.
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