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Chapter One

 

“Have I discovered a dare, then, one which Lady Alexander will refuse? I see your look of longing when the gentlemen take their whores to their sport. There is one activity from which you have still been barred, little adventuress. You would like to know about the games played behind closed doors, as well. And if you will not participate in those games with me, perhaps your sense of adventure will be appeased by watching me at sport with another.”

Jonathan Mallen, Earl of Herington narrowly gauged Lora’s reaction to his scandalous proposal. He continued, knowing precisely which buttons to push.

“Surely you’re not squeamish. Not the woman who dresses up in Bigsby’s breeches and masquerades as a boy at the most infamous brothel in London. Not the daring woman who is currently blackmailing, not one but two upstanding gentlemen in regard to their nocturnal activities at The Rose. Not the clever, bold wench who drinks us under the table and bests us all at cards night after night and who navigates her way around London in some mysterious fashion in order to make her nightly escapes from the dull life of Lady Alexander. By the way, I’m determined to discover your secret in that regard, sweeting.”

Herington merely chuckled when he saw the defiant gleam in her dark eyes but chose to ignore it in pursuit of richer reward.

“Can the woman who masked herself just two nights past and raided Lady Lipton’s boudoir, claiming to be a member of the infamous Blade’s band of thieves really be afraid to accept such an inconsequential dare? Come, sweeting. We are off to Monmouth tomorrow. The country is so boring, and this opportunity will not come again soon.”

Lady Lora Pembroke, Duchess of Alexander, met Herington’s pointed gaze defiantly. Despite wanting to seem aloof and uncaring, her cheeks and her sex flooded with heat at his proposal. “Gentlemen, indeed?” she queried scathingly. “Is that what I should call you swaggering fools when you take your women up the stairs? You have great balls even suggesting such a thing, Herington. And you call yourself my husband’s best friend.”

“Charlie will never know. He’s sleeping off the excesses of the evening at Heath House, dead drunk and oblivious, as usual. Besides, Charlie dotes on his adventuresome wife.” He leaned forward so as to capture Lora’s scent once again. She smelled deliciously feminine and sweet, making a mockery out of the ridiculous attire of a gallant about town that she wore, making a mockery, in fact, of this entire sweaty, musky, ale-soaked scene. As usual, it would be Lora who he purged from his blood tonight in one orifice or another of a whore from The Rose, only to have his need for her fester again fifteen minutes later.

But to have her watch—perhaps to become so aroused that she felt compelled to join him—that would be sport, indeed.

“And you’re right, Lora,” he continued his malicious teasing in her ear. “My balls are mighty. I dare you to find out firsthand.”

Lora burst into tipsy laughter. What Herington was suggesting was outrageous, even for Lora. No matter how irreverent she could be, she was still the respectable wife of a titled gentleman and the darling of the court. She cringed to think of what Her Majesty would say if she found out about Lora’s gallivanting about town. But it was no matter. One of Lora’s wide-eyed, injured looks and several softly murmured words, and she would be once again the pet of the queen and her prince. Such maneuverings were child’s play to Lora Alexander. She commanded the world with a tilt of her right eyebrow and a smile.

And yet…damn Herington, he was right. She had become increasingly fascinated by the men and their bawdy women’s caresses, watching wide-eyed as they become more and more lewd until they drunkenly staggered up the stairs to the bedrooms. Lora was always left feeling much like she did when she was a young girl when her father and brothers would leave in a flurry of excitement for the hunt, leaving her behind, lonely and disconsolate, hating the defect of her femininity.

She was passionate; far too passionate to be satisfied with the likes of Charlie. Her imagination would run wild and hot as she considered what might be happening in those rooms upstairs. Not that she had much upon which to base her fantasies. She only had experience of Charlie in the bedroom and, thank God, those incidents had been few and far between. The rare occasions that Charlie had seemed to feel that he’d accomplished something of substance in bed consisted of his furious puffing and panting over her while Lora turned her head into the pillows to avoid the sour, alcohol stench of his breath, a loud groan, and then the repulsive feeling of his wormlike member slithering moistly against her. Her aunt had warned her of the humiliation and pain she would be forced to endure in the marriage bed. So Lora had been pleasantly surprised to realize that Charlie’s attentions to her caused not the slightest degree of actual physical discomfort.

And, in her opinion, the humiliation all belonged to him.

She had been married seven years now and this was her knowledge of the intimacies of the bedroom. She longed for more. She ached for it. All of this, without knowing what it was that she really craved. Her foolishness, naïveté and hot-blooded nature led her to believe that her husband’s closest friend, Herington, might provide her with the answers.

He was handsome in way that appealed to her and repelled her at once. Herington called to mind Rome during its slow decline—sensual, debauched, going to fat—but powerful, nonetheless. Lora knew that he would love to corrupt her. All of this dressing her up as a boy so that she could carouse with Charlie and their friends had been his suggestion and Lora, increasingly plagued with the boredom and futility of her life, had accepted without a blink of her sparkling eyes. But recently, the sharp edge of even this dare had begun to dull, leaving her hating her life once again; hating herself for the sheer pointlessness of her existence, ashamed that she needed such moments of thrill-seeking or any wicked opportunity to shatter the despised mold of Lora Alexander.

Why did no one condemn her as they should? Her parents had both died years ago, but surely her own husband shouldn’t condone her sheer recklessness. But he went along with her schemes without exception, believing that she was perpetually gay when in reality her erratic behavior just signaled her desperation.

Her degradation.

Why could none of them see that she was teetering on the edge of…what? Lora couldn’t say. And that made her all the more frantic.

But perhaps this new titillation that Herington offered would break through her wall of dissatisfaction and numbness, provide a much-needed jolt of excitement and make the secret place between her legs throb with that pleasurable ache that had become far too familiar to her. This talk of his balls—not to mention the automatic comparison that arose in her mind to Charlie’s less than inspiring equipage—reminded her of the first time she’d ran alone in London’s subterranean tunnels, the vast city spread out above her, her heart pounding wildly in her ears at the realization that she was free!

She quaffed the remainder of her ale with a hearty gulp.

“I will take you up on your offer if you allow me to pick your lady for you, Herington,” Lora said flippantly, as though she agreed to watch her husband’s friend have sex with a whore as regularly as she dressed for dinner and card parties.

Herington’s dark eyes gleamed with triumph and rising lust. His hand rose to her thigh and he caressed her with a degree of familiarity that he had never before dared.

“That is a request easily enough granted.” Herington skimmed his face near her neck, inhaling the scent from her skin. “Bigsby and the others are already at their pleasure. Hear one thing before we go though, beautiful Lora. As you watch me with the lady of your choosing, know that I will be wishing fervently that it was you who I am touching and licking and fucking.”

“I am sure that Charlie would be fascinated to hear you say it,” Lora murmured sardonically to hide her discomposure at his illicit words and the telling flush of her cheeks. She must be far more than a little drunk to be behaving in this fashion. “If what you say is true though, Herington, then you should be pleased with my choice for you.”

He grinned expectantly and his hand moved up on her thigh.

Lora stood abruptly, knocking him off her. She wavered drunkenly before she regained her balance. “Have I not heard you say that Charlotte resembles me?”

Herington’s grin widened. “She is a whore, Lora. One doesn’t compare chips of glass to a diamond of the first water. But yes, you might have heard me say she bears a passing resemblance. It’s not only I who think so. Many men of our set believe it. As a consequence, Charlotte is very popular…and thus likely engaged.”

“There you are wrong, Herington. For I see her now, and I daresay she’s been impatiently eyeing you for the past several minutes. What story will you tell her to explain my observance?” Lora asked as they started across the tavern.

The slight shift of Herington’s shoulders indicated profound indifference. “She is a whore. As long as I pay her enough, she would allow this whole establishment to watch me take her any way that I please.”

The dark-haired beauty with the pale skin and lush, red mouth gave Lora a wide grin when Herington explained that she was his young nephew from the country bent on losing his virginity, but wanting to observe the delicate procedure before taking the actual plunge.

“Your nephew, is it? Well, perhaps you’ll be ready to do more than watch before the evening is over,” Charlotte suggested with a bawdy wink. Lora bristled beneath her borrowed greatcoat at the knowing quality of the woman’s eyes. She had never conversed with the woman and had not realized until now that she was Irish.

Lora watched in fascination as Charlotte dipped her shoulders toward Herington, offering her half-exposed breasts for his hungry eyes. “Ooh!” she cooed between pursed lips when Herington did more than look but reached into her bodice and stroked a rouged nipple before he pushed down its confines and lifted her breast free of the fabric. Charlotte moaned as he pinched her tightening crests between thumb and forefinger. Neither of them seemed to care about the fact that several lascivious young fools gathered around appreciatively to watch the public display.

“You could learn something from your uncle, little one,” Charlotte murmured huskily.

Lora initially wondered if Charlotte wasn’t faking her pleasure, as she’d heard so many of Charlie’s friends insist that the whores were likely to do. But surely Charlotte couldn’t feign the way her nipple pebbled and hardened. Lora watched with amazement as Herington plucked at her until her nipple became long and distended. She felt her own nipples throb against the tight binding over her breasts when he leaned down and briefly lashed at the bud with his pointed tongue until it glistened. It took her a moment to realize that while Charlotte was ardently watching Herington, Herington’s eyes were on her. Lora immediately replaced her fascination with polite interest. Herington raised his head and laughed before he slapped Charlotte’s bottom and, with a hard, lecherous look, told her to lead the way.

Lora stared in surprise at Charlotte’s private quarters. It was not the garish, velvet-draped room that she had imagined. Instead, it looked simple and neat, containing only a wooden bed, a bedside table with a pitcher and bowl for washing, a chair, a standing mirror, and a chest at the foot of the bed. She studied a strangely haunting seascape of stark, windswept cliffs and a surging sea that hung on the wall. Her curious glance transferred to Charlotte, who was fully immersed in playing her role with Herington, smiling coyly and batting her dark lashes as she helped him remove his coat. Lora realized that the painting was likely a personal possession, a depiction of a scene near Charlotte’s home in Ireland.

Although Charlotte was, undoubtedly, a real person and not just the painted whore who currently stroked Herington’s cock through his trousers, she was also apparently a woman who took pride—and even enjoyment—in fully throwing herself into her part.

Lora sat down awkwardly on the wooden chair, suddenly feeling like an interloper. As if he were aware of her thoughts, Herington glanced over at her hotly.

“I thought we could show my young nephew the various ways to find enjoyment in a woman’s body,” Herington said as Charlotte continued to pet his cock and then began to release it from his breeches.

“And what of teaching him the ways of pleasuring a woman?” Charlotte asked, wide-eyed.

Herington didn’t even deign to answer, his attention on Charlotte’s actions as his cock sprung awake into her eager hand. Herington smiled. He had seen Lora’s look of surprise, and even Charlotte noticed.

“You are, perhaps, not blessed with a dick such as your uncle’s?” Charlotte asked politely as she slid her hand up and down Herington’s thick shaft.

Lora stared mutely for a moment. At first, she wasn’t even sure to what Charlotte referred, but then the obvious permeated her stunned state. She had grown up in the country, so she had seen male animals’ genitalia and wondered about the differences between a stallion’s anatomy, for example, and a human male’s. She flushed hotly.

Apparently, observing Herington’s cock, there was not that much of a difference and it was only Charlie who differed in that characteristic among the species.

“No,” she finally murmured in her husky boy voice. “I am not so blessed.”

Charlotte kneeled before Herington when he touched her shoulders and helped him step out of his boots and trousers. “It is not all men who are blessed with a cock the size of Herington’s, so do not dismay,” Charlotte said kindly. “Men come in all sizes and shapes, both smaller and larger than your uncle. Four inches to near a foot long, straight and bowed, so thick that I can’t get my hand around it, and some as thin as my big toe.”

Herington pursed his lips in vague irritation. “Surely you exaggerate somewhat on your larger dimensions, Charlotte.”

Charlotte didn’t argue. For a reason that Lora couldn’t understand, she glanced over at Lora and gave a secret, wistful smile.

Lora didn’t know what to make of this shocking information—the four inches or the almost a foot, the circumference of a hand, or the roundness of a toe—because Charlie matched up to none of those measures. Oh, dear. This was not what she expected. Herington was somewhere in between Charlotte’s specifications. No wonder her aunt had warned her so strenuously. The head of Herington’s cock looked ruddy and smooth where it seemed to wave at Lora beneath his white shirt. While Charlotte was bent, removing his boot, Herington suddenly whipped his shirt over his head and stood before Lora nearly naked. His cock bounced up several inches at Lora’s stunned expression. Taking advantage of Charlotte’s momentary distraction, he stroked himself several times from root to tip while he held Lora’s stare, daring her not to look down.

It was a dare he was glad she lost, for once.

Lora moved restlessly on her chair. Herington’s regular depravities would undoubtedly inflict their punishments on his body sometime in the near future, but for the most part, he had gone unscathed thus far. Only the slight paunch at his belly subtracted from his otherwise compact, heavily muscled body. He was not entirely displeasing to a woman’s eye, Lora decided objectively.

“And…and which size do you prefer, Charlotte?” Lora finally asked, trying to keep her face straight.

Charlotte grinned as she glanced over at her, and Lora uncannily read her expression to say, That is not a question that you ask of a whore, silly boy, for the answer will always be that I prefer the size and shape of the cock that is currently paying me. Charlotte’s attention was diverted, however, by Herington lacing his fingers through her dark curls—curls that Lora suddenly realized were arranged just as Lora usually wore her own.

“Charlotte cannot tell you presently, dear nephew, because her mouth is otherwise occupied,” Herington murmured.

A sound of surprise rose in Charlotte’s throat but was quickly stifled by Herington’s cock being pushed between her lips. Her gasp was seemingly transferred to Lora, who watched what was happening with dazed disbelief. Lora saw the woman’s pink tongue come out to swirl about and tease the head. Then she slid him into her mouth between her pursed lips. Herington’s face tightened with pleasure. His dark brown eyes pinned Lora.

Lora was determined not to act like a flighty ingénue. She examined the proceedings with what she hoped appeared to be detached interest as Charlotte hungrily sucked Herington deeper. Her hand came up and cupped Herington’s alleged mighty balls and he groaned.

“This would be the, um…French manner of making love that you and your friends have spoken of in such glowing terms,” Lora managed after a few moments.

“It would be,” Herington said. He moved his arm aside so as to make it easier for Lora to fully view the procedure about which they conversed. His left hand gripped Charlotte behind her head and held her steady. She obeyed his nonverbal request and let him pump his cock between her lips at his own rate and pressure.

Lora gasped. She couldn’t believe that it was possible for a woman to take an eight-inch-long pillar of thick flesh into her body anywhere…but into her mouth? Yet Charlotte appeared to be doing just that, leaving a bare inch or so unattended at Herington’s root. Lora was glad of the coverage of her greatcoat because she had a need to press her thighs together tightly to quell the unbearable pressure that grew there.

“This is an activity, dear nephew, which most men cannot live without. A gently bred wife would faint dead away at even the hint of performing such an act. So it is the whores and mistresses who are relegated to it.” Herington’s eyes were filled with lust and amusement as he told Lora this while he pulsed and pumped between Charlotte’s lips. He pushed back Charlotte’s long curls to expose her throat. “Charlotte’s technique is superb, look how she swallows me, fools her body’s urging to push me out when she gags and still manages to create a superb suction. Use your hand, pet,” Herington ordered quietly.

Unintentionally, Lora sat forward when Charlotte moved, once again sliding Herington’s swollen cock in and out of her mouth, adding her hand to increase his pleasure. Lora’s eyes flicked up, taking in the perspiration that coated Herington’s belly and the way he watched Charlotte’s ministrations with such a hard edge to his mouth. Charlotte stared up at him with wide, worshipful eyes as she bobbed her head back and forth over his penis.

What would it be like to make love to a man in such a way? Lora wondered. Charlotte obviously wielded a degree of power that Lora had only guessed at along with her flirtations and daringly low necklines. And yet, as arousing as this was to her, she could not imagine wanting to kneel before Herington and submit herself to his desires.

She was Lora Alexander, after all.

Lora suddenly became aware that Herington was watching her. He abruptly backed away from Charlotte’s hungry mouth.

“Rise, Charlotte, and undress. We have many more ways to demonstrate to my nephew how a man finds his pleasure with a woman.”

As Charlotte rose and began to remove her clothing, Herington eyed Lora with sharp anger. Lora sighed. He had somehow gleaned her thoughts.

“Leave on your garters and stockings, Charlotte. They please me,” Herington said when he abruptly ripped his eyes from Lora’s gaze and took note of Charlotte. “Sit there on the bed so that my nephew can have good view of you, as well.”

Lora’s face flushed with embarrassment at his command. Her gaze pointedly avoided Charlotte as she perched on the high bed only feet away from Lora. It had been Herington’s way of punishing her for what he’d sensed earlier. Now he would want to humiliate her for believing that she was too good for him.

He came to stand beside Charlotte, leaving both of them in full view of Lora. His glistening cock waggled lewdly in front of him. He trailed a hand down Charlotte’s cheek and dark curls, lowering to her high, white breasts. He teased a pert nipple as he spoke.

“And what is your opinion?” he asked Lora with dark amusement. “You saw the Lady Alexander tonight in the queen’s box at the play. Is it true what my friends say, that Charlotte resembles that beautiful lady?”

Lora tried to look away, but she couldn’t stop herself from watching as Herington played with dark pink nipples that stood in such contrast to white skin. She noticed how Charlotte’s plump hips squirmed restlessly with arousal on the bed. “I…I did not see clearly the lady to which you refer,” Lora murmured evasively.

Herington sneered at her lack of courage. “And what do you think, Charlotte? Have you ever seen the Lady Alexander?”

Charlotte looked at Herington as if scandalized. “Of course not, my lord. But I hear from the men that I look like her in some ways…but not in others.”

Herington ran his hands through her dark curls. “You are similar to her here.”

Charlotte bobbed her head. “Yes, I wear my hair in the hairstyle made famous by her, but I do not believe my curls have the sheen that I have heard spoken of so highly.”

“And here.” Herington lightly brushed her eyelid with his fingertip.

Again, Charlotte nodded. “Our eyes are both wide and dark. But my eyes are brown. And those who adore Lady Alexander say that her eyes are a bewitching dark blue.”

“And what of here?” Herington asked as he cupped a breast in his palm and squeezed tightly.

Charlotte squealed. He made up for his harshness by finessing a pretty nipple once again. “That is where I disappoint, for the Lady Alexander is said to have the breasts of a goddess, round and shapely and firm. And her skin is said to be white as alabaster and glow as if from within.”

Herington laughed. “Tell my nephew what so many men want to do to you, Charlotte, after spending an evening in the presence of the lady of which we speak.”

Charlotte gave Lora a gamine grin. “They want to plunge their cocks between my mounds, little nephew, and imagine that they are fucking what Lady Alexander has been tempting them with all of the evening.”

“What?” Lora asked stupidly. This entire conversation had left her embarrassed and half witless.

“Lie back on the bed, Charlotte, and we will demonstrate for my innocent, tongue-tied nephew that of which you speak. I will get the oil,” Herington said as he went to the trunk and raised it, his actions striking Lora as very familiar. “Come closer, nephew,” he baited as he uncorked a green bottle and spilled a drizzle of thick oil into the valley of Charlotte’s breasts.”

“I don’t…” Lora fumbled for an excuse, despite her curiosity.

“Come closer,” Herington insisted grimly. “Stand there, at the foot of the bed.”

Lora rose on shaky legs and approached. Charlotte lay with her head toward the foot. Lora was glad she didn’t have to look directly into the woman’s face. She placed her hands on the top of the wooden footboard. Her eyes sharpened with interest when Herington poured some of the oil into his own hand and massaged it onto his cock. Despite herself, Lora’s tongue licked her lower lip distractedly at the sight of his glistening, stiff rod.

Herington straddled Charlotte and she pressed her breasts together tightly. He thrust his cock into the furrow between them. After a few strokes, he became more forceful, making her breasts bob up as his balls slapped into them lustily. Lora’s eyes widened when he transferred his arms to the footboard, next to her own while he continued to thrust. His face was only inches from her own.

“What do you think of this manner of finding pleasure, nephew?” Herington whispered through lips curled up on one side. “Do you think that Lady Alexander allows her husband to fuck her succulent breasts in such a fashion when they retire to their home after spending the evening with the queen?”

Lora swallowed heavily. Against her will, she pressed her sex against the wood of the footboard, for the sight in front of her was undeniably arousing, causing blood to pool between her legs, hot and heavy. But she couldn’t stand to have Herington getting the better of her.

“I can’t imagine that such a manner of lovemaking would give the Lady Alexander much pleasure, or Charlotte…or any woman, for that matter.”

His eyes narrowed in anger. His face came closer to Lora’s, zeroing in on her haughty mouth. He’d kissed her twice before and Lora had let him for a few seconds before she pushed him away in a mixture of irritation and lust. She wanted to move away now, but her stubbornness, and perhaps her growing desire, made her stay put and meet his challenging gaze.

“You think she is not enjoying this, nephew? Look again,” Herington hissed.

Lora’s eyes dropped and she gasped. Charlotte was now capturing Herington’s cock in her eager mouth on his upstrokes through her breasts, gulping him between her lips wantonly.

“A real woman enjoys giving a man pleasure,” Herington muttered angrily before he leaned forward and gave Lora a punishing kiss. Lora returned it with just as much anger and just as much passion but as usual, she was the one who broke it, although she did not back away. She glared at Herington defiantly.

Herington whispered a foul curse. He flung himself off the bed and dragged a disoriented Charlotte up after him. He sat down on the edge and grabbed her hips, turning her away from him.

“Bend over, Charlotte, and show this young boy how proud you are of your feminine wares,” Herington ordered.

Charlotte supplely bent over and Herington parted her ass cheeks, and then her moist nether lips. “Do you see that?” He slid his finger into her pussy and covered himself in cream before he flicked it over the button of red flesh that protruded between her swollen lips. Charlotte moaned loudly. “See how wet she is, how willing? Here is a woman who is not ashamed to please a man. And this here? This tiny, dark hole?” Herington caressed Charlotte’s asshole with his moist finger. Charlotte gasped and rubbed against him sinuously. “See how she loves it when I touch her even there? This is a real woman, nephew. Never doubt it. This, and not those stiff, preening, cold beauties of the court, like the Lady Alexander.”

He grabbed his now angry-looking cock and Charlotte’s hips, pulling her to him. Charlotte shouted when he thrust into her with one hard stroke. “Fuck me, Charlotte. Show my young nephew how a woman pleases a man.”

Charlotte acquiesced eagerly, tensing her thighs and bouncing up and down joyfully in Herington’s lap. He looked up with burning eyes to see how Lora enjoyed the show. He was not disappointed at what he saw. Her beautiful eyes were glazed with desire as they watched Charlotte take his engorged, slick member into her body again and again. He continued to watch the woman of his fantasies as he grabbed Charlotte’s hips and used all of his upper body strength to increase the pressure of her strokes. Herington was only vaguely aware of Charlotte’s increasingly loud sounds of desperate arousal.

“Please, Herington…ooh, please…” Charlotte moaned, but Herington was too focused on Lora to pay her heed.

Lora watched Charlotte’s face grimace, as though she were in pain. Concern dampened her arousal. “Are you hurting her, Herington?” she asked anxiously, forgetting her boy’s voice.

“Hurting her?” Herington asked. Lora realized for the first time that the tilt of Herington’s mouth was not only hard, it was cruel. He grabbed Charlotte’s curls and pulled her head back as they continued their frantic coupling. “She loves it. She is just greedy for her release, aren’t you, Charlotte?”

“Yes. Ah, the pressure…please…please!”

But instead of giving her whatever it was that she requested, Herington pushed her off him and stood. Lora felt compassion for Charlotte as she groaned in what appeared to be genuine discomfort. Still, she didn’t argue when Herington urged her to lean over the bed.

“You have forgotten that we are going to show my nephew all of the ways of finding pleasure in a woman’s body, Charlotte.”

Charlotte’s response was a shaky moan and a flash of irritation, which she hid from Herington but not from Lora. Even though Lora was ignorant in the ways of making love, she couldn’t help but recall Charlotte’s earlier statement and Herington’s careless disregard of it. And what of teaching him the ways of pleasuring a woman?

It was obvious that Herington believed such a question was inconsequential.

Lora watched Herington rub fresh oil into his furious-looking cock. Her mouth fell open in disbelief when he parted Charlotte’s plump cheeks and pressed his cock to her private hole.

“Herington, you can’t mean to—”

“Fuck this whore’s asshole? Yes, that is what I mean to do.” His eyes were like glistening black beads as he watched Lora’s face. He thrust hard.

Charlotte shouted out as he penetrated her.

“Stop…stop it, Herington!” Lora insisted, pushing at his shoulder, panicked by what she was watching and the look of agony on Charlotte’s flushed face. “You’re hurting her!”

“Hush. You are an ignorant fool when it comes to this,” Herington said angrily as he began to rock in and out of Charlotte.

Charlotte moaned. Lora thought she recognized arousal instead of pain.

“Are you all right, Charlotte?” Lora asked, her face pulled tight with worry.

Charlotte’s eyes flickered open. For a brief moment their gazes met and a message of understanding seemed to pass between the two women. Then Charlotte’s mouth went slack with lust. “Do not worry,” she whispered hoarsely. “There is pain at first, but now…ohh…ahh…ahh…”

Lora was left in little doubt of what Charlotte was feeling now. The dark-haired beauty braced her body with one hand and stimulated her sex with her other one, eager to bring herself a measure of the relief that Herington wouldn’t provide in his selfishness.

Herington was thrusting madly now, his face reddened and contorted in an expression that frightened Lora. Unconsciously, she stepped away from the scene before her.

“What do you think, Charlotte?” he asked roughly through teeth clenched tightly in his effort to savor his pleasure instead of spending it. “Do you think that Lady Alexander would like to have her asshole plowed in such a manner?”

Charlotte panted as she skimmed on the precipice of a steep cliff of orgasm, her fingers moving rapidly over her sex. Her eyes opened briefly and focused on Lora’s face. She gave a small, not unkind smile.

“If I were ever to meet her, I would recommend it to her wholeheartedly.”

She closed her eyes and screamed as she came.

Lora watched in mixed fascination and horror as Herington shouted out in climax as well. The two of them resembled a sweating, moaning beast of convulsing, concentrated pleasure. Tears scattered down her face at the sight. Her body was on fire with arousal, but she was filled with more shame than she’d ever experienced in her life. That look on Charlotte’s face—she had known who Lora was. She had known all along. And Herington had known that she knew.

They had been laughing at her, sporting with her, even using her to enhance their pleasure.

Lora turned and staggered blindly for the door, desperate to flee but already recognizing that it would be impossible to outrun her sense of self-degradation and shame.

* * * * *

Was there a more fitting place for her on Earth? Lora wondered in self-disgust several minutes later as she lowered herself down the ladder from the sewage drain into the underground tunnel on Lyme Street in Camden. The metal felt greasy and filthy beneath her single gripping hand—her other held a smoky torch. She didn’t bat an eye at the sound of a rat scurrying in the blackness. Lora wondered glumly if it wasn’t because she’d become as one with the vermin. The alcohol in her blood had worn thin, leaving her exhausted and empty, yet she still had a good fifteen-minute walk back to Heath House.

She staggered along beneath the weight of the coat she’d borrowed from Herrington’s friend Bigsby and her chaotic emotions. The tears that fell in rivulets down her cheeks were just as spiritless and sluggish as the flow of the once mighty River Fleet that trickled to the left of her in the subterranean passage. She’d come to feel a kinship with the sadly diminished river. How like man to stifle a powerful force of nature for the whim of convenience and the vice of laziness. She didn’t care for Herington’s pointed allusions earlier to discovering her secrets about how she navigated about London so effortlessly without creating gossip among the gentry or the servants.

The last thing she needed was for Herington to ruin the poignant knowledge of her dying underground river.

Lora liked to run next to the Fleet after a thunderstorm when it flowed energetically, her heart buoyant with expectation for whatever adventure her lusty spirit had contrived for the night. When she’d first discovered the tunnel in a subbasement passageway of Heath House two years ago, she had been terrified of the dank, pitch-black hole. But it hadn’t taken long for her to navigate the tunnels and use them for her own means.

A “lady” in Victorian England had so few opportunities to truly live, after all.

“If tonight is what you call living, idiot, you may as well embrace death now,” Lora muttered to herself irritably as she walked. Images of Charlotte and Herington convulsing in orgasm kept leaping up behind her eyes unbidden, creating an untenable paradox in Lora of carnal desire and self-hatred.

“This is what you’ve stooped to,” she scolded herself bitterly.

She barely gave a second thought to the cool, dank air that moved across her damp cheeks several minutes later. That particular passage to her right signaled that she was just blocks away from Heath House.

She had no opportunity to be fearful or anxious. Her fate plowed into her with an abrupt blow to her right shoulder.

“Ohmphf!” Two grunts mingled as bodies collided.

Lora’s torch fell to the floor, sputtering for several seconds before it was quenched. In that brief period, Lora thought she saw the dark face of a Moor made terrifying by the twisting shadows cast by the flickering light and his close proximity. Her lips opened in preparation to scream, but a hand clapped over her mouth and a sinewy arm immobilized her upper body. Her shout vibrated like a trapped creature in her throat.

“Caught a little rat, Jab?” a resonant voice asked drolly from somewhere in the distance.

The man who held her grunted sharply when she elbowed his ribs, but rearranged her in his manacling hold without retribution. Lora was a little surprised at how mellow his voice sounded when he spoke close to her hear.

“He’s…she’s…it’s small enough to be one.”

She made a sound of fury deep in her throat and struggled all the harder. She wasn’t that small, the impudent fool! And how dare he call her an it. Her heart beat wildly in her ears, and not just from shock and exertion. The two men’s voices had an unidentifiable foreign accent—the one who restrained her more so than the other—but both were undoubtedly the voices of educated gentlemen. These weren’t the criminals and riffraff who hung around the Fleet near Blackfriars and the Thames. Was her underground lifestyle about to be revealed?

She paused in her frantic attempts at escape when a glowing circle of light drew nearer. She blinked when the torch was held a foot or so from her face. The man who inspected her remained in the shadows but Lora saw that he suddenly went very still, or had she imagined it?

“A she rat, I think. I have never seen a male of the variety with quite such luxurious lashes. The Fleet must feed her well.”

Lora strained her eyes, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t make out the owner of the deep, resonant voice. He remained merely a tall shadow outside the weak bubble of light.

“Quit teasing, Sin, and tell me what you want me to do with the little package. She may be small, but she’s strong. She’s bound to get luckier in her location the next time she swings an elbow.”

Lora had resumed her struggling, but she abruptly paused when she realized that the shadowed man in front of her didn’t respond for several seconds, as though he were deliberating on her fate. If they murdered her and tossed her into the Fleet, she would never be found. Fear tore through her bowels like a blade. She flinched when the torch drew nearer to her face.

“You have nothing to fear, little river rat. But you are lucky it was us who happened upon you. Most wouldn’t recognize that you were just a misguided creature who longs to curl up in her soft bed after a night ill-spent. You haven’t far to go to your den, little one.”

Lora’s eyes went wide. He was telling her that he knew exactly who she was, of course. She began to shake her head adamantly. Even though she couldn’t actually see the tall man’s face, she strangely sensed his abrupt impatience.

“I’ll take her, Jab.”

“That’s not necessary, Sin.” The mellow voice sounded vaguely disappointed.

“I said I’ve got her. You stay here with the torch. Seanny and the others are right behind us with the load. I’d know my way with my eyes closed.”

The air whooshed out of Lora’s lungs when she was lifted and unceremoniously tossed over a shoulder alarmingly high up from the ground. When her shock had abated, she let out the scream that had been building in her throat for so long. She abruptly stopped, gasping in shock, when the man lifted Bigsby’s coat and swatted her bottom with a firm palm.

“Just who do you think is going to hear your ranting down here, fool woman?”

Lora saw red. Had he really just done that? She was so angry at being treated in such a manner that she hardly knew what she said. “You heard me, didn’t you?”

“Much good that’ll do you,” he muttered almost distractedly as he resumed walking.

Lora twisted until her mouth was near his ear. “It’ll do me a great deal of good, though,” she muttered viciously.

She opened her mouth and let out a scream that could have sliced through metal.

“Bloody hell!”

Lora yelped when he grabbed the back of her coat and yanked ruthlessly. Her feet hit the ground so heavily that her teeth clattered and she saw bright lights. Despite her discomposure, she felt his warm breath ghost her face as he leaned down over her. She went very still when she realized she was pressed against a very hard, imposing male body. She rolled her hips and twisted wildly before she suddenly went still. She’d just brushed up against a long, hard object at his outer thigh.

It was a sheathed sword, there could be no doubt of it. No one carried a sword in the year 1858 unless it was for ceremonial purposes or fencing. No one except…

No. It couldn’t be. They said he’d used just the tip of that infamous blade to deftly remove Virginia Verges’ new ruby necklace that her rich French husband had bought for her and had done the same for the Countess D’Arenberg’s famous Egyptian twenty-carat emerald. The rumors suggested that his motivation had been just as much those two women’s fair faces and lovely bosoms as their jewels, because he, more often than not, ignored the majority of the over-decorated aristocratic females present during his crimes, no matter how their jeweled breasts fluttered in anxious anticipation to feel the tip of his blade caress their tender skin.

A whimper slipped past her lips when the man she suspected was none other than the notorious Blade himself reached up under her hat and forced long fingers into the tightly coiled hair beneath her boy wig.

“Take care, little rat,” he said with deadly softness. “Scream like that again and I’ll crush you under my boot.”

“Hah!” Lora scoffed, despite the fact that she could hardly hear because blood pounded so loudly in her ears with fear. “I’m the one who is going to see you crushed, you…animal…you scum…you…” Her mind searched for a word foul enough to call him, falling upon one that she’d heard tonight for the first time in her life. “You dick!” Lora’s mouth fell open in genuine disbelief at the laughter that ensued.

“How dare you laugh at me? Do you know who I am? How can you justify treating me in such a way?”

His deep laughter abruptly stilled. Lora’s eyes went wide in alarm when she sensed him lean closer in the darkness.

“I know who you are. I know what you are. And I’ll treat you exactly like you deserve to be treated.”

His tongue sliced brutally between her lips, defiling her mouth in a manner even more lewd than Lora had seen the customers at The Rose treat the whores. She tried to jerk away in protest, but his fingers fisted into her tightly coiled hair, causing tears to spring into her eyes when she attempted to move away. He held her against his long, unyielding body with another hand at her lower back. His hard lips bruised her own as his mouth fixed her into place for his pillaging tongue. She squirmed against him in mindless desperation, but she’d never known that a human being could be so uncompromisingly hard. When she heard a deep, gratified grunt in his throat, Lora immediately stilled, recognizing that he liked the friction she created with her struggling.

It was reprehensible. She had to stand there and allow this stranger to sink his tongue lasciviously into her mouth again and again while he molded her lips to his in any way he pleased, applying an exquisite suction. His savage kiss unaccountably brought to mind Herington’s cock plunging in and out of Charlotte’s body. That was what he was doing. He was fucking her mouth with his tongue.

Much to Lora’s amazement, he seemed to be more focused and avid about doing it than Herington had about doing the equivalent with his cock.

Her muffled cries of protest segued into a whimper of dawning wonder.

Liquid heat fanned out over her sex. It was like an itch that required friction to silence it. Lora recognized the sensation, but only by flavor, not by degree. Even watching Herington fuck Charlotte tonight hadn’t created a fraction of this demanding burn. Hating that she was losing the battle of wills with this stranger but powerless to resist, Lora strained up against his hard body in order to quiet the nerve endings that were suddenly throbbing across every inch of her skin. Her tongue probed experimentally, intoxicated by his rich, elementally male taste.

A low growl vibrated in his throat. For a precious few seconds, his assault softened to a bold, questing caress. Lora felt herself melting like candle wax beneath his consuming heat. When he tore his mouth away from hers a moment later, Lora craned up after him in the darkness.

That small bit of knowledge became the source of great shame and puzzlement when she was no longer under the hypnotic control of his mouth and hands.

He yanked hard on her arm.

“Proud of yourself?” he mocked coldly. “No man is immune to your lips, isn’t that what they say, Lady Alexander? Come on,” he ordered in a gravelly voice. He stopped abruptly when he felt her resistance. “And if the next words that come out of your mouth are ‘how dare you’ I swear I’ll turn you over my knee here and now. I don’t care how many fucking titles you have.”

Lora gasped in shock. She wasn’t sure if it was in sheer incredulity that he knew her name, his crudity or the potent fury that resonated in his deep voice.

“You can let go of my arm,” she said with peevish wariness after a while. She’d been stumbling after him for a minute now, cautious about unleashing another barrage of insults from him. “I’m not going to run away.”

He didn’t respond, let go or lessen his pace. Lora ran after him in order to keep up with his long legs. She was terrified of falling in the pitch blackness, but his stride was sure, as though he had the vision of a night predator. At least the Fleet bubbled next to her, soothing and reassuring. She knew she shouldn’t be shocked, but she still was when he halted, grabbed her right hand and placed it on the rusty ladder that she immediately recognized as leading to the subbasement drain beneath Heath House.

“Wait!” Lora called out when he let go and she sensed that he was walking away without another word.

“What?” he asked flatly. He sounded like he was already quite a distance from her.

“That’s it? Aren’t you going to torment me about how you’re going to reveal my nocturnal activities to all of London?” she asked scathingly.

“You actually care?” he countered with a cold, swift parry that made her blink.

“Who are you?” Her curiosity made her forget that she was supposed to be outraged at his treatment of her.

He made a resigned sound of disgust.

“You figure it out, little river rat. You’ve had the advantages of an English aristocratic lady’s education, right?”

Lora heard his soft bark of sarcastic laughter as he turned away. She tightened her fists on the railing to prevent their trembling, already sensing that he’d disappeared into the enveloping blackness.

Chapter Two

 

Although Lora was a consummate actress, there was no need to feign her exhaustion the next morning. She threw an irritated glance at Molly as she scuttled about her bedroom and flung open the heavy drapes. Charlie’s ranting was no less appreciated.

“Not go to Monmouth today? When will you meet us there, then?” Charlie blustered from where he sat at the foot of her enormous bed. His eyes were bloodshot from his alcoholic excesses of the night before and several blood vessels had broken on the surface of his already ruddy nose. With his reddish-blond hair, fat jowls and round tummy, Lora unkindly mentally compared him to an overripe tomato.

“Never, perhaps, Charlie,” Lora murmured languidly from beneath the covers.

“Are you ill, my pet?”

Lora pointedly ignored Molly’s arched brows and doubtful expression as she poured her mistress’s tea. Damn that woman’s temerity.

“I’m not ill, Charlie, just overtired.”

Charlie patted her lower leg awkwardly. “Poor girl. Your health is so frail.”

“Molly,” Lora said abruptly to cover her maid’s snort of derision.

“Yes, milady?” Molly asked, her blue eyes as innocent as warm milk.

“That will be all. Please inform Mrs. Faraday and Archer that I will be staying at Heath House, after all,” she murmured in a dulcet tone that matched her maid’s.

“But Lora, London in the summertime can hardly help your fragile state of health,” Charlie protested helplessly.

Lora sighed. “Charlie, dear, you make it sound like Hampstead is Whitechapel. We have just as much fresh air and nature here as we do in the country,” she said truthfully. Although Hampstead was considered to be part of London, Heath House and its few neighboring manors were situated on enormous tracts of land filled with meticulously cultured gardens and natural woods and landscapes.

“But we are taking most of the staff with us to Monmouth. And it’s not safe! That damned Blade character and his band of thieves is widening his scope around London. Haven’t you heard? He robbed St. Albans on Euston Street just last night while George was in the midst of entertaining.”

“If you refer to the musical blunderings of his two daughters, it should hardly be called entertainment,” Lora commented spiritlessly, although her mind was working energetically enough. Yes, that would fit. The Fleet ran near Euston Street as well.

“The scoundrel made free with both of his Gainsborough portraits along with several foreign pieces…a Grecian statue of Anubis all encrusted with jewels, or some such. That’s the piece St. Albans was most riled about. He bid against the British Museum itself for that one and what he paid for it could have bought him a small country. This Blade is making a great fool of Blandon and the rest of the folks at Scotland Yard. Herington and I spoke with Blandon last night before the play. The Yard’s new commissioner is infuriated by the fact that the Blade is pretending to be a gentleman behind that mask and being romanticized by the press,” Charlie said.

“Blandon is a great, blustering fool,” Lora murmured, recalling how she had met the pompous little commissioner on two or three social occasions. The queen seemed to think that his imperious smugness indicated vast intelligence, but Lora hadn’t cared for the way his bulbous eyes had remained glued to her décolletage the entire time he conversed with her. She had been immensely pleased when their conversations had revealed that Blandon’s supposed intelligence was nothing more than conceit and narrow-mindedness.

“He’ll catch this Blade, nonetheless. It’s only a matter of time. But for now, it wouldn’t be safe for you to be here alone,” Charlie whined.

“There is nothing to interest the Blade at Heath House. Certainly no anomalous Greek sculptures of Egyptian gods.”

Laura frowned when her gaze landed on the Singer portrait of herself that hung over the fireplace. It was generally known that the painting was considered to be one of his masterpieces. The thought struck Lora that she looked as cold and lifeless in it as the glossy gems she wore at her throat and ears. Why must she always be so sharp with Charlie? It’s not as if he ever understood her sarcasm, and it only made Lora feel even smaller and nastier than she already was.

She rallied by giving him a wan smile. Poor Charlie. He couldn’t help who he was any more than he could force himself into being what he was not.

“I shall be safe, Charlie. Archer will be here, and you know how protective he is of me,” she soothed, reminding him of their more than formidable butler who could be a fierce giant when the situation warranted it, but gentle as a lamb when it came to Lora. “You complain now, but Herington, Bigsby and yourself will never miss me, you’ll be so preoccupied with your hunting and shooting.”

Charlie looked doubtful. Everyone knew that the mere presence of his effervescent wife made the most mundane of occasions into a party. “Perhaps we will return to London sooner than we had expected. You know how Herington always misses his pleasures in the country.”

Lora hid her look of disgust. Substitute pleasures for whores and one got the true meaning of Charlie’s statement. Herington found the prostitutes in the country too gauche and ugly for the refined tastes of an aristocratic gentleman.

“I suppose I will have to allow it, then,” Charlie said gloomily after a pause. “Bigsby will be blasted by the news. I daresay Herington will be, too.”

“Your longing for me will only make your return to London all that much more bearable, Charlie,” she murmured. Lora turned her cheek languidly into the pillow so that her husband could brush a farewell kiss on the other.

She was glad he didn’t notice the way her pulse leapt with excitement at her throat before he finally turned to leave her.

* * * * *

Once she had contented herself with breezing through a Heath House made somehow sunny and airy with the absence of her husband and a good portion of the ostentatious staff, Lora sought out Molly with determination. She found her in her suite, meticulously dusting off the items on Lora’s elegant dressing table.

“There you are!” Lora exclaimed. She scowled at her reflection in the mirror before she picked up her tortoiseshell comb and studied it with practiced indifference. When she’d removed her boy’s wig last night and painstakingly released the multitude of tightly pinned coils from her head, her near black hair had fallen in a cascade of untamed, glossy curls down her back. She had run a brush through it this morning, but the results were rather alarming. She looked like a half-wild hoyden.

“Molly, what did you say the name was of that invalid who lives at Ashton?” Lora asked idly, referring to the large mansion just down the rolling green from Heath House.

Molly paused in dusting Lora’s beautiful chased silver hairbrush. “Why do you want to know that?” she asked suspiciously.

“Rosie says that she thought it would be nice to send him one of her pies.”

Molly’s stance turned militant at that, as Lora well knew that it would. Molly and the cook were forever in a feud. “That old bag’s never cared one way or another ‘bout it before! She’s up to somethin’, she is! Mr. Drake doesn’t want none of her sour pies! He just wants to be left alone.”

“Oh, well, it’s no matter,” Lora said as she carelessly pulled the comb through a single silky tendril. “Molly, please go and get the dress that I borrow from you sometimes,” she added almost offhandedly.

“You ain’t decent in my dresses and you know it,” the golden-haired maid scolded.

“You said that you would let out the bust.”

“I never said no such thing!” Molly sassed.

Lora gave her a repressive stare. “I asked for it to be done, which should have been the equivalent.” Her irrepressible maid and longtime friend merely sniffed. Lora frowned and gave up all attempts at subtlety.

“Just go get the damned dress, Molly. Go!” she countered fiercely when Molly opened her mouth to protest.

* * * * *

Later that afternoon, Lora paced in her suite restlessly while she waited until she was sure that Rosie and Mrs. Faraday had retired to their rooms to enjoy an afternoon nap. Her hands restlessly smoothed the simple muslin dress that she wore. It would be perfect for a little adventuring. After an anxious glance at her watch, she cautiously opened her bedroom door.

It was now or never.

She stopped abruptly in the entrance to the kitchen a moment later when she heard an aroused moan.

“It’s too big, Seanny,” Molly mewled.

“Ya say that every time, Molly m’girl, and ya always take me in the end. Now stop your bloody whining. If ya can take the boss’ stalk, ya can take moin,” an amused voice answered.

Molly closed her eyes as though lost in memory. Her pink tongue slid across her lower lip lasciviously. “But he gets my juices running so thick that my knees are wet by the time he slides his home…unlike you, Seanny. You got the brains and the cock of a bloody bull, you do! Oh…oh, Seanny!”

Lora froze, mouth and eyes open wide. The reason that her maid and her companion hadn’t noticed her entrance was that both were inside an enormous pantry, although the door remained open. The other explanation for why Molly was oblivious to Lora’s presence was that she was bent over with her gown shoved around her waist and her ass in the air while a strapping, blond-haired buck’s cock rammed deeper into her with each forceful thrust.

Lora made a muffled sound of mortification before she turned and reached for the cellar stairs, panicked lest they see her. She closed it abruptly, neglecting to muffle the sound in her haste. Her heart thumped loudly in her ears. Surely they were too involved to notice. By the time she’d returned from her little investigation, Molly and her man would be…

The image of Herington and Charlotte convulsing in orgasm once again flashed in front of her eyes.

Good God, was every adult on this planet the recipient of good sex but her?

Not ten minutes later, she raised her candle into the pitch blackness and scanned the underground tunnel for a hundred feet or so before she found it, just as she’d known she would. Her right hand gripped the metal ladder so like the one beneath the grate at Heath House.

A moment later, she rose into a subbasement of Ashton.

It wasn’t as difficult to navigate as Lora had feared it might be. Heath House and Ashton might have been built by the same person; the passages leading to the main cellar were so similar. She grinned in triumph and held her candle high when she finally entered the open space of the true cellar. Her smile was almost immediately replaced by a small cry of terror when she saw several tall, draped figures just feet away from her. When Lora realized that the figures weren’t human, but some sort of statuary that had been covered for protection, she breathed a ragged sigh of relief. She moved forward, sweeping her candle as she went, looking for an opening in all the clutter on the floor.

She bumped against something with her thigh, causing the protective cloth to slither to the floor. The light from her candle caught the edge of the revealed object. She lowered her hand to examine it, then knelt to study the canvas in front of her more closely. A purring sound of satisfaction vibrated her throat when she saw the Gainsborough portrait of a powdered eighteenth-century duchess. She stood rapidly and pulled the covers off one piece of statuary after another.

When the sapphire eyes of Anubis glittered ominously at her in the candlelight, she cried out in a mixture of alarm and victory.

The cry quickly morphed into a muffled scream when her candle was knocked from her hand roughly and two strong arms wrapped around her from the back, pinning her in place. A thick cloth was thrown over head. She cried out pitifully at the abrupt change of circumstances. When her captor slung her over his shoulder, Lora regained enough composure to resist. Whoever held her didn’t possess the effortless strength of the man last night. But her arms and thighs were bound by the tight sack and a pair of strong arms held her kicking shins immobile against a hard chest. Lora bit her lip hard to stop herself from crying out at the ignominy.

To be treated in such a manner twice in a twenty-four-hour period was untenable!

“Put me down this instant! Do you know who I am?” Lora demanded, but much of the authority in her voice was muffled by the thick cloth and the fact that she spoke into the man’s back.

“I ain’t a hundred percent sure, but I got a good idea,” a surprisingly cheerful voice answered her. “The boss’ll know what to do with a little snoop like you.”

Lora went completely still. The boss? Her heart—already beating wildly with anxiety—redoubled its pounding. They began to rise up the stairs as Lora mentally scrambled for a viable plan of action, but her mind was a blur. She was being conveyed across even ground, but suddenly they began to rise again.

“Wait!” Lora said wildly. “I…I’m rich. I’ll pay you to release me. Please, you only have to—” Her plea was interrupted by a male voice calling out cheekily from below.

“Wot ya got there, Seanny? Right lovely ankles! Where can I get me one?”

“You can have her when the boss is done with her, Jack, if I don’t get to her first!” her captor called back gaily.

Lora went preternaturally still at the men’s crude bantering. Seanny must have noticed.

“No fear, lass. It was a bit of fun we was having, nothin’ more. We like to tease each other ‘bout the ladies. No harm will come to ya.” He seemed to reconsider when he reached the top of the landing. “No real harm, anyhow,” he added with a grin. “Just keep in mind that the boss’s bark is worse than his bite.”

Despite her frazzled nerves, Lora made a muffled sound of derision. As far as she was concerned, his boss’s bite was far more dangerous than his bark. She heard a brisk knock a moment later and a distant deep voice bidding entrance. Seanny opened the door and abruptly swung her down to her feet, ignoring her loud gasp as she hit the floor in a graceless thud.

“Howya, boss.”

“What is it, Seanny? I’m busy. “There was a brief pause in which Lora heard the sound of boots on the hardwood floor before he resumed. “Bloody hell. It’s our little river rat from last night, isn’t it?”

Lora strained again to identify the accent. It was essentially English—or gentile Irish?—but there was a vaguely exotic lilt that laced through it, the origins of which eluded her.

“Is she bound?”

“No, but I’ll see to that soon enough,” Sean replied airily.

“No! Why should I be bound? I’m not going to try to…and…oh…damn you both straight to hell!”

Her words were summarily ignored by all parties present as her back was pressed against the front of the long, lean body that she recognized all too perfectly from last night and manacled by arms that were like bands of steel. Sean lifted the tight sack to tie her wrists. Her cries of fury were muffled once again when Sean lowered the sack.

“She’s a feisty one, boss. Caught her nosing around the loot down in the basement.”

A curse that befitted a sailor more than a lady—if the lady was other than Lady Alexander, that is—melted on her tongue when the man who held her spoke, his deep voice seemingly resonating straight from his chest into Lora’s very core.

“I underestimated the little baggage. I didn’t expect her until tomorrow night, at the very earliest. Rodents are usually creatures of the darkness, aren’t they, Seanny?”

“Quit calling me a rat, you low-down thief, you arrogant bully, you enormous—”

“This will likely be where she calls me ‘dick’ again, Seanny,” his dry voice interrupted her.

Seanny guffawed heartily.

Lora’s cheeks flamed. Her spine stiffened. Righteous indignation replaced her anxiety and fear. She wouldn’t stoop to speaking to this unholy scapegrace.

Besides, how could she possibly come off as being imperious with a dusty bag over her head?

“I’m almost finished with this piece, Seanny. I haven’t got time for her. Set her over in a chair out of my way. No, not that one. She’s too dirty.” He didn’t seem to even notice Lora’s low growl of outrage as he released her into Seanny’s care.

“From the feel of her jabs in my back, boss, she’s a juicy vixen. Don’t suppose you’d be in a sharing mood, would ya?”

Lora hissed like a snake trapped in a bag.

“That would be up to the lady, Seanny, but given the signals she’s sending, I don’t think she’s much in the mood for sharing anything but her claws.”

Seanny just laughed good-naturedly. “Ah, well. Molly wouldn’t like it anyway, and there isn’t a one of us—’ceptin maybe Archer—who would like it if that tasty tart was less free with her favors, eh, boss?”

Lora’s outraged gasp mixed together with a grunt of surprise when Seanny unexpectedly tipped her backward into a chair. She told herself that her sudden fury with her comely maid came from the fact that the little minx had been keeping secrets from her. It had nothing to do with the fact that Molly had shared a bed with the man known as the Blade. A few breathless seconds later, she heard the soft click of a latch and realized she was alone with him, who must be somewhere in the distance. She thought of making a getaway, but something made her stay put. Somehow, she didn’t believe that she was in any real danger.

And she had a powerful curiosity to discover more about what motivated this man they called Sin…The Blade. Charlie had been wrong about him. He wasn’t pretending to be a gentleman. Something not only in the cultured tones of his deep voice, but also in the brisk, authoritative manner in which he spoke and how he seemed to take it for granted that he would be listened to made Lora suspect that he was a pretender to nothing.

So why would such a man choose to become a thief? He must be in dire straits, indeed.

Seconds turned into minutes. Distantly, she heard an occasional rustling or the sound of an item being moved. The reminder of his presence didn’t alarm her like she might have expected. Instead, she found herself getting drowsy under the warm bag. She had gotten so little rest last night, after all…

“What shall I do with you then, little one?”

Lora awoke groggily at the harshly spoken question. Before she could utter an answer, she felt hands pull up on the sack that fell down over her thighs. He grunted in irritation when her bottom got in the way of his progress and pulled her up out of the chair by her elbows. He stopped abruptly when the dusty sack rose over her chest. Even beneath the sack, Lora blushed hotly when she considered how her breasts must appear swelling over Molly’s too tight bodice.

Sin’s nostrils flared slightly at the abrupt revelation of the bounty before him. Unable to resist, he stroked a long finger over one creamy swell of flesh.

His cock instantly sprung to life.

Lora gasped at the intimacy of his lightly brushing touch. Her nipples felt as if an encircling thread had just been pulled taut around them. Men of the court leered at her breasts regularly, but never once had anyone had the nerve to just reach out and touch her. After they gawked at her they might proceed to The Rose and fuck Charlotte’s breasts, imagining that their cocks plunged between Lady Alexander’s. That civilization hung together when it was based on such extremes of hypocrisy left Lora stunned on a regular basis. She couldn’t believe that everyone didn’t go about with their mouths gaping open in astonishment as she did mentally much of the time.

“I didn’t ask you to touch my breasts, Lord Drake,” she managed to say coolly, although that was definitely not the temperature his touch had evoked in her. “Or would you prefer that I call you the Blade?”

The sack jerked over her head abruptly. Lora blinked in disorientation at being so suddenly exposed to the light. She stared up into a lean, tanned face. He was younger than she had guessed from the sound of his voice, although she already knew firsthand that the owner of Ashton was the polar opposite of the old invalid who Molly had deceptively described. He might be a decade or so older than her own twenty-five years. His hair was light brown interspersed with sun-streaked fibers of gold. It was pulled back with a cord at his nape, although several strands fell haphazardly around his neck and jaw. He obviously hadn’t shaved yet today. His whiskers were several shades darker than his hair, creating a blend of shadows and contours on his lean face. He didn’t strike her as a man who spent overly long at a mirror, although Lora admitted that he hardly required it.

His eyes were exceptionally light…a singular grayish-green color that Lora had never before seen. She poignantly experienced the power and intelligence in his incising gaze.

Searchlight eyes, she thought distractedly.

Something leapt into those extraordinary eyes, a look that made her heartbeat escalate erratically. Before she could guess what he was about, he reached up and grasped one of her loose curls, kneading it slowly with his long fingers. She just stared, made uncharacteristically speechless by his appearance and his actions.

He wasn’t wearing a coat. The color of his sun-bronzed skin was set off to perfection by a finely woven white linen shirt. The crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes suggested a man who was quick to smile. Her eyes lowered uncertainly, widening when she caught a peek of the golden brown hairs exposed at the opening of his shirt. The sight of his smooth, dark skin beneath those glistening fibers struck Lora as elementally masculine and powerfully sexual. A completely uncharacteristic feeling of self-consciousness overcame her. Lora Alexander was known for her boldness and her strong-willed nature. She had certainly never quavered before another human being in her life.

His lips twitched when he saw her uncertainty.

Disgruntled by his amusement, Lora’s spine stiffened. She backed up several steps. He was much more formidable than even the picture her imagination had wrought based both on being kissed by him last night and the silly rumors flying about London about him. She had believed most of them to be romantic idleness, but it would seem the man behind the mask really was as dashing as had been described by the swooning gentlewomen of London. He was unconventional in appearance, but in a heart-stopping manner.

Lora mustered her most supreme expression of disdain. He merely studied her in amusement, as though she were the punch line of a particularly pleasing joke come to life. It made Lora’s blood boil at the same time that it made her inexplicably shy. She sat down gracefully, hoping to make him feel like a servant as he stood before her…wishing like hell that she wore one of her magnificent gowns and her jewels instead of Molly’s sturdy muslin that left her breasts so exposed, as though she were the village strumpet. A brief glance down made her embarrassment grow, for the way her hands were bound in front of her was pushing her bosom into further pronouncement. She glanced up warily. His eyes lowered fleetingly, but warmly, to her breasts, as if he had caught that part of her mental meanderings, as well.

“What are you going to do with me?” she asked coldly.

He pulled on his right ear thoughtfully while his grin slowly broke free. “I daresay I’ll think of something.”

Then he turned and walked away without another word, leaving Lora sitting there with no audience. Despite her irritation, she couldn’t help but notice how he walked with a panther-like saunter that was striking in such a big man. Before she realized what she was doing, she was up and racing after him through the austere, elegant room to a rounded turret that was filled with golden afternoon sunlight from the surrounding windows. He sat on a high chair with one long leg still placed on the floor in front of a canvas, a paintbrush in his hand. He glanced at her when she approached, eyebrows going up when he noticed her bound wrists.

“You were not harmed, were you?” he asked absently as he untied her.

“I have been tied up like an animal and slung over a man’s shoulder. I’ve been forced to sit with a bag over my head while you and your foul-mouthed criminal friends hurled insults and threats at me.”

He’d already turned back to his painting. His coldness infuriated her.

“Are you hurt or not? It’s not that complicated of a question.”

“No, but—”

“You were trespassing on my property, Lady Alexander. I suppose the law allows me to do more than insult your aristocratic sensibilities. Much more.”

“Call the magistrate then!” she replied heatedly. “I’m sure he’d be thrilled to see the stolen loot in your—”

“No, I believe it is, in fact, only your sense of puffed-up pride that has been punctured and deflated,” he continued thoughtfully, as if she had never spoken. He swirled a paintbrush into a little porcelain bowl. “In truth, a spot of rough treatment will likely do you a world of good.”

Lora gasped in outrage. Her hands rose in the air as if she were preparing to tear at him with her nails.

“Put your hands down or I’ll bind you again,” he said quietly. Lora paused. He’d never turned around. He couldn’t possibly have seen her.

“Why would you say such a cruel thing?” she blurted out.

He glanced around in vague surprise. “Cruel, is it? To my way of thinking, it’s only the truth. Spoiled children require a hard hand, now and again.”

Lora’s mouth dropped open. Her cheeks flooded with heat. Never. Never in her life had someone dared to speak to her like this. “What do you believe that you know about me?”

He shrugged and continued with his painting. “You are Lora Alexander, the wild beauty of the English court; the Lady Lora who considers a rule only something to be defied, who drinks like a sailor and takes her enjoyment as though she were a man while all along managing to bamboozle the queen into believing she is just an innocent victim of vicious rumors spawned by envious enemies. And recently, even more interesting news, of how Lady Alexander has crossed yet another forbidden boundary in her greedy search for excitement, this time in the brothels.” His sideways glance at her was lancing. “And they say my deeds are infamous, milady.”

No. He could not know about Herington and Charlotte. She would have heard something from Charlie if her scandalous behavior had become public. He was speaking of her carousing…her gambling. Yet her shame had never felt sharper or more painful than when she heard this man speak of her behavior with such amused contempt.

“I have changed my ways,” she said.

“Doubtful,” he murmured with only a trace of sarcasm lacing through his monumental indifference.

“No,” she said desperately. “Don’t say that! When I behaved in that way, it made me feel…”

“What?” His razor-sharp focus transferred to her.

“Ashamed.”

He heard the tremble in her voice.

“Your feelings do you justice, then, Lora,” was all he said before he turned again to his task.

After a minute of tense silence, Lora slowly moved behind his shoulder. Although the painting was very skillfully wrought, Lora initially flinched when she studied its content. It was highly unromantic, to say the least. It portrayed a butcher pausing to rest at his work, the wooden table behind him strewn with the bloody flesh and shiny implements inherent to his employment. His face was coarse and his white apron streaked with crimson. Yet despite the primitive, brutal aspect of the man’s work, the painter had caught an elemental humanity to his subject’s weary expression, a poignant noble quality in his knowledge of the rightness of his place on this planet.

She felt stunned by the power of the painting.

She turned to study the painter’s profile with equal amazement. His economical, sure movements fascinated her, but she found his complete, focused attention on his task to be utterly compelling.

“It’s…beautiful,” Lora murmured in surprise.

His sensual lips curled in dark amusement, but he didn’t glance her way. “I’m sure that Joe Groffit—the gentleman portrayed who owns a butchery in Spitalfields—would be flattered to hear such an elegant lady say so.”

Embarrassment flooded her that she had allowed herself to be vulnerable and that he had verbally backhanded her so carelessly. “You obviously have a distaste for the aristocracy,” she accused coldly, thinking of his crimes and his biting comments since she had first met him last night. “Are you trying to make some sort of revolutionary statement with your thefts?”

“No. And if it’s true that I have a distaste for the English aristocracy, it’s undoubtedly because they have always given me the impression that I was a distinctly rancid morsel myself,” he murmured with a flash of white teeth, as though he were enjoying a private joke.

Lora swallowed heavily. Why did he insist upon being so indifferently contemptuous? His attitude stung her like nothing else could have. Despite herself, she found herself being caught under the spell of this gifted, enigmatic man who had yet to deny being a mere thief, an outcast to all polite society.

Yet wasn’t polite society, with all of its inherent hypocrisy, what she so abhorred?

“Why did you become a thief?” Lora asked.

“Why not?” He shrugged as if such a question were beneath his notice.

Lora scoffed audibly.

“It’s a complicated question,” he replied when he realized she was still waiting for an answer.

“If you were forced to summarize it, then?” she persevered.

He sighed as he carefully cleaned his paintbrush. “The best way to summarize why I am a thief, in this particular time and in this particular place, is that it is an end result of my nature and my rather unusual history.”

“One might say that of anything.”

“Exactly. So, for instance, if I were to ask why you have always felt compelled to seek out the thrill that comes with adventure or why your spirit thirsts for the sharp edge of danger, what would you say?”

“My mother would say I was always such, even as a child. I was the youngest of three brothers. I always felt compelled to meet every dare they challenged me with, knowing that if I didn’t, they would call me a stupid girl. I’m not sure which word I thought was a worse insult,” Lora murmured, not realizing that his eyes were steady on her as her lips flickered with the shadow of a smile. “I was impulsive, headstrong…”

“Brave?” he asked quietly.

“Perhaps, but foolish, too,” she said truthfully as she stared sightlessly out the window. “And now? I behave in such a way because life is boring and dark, and such moments make me feel alive…no matter how briefly.”

He considered her silently for a long moment.

“Perhaps what you say relates to why I am a thief, but there is more. In my other existence, I go by the name Sinjin Edward Drake. I was the son of an idiosyncratic Irish gentleman scholar. My father took me all over the world in my youth, exposing me to wonderful cultures and exotic manners of living. When I grew older and my father died, I became a landed gentleman. I hosted grand house parties and hunted and caroused with my friends, who were nearly as much of a waste of space on this earth as I was. But slowly I began to realize that even within my own home, even on the fastest, most dangerous horses, even with the most beautiful, passionate women, I was a slave. My life was not my own. It was empty, bereft of all meaning.”

“Yes,” Lora whispered in shared understanding.

He didn’t speak for several moments as he finished straightening up his workplace. She swallowed self-consciously in the silence. “And…the shame that I spoke of? Do you feel that with your acts of thievery?”

He finally turned to face her. They were only a foot or so apart, much more intimately situated than when he had faced away from her. Lora stared once again into his magnetic eyes.

“No. I feel no shame. But what you spoke of is not foreign to me. I too went through a time when I was wild and undisciplined; drinking excessively, gambling, and whoring until I could barely stand to look at myself in the mirror.”

Lora flushed at the impact of hearing such an attractive man, a complete stranger, speak to her so illicitly. “And you no longer carouse and gamble and whore?”

He shook his head, his sculpted, sensual lips curved into a small smile as he watched her. Lora had the uncomfortable feeling that he knew what she would ask next.

“What of my maid Molly? Do you not pay her to share your bed?”

She was privileged to a flash of even, white teeth. Her shyness overwhelmed her again. She hated the fact that he was witness to her hot blush.

“From what you have seen of me thus far, then, it is your belief that the only way I could ever coax Molly or any other woman into my bed is if I paid them for the privilege? Is that it?”

Despite her shyness and embarrassment, Lora couldn’t help but laugh. “No. That isn’t what I meant at all.” She stilled when he suddenly reached up and touched her cheek, featherlight.

“There. That’s better. False pride dulls your luminous spirit.”

For a moment, their gazes remained locked. Then his hand fell onto his thigh.

“It is true. Molly, or some other lass, occasionally agrees to share my bed. I am a man, after all. I am more disciplined than I was when I was young, but that’s only heightened my pleasure in sex, not diminished it.”

Lora glanced away, horrified when her eyes fell upon the great, high bed, her mind automatically envisioning him coupling there with Molly or some other anonymous woman who Lora abruptly unaccountably hated with all of her heart. The strange woman’s face suddenly transformed into her own, the features clearer, less shadowy. Lora swallowed, imaging how his bronzed skin would contrast so erotically with her paleness when their bodies were clasped together tightly.

Both of his hands rose abruptly and cupped her cheeks. He turned her so that her eyes were forced to meet his.

“What are you thinking?”

Lora bit at her lower lip, stilling when she saw his sharp eyes follow the movement and narrow. “I was thinking…of more things which cause me shame,” she admitted slowly.

He leaned closer, and Lora inhaled his rich, clean, masculine scent, so different from the heavily perfumed men of the court. Her head swam, as though she were intoxicated.

“And did those thoughts that caused you shame involve you and I?”

Tears filled her eyes, but she couldn’t break his mesmerizing gaze. “Yes.”

“You are wrong, then.”

Surprise skimmed her delicate features. “Wrong? But you said that my feelings of shame did me justice.”

His hands dropped and he straightened. “And I meant it,” he said with a hard edge to his voice that Lora had never heard from him until then. “You were behaving abominably.”

Lora’s pride was pricked once again. She backed away. “No one else seemed to mind it. Not even my husband.” She raised her chin defiantly, her look clearly telling him the rest without words. If he does not mind, then why the hell should you?

“Then your husband is as much of a fool as I have gathered,” Sin answered. He watched her silently as her arms crossed beneath her breasts, her manner once again haughty. A muscle twitched in his lean cheek.

“If I were your husband, I would have turned you over my knee for your antics and spanked you until your bottom glowed. Then I would have tied you up, fucked you for my own pleasure alone, and spanked you again, and repeated the cycle until I was satisfied you’d learned your lesson. Only then would I make you come so many times that your body would be drawn as tight as my bowstring with an arrow nocked in it, your nerve endings quivering with both release and need at once, and you would beg me to spring you into the oblivion of relief. I might consider it, too, if you promised to restrict your bloody adventures to the marriage bed,” he added, almost as an afterthought.

Her eyes widened enough to seemingly overtake half her face. Her lips moved, as though she would speak, but no words were initially forthcoming.

“You would not. I would never let you!” she eventually got out furiously.

“Your compliance wouldn’t be required.”

Lora gasped. How could she have considered him to be fascinating or compelling? “You…you are the uncivilized criminal I imagined!”

His smile was surprisingly tender. “What is uncivilized is that such a spirited, beautiful, wild creature should be left to her own devices until her discontent and sadness eventually kill her soul, her body or both.”

Lora could only stare at him. The silence stretched taut between them. How could a complete stranger to her know what plagued her soul when so many who were supposedly close to her had never even guessed at it?

“Come here, little one,” he ordered quietly.

She went to him as if in a dream. Tears coursed down her face at the poignant feeling of being surrounded by his arms again, this time with tenderness instead of brutality. Had she somehow known that this was what she desperately sought when she told Charlie that she would not be going to Monmouth this morning? She inhaled deeply of his unique scent, so rich and masculine. Lora became hyperaware of the way her breasts crushed against his chest, the strength of his arms, the length of his hard thighs and the hardness and leashed power between them. She moaned slightly and rolled her cheek upon his white shirt.

“Lora,” he murmured when he heard her moan. “Look at me,” he insisted when she didn’t meet his gaze immediately, her embarrassment at her potent reaction to him too great.

“There will be no shame between us,” he said gruffly when she finally met his gaze.

“But you said…”

“I know what I said. And I meant it. But your shame is misplaced. You believe that you should feel ashamed because your sexual urges are part of what drove you to such degrading behavior. But they are two separate things. Your sexual desires are natural and normal, especially for a woman as passionate as you. But in your ignorance, you were trying to assuage them in a way that was hurtful to your nature. It led you to feel ashamed and it exposed you for others to take advantage of you,” he added with a hard tilt to his lips.

Lora’s eyes widened. No, she would not consider it. He could not know of last night at The Rose. “You would not have me be ashamed because I thought of us doing things together, things that men do with their whores?”

His lips pressed together as he studied her narrowly. “Men make up the categories of whore, mistress, wife and Lady. But in truth, there is only woman. You must decide what role suits you best and choose it instead of having society choose for you.”

Lora flushed. “You would have me be a whore, then?”

“If that is the role that suits you. Like a thief, whores live outside the constraints of society. But for me, I would not care for it, for a whore spreads her legs for any man with enough money. I would have you spread your legs only for me, knowing the only reward would be the pleasure I would bring you. But it is not my choice to make.”

Lora’s breath came fast as she looked up into his steady gaze. “I could be your lover, then?”

He pursed his lips and glanced away, as though he were the considering the topic with weighty somberness. Despite herself, Lora grinned.

“Lover does not seem outcast enough, does it? Lovers abound. No, I think something a little more risqué, a little more daring.”

“Such as?” Lora prompted.

“You could be my sex slave. You would be at my beck and call, subject to my every whim…for those periods that you deigned to visit me, that is,” he said, his light eyes sparkling with mirth.

Lora burst into delighted laughter. “You would have me walk into my servitude, then, time and again? I would be a very foolish slave to do such a thing.”

“Those that devote themselves to pleasure must also learn discipline. The two go hand in hand. Perhaps you would be very wise.”

Laughter lingered on her lips. “Perhaps. I cannot help but observe that the master of the slave would also benefit greatly from such an arrangement. Would he continue to require visits from willing young lasses such as Molly while his slave was at his beck and call?”

“He would rely solely on his little slave to keep him satisfied,” he answered soberly.

Lora’s shyness came again. “And what shall we do, you and I, when I visit you?”

He pulled at his right earlobe while he studied her thoughtfully. “I will paint you, for one thing. Perhaps I will teach you some discipline by instructing you in archery. That is how I learned a measure of it. During the hottest part of the day, we will swim in the lake on Ashton’s grounds. The beach is very secluded.”

“All of that, then?” she asked, surprised at his answer.

He nodded solemnly. “All of that. And we will make love to one another again and again, until we can bear no more pleasure. And even then, we will devise a way that will bring us more ecstatic delights. I will teach you the manners of a slave and you will teach me the manners of being your master, and in endeavoring to do our best, our roles will be switched, and you will make me your devoted slave.”

“You do not know the manners of the master already, then?” Lora murmured wide-eyed, utterly hypnotized by his deep voice and compelling stare.

His eyebrows went up wryly. “I have picked up a few ideas, here and there, aside from what nature has provided me. But you will be my first and only slave, Lora.”

Laughter bubbled past her lips. “Yes. I will do it. I promise!” she said impulsively. Then she seemed to catch herself. Shame flooded her cheeks. And once again, he reached out to touch the evidence of it.

“None of that, little one.”

Lora nodded her head, as though in full agreement. But her discomfort would not be chased away. “How then do I rid myself of this feeling of shame?”

He continued to caress her softly, knowing what she had longed for, knowing that a passionate woman such as herself not only required sexual fulfillment, but the limits and the discipline that her powerful nature required.

“You have had fears that your desires and unruly nature would make you spin out of control, haven’t you, Lora?” he asked in his resonant voice that perhaps contained just a hint of every exotic country he had visited in his youth in addition to that of his homeland.

Tears filled her large midnight blue eyes as she nodded. Sin found her eyes to be infinitely more beautiful and more spellbinding than the portrait in her bedroom at Heath House hinted.

“Then you will take your punishment now for acting in a manner that you knew to be beneath you. You will take your punishment because you need it. Your shame will be purged. And in the future, unless you have been bad again, when I spank you, it will be for pleasure only. But not today,” he finished gently.

Lora was speechless at this calm pronouncement, but she didn’t resist when he urged her toward the small stepladder that was needed to ascend his high bed. He merely sat upon the edge of the mattress. He was so long-legged, he didn’t require the ladder. Tears flowed freely down her cheeks when he nodded toward his lap soberly, and she crawled across his hard thighs. He patted her bottom through her clothing when she was positioned where he wanted her. He didn’t speak as he raised her dress and chemise, rolling them back and tucking them around her waist carefully. Lora scrunched her eyes shut tightly, when he unlaced her thin cambric drawers and slid them down her thighs, exposing her bare bottom. He placed one large hand on a firm cheek and rested it there.

“Reach out and hold on to the footboard. You are not allowed to remove your hands until your punishment is done,” he added when she followed his directions.

“Wait! Tell me what name you would have me call you,” Lora said quickly, unable to stand the fact that she was allowing this man so much power over her when they had never even been introduced.

“You may call me Sin, Lora, but it would please me if you also called me Master, occasionally.” The amusement left his voice. “Now tell me why you are ashamed, little one.”

“Because I have craved so much. My hunger to be alive has been so great,” Lora murmured into the bedding miserably.

“Wanting to feel alive is not something of which to be ashamed,” he said. He moved slightly, caressing the plump, comely globe of flesh beneath his hand.

Tears coursed into the bedding beneath Lora. “I dressed up as a boy and drank and gambled and caroused with my husband’s friends in the brothels, all because it seemed exciting, and it piqued my greedy senses. The way the men looked at me, at first, like I was nothing better than a whore; I took it as a challenge. I turned them around with my disdain, my utter disregard of their opinion, my wit, and by besting them all at cards. Soon they were watching me with respect and desire. And I wanted that look, craved it from them.”

She shouted out in surprise when his hand moved abruptly, and he gave her bottom a slap, first on one cheek, then the other, before he repeated the process several times. Lora moaned in the covers and held herself steady. The sting was just bearable, but there was little doubt that he had been serious when he said this would be a punishment.

“You are a good girl not to fight it. That will only earn you more. Go on, darling,” Sin said in a tight voice after several more spankings. While he listened to her, he caressed her tenderly, soothing the pain he had wrought, knowing he must play the role he had assigned to himself, but utterly enraptured by her perfect, round bottom and the sensation of her skin…like the finest of Chinese silk. He longed to reach between her pale thighs and slide his fingers into her slit, but with his typical discipline, he refrained. Still, a rebellious voice in his head taunted him, wondering what she would feel like. Her shame was obvious, but would she also be aroused by her spanking? Would he find her pussy glossed with her desire, even as his cock thickened almost unbearably with his own?

“I blackmailed two pompous fools who regularly preach to the queen about the necessity for reform in regard to prostitutes and the brothels when I saw the hypocrites going up the stairs with a whore each on their arm at The Rose. Once, I dressed like a man and masked myself, pretending to be…well…in truth, one of the Blade’s band. I broke into Lady Lipton’s house and held her at a dagger’s point in her bed, insisting that she give me her infamous little black book, where she details all of the dirt she discovered about the members of the court. She has always been such a mean, blackmailing old witch, but I scared her so much that she shook like a leaf and cried pitifully. In the end, I knew that I was really no better than her.”

Sin hid a smile as she sobbed convulsively into the bedding, greatly amused by the idea of her playing at being one of his men in order to put the old crone in her place. Still, Lora felt guilty for it and likely with good reason from her emotional reaction. As such, he spanked her lustily, causing sharp cracking sounds to mix with her gasps and cries. As he gauged her reaction carefully, not wanting to bring her any actual harm, he thought he heard arousal in her increasing moaning. But he was honest enough to realize that such speculation was likely wishful thinking on his part.

Still, he couldn’t resist grabbing one plump, perfect globe into his hand and squeezing the flesh greedily before subjecting it to several stinging spankings. The surprised, sexy sound that she made incited him to spread her ass cheeks, so as to catch a glimpse of the fetching pink bud of her nether hole. Knowing that all the blood raised by the spankings would sensitize her, he gave her several sharp cracks directly over it with a curved palm. She moaned and writhed. His eyelids narrowed in sharp desire when she raised her bottom, exposing the delicate flower of her sex.

His nostrils flared as he captured her heady sex scent. No, it hadn’t been wishful thinking on his part. Far from it. Her lips glistened with her precious oil and her clit was tumescent with desire. The imagined vision of burying himself in her while he played with that delightful feminine kernel of flesh made him see red for a moment.

“Put your ass back down, Lora,” he ordered in a harsh voice.

Lora immediately complied. A silence followed, broken not even by her crying, as if she held her breath. He sensed her rising embarrassment.

“You are not behaving in a shameful manner, little one,” he muttered when he had gathered himself sufficiently. “Some women find being spanked arousing. I’m gratified that you do, for I find spanking you very arousing, in turn. But you need your punishment, darling, and I will give it to you. I won’t be sidetracked. I know you need something else, as well, but that will not come until you have confessed your sins and received your just due. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” she answered softly. She turned her head and he could see how wide her dark eyes were.

“Good. Then continue. What else do you have to confess?”

Dread crept into his awareness. He would give her this, to purge her, but he didn’t relish the idea of hearing some of her potential confessions—about her experiences with her lovers, for instance. He waited, his mouth drawn into a hard line. When she didn’t speak for several seconds, he grabbed the ass cheek that he had not subjected to his concentrated strikes before and spanked her several times in a row.

“Don’t hold back from me, Lora,” he said grimly. He ground his teeth together hard when she wiggled in his lap, rubbing against a steely erection that hardly needed further stimulation. She stilled suddenly, as though she were just realizing what she squirmed against so energetically. Sin frowned. Why did she behave so cautiously, as though she had never before felt a man’s hard cock pressed against her?

Lora’s eyes widened with stunned arousal when she recognized what her groin rubbed against. He felt enormous, even larger than Herington. Would he behave as Herington did with Charlotte when his cock became so large and swollen? Would he plunge into her mouth, plow into her pussy without an ounce of restraint, fuck her bottom hole and convulse with animalistic pleasure? The thought was undeniably arousing, but frightening, too. Lora knew she would never be able to take him as Charlotte had taken Herington so skillfully.

Sin sensed her sudden disquietude. “Do you want me to stop, Lora? You should know now, and forever remember, that all you must do is refuse, and whatever game or love-play that we engage in will come to an end,” he spoke softly.

She shook her head, her long, dark curls spilling across the bed. “No. I will confess. But this is…most shameful.”

Sin braced himself to hear her confession, just as she did to give it.

“I…agreed to watch one of my husband’s friends as he made love to a whore,” she said quickly, before she could stop herself.

A silence ensued.

Sin waited, for what she had admitted was something that he had already gained knowledge of just this morning. While he had been irritated by the news from his informant, he had thought the report indicative of only the tip of the iceberg of her other illicit activities as she ran wild as a drunken, fornicating sailor through London. But she said nothing else.

“Go on, Lora,” he prodded. “Say what you are most ashamed of about the incident.”

“I…I allowed myself to be used.” Tears rushed down her cheek in streams.

“Yes. This is what you are most ashamed of. That you thought you were being the bold adventuress, when in reality a man was manipulating your love of that role to bring himself gratification. And you didn’t realize this until it was too late, and you fled, knowing yourself to be a fool.”

A sob racked her chest at the stark honesty and accuracy of his statement. She was surprised to feel him rub her back, soothing her.

Sin’s heart went out to her while she was in the midst of such obvious misery. “Your confession is, indeed, the worst so far, for you gave a part of yourself away in the deal you made with this man. But your sin is forgivable and understandable, too, for you have been like a silvery, glittering fish on the line of a cruel fisherman, neither being pulled in for the quick kill or allowed to swim for freedom. Your torture has been terrible. But it is at an end. I will punish you now, spanking you harder than any of the times before, and then you will forgive yourself. Yes?”

Lora nodded into the bedding, deeply touched by what he had said.

“Then brace yourself, darling.”

Despite his warning, Lora cried out sharply and her bottom sprang up when he landed a sharp, cracking blow. “Oh, no!”

“Yes, little one. Yes,” Sin insisted as he held her down with his forearm at her lower back and spanked her again resoundingly. He continued until she was squirming in his lap and moaning into the mattress, and not just in discomfort. His face was taut with desire as he watched her. Her usually white bottom was a fetching shade of pink beneath his dark hand. He paused to still her. “Stop wiggling, Lora,” he said sternly. “You would have been done with your punishment, but you will take five more strokes for that. Now hold still.”

Lora had to use every ounce of discipline that she possessed to keep steady while he administered those last, most stinging spankings. She could feel his cock beneath her pussy, throbbing into her aroused flesh. That had been much of the source of her squirming before, her need to press herself against him and create friction. She exhaled raggedly and sagged into the bed when he was done, trying to catch her breath. Her ass felt like it was on fire, and her pussy was pulsing in a rhythm that seemed to match the heartbeat pounding in his cock.

She moaned in anguish.

Sin’s head turned at the sound. “I’m impressed, little one. You did very well. Your punishment is done. You may lower your hands. Now, can you tell me without shame what you would like me to do?”

Lora paused for a moment, as though testing the waters of her emotions. “Yes,” she said in wonderment. “I can tell you, Sin.”

“Then say it.”

Lora looked over her shoulder and met his gaze. He was watching her with that steady, quiet watchfulness that made her so crazy…so aroused. She would likely feel shame again in her life for her impulsivity and fiery nature. But never again would she feel ashamed for her sexual desires…at least not with this man.

“Touch me, Sin. I ache,” she whispered huskily.

Chapter Three

 

Sin’s eyes flamed at her innocent request. He finally lived his fantasy and slid his hand between her legs. The skin on her thighs felt exquisite, the quality like nothing he’d ever before experienced. The contrast between the silky whiteness and the common, homespun black stockings she wore was incredibly erotic. He ran the hard edge of his forefinger between her tender lips and plunged his middle finger into her thickly creaming slit. Her eyes widened and a low groan of disbelief exuded from her throat.

“Ah, Lora, you’re soaking wet. Do you know what that does to a man, to find a woman thus?” He spread back her ass cheek with one hand to better see the treasures he explored with his fingers. He gripped her well-spanked bottom, moving her sex in tight circles over his erection while he plunged his finger into her again and again. She was so gratifyingly juicy that his finger made lewd slurping noises as it sliced into her repeatedly.

Lora was too aroused to answer, for the feel of his thick, long finger fucking her while he ground her clit against his cock rhythmically was more pleasure than she had ever known.

Sin stared, stunned by her beauty and her honest responsiveness as she moaned and writhed in his lap. Yet a strange expression flickered across his sweat dampened features as he finger-fucked her tight, clinging channel higher and higher with his finger. He groaned in heated arousal.

“Why are you so small, Lora?”

He regretted his question when she suddenly stilled her uninhibited, sexy hip gyrations against his thrusting finger and cock. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that you seem untried. Like a virgin.”

“I am not a virgin. I am a married woman,” Lora panted. For although he was no longer grounding her clit into his cock, he continued to slide his thick finger in and out of her, creating a friction that was making her muscles tighten with an unbearable anticipation. She began to pump up against him again, rushing faster and faster toward something she could not name. She gasped and stilled when he abruptly spanked her bottom again. One big hand gripped an ass cheek and held her steady while he thrust his finger high in her, soaking his knuckles with her juices. She gasped when he wiggled his finger inside her.

He cursed soundly. Lora cried out in protest when he withdrew the pleasuring missile and grabbed her shoulders, pulling her up to sit beside him roughly.

“What game is this?”

“Game? What do you mean?” she wondered, feeling more befuddled than even Charlie ever seemed at the sight of Sin’s hard, sharply angled visage.

“I mean that you’re a virgin.”

“You’re mistaken. Charlie has done his husbandly duty on several occasions.”

Sin’s nostrils flared as he tried to hold his emotions steady. In fact, he didn’t know why the indisputable evidence of her innocence should upset him. Except for the glaring fact that the proposal he had made to her—to be his slave, to participate in a sexual relationship for the sole purpose of hedonistic mutual gratification—was the sort of proposition one made to the seasoned libertine he’d imagined her to be, not to a virgin.

Sin looked away, hating to see her confusion. God, not only was she a virgin, she hadn’t known that she was. The unfairness to her—such a passionate, beautiful woman, a woman so obviously formed for lovemaking—made him unaccountably heartsore. No wonder she had been so wild, so caged…so desperate. He shook his head to clear it. And he was as much to blame for the folly, for he had believed all the nasty insinuations and gossip about her, things way beyond the sad, amusing, understandable things that she had just confessed to him.

He came to himself, realizing she was staring at him in rising distress. “I’m sorry for shouting. It was a shock. That’s all.” When she continued to look at him in stunned silence, he continued. “It is not altogether unheard of, Lora. Your husband may not be…made as other men. Have you ever seen his penis?” he asked in a voice that he hoped was steady, even soothing.

Her cheeks reddened. “No. It was a secret, hidden thing. He lowered his falls and lifted my nightdress. He…pressed himself to me and moved. That is all.” She watched as his handsome mouth stretched into a grim line. Lora realized with a sinking feeling that she was disappointing him. She was not what he had hoped her to be.

“Did you ever feel him break your maidenhead the first time? Was there ever pain or discomfort?”

Lora shook her head, her eyes enormous in her face.

“Darling, did you ever even feel your husband actually inside of your body?” he asked desperately, not sure exactly how to wrangle the details out of her.

“Yes, well…no, not really inside.” Lora paused when she saw his expression of frustrated bemusement. “When he shouted out, and fell into the pillows, I would feel something shift and squirm next to me. It felt like a worm. I did not like it,” she added lamely.

“You have been married, what…seven years?”

Lora nodded, not thinking to ask him how he knew so much of her.

“Your parents have never questioned the lack of a child?”

“My parents are dead,” Lora said softly after a moment, her eyes seeming to focus faraway. “And Charlie’s parents have a younger son upon whom they dote. Everyone in the family seems to take it for granted that he will be Charlie’s heir.”

Sin cursed so viciously that it brought Lora out of her reverie.

“You believe they knew?”

“Of course they knew. They were his parents. They of all people knew how nature made him and that he likely would not be able to be a husband in all ways, or a father.” He rolled his eyes, realizing to whom he spoke. “I’m sorry. It is wrong to speak of him thus. You must care for him.”

Lora just swallowed and stared straight ahead. She felt suddenly defective once again, as she had so often felt in her life.

“What a strange way to find out,” she murmured after a moment.

He glanced at her stricken face. “Yes. I’m shocked, too. I wouldn’t have treated you so cavalierly had I known.”

Passion flared into her dark eyes. “I am still the same woman I was a few moments ago.”

He only watched her across the distance in his steady fashion, but it was the tinge of sadness that she saw in his grayish-green eyes that made her lash out in anger. Her hand flashed out, quick as lightning, and landed a stinging blow across his jaw. His chin shifted slightly, but otherwise his expression remained unchanged.

“Don’t ever look at me that way,” she hissed.

“Don’t ever do that again and I will consider agreeing to your request,” he said.

And Lora saw that his face was not as implacable as she had thought, for anger glittered in his light eyes. “So, you will no longer want me as your sex slave? I am not what you had bargained for?” she taunted.

He rubbed where she had struck him. “You are far from being what I had bargained for, but you are a fool if you think that I don’t want you, Lora.”

She sat up straighter at his words. “Then why can we not continue?”

He grimaced. “Lora, think. I would have taken pains not to impregnate you, but these things are not completely accurate. Besides,” he muttered under his breath. “I have the feeling that we would find ourselves to be thoroughly compatible. I would likely get you with child the first time I spilled a drop in you. And while many married women of the court become pregnant in just such a fashion after producing an heir, it would hardly go over well in your case with your husband’s family.”

He didn’t add that he would never allow it. He would not permit this woman and his child to be raised as another man’s. Never.

Lora studied him for a moment in silence. In such a short time, she had come to know the set of his features, the way he gave away so little and yet she could read him so well.

“And then there is the fact that you are a thief, an outcast from society by choice, beholden to no man or woman.”

He returned her stare evenly, than sighed. “Yes. Then there is the fact that I am an outcast, beholden to no man or woman, a law unto myself. Yet even so, I am still not a man who makes a habit of robbing virgins of their innocence.”

Lora leaned forward, holding his stare. “That is Sinjin Edward Drake speaking, not the Blade, not the man who would dare to call himself my master. My innocence is a thing also made up by men, like the words whore and wife and Lady. You hide behind this made-up concept because you are afraid, and I call you on it, Sin Drake.”

A tense silence followed. She had said his name scathingly, as though she had been calling him a fake or a coward. Sin had not only once been known for his lusty nature but for his unbridled temper, as well. She had lit the tinder of his anger like one who was used to controlling every emotion of those around her. His tension abruptly left him at the realization and he laughed.

For of course, she was right.

“Ah, Lora. You are priceless. What do you have in mind, then, little one? Since despite my illusions to the contrary, you are the one who is in charge of this show.”

Lora looked slightly abashed. She thought of backing out of answering, but one tawny eyebrow rose in a subtle, mocking challenge. Lora took a deep, hopeful breath. Perhaps he wouldn’t toss her out as she had feared. “I could serve as your model and you could teach me the skills of archery. And we could swim in the lake in the heat of the day, and perhaps nap on the secluded beach?” she began tentatively.

He merely watched her steadily, his eyes depthless and mysterious.

Lora licked at her lower lip anxiously while he waited. “We could make love to one another repeatedly, bringing each other so much pleasure that our minds and our bodies could take no more, only to devise new ways to find greater heights of erotic delights?”

Despite himself, he smiled and reached for her. He couldn’t resist. “Do you know what you ask of me, little one? To love you in so many ways and yet to leave you a virgin?”

Lora peered up at him from where she rested her cheek upon his solid chest. “There are other ways. I told you of what I saw with my husband’s friend and the whore. She took him into her mouth, and let him make love to her breasts, and even allowed him to…fuck her bottom,” Lora said with sudden shyness. “Perhaps if you do not know of these ways, I could teach you.”

Sin muffled a choking noise of disbelief at her ingenuous offer. “Lora, you would be willing to do those things with me?”

“Do you think that is wrong of me?” she asked cautiously. “I can assure you I don’t extend the offer to just anyone. Herington, who is the man who I watched at The Rose, has asked me many times to join him in such activities, but I couldn’t allow it. With him, it would have been a violation. With you…” she paused as she studied him with such innocent candor that Sin found himself wanting to crush her to him, “with you, it would be all right.”

Christ, who was this woman? Sin thought in the silence that followed.

“Well then, should we get started? I will describe to you what I saw in The Rose,” Lora said courageously, only a hint of anxiety threading through her voice as she reached down and un-tucked his white cambric shirt from his trousers. She paused and glanced up at him when he stilled her hand abruptly.

“Let’s get one thing straight, Lora. There will be no fellatio, or anal sex, or breast fucking on this day. Those things that you saw at The Rose can be good; they can be very good between two people who trust one another. But we will not be basing your first experience with sex off the whoring exploits of a very manipulative and selfish man. Do you understand?”

Lora’s eyes widened at the intimidating edge to his voice. She nodded, speechless at the evidence of how he could change from casual indulgence to cold formidability in a mere second.

He sighed when he saw her reaction. “Come, little slave. Lie back on the pillows with me. Let’s discover each other at our own pace.”

Lora hesitated. “You don’t want me to remove my clothing?”

He merely shrugged, his manner unhurried. “I will remove them, in time.”

“But…my drawers are still about my knees,” she finally whispered.

He grinned rakishly as he scooted toward the head of the bed, inordinately pleased by the paradox of the boldness that existed side by side with her shyness. “Well, remove them, then, by all means. But hurry up.”

He watched her as she unlaced her little boots, letting them drop to the floor, before she removed the flesh-colored drawers that he had shoved down over her thighs for her spanking. He once again caught sight of the thick, black stockings that she wore, her attire more suited to that of a servant girl than an aristocratic lady. The image of those homespun, sturdy stockings against her exquisitely soft, flawless skin would probably be giving him erections when he was eighty years old and she existed only in his rapidly fading memories.

“What will we do then, Master?” Lora asked with sparkling eyes when she finally crawled into his arms.

“I want to kiss you, little slave,” Sin murmured as his fingers furrowed into her soft curls. Deep laughter rumbled in his chest when he saw her look of disappointment.

“Just kiss me?” Lora asked, clearly let down. She had forgotten those electrical seconds in his arms last night, preoccupied as she was with all manner of potential lewd sexual escapades. Before he had kissed her last night, she had equated kisses with the wet, enthusiastic greetings that she had to endure from relatives during her youth. And kisses from Charlie were not much different. Of course, she had allowed Herington to kiss her a few times, and while those had been arousing, his mixture of lust and anger toward her had also frightened her, although she took pains that he would not see it.

“Quiet, little one, while I subject you to this boring exercise,” Sin growled.

Lora’s eyes widened as he switched their positions and leaned down over her. She made a small sound of pleasure at the sensation of his mouth touching her, not wet or squishy at all, but instead firm, and dry and warm. Memories from last night swamped her when she registered his taste. He moved over her softly at first. Lora breathed his scent deeply, loving him being so close, his scent, and his possessive touch at her neck as he held her steady.

And his mouth…he was casting a spell over her with it.

Sin watched through narrowed eyes as his little slave’s eyelids lowered, her long black eyelashes making spiky crescents against her pale skin. He plucked at her closed lips repeatedly, entranced. Surely there was no lovelier mouth on the face of the earth. Her lips were plump, firm, red, and more succulent than the sweetest exotic fruit. Despite her aspersions against “just kissing”, Sin could live off her mouth alone. Yes, he had wonderful plans for Lora’s mouth. He heard the soft moan in her throat when he trailed the tip of his tongue along the seam of her lips. He freed the sound to the open air when he took her lush lower lip into his mouth and gently suckled, lingering over her exquisite taste.

Lora’s lips began to move sinuously beneath his caresses, responding as naturally to him as a flower opens itself for the sun. She had always been a natural sensualist, wanting to experience the world through all of her God-given senses. Being kissed by Sin was like sitting down to a sumptuous feast. Her fingers came up to delve in his thick, burnished hair, than fell to caress and shape his broad shoulders. She held on as though for dear life when a wave of sheer intoxication swept over her, headier than that from any spirit she had ever drank. She lifted her mouth so that she could give more of herself to him and receive more, in turn. Sin responded by spearing her lips with his tongue.

Liquid bubbled from her pussy.

He began plunging in and out of her mouth in the bold, explicitly sexual manner that she recalled from last night. The suction that he applied seemed to magically pull at a place between her legs, as if he were manipulating the tender flesh at her core with his kiss. The thought made her tremble. She touched her tongue curiously to his, allowed herself to be drawn into his games. Soon, their mouths were mating hotly, mutually.

A minute might have passed, or an hour. Lora couldn’t say for sure. But she made a desperate sound of protest and craned her head up hungrily to reclaim him when he raised his mouth from her. He smiled at her look of distress as he touched his fingertips to the top of a creamy breast.

“How did you survive the boring exercise, little slave?” he wondered idly, his eyes following the path of his fingers as they caressed the delicious swells.

Lora continued to crane hungrily toward his mouth, but he kept himself just out of reach. “I did not…find it as boring as I had expected. Please… Ah!” Lora had been about to beg him to kiss her again when he abruptly reached beneath her neckline and corset and lifted a breast free of the confining material. The feeling of his calloused fingers finessing her nipple left her speechless.

“I do not much care for you wearing such a revealing dress when you come here to visit, Lora. You have very good reason to be proud of your breasts, but you must learn restraint in your manner of exhibiting them,” Sin said quietly.

He burned with desire as he watched her reaction to him fondling her breast. Her beautiful eyes glazed with lust and she appeared to be incapable of speech. But what made his cock jerk and throb was the sight and sensation of her gratifyingly large, plump nipple, its tempting pink color, and the way it peaked and darkened so responsively against his fingertips. She was even more beautiful than his vivid imagination had portrayed her on so many previous occasions.

“Do you understand me, Lora?” he asked abruptly.

“Yes, Sin,” she whispered through her damp, well-kissed lips.

“Good.” He reached behind her and unfastened the laces of her dress and then those of her corset, loosening the material sufficiently so that he could lift both breasts completely free. For a long moment, he just studied her.

“When you come to spend time with me, Lora, I want you to wear only your corset and stockings beneath your dresses. That is all. Do you understand?”

Lora nodded eagerly when his light eyes speared hers momentarily before they dropped again to her exposed chest. Lora felt the intimacy of his gaze as he stared at her breasts almost as powerfully as if he were touching her again. She turned her hot cheek into the pillows and moaned brokenly. Her nipples drew so tight that a complementary pleasurable ache throbbed at her clit and deep in her womb. To her embarrassment, she writhed uncontrollably beneath him.

Sin took in her arousal and anguish. “I’m sorry, little one,” he said thickly. “Now is not the time to teach you discipline or to draw out our lovemaking. Not when you have suffered for so long.” He raised her dress and chemise to her waist. Lora almost sprang off the bed, arching her back when he worked his thick finger between her tender, sensitive lips and glided it across her glossy clit, applying a firm, relentless pressure.

Her cry was that of someone being tortured.

“Shhh,” Sin soothed as he pressed small kisses to her open, gasping mouth. “You have come before, little one? You have pleasured yourself?”

“No!” Lora cried out. Tears spiked her long lashes, for what he was doing between her thighs, his gliding and stroking finger was making her burn in a way that she never had. It was unbearable. She would kill him if he continued. She would kill him if he stopped. Her small fist beat at his shoulder ineffectively. “I did not know how to before. I don’t now,” she said miserably.

Sin swallowed with difficulty, once again angered at the evidence of such a woman going through life, ignorant of what she had been born to be. It was the equivalent of hooking a thoroughbred horse to a plow, and forcing it to plod endlessly, fettered when it had been formed to stretch itself, to run free and fast. A quiver of fear ran through him as he watched her sweat-glistening, strained face. She had gone through years and years of struggling for control over her true nature, frightened of it even as she was ruled by it. What if it was too late and she could not free herself of the restraints that culture had placed upon her since birth?

Sin leaned down next to her face. When he spoke, his voice was sharp, piercing her anguish. “Lora. Open your eyes and heed me.” He waited until her haunting midnight blue eyes met his own. He stilled his finger, watching as her expression pulled tight in the pain of deprivation. “There will be pleasure at the end, Lora. But you must race for it, you must want it. I dare you to take what is yours…what has been all along. I dare you, little one.”

He felt a measure of relief when her expression shifted subtly and she responded as he had known that she would.

“That’s right. Move up against my hand, darling. Work for it. Prove to me you deserve it.”

Lora continued to hold his stare, feeling compelled, not overwhelmed by it as she had a moment ago. She saw his jaw clench visibly as she began to move her hips lewdly, rubbing herself against his stilled, thick finger. That small evidence of his desire made her fearless. Her hips began to buck up against him. She grunted at the pleasure. The small piece of flesh where she pressed to him so desperately seemed to sizzle with an unbearable friction.

“Please, Sin. Please help me,” she cried out desperately as she neared something that both beckoned and frightened her at once.

His eyes looked fierce. “Yes. Come to me, little slave.”

He plunged two fingers into her tight sheath and leaned over and suckled a plump nipple greedily, never stopping his gliding, pressing torture on her clit.

Lora screamed, forgetting where she was, who she was, what she was. There were only waves of pleasure and the void of pure sensation. She existed, but Lora Alexander did not. And then, after a shattering, splintering moment, he was there, praising her, stroking her deep, dropping his head to tug hard on a tender nipple with his hot mouth, his whiskers abrading her flesh and the pleasurable pain kicking up her spasms once again. He squeezed every last tremor of bliss out of her. She was left limp and gasping, a bundle of nerves that had been fully awakened and gloriously satiated for the first time in her life.

Sin looked into her face and tried to keep awe out of his expression. He was the experienced one; the one who had lain with more women than he cared to consider at this point in his life. But surely, this newly born creature with the gleaming, tousled curls, the lush, shapely breasts, the glossy, near-black eyes, the sex-flushed cheeks, and the skin so pale and delicate that he could glimpse the blueness of her veins just beneath the surface…surely this was a goddess in mortal flesh.

Lora watched the man above her with dawning wonder, the man who she hadn’t even seen until an hour ago. He was beautiful as he watched her, his eyes so hot, yet so inexplicable.

“That was…incredible, Sin. Thank you.”

He smiled. The goddess had disappeared for the moment, only to be replaced by this sometimes shy, sometimes bold, always sexy woman. “There is more, little one. Sit up on the edge of the bed and I will undress you.”

Excitement tingled through her at his words. She had never before wanted to be naked with a man, but she did with him, this gentleman thief who she barely knew.

He didn’t speak as he methodically undressed her, his focus as sharp and absolute as it had been when he painted. At last, he drew her chemise over her head and removed her corset. She sat before him naked except for the black, homespun stockings that reached her mid-thighs.

Lora’s post-orgasmic satiation twanged back into immediate arousal when Sin casually pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it on a chair. Her eyes skimmed in awe over his bronzed, muscular shoulders and chest, lingering on his strangely erotic, flat, copper-colored nipples. He wore a gold chain with an amulet which nestled in the springy hair on his chest. She wondered what he did to achieve such strength and definition in his body, for such things came not only from nature, but hard exercise and labor. The muscles of his flat abdomen rippled and bunched as he briefly sat to remove his boots. The sight of his taut bellybutton nestled in a strip of silky-looking golden brown hair created a heavy, hot sensation to spread in Lora’s lower regions.

He stood to draw his trousers down his thighs.

A small sound of distress leaked past her lips when she saw what sprung from the virile nest of curly hair at his groin. Her eyes flew to meet his, wondering if he he’d heard. His small smile told her that he had. Despite herself, her eyes lowered again, taking in his long, muscular thighs sprinkled with brown hair and settling on his long, engorged cock. Dear God. She wished that she could tell Herington that Charlotte had not been exaggerating after all. The thought caused an inadvertent smile to ghost her lips.

“That’s better,” he murmured as he tossed his trousers aside and crossed the room. He took a fat, gleaming curl between his fingers and caressed it when he reached her. “There is nothing to be afraid of, little one. I am just a man. I will not harm you.”

Lora cleared her throat, and forced herself to look away from the mesmerizing sight of his aroused penis. The head of his cock looked smooth and succulent where it bobbed in the air in front of him. The bulbous cap terminated in a thick, clearly defined ridge before progressing to the straight shaft. She could see two thick veins along the surface, filled and swollen, feeding his desire with his lifeblood. And his balls were so large and firm. Good Lord, no wonder he had made that comment about likely getting her pregnant right away. He must be carrying a prodigious amount of seed in there.

“Perhaps you are just a man, but…you are not made as other men.”

Sin shrugged as he held her gaze, dropping his hand to run his finger along the edge of her stockings. The contrast between the slightly rough, homespun wool and her silky thighs was exquisite, making his cock twitch up in the air. “It is only fair, Lora, for you are not made as other women, either.”

She glanced down breathlessly as his long fingers reached the delicate, sensitive skin of her inner thigh. He pressed her legs wide without comment, inspecting her with hot eyes. He began to slide his first two fingers in and out of the top of her stockings in a slow, fucking motion that Lora found powerfully arousing. She felt liquid surge from her sex and she wondered if he could see it, naked and exposed as she was.

“I…am not?” she finally asked breathlessly.

Sin’s mouth hardened. “You know you’re not, Lora. You can hardly be unaware that you have almost every man in London slavering after you, especially when you strive for it so blatantly. Your coyness does not please me.”

When she didn’t respond, his eyes rose to meet hers. She looked stung, like a child who had just been slapped by a sulky adult for no good reason. He took her head in his hands and kissed her honey-sweet mouth deeply. He didn’t know what to say to soothe her. In fact, he didn’t know why the thought of her being the object of sexual craving for so many irritated him so much, but it did. It had now, for almost two years, ever since he’d first invaded Heath House while she and her husband were in the country and became entranced by the Singer portrait of her. It was then, too, that he’d begun to listen with increased attention to the gossip about her.

When he backed away slightly to examine her face after the kiss, he saw her lower lip tremble.

“Others have looked at me with lust, before, Sin, and I have not lied to you. Sometimes, I wanted it. But it is not the same as now. When I see desire in your eyes, it gratifies me like nothing else. I want to know how to bring you pleasure. I’ve never wanted that with another man.”

“Lora,” he ground out between clenched teeth. The tight controls he instilled on his stormy nature momentarily shattered at her words. He pressed her down to the bed, kissing her hard, ravenously, as though he were afraid she was a figment of his imagination, and his rough treatment of her assured him of her solidity…her reality. He took both of her large, firm breasts in his hands and massaged her thoroughly, excited by her denseness, her softness, her perfect shape. His fingers plucked at the crests, pinching and pulling surely, drawing out the length of center flesh until it was twice its normal length. He was maddened by her sharp cries followed by moans of disbelieving pleasure.

He broke their kiss and tenderly soothed the distended, reddened peaks with his tongue until she was writhing feverishly beneath him. Without thinking, he suckled her hungrily then. His sac tightened with painful arousal at the sensation. Thoughts of plunging his cock into her clasping, virgin pussy pounded at his brain and body relentlessly, making him pant and sweat. He plunged two fingers in her instead, overwhelmed by her abundant cream and the feeling of her clinging around his fingers so tightly, her muscular walls pulling him deeper and deeper.

Her breast popped free of his suctioning mouth. He stared at the glistening, pointed nipple as though entranced. His thumb rubbed her well-oiled clit. She began to vibrate with tiny pre-orgasmic contractions. He watched her anguished face with intense focus, drinking in her sexy moans before he squeezed a third finger into her tiny hole, pulsing in her as far as he dared. When her wide eyes sprang open in aroused shock, he bent to devour her sharp cries. Her pussy clamped around him rhythmically as she came.

The sensation was exquisite.

Sin doubted at that moment that he could survive the hell of not taking her, although he would do his best to try.

When Lora eventually opened her eyes, she saw that he was panting almost harder than she was and he had not even found his pleasure yet. She was filled with compassion at his look of desire strained to the limit. She reached for him between their bodies and took him in her hand.

“Tell me what to do to please you, Sin,” she murmured next to his ear. She had been stunned by the sight of his cock, but the feel of him in her hand overwhelmed her. He felt so smooth, so dense and heavy…so alive as he throbbed against her palm. Her fingers couldn’t meet her thumb as she encircled him and stroked his length.

“Lora, what you’re doing pleases me,” Sin managed between panting breaths.

And it was true. In that moment, he would have chosen her innocent, eager little hand over the most skilled manipulations of his previous lovers. He took a deep, fortifying breath, steeling his will, feeling a little mortified at how he had nearly lost control. He stood up next to the bed. Lora made a sound of protest and rose to a sitting position. He stilled her reaching hand firmly.

“I am going to rub my cock next to your cunt, Lora, between your lips. You’re so wet, the slide will be sweet for us both.” He watched as she nodded with excitement and her quick, red tongue darted across her lush lower lip.

“Lora?”

“Yes, Master?” she asked with gleaming eyes.

He gave a small smile. “You’re not allowed to come until I tell you this time. Do you understand?” He continued to hold her gaze, waiting for her acknowledgment, before he positioned her hips, rolling her knees back until her sex was tilted up and fully exposed. Sin groaned at the sight.

Her tender red lips were lividly flushed beneath her black pubic hair, making an erotic contrast to her white thighs. Her clitoris swelled between them. He clenched his teeth in ragged restraint at the sight of her glossy little slit and the tightly clasped pink bud of her asshole.

“I am going to rub your body against me, like so,” he informed her thickly as he took her into his arms and loaded the ridge of his cock like a cylinder between her moist lips. “That’s right, little one. Press tightly to me and take your pleasure while I take mine. Ah, yes,” he growled before he bent to plunder her mouth again in a demanding kiss.

Pleasure swamped her. The sensation of his long, stony cock stroking up and down the valley of her outer sex, pressing hard to her clit, and sliding tightly against her belly while he fucked her mouth unapologetically with his tongue felt like too much for her to bear. One large hand encompassed her waist and back while the other gripped a bottom cheek, using her flesh to build the friction. He moved her against him as though she weighed no more than a feather, playing her like he was a bow and she was a stringed instrument. Her sex creamed over him abundantly. The sensation of his firm testicles rubbing up and down against her slit drove her wild with arousal. She moaned and quivered as she reached out blindly for relief.

He tore his mouth from her.

“Don’t, Lora. You’re not allowed,” he said harshly to break through the daze of her arousal.

“I must,” she whispered in anguish as he continued to rub their sweat-glistening bodies sinuously together.

He stopped their mutual pumping abruptly and lifted her up effortlessly until her breasts were just over one shoulder.

Lora gasped in shock when he spanked her bottom three times in quick succession…not tenderly. The burning sting finally penetrated her thick lust. She focused on him when he pulled her back down to the bed.

“That’s better,” he said with a grim smile. “There will be times when I will allow you to come at your leisure, and times when I will tell you to wait. And I will expect you to follow my command, little slave.”

“But it feels so good, and you would not stop,” she murmured anxiously.

“Nor will I now,” he said as he brought her back against him.

“How will I stop it?” she wondered as he resumed building the friction with their flesh just as relentlessly as before.

“You must begin to learn how,” he muttered through a grimace.

In truth, she tested him sorely. He was barely holding himself at the brink. She was so juicy that his cock made an erotic sucking sound as it slid against her tissues. He held her gaze, still stroking her hard and long.

She moaned as if in pain. He reached up and pinched a taut nipple between his fingers, testing her, watching her reaction carefully. She tensed and cried out. Sweat beaded her upper lip. He could feel the tension of her restraint.

“You said that you wanted to please me, didn’t you, little slave?” he whispered next to her cherry red lips.

“Yes! Oh, I do.”

“You do it now with your restraint,” he grated out through clenched teeth. He slid her quicker and harder against his cock, their pace becoming frantic, the spark of ignition inevitable given the relentless friction of their flesh.

Lora stared at him blindly, panting at her efforts to keep her control.

“Reach up and pinch one of your nipples, Lora. If you do it hard enough, I’ll let you come.” He smiled when he saw her enthusiasm.

“You may come now, little one,” he growled against her neck before he bit her soft flesh.

Lora cried out at the unexpected pleasure wrought by his teeth on her sensitive skin and tumbled headlong into orgasm. She shouted out helplessly in surrender, coming to awareness in time to feel Sin stretch impossibly long over the furrow of her rib cage and to see his face clench with what seemed like unbearable torment.

The shout that erupted from his throat was guttural and harsh. He was pressed so tightly to her that she couldn’t see him, but she could feel him throbbing against her, and then the strangely poignant sensation of his hot seed spurting against her skin. Her eyes widened in shock when she felt the amount of wetness on her even as he continued to convulse.

He must have thought her a thousand times a fool for not knowing if she was a virgin or not.

His head dropped down next to her as they both struggled for breath; their hearts pressed close, beating frantically in unison.

When they had both slowed some, Sin softly kissed her neck, soothing the spot where he had bit her at the height of passion. He stood and retrieved his shirt. Lora lay very still, her breath constricted in her lungs, when he proceeded to use the white linen to gently wipe his semen from her body and then his own. Then he tossed the shirt away carelessly and came onto the bed, bringing her into his arms. He stroked the soft skin of her shoulder and Lora listened to the strong, regular sound of his heartbeat in his chest.

She felt like she’d accidentally stumbled into heaven.

“Do you mind if I smoke?” he asked quietly after a moment. She shook her curls across his chest. Sin grunted at the sensual sensation.

Lora watched him with a strange mixture of contentment and arousal, for she felt very satisfied, but the sight of his nude body as he sat up and reached for his bedside table was the most arousing thing that she could imagine. His skin was bronzed and smooth. Each brown hair on his chest and legs was gilded with gold. She smiled.

“I believe that you must swim in the sun without wearing a stitch of clothing,” she murmured in contentment.

“As you will when you swim with me.”

“What is that symbol you wear around your neck?”

“An ankh,” he said calmly as he struck a match to light his tobacco. “The Egyptian symbol of life.”

Lora studied him thoughtfully. Slowly she got up on her knees and faced him, her mind filled with the mystery and allure of this man.

Sin’s eyes glowed hotly as he watched her, for the sight of her as she sat on her haunches—her thighs spread, her hair tousled and wild, and her breasts bouncing slightly—was powerfully alluring. His cock quickened to life, the strength of his renewed arousal gratifying him, but not particularly surprising him. His little slave was the sexiest woman alive, as far as he was concerned. He was going to exhaust her with his demands, virgin or no.

“I look forward to painting you, Lora. Singer’s portrait doesn’t do you justice,” he said gruffly.

Lora gaped in surprise. “How could you have seen that painting?” She knew that he hadn’t been at Charlie’s formal showing of the portrait. She would never have forgotten a man like Sinjin Drake.

Sin shrugged and brought his pipe between his sensual lips. “It is as easy for me to get into Heath House as it is for you to enter Ashton.”

“You have been in my bedroom?”

His smile might have been the reason for his name. “Many times. And lay in your bed, as well.”

“What?” Lora’s throat suddenly felt unbearably constricted and dry. “Tell me that you have not made love to Molly or some other woman in my bed,” she croaked.

Sin’s arm stilled in the process of placing his pipe on its tray. His light eyes flashed over to meet her anxious gaze.

“Never, Lora. I always imagined that the Lady Alexander would resent that, just as my little slave seems to,” he answered honestly. Sin studied her reaction, glad to see her anxiety fade.

“That isn’t to say that I didn’t find my pleasure many times in your bed though,” he couldn’t resist adding just to tease her.

Despite what she had just done with him, Lora blushed when she saw the glint in his eyes. He drew one arm behind his head in an insouciant, thoroughly masculine posture. Her eyes toured his length hungrily. She paused at his groin, her eyes widening when she saw that his cock was full and thick again where it lay heavily on his belly. Her eyes raced to his, hoping that he hadn’t noticed her staring. His grin said that he had, but had the courtesy not to mention it.

“Come here,” he ordered gruffly.

Lora came down next to his warm, hard body, pressing her cheek to his chest, her mind spinning with images of Sin in her bed.

“So you would lie in my bed and…and…?”

“Yes, Lora?”

She cleared her throat, knowing he would not help her. “Touch yourself?”

He trailed his fingers through her lush hair with an air of contentment. “I would masturbate while I thought about making love to that fierce, beautiful woman in the portrait above the mantel. It was very pleasurable. Often more so than being with a woman.” He lowered his head and inhaled the scent of the curls that overfilled his hand.

“Oh,” Lora responded, stunned. Her cheeks grew warm. She was aware of him steadily looking down at her, considering.

“It’s a perfectly viable way of finding pleasure. You might have practiced it all along and suffered less. In fact,” he said as he kissed her mouth briskly and swung his long legs around to stand. “I want you to do it tonight. Try to draw yourself out, imagine that I am telling you that you cannot come yet.”

“But…” Lora began anxiously as she watched him begin to dress briskly.

“There are no buts about it, little slave. I am telling you to do it, and you must. Go to bed tonight at midnight. No sooner and no later. Lie on top of the cool sheets completely naked and spin whatever fantasy will arouse you. Then begin to touch yourself and bring yourself pleasure. You may not come, though, until you have brought yourself to the edge at least three times and stopped. Do you understand, Lora?”

Lora lowered herself off the bed and reached for her corset. “I will do as you say. But I had thought that we would make love again. You are aroused.” She tried to keep the sulkiness out of her voice but didn’t wholly succeed.

“I am. And you are tempting more than you will ever know,” Sin said quietly as he leaned over for a boot, his eyes never leaving the sight of her as she began to pull her corset over her flushed breasts. “But I have some business to attend to with my men.”

Lora froze in the action of tightening her laces. “Business that relates to the Blade?”

“Yes.”

“Why have you not asked me if I will turn you in to the authorities?”

“You’re a woman of honor, are you not?”

“Yes. But you never asked me to swear not to.”

He didn’t answer for a moment as he pulled a clean shirt from his wardrobe. “I don’t have to. You’ve promised to be my faithful slave. You wouldn’t betray your master. Would you?”

Lora paused at the surprising challenge. She had been mostly teasing when she agreed to the slave business, thinking that he just meant it to be sexual titillating, which it certainly had been, but…

She opened her mouth to demand the reason for why he was a thief, but then she fully took in his steady, implacable stare.

“Never,” she said softly.

And yes…his slow, small smile was all the rationale that she required for the moment.

Chapter Four

 

At midnight, Lora stepped away from the long windows of her room where she had been staring out at the black lawn and the eerie shadows and shapes of the vast lawn of Heath House. She turned down the lamp until only a foot-wide bubble around the glass cast the dimmest glow. The large room plunged into almost pitch blackness.

She fingered the bottom of her gown. He would not know, after all. But she recalled how she had promised and she admonished herself for already considering disloyalty, even in this small thing. Her white gown shimmered in the air like a ghost for an instant before she stepped clear of it.

The real Lora, warm and alive, stretched on the cool sheets and sighed.

Why had she never slept naked before? It felt heavenly…sensual and free. It reminded her of what Sin had said today, that they would swim naked together. A shiver of excitement ran over her breasts and belly, magnifying and thickening at her sex. A side of human nature was revealed to her that she had never before understood, as if suddenly a veil had been pulled aside and someone had whispered “look!” and alas, she could see. The behavior of her young girlhood friends and even many of her current women acquaintances, when they would privately tell the secrets of a stolen kiss, or lean together, chestnut curls mingling with golden ones and say something like, “They say she let Launceston lift her skirts and stick his finger high into her private place before she went back inside and danced the fourth dance with Navringham! And afterwards, Launceston had the gall to place his fingers beneath Navringham’s nose, and say ‘smell defeat’.”

Lora had always thought she understood, of course, but she had not really, not like she had thought she had. Her friends—and her own—cheeks had flushed because what they spoke of was forbidden, mysterious…and exciting. Lora imagined what Sin would say, how he would tell her how women had been born to know of sex, and that the current societal constraints placed on them were manmade, harmful, serving one sex at the expense of the other.

He would say all of these things so calmly and then probably shove his finger high inside her just like Launceston had done to Emma Frith at Lady Farthington’s ball. Her hips moved against the bed in arousal. She instinctively ground her tailbone down in the mattress, stimulating her sex and anus without being fully aware of what she did. She imagined Sin watching her with his penetrating grayish-green eyes as his biceps tensed again and again while he finger-fucked her high and hard on the breezy ramparts of Lady Farthington’s mansion, his knuckles becoming drenched with her wetness.

“But Master, this is a ball! People will see us. They will know what we are doing,” Lora gasped heatedly as he thrust more forcefully, the bottom of her ball gown rustling in agitation around her half-exposed breasts and his hard chest, his features becoming more and more focused and grim as he watched her cry and melt under his hand. And then he applied his thumb to her clit and Lora shrieked in pleasure.

“I don’t care what people think, little one. But if you do, you can tell me to stop and I will. What is a more important occupation for you? To be my little slave? Or to be the spoiled darling of the court? Tell me, Lora. Now.”

Lora glanced furtively at the entrance to the brilliantly lit ballroom even as she bounced against his hand wantonly. They weren’t even hidden in some shrubbery or in the darkness. The next person who walked out on the balcony would see them. And no one could say that Sin was forcing her, for if anything, he was fairly still at this point, and it was she who thrashed and bobbed against his pleasuring hand.

“Answer me, little one, or I’ll spank you,” he said in a soft voice that belied the hard glint in his eyes.

Lora moaned uncontrollably. “Slave. Your little slave!”

She saw his lips curl and increased her downward pressure on his hand, for his smile changed her into a wild, primitive creature.

“Willing to do whatever I say?” he asked softly.

“Yes! Oh, yes. I’m going to come.”

“No, Lora. You’re not allowed to come yet,” he said quietly against her lips, even while he teased her swollen clit and rammed into her pussy until logical thought was no longer accessible.

“Yes, Sin, I must.”

“No.”

And then she imagined what it felt like—that brisk sting of pain on her bottom when he unceremoniously leaned her over his shoulder and spanked her while they were in the midst of lovemaking. Her eyes shot open and she recognized the shadowy outline of her bedroom at Heath House.

Her body burned.

She forced her damp hand away from her sex and it dropped to the cool sheets. Her lungs moved like a working bellows. Her clit sizzled, heavy and achy, begging for immediate friction and release. Even though she had forced her hand away, she was so aroused that her pelvis arched upwards, desperate for relief.

“Sin, it isn’t fair!” she cried out in anguish to the night. She shut her eyes tight and pounded her fists several times into the mattress like a child having a tantrum. She panted and moaned.

But she did not touch herself again until the unbearable ache had receded, like a strong tide that had ebbed, but still pounded the beach.

And then she was back on Lady Farthington’s balcony and Sin was watching her with his hot, intense eyes as he thrust his fingers into her wet, snug pussy and slid his long forefinger along her clit. Suddenly, still holding her gaze, he looped his forearm under her right leg and forced it up, bending it into her chest. He pressed her back into the balustrade.

“Bring your dress up around your waist, Lora. Bare your pussy to me,” he said in that deep quiet voice that he possessed, the voice of a man used to being obeyed.

“No! You ask too much, even for you. Anyone who walked onto the balcony would see, as well. They would see your fingers buried in me! They will see how wet I am.”

He slowed. “You’re right, of course. We will stop.”

She could not bear the expression on his face, both disappointed and tender at once. And the feeling of him ceasing his heavenly friction made her want to scream in protest. She gathered her skirts around her waist hastily and tilted her hips, exposing herself fully to his hot, piercing eyes. The cool night air kissed and licked at her, for her inner thighs were moist with the slickness of her arousal. His face went rigid and his nostrils flared with desire, as though he had caught her sex scent.

And she knew that she would do almost anything to see that expression on his handsome face.

He began to stroke her again, his muscular arm powering his fingers into her again and again. When Lora began to scream, he covered her mouth with his own to bind it. He ripped his mouth from hers after a kiss that left her ready to blow.

“Do you know how much I wish it was my cock in you, Lora, instead of my fingers?” he growled next to her ear in a voice that almost sounded angry.

“You are my master. You could do it, if you so wished,” Lora assured him. The image of him bending her over the balustrade and easing his big cock into her pussy, inch by inch, made her…

“No, little one. That is not the fantasy I would have you come by on this night. Use your discipline, darling, or both of us will be lost,” he said sharply.

And Lora heard him, but her imagination was so vivid and explicit and hot, his beautiful, thick, veined cock sliding into her, the look of torture on both of their faces, the feeling of him carving into her, stretching her tight, hurting her at first, but then filling her to the brim, until he touched the end of her womb and his big, firm balls pressed snugly to her moist hilt.

“Sin, it is so good! You’re splitting me wide. You fit me so perfectly. God, don’t ever leave me empty again…fuck me…fuck me…fuck…Sin… Ahhhh!”

Blackness enveloped her as she succumbed and a tall, dark wave of orgasm crashed into her relentlessly.

When she came to awareness, it was to the sound of loud pounding on her bedroom door. “Milady? Milady? Are you all right?”

Lora blinked in disorientation. Good God! It was Archer! Her butler must have heard her scream. She grabbed the thick bedding and tossed it over her wanton nakedness. “Yes, Archer, I am fine!” she called out a little shakily. “I’m sorry, I did not mean to—”

Lora stopped speaking when the bedroom door swung open. But it wasn’t opened by Archer on the outside. It was opened by…Sin. On the inside!

“All is well, Archer. Your mistress and I were having a little lesson, you see, and she was participating a little too enthusiastically.”

“My lord! How did you get here so quickly? We just left the Fleet not ten minutes ago! I didn’t know you were here or I might have understood. You took me by surprise,” Archer said through a gaping mouth.

Sin gave a conciliatory nod. Had her butler really just called Sin “my lord”? How could this be? Just how many members of her perfidious staff consorted with the Blade, anyway?

Sin looked insouciant standing there as he continued to converse with Archer, as though it were the most common thing in the world for him to be in her bedroom while Lora lay stark naked in the bed, still panting from her orgasm…her brain slowly regaining the speech necessary to scream at Sin until his ears blistered!

“I apologize again for alarming you, Archer,” Sin said.

The tall, brawny butler nodded slowly. “Are you all right then, milady?” he called to Lora with concern. Lora had the slim satisfaction of knowing that while her formidable butler may be a traitor, he obviously still wanted to ensure himself of her safety.

“I’m fine, Archer. It seems we will have something of importance to discuss tomorrow though.”

“Yes, milady. It would seem so. Good night to both of you, then.”

Lora caught a brief glimpse of Sin’s profile before he shut the door. He looked tall, imposing, impossibly both familiar and utterly alien to her at once. He was nothing more than a stranger, a man who she had only first encountered last night. And yet, the things she had done with him were unspeakable. She felt her heartbeat kick up in anxiety and anticipation.

He had watched her while she pleasured herself, as though he were evaluating a performance. How dare he?

And he must know how she had failed.

“Turn up the lamp, little one.” Lora thought she heard anger in his voice.

Despite all the ways that she wanted to accuse him, she was silent as she fumbled with the lantern. Light blossomed into the dark, but the blackness was not hospitable, and it shrunk back to a small bubble of visibility that encompassed both Sin and herself. And in a million years, Lora would have never guessed at what she would see. He was ripping at the falls of his trousers and his face was so grim and rigid as he stared at her that Lora gasped in a mixture of anticipation and fear.

His mouth hardened at her expression. “You and Archer are both in a betraying mood tonight, I see.” Sin whipped his shirt over his head and it fell out of the bubble of light. His hard, defined muscles rippled magnificently in the glow of the lamp. “The man who has been my faithful servant for seventeen years looked at me just now like he was convinced I was going to brutally rape his mistress of less than two, and I was left in little doubt that if he had thought it there at the end, it would have been you who he fought for! What sort of a witch have I acquired as my slave?”

Lora gasped in surprise. “Seventeen years!”

He ignored her as he jerked at his trousers roughly and they fell around his thighs. He was still wearing boots, and he did not appear to be planning to take the time to remove them. Her eyes widened. Then Lora understood that he was not angry—except for the irritation he felt at his control being tried. Instead, he was so aroused to be at the breaking point. Lora opened her mouth to speak, but he cut her off sharply.

“Not now, darling. You will rant at me, if you choose. Or you will preen because my game has backfired on me. But all of that will be later, for now, I will have my pleasure of you.” He sat down on the bed next to her, his back against the great, carved headboard. Without an apology, he brought his knees up and planted his boots in the mattress.

Lora watched him in trepidation. The dim lamplight did nothing to soften the appearance of his dense muscles, powerful thighs, or the erect flesh that sprung between them.

Sin saw the expression on her face, but he did not relent. Seeing the vague outline of her white body upon the bed, writhing and moaning, the quick frantic movements of her hand, the keening, wild sounds that she made…but worst of all, those things she cried when she climaxed so thunderously. It was too much to be borne by a saint, and he was a mere man…and a very lusty one, at that.

“Come here. Your master has such need of you,” he said in a voice that was still insistent, but less aggressive. “I want you to straddle me, but face my knees. Put your hands on them and lean over. Now. Let me look at the results of our little lesson. Over further, Lora.”

Lora sent her elbows out and leaned closer to his knees. She moaned as he parted her. For a second, she questioned why she was doing this. Wasn’t she going to yell at him for spying on her? But then she recalled the look of stark need on his face and she knew she wouldn’t belabor the issue. The light shifted and Lora felt the soft warmth of the lantern on her inner thighs and her exposed sex. She felt her sex contract and seep, knowing that he was inspecting her closely with the light. She considered that she should be embarrassed by the fact that he studied her with his focused gaze while her entire sex and inner thighs were glistening with her arousal, but she felt no shame.

She smiled into the darkness. “It was bad of you to do it, Sin.”

“I am a thief, darling, and it is my job to trick you into imparting your treasures to me.” Lora glanced back as he set the lantern back on the table. “And such glittering, priceless treasure, I have never before seen. You failed your lesson, though, didn’t you?”

“Miserably,” Lora admitted with a small smile.

“I will have to spank you before I take my pleasure, then. I’m disappointed. You are forcing my restraint because you could not control your own.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered when she noticed his taut expression.

He sighed. “Lower yourself between my knees until your breasts are between them.” When she had done as he instructed, he closed his knees snuggly squeezing her big mounds together, grunting appreciatively at the sensation. Then he smacked his palm against the ass that she stuck out for him, ignoring her yelps.

“My slave’s ass pleases her master excessively,” Sin murmured warmly as he popped her plump cheeks, entranced by the shiver in her firm flesh when he swatted her. “I guessed from your portrait and from rumors about you that your breasts were divine, but your ass…good God. Stand up next to the bed, little one,” he said after he’d made her fanny blush prettily.

Lora stood, facing away from him while he moved to the edge of the bed. “Now sit down in my lap,” he said in a voice that closely resembled his usual calm authority, but Lora heard the strain.

“You want me to…impale myself on you?”

Their eyes caught and held. “God, yes. And you will someday, even if we have to wait until heaven. But for now, darling, just sit on my thighs and back your beautiful bottom onto my cock.” Lora inched back at his urging, the crisp hair on his hard thighs abrading her tender skin erotically until she felt the long, pulsing pillar of his cock press into the crack of her ass and up her spine. She made a whimpering sound at the sensation. He parted the globes of her lush cheeks matter-of-factly and sandwiched himself deeply in the crevice. One large hand came to her belly and pressed her tight. They moaned in unison.

Lora bobbed up and down in his lap at his urging, loving the illicit feel of his steely rod pressed into such an intimate place. Who would have thought this would be pleasurable? But it was. The feel of his thick shaft massaging her ass was exquisite. She groaned, her hips beginning a small circular gyration in addition to her up-and-down movements.

“You like my cock pressed against your little hole, don’t you?” he whispered as he pressed and guided her against him.

“Yes. Yes!”

“One day soon, I’ll do more than just rub against it, Lora. But for now, you will come along with your master.” The feeling of being encased in her silky, firm ass cheeks and the way she rode him was too much for him. Yet his eyes glued on the beguiling image of her loose, lovely curls, bouncing so close to the head of his cock as it rammed up and down her spine. He grabbed a handful. Lora moaned at his insistent tug.

“Arch your back,” he ordered.

Lora thrust her breasts forward and let her head fall back. She heard his ragged exhalation of air, felt him stretch up her spine, as though his cock would grow to meet her bobbing curls. He reached around to her sex. But instead of gliding along her clit, as he had in the past, he took the sensitive, engorged bundle of nerve fibers between thumb and forefinger and pinched rhythmically.

If Archer had thought something was amiss at her shout before, he likely thought she was being murdered in her bed at her present scream.

When Sin heard her reaction, his own orgasm slammed into him. He held her hips steady as his pleasure seemingly ripped him apart, only to have another spasm tear through him again, and again, and again. His eyes opened narrowly to watch his cum spurt up Lora’s lovely curved spine and spray into her dancing curls. His racking pleasure overtook him, but he didn’t want to close his eyes on that singularly erotic sight. Later, she would probably kill him for coming in her hair, but presently, it was something too beautiful to resist.

Lora sank down onto his thighs after several pleasure-filled moments, panting wildly for air. He encircled her tightly in his arms. She murmured in contentment when she felt him brush her hair aside and begin to kiss her neck softly after his breathing had slowed. He caressed one sore buttock softly.

“I’m sorry, Lora. I will usually never spank you more than once in a day. Your skin is too delicate for more. If you give me an emollient, I’ll put it on you later,” he whispered as he pressed his lips to her back. “You may lecture me now for spying on you, as long as you don’t take too long, for I will have you again…and very soon.”

“Sin…” Lora sighed. And her lecture was short, indeed, for the one word was all the sense of admonishment she could muster when they were pressed skin to skin and he kissed her so sensually.

“I’m not much of a teacher of self-discipline, am I, little one?”

“You are the finest teacher in the world,” she whispered breathlessly. She felt him nudge her jaw with two long fingers and she turned her mouth to meet his in a hot, lingering kiss.

When they parted, she whispered against his lips. “It is you who have set out this mad plan to teach me discipline, Sin. I do not care for it, myself. I would make love to you again and again until I could not move from sheer exhaustion. And if you asked it of me, I would let you take me anywhere, even in my pussy,” she whispered.

He smiled slowly, moved by her admission even if it did emphasize her impulsivity. “Most headstrong, hot-blooded creatures do not care for discipline, Lora. That is the point. But their fiery natures will consume them and everything around them if they do not learn to control their power.”

Lora was quiet for a moment. “And you know this, Sin, because your nature is like mine? And you, too, came close to destroying yourself?”

“Yes, little one.”

Lora bit her lower lip and studied him for a moment. “All right. You are the master, and you obviously have a reason for your method of teaching.”

“I do.” Lora murmured in delight when he raised his hands and cradled her breasts, as though testing their weight before he began to fondle her. “And do not torture me again, Lora, with allusions to me fucking your little pussy and filling you up completely. My discipline is not limitless, as you discovered tonight, and likely will know many times in the future.”

“Yes, Master,” she said on an outward moan as he continued to caress her.

“Now tell me what you were thinking while you pleasured yourself.”

Lora’s eyes flew open. “You just told me not to torment you with such things!”

“That is what you fantasized about the whole time?” he wondered as his fingertips pinched and then soothed both of her nipples at once. Lora blinked, trying to concentrate.

“No. That was not until the very end,” she admitted.

“Ah. That was what I thought. What came before, then?”

“Sin,” she murmured with exasperation. “Must I?”

“You must.”

Despite her embarrassment, Lora mumbled an explanation of the balcony scene at Lady Farthington’s ball.

“And what stopped you from coming the first time was the thought of me spanking you?” Sin asked when she got to that point. Lora assented, then stilled in anticipation when one of his hands glided down to her belly and hips and stroked her satiny skin appreciatively. “And the thought of people coming out onto the balcony and seeing my fingers inside your pussy…that was both exciting and anxiety-provoking for you?”

“Yes,” Lora whispered. Her hips ground down into his thighs when his hand dropped to the soft nest of hair between her legs. She tried to open her thighs for him, but he suddenly pressed her legs tightly together with both of his hands.

“Stay like that. Press your thighs tightly together,” he commanded before his hand rose again to the dark hair between her legs. He stuck all four fingers between the silky haven of her thighs, his forefinger against her clit, and began to draw his hand up and down in a vertical fucking motion. He heard her ragged inhalation. “Tell me more about this fantasy of having these people of the court see you in such a flagrant sexual display.”

Lora squirmed in his lap. What he was doing to her felt wonderful. She could feel him lengthening and stiffening again along her cum-dampened spine. “It is something I think about sometimes, when I am being…”

“Naughty?”

“I suppose. I just hate the hypocrisy. I despise all the falseness, the artificiality, the way a man at a ball would never dream of laying a finger on my bosom and how the same man might proceed to The Rose and calmly tell a whore that he would like to fuck her breasts. It flabbergasts me, the fakeness of it all. Why does no one else see it?”

She paused momentarily on an outward groan, for her pleasure was rapidly growing. He continued to move his fingers rapidly up and down, fucking the crevice of her tightly pressed thighs, all the while stimulating her clit until it sizzled with newfound life.

“Do you have any idea how many times a day I suffer a gentleman as he discusses the weather or the depravity of the French in comparison to the God-fearing English while his eyes are glued to my breasts the entire time and spittle dribbles from the corner of his mouth? Sometimes I wish that a nipple would pop out of my dress, just to see how some of those blustering hypocrites would react.”

“Probably by keeling over dead with a heart attack,” Sin murmured wryly. His plunging fingers stilled. “Are you saying that the thought of exposing yourself to such a man would arouse you?”

Lora grounded her clit against him in mute appeal. He refused her nonverbal request, though. Instead, he dipped his fingers lower, sinuously, sending them ever so briefly into her pussy, only to come out again and disperse her abundant cream further around her inner thighs. “So sweet,” he murmured next to her neck. “I like your thighs all slick and glossy. Now answer me, Lora.”

“Sin,” Lora groaned, tense and low. “No, not like you’re making it sound. Those fools disgust me utterly. But…” Once again, her hips butted forward, trying desperately to get her clit to his finger.

“But what, darling?”

Lora wilted with a sigh. He continued to keep his hand sandwiched in her snugly pressed thighs, inches from the greedy flesh that hungered for him. “There is something wicked in me that can’t help but imagine what it would be like, to show part of my secret self, my true self to those who are such hypocrites.”

“And in your fantasies, what would these staunch, God-fearing English gentlemen of the world do when you exposed your pretty, secret places to them?” Sin asked warmly.

“Nothing, but stare.”

“And?”

“And be forced to admit that they are nothing but fakes and hypocrites and shameful liars!” Lora said with abrupt passion.

Sin moved up his hand between her silky thighs to reward her. This time, it was him that groaned and rocked against her. His whole hand was drenched in her silken liquid heat.

“You would like them to acknowledge that you can turn them into lustful, rutting beasts, despite their moral pontificating and pompous talk of protecting the delicate gentlewomen of England, is that it, darling?”

“Yes,” Lora cried in ecstatic agreement as she began to bounce enthusiastically in his lap, for his brief absence had only made his return exponentially more arousing. “I would have them all as a captive audience!”

“Perhaps they would be tied up in some fashion, unable to escape your tortures?” Sin asked, his grin well-hidden from her.

“Oh, yes. If only I could find a way to make them watch me and feel no shame for it, I would expose myself to them. I would show them my breasts and my ass and my pussy. And I would laugh at their drooling, and their sweating, and the bulges in their trousers, as pitiful as they likely would be!”

Sin suppressed a snort of laughter. “God help them from the wrath of my little slave.” He pressed harder on her and Lora’s flesh trembled beneath his hands.

“May I come, then, Master?” she asked shakily.

“Mmmm. Your honesty has pleased me. And you have, once again, made me stiff enough to pound nails. I think I will begin to teach you tonight to pleasure me with your hand. It would please me to have my slave begin her lessons where I have stroked myself on many occasions before, thinking of the comely Lady Alexander’s elegant hand fisting my cock. Would you like that?”

“Ooh!” Lora’s face scrunched together as she restrained herself from coming, pushed to the very brink by his proposal. “Yes. I want to pump you and watch as while all that seed spurts out of you.”

Sin closed his eyes, knowing she was beating him at his own game. But at this point, he was beyond caring. He shoved his other hand beneath her bouncing bottom, bringing her slightly off his lap. He wet his fingers in her plentiful cream and rubbed her asshole.

“Ah! Ah! I cannot stop it now, Sin,” she cried out brokenly.

“Then come at your leisure,” he granted. His teeth clenched in arousal when he sent the first half of his forefinger into her ass and he felt her orgasmic spasms in her hot, smooth hole. She shrieked uninhibitedly as climax shattered her. She bucked her hips down to swallow up his whole finger. While she convulsed and keened, he finger-fucked her ass forcefully while he held her hip steady, relishing her surprised yelp and the resultant strength and length of her climax.

Sin smiled in grim satisfaction, knowing that somewhere in the darkness, the regal Lora Alexander watched from her portrait over the fireplace, an undoubtedly envious expression on her face as she watched his little slave shoot off like a firecracker in his lap.

Chapter Five

 

The next morning found Lora lying about like a lazy wastrel on a chaise in the sunny garden at Heath House, plucking idly at a daisy and watching Archer as he cut some hydrangeas. She felt relaxed and content. Archer and she had just finished a long talk about his association with Sin. Lora found that she trusted the brawny butler even more now that she understood his true loyalties, not less. It was difficult to be angry with the quiet-spoken, sincere giant.

Remembered images and sensations assailed her both from the present and from yesterday mixing together to create a honey-thick, sweet daze, the warm sun on her skin, the slight soreness of her breasts and bottom—constant reminders of her awakened passion—the expression of shocked pleasure on Sin’s face when he came on two other occasions last night, the memory of his cock spurting like a fountain as she fisted him and pumped with the hard, precise strokes that he had taught her, the delicious feeling of lying in his lap while he rubbed her tender bottom with an emollient, and finally falling into a profound, satisfied sleep in Sinjin Drake’s arms. All of these delicious thoughts blended together with the anticipation that she would be seeing her lover later, for he had told her that he would begin to instruct her with the bow and arrow this afternoon.

“Does anyone else in my household work for Sin besides you and Molly, Archer?” Lora asked distractedly when he neared her to deposit an armload of dusky purple hydrangeas into a pail of water before he returned to cut some more.

“Only I technically work for Mr. Drake, milady. He thought it would be helpful to have an outside pair of ears to warn him of happenings among the gentry that he might not otherwise know about.”

“And my husband and I were that connection, Archer?” she asked idly.

“Yes, milady,” Archer said with an air of vague apology.

“And what of Molly?”

“Molly has merely…made friends with Mr. Drake and some of his men.”

Lora noticed the way her butler blushed endearingly. Undoubtedly Molly had made friends with Archer as well. How did her maid have time for her duties—or anything, for that matter? Lora scowled as she considered her sexually precocious maid. “Well, she can continue being friendly with his men all she likes, but that little hussy better steer clear of Sin,” she muttered irritably.

“Yes, milady,” Archer agreed with a rare scowl. “I, too, find Molly to be far too free with her favors.”

Lora attempted to calm herself, a little ashamed of her potent display of jealousy.

“There was a man…I believe your master called him ‘Jab’. Is he a Moor, Archer?”

“Yes, milady. That is Jabari. He and my master are very close. Jabari is Egyptian.”

A thousand more questions spun through her mind, but she asked the one that refused to fade.

“Is your master married, Archer?” She plucked at the dark green sash below her breasts, not wanting Archer to see the intense curiosity in her eyes as she asked the question.

“No, milady. He says there is not woman alive who would put up with his ways.”

“And if he found a woman who did not disapprove of his need for freedom? What then?”

Archer considered her question thoughtfully. “He would undoubtedly say that such acceptance would be short-lived. And that soon, a wife would demand that he conform to the demands that civilization imposes as a husband and father.”

“And his spirit would be enslaved and imprisoned, Archer?”

“Yes, milady.” He thought his mistress’ smile wistful…and sad.

“And he would be right,” she whispered more to herself than to him, thinking of the bindings that society had irrevocably placed on her. After a moment, she roused herself. “And it does not bother you, Archer, the fact that your master is a thief and an outlaw?”

“He does not steal for his own benefit, milady. He does not need to, for he is very wealthy in his own right. If he has not told you his purpose, then it’s not my place to do so,” Archer said in a soft voice that totally belied his giantlike stature.

Lora flushed, for despite the physical intimacy that she’d shared with Sin, it was true that he had never revealed to her even a glimpse of his motives for his thefts…or anything about the inner man, for that matter.

Archer took pity on her when he saw her uncertainty. “He donates his portion to the poor both in a village near Karncross, his estate in Ireland, and a village in Egypt, where…”

Lora looked up sharply at Archer’s abrupt pause.

Archer sighed when he saw her unintentional display of eagerness. “My master is far from being unsympathetic about the plight of the poor, for he was of the impoverished class once himself,” he insisted. He nodded when he saw Lora’s surprised expression. “Yes, it is true. His unusual past is undoubtedly part of why he is such an unusual man. You see, even though he is the master of a very rich estate, he did not become the designated heir to it until he was ten years old. He is a bastard, you see. Until his father named him as the heir of Karncross, my master lived in Longsford with his mother not far from where my sister and I once lived. I, too, was one of those nameless, hungry poor that he still assists today. My master saved my life when I hardly deserved saving. He tried to save my younger sister, as well, but she would not be saved.” Archer sighed heavily. “So in answer to your question, milady, my answer is no. The fact that others would call him a thief does not bother me.” Archer finished the rest in his thoughts as his lady studied him with her haunting midnight blue eyes.

For there are many brands of thieves, and the most insidious kind of all is not like the Blade, but the variety that carry the official seal of civilization and the might of an empire to enforce their wicked deeds.

* * * * *

“Yes,” Sin said thoughtfully as he chose one of many bows that hung in an orderly fashion in a room off the stables at Ashton and handed it to Lora. She felt like a paintbrush or a canvas as he studied her so dispassionately, a mere tool for one of his methodical projects. The thought made her squirm with irritation, but Sin either did not notice or chose to ignore it.

“I had not thought of it before, but she is about the same size as you,” he murmured to himself.

“Who is about the same size as me?” Lora demanded sharply.

“She whose bow you are going to borrow,” he answered unhelpfully as he laced the strap of a quiver over her arm.

“I do not want to borrow it,” Lora said peevishly, despising the idea of using anything that belonged to one of Sin’s paramours. When she refused to put her other arm down so that he could affix the quiver to her back, Sin merely grabbed her wrist and arranged it without her compliance.

“Do you have your own bow then?”

“No. I told you I have never attempted this.”

“Then you will have to borrow that one, won’t you?”

Lora gritted her teeth as she watched him lower an extremely large bow. Unlike the one that he’d handed her, his bow appeared to be made of bamboo. She had never seen anything like it.

Who was this she that he referred to, this woman who stored her bow in Sin’s collection? Had he taught her archery, as well? Lora was more than a little disgruntled when she realized this was the second time she had become jealous today. It felt like acid in her veins, especially when she acknowledged that she had about as much right to feel it as Charlotte might if ever she saw Herington escort another whore up the stairs at The Rose.

Bitter, poisonous feeling it was.

Sin didn’t speak to her again until they were out on the lush lawns of Ashton and standing some twenty-five or thirty feet from a target. Lora saw that bales of hay were stacked behind it in order to trap arrows. After he’d fitted her bow arm with a bracer, he began to adjust her stance. Lora’s heart began to beat rapidly as he matter-of-factly put his big hands on her hips and shoulders, and once, even gripping her thighs through the loose-fitting gown that she’d donned for their exercise. Desire surged into her sex like a molten river. Potent images and sensations of him making love to her yesterday once again flickered across her brain. But as much as her body responded so wholly and naturally to Sin’s touch, his expression remained distant as he went about his task.

“I feel like a lump of clay that you’re molding,” Lora muttered under her breath when he knelt in front of her and grasped both of her ankles and adjusted her stance a mere quarter of an inch wider. In truth, she felt hurt that he could be so businesslike and cold after the things they had done to each other in bed last night. She had taken extra time this morning with her toilette. Did she not look fetching with her simple cream-colored day dress adorned only by the dark green ribbon and her curls drawn back from her face with two combs, leaving them to fall in glossy disarray down her back?

Sin stood and circled her, inspecting her stance from all angles. “My lump of clay appears to have a few nettles in it,” he finally said as he grabbed the bow and began placing it in her hands in just the manner he wanted.

Lora’s lips pursed together irritably, for what could she say? Why do you not fawn over me, Sin? Why are you not captivated?

Sin grinned when he saw his little slave’s brow crinkle and her red, thoroughly kissable lips pull into a pout. With the bow in her hand, white gown and the green sash beneath her lush breasts, she looked like Diana, the virgin huntress…or she would if Diana were reputed to be lovelier than Aphrodite herself. He took one of her arrows from her quiver and came behind her to show her how to nock her arrow.

Lora’s breath caught in her lungs at the sensation of being encircled in Sin’s arms and the feeling of his hard thighs, crotch and belly ghosting her body through her dress. She inhaled his masculine, rich scent and gave a satisfied sigh.

“Lora?” Sin breathed next to her ear.

“Yes?” Lora managed dazedly, feeling both aroused and content at once.

“I expect you to learn this. I didn’t come out here to worship your perfect red lips or slobber over your half-exposed breasts.” He immediately felt her stiffen in his arms at his crudity. Her dark eyes shot fire at him when she twisted her chin to meet his gaze. “Didn’t I tell that I don’t care for you wearing gowns that made a display of your breasts?”

Lora paused, his accusation throwing her off her mark. “No one will see me but you. What difference does it make?”

“Archer saw you this morning, as did Jab before we went out to the stables,” he reminded her coolly. It angered him that she was so reckless as to dress in this manner in front of other men. Of course, he knew that presently it wasn’t Archer or Jab that she wanted to tease mercilessly, but himself.

And of course it was working. The fact that he currently pressed against the agonizing firsthand knowledge of that she’d followed his orders to a T, and currently wore not a stitch of underwear over her delectable ass only made him more irritated…and monumentally aroused.

Damn his little slave and her rampant exhibitionism.

Lora opened her mouth to defend herself, but her hot rebuttal miraculously cooled and evaporated on her tongue when she saw Sin shake his head once. His grayish-green eyes seemed to flash with a white fire.

“You need to learn discipline, Lora. Now attend to me, for I will be very displeased if I have to repeat myself again and again because of your unruly emotions. If you do not mind showing off your breasts in front of all my men, perhaps you wouldn’t mind them watching from the windows of Ashton while I give your bare ass the spanking it deserves.”

Her eyes went wide at his tone of voice. “I would mind, Sin. I will listen.”

Sin took a deep breath to quiet his irritation and began to instruct her.

After a minute of holding the bow in the manner Sin prescribed, Lora felt tears sting her eyes. He forced her to keep her body pulled tight without relief. If she slumped or altered her position ever so slightly he scolded her. She considered herself to be a strong woman, but she had never had to endure anything as terrible as standing in one position for so long while Sin calmly instructed and poked at her to get her posture just as he wanted. She had to struggle constantly to attend to what he said. Why wouldn’t he just let her shoot the damn arrow at the target, for God’s sake? But when he finally allowed her to nock the arrow on her own, her muscles quivered at the painful exertion of merely keeping the arrow nocked to the bowstring.

It was the most difficult thing she’d ever done in her life.

“Stand still. Don’t move,” Sin told her softly from where he stood just to the right of her bow arm. He circled the back of her taut, poised body slowly.

“Sin, let me shoot the arrow,” she begged tremulously.

“No. Quiet yourself, Lora.”

Lora felt two fat tears roll down her cheek, but she held steady. She couldn’t keep herself from gasping loudly with relief when he finally told her to relax. Her bow arm screamed in painful protest when she lowered it.

“Why wouldn’t you let me shoot it?” she accused bitterly.

“I will allow you to shoot it when you can do so with some composure.”

She hissed with disgust. Sweat mingled with the tears on her face. It wetted her neck and he fabric of her dress where it clung beneath her breasts, as well.

So much for looking fetching for Sin.

“That is why archery, done correctly, is such an art. It requires that the mind and body become perfectly attuned.”

Lora inspected him carefully, feeling a little resentful that he seemed so cool, collected and deadly gorgeous while she sweated and panted like an overheated dog. “Perhaps you’d like to demonstrate?” she asked in a sweet tone even though her mouth twisted like she’d just tasted something sour.

He gave a small shrug. “Follow me.”

“I have never seen a bow like yours,” Lora commented as they walked toward the house.

“It is a yumi. When I was a young man, my father sent me to a kyudo master while we were in Japan in order to teach me some much-needed discipline. It was a stroke of genius on his part, although I cursed both him and my kyudo master at the time.” He glanced at her wryly. “As you will tomorrow when you awaken too stiff to get out of bed.”

“Kyudo?”

“It’s an ancient form of Japanese archery.”

Lora’s eyes widened in amazement when he finally paused and she saw how far up the lawn they’d moved. She watched from behind him as he pointed his large bow to the ground and nocked his bow with one sinuous, fluid motion. If he aimed, Lora never saw it. But one second, his arrow was airborne and the next, it shuddered in the center of the target down the lawn.

She gasped audibly in amazement. It was like seeing some kind of parlor trick…a sleight of hand. But as her own protesting muscles informed her, what he’d just done took an enormous amount of skill, poise and brute strength. No wonder his beautiful body was so finely delineated with muscle. She watched him a mounting respect as he lowered his bow after firing a second missile directly next to his first.

“Will I be able to do that someday?” she demanded.

“Perhaps. Not at this distance, though. Your body is strong. It’s your emotions that will challenge you, little one.”

Lora bit at her lower lip as she considered him thoughtfully. “Were they your challenge as well, Sin?”

“Were and are. It’s never a finished deal.” He smiled when he saw the confused expression on her beautiful face. “Come. I saw how you trembled when you held your bow. I’m proud of your strength of will, little one. Our lessons will continue tomorrow. For now, let’s go for a swim.”

* * * * *

Two days later Lora searched for kindling for the fire that she and Sin would build on their little beach that was so well secluded by dense foliage. She had begun to fall into the routine of Sin’s days. After a light lunch, he would instruct her at archery, where she was making many hard-won strides. When the heat of the day made things unbearable, they would gather a basket of food and some blankets and retire to the shadowed beach by the calm lake that perfectly mirrored the surrounding foliage. To Lora, their private lake had a magical quality to it, especially when Sin told her that it was the source of the Fleet.

They would swim and, even in this supposed leisure activity, Sin pushed her physically, insisting that she swim many laps with him, although she had to stop long before him. His physical prowess stunned her again and again as she became more accustomed to his ways.

But it was his intense mental focus that awed her time and again.

After their swim, Lora would lie excited and flushed in his strong arms as he slept. Even though she knew that he wouldn’t begin to instruct her in her lessons as his slave until after he’d awakened from his nap and they swam again, she could never bring herself to sleep. Her heart always raced too erratically to rest when she was near him. Only when night came and her body was exhausted from pleasing her master—not to mention too many orgasms of her own to count—could she finally fall into a deep, satisfied sleep in Sin’s arms.

“Wait, Lora,” Sin’s voice called out from behind her. “We’ll gather the kindling for the fire later. I want to speak with you.”

Lora turned and sighed contentedly when he took her into his arms and held her for a long minute. She pressed her cheek to his chest and felt his slow, steady heartbeat.

“You sensed it today, didn’t you, little one?” he murmured softly into her hair.

Lora smiled shyly. She knew immediately to what he referred. It stirred her mind and body deeply to realize that he could read her perhaps more accurately than she could herself.

“Yes. I felt it there at the end of our lesson. I was so frustrated that I couldn’t make the arrow do what I wanted it to do. And then I remembered to do what you told me. Not to fight against my anger, but just to observe it as though I were sitting here on our beach, and my anger was like a branch floating by in the lake. And then…I felt peace.”

Sin smiled and pressed a kiss into her sun-warmed hair. He matter-of-factly began to unlace her dress. “I felt peace, too. But now, I would ask my little slave to shatter my peace for a period of time.” When he was done, she stood before him wearing only her stockings and lace-up boots. He led her over to a flat rock where they had perched at various times during the past few nights. He peeled his shirt off and tossed it onto the grass between them.

“And how would you like me to shatter your peace, Sin?” Her voice was already breathless with anticipation and rising arousal. Her nipples tightened at the sight of his nude torso. Sin responded naturally to her body’s bold invitation and raised his hands to pinch her crests lightly. Lora moaned.

“You have become very skilled at pleasuring me with your hand in the past few nights. I believe we will start to have you learn how to pleasure me with your mouth,” he said thickly, his light eyes never leaving her tightening, rosy nipples.

“Kneel, Lora.”

Lora did as he said, her eyes lowering over his glorious, tanned chest and smooth, muscled abdomen as she did so. His shirt softened the feeling of the hard earth on her knees. Her eyes flew to his, and she saw that he was watching her as he lowered the falls of his trousers and lowered them around his thighs. Lora couldn’t help but gasp, for seeing his erect cock at this new angle and so closely was a little intimidating. She thought of how Charlotte swallowed Herington so completely and anxiety weakened her even as liquid desire pooled between her legs.

Sin saw the expression that leapt into her midnight blue eyes. “There is nothing to fear, little one.” He took his thick shaft in his hand. “You know by now that we take all of our lessons slowly. This evening, you will only take the head of my cock into your mouth. That is all. Lora?” he asked abruptly when he saw the fear in her eyes become replaced by lust as she regarded his cock. He surged in his own hand. Despite himself, he stroked his length, incredibly excited, as always, by the evidence of her reciprocated desire. When she looked up at him, he said, “Did you hear me? Only the head this evening. Use your hand for the rest.” He waited tensely for her to agree.

“Yes. I understand,” she whispered.

“Good,” he said as he brought himself to her. He couldn’t prevent his groan at the sight and sensation of the head of his penis slipping between her lush, widely straining, red lips. Sin saw her tongue, quick and curious, flick over him before she enclosed him in her wet warmth. He gasped at the sensation. Good Lord, he didn’t need her hand. He would easily come just pulsing two inches of himself into her wet heat. His voice eluded him momentarily.

When it returned, he gruffly began to instruct her. Sweat began to gather on his upper lip, because she was obviously a talented pupil. The suction that she created was exquisite. The fact that she seemed to enjoy what she was doing so much aroused him nearly as much. She began to bounce her head eagerly. Sin groaned at the torment. Knowing her nature, he should have known what she would do next, but he was too preoccupied with her pleasuring mouth to guess.

The flame of Lora’s desire grew rapidly until it was an inferno. Her world narrowed to the smooth head of his penis, which was the size of a small piece of succulent fruit. Twice now, her lips had slid over the defined rim and Sin had warned her to stop. But Lora was increasingly greedy for him. She recalled how Charlotte swallowed Herington almost completely and how Herington had praised her skills. She glanced up at Sin, but his eyes were closed. He seemed utterly focused on her actions solely through a sense of touch. On her next downstroke, she plunged her head forward, cramming several inches of his thick shaft into her mouth.

Sin opened his eyes wide at the sensation. Lora gagged and fell back onto her heels. Choking coughs tore through her throat and chest. Tears coursed down her cheeks and she raised her hand to cover her mouth, for the harsh coughing was continuing to stimulate her gag reflex.

“Lora, you are the most impulsive, undisciplined female alive!”

“It hurt so much,” she said hoarsely after a moment. “I suppose I deserved it.”

She gave a whimper of surprise when he grabbed her arm in a firm grip and raised her so abruptly that she stumbled. Lora’s mouth made an “O” of disbelief when she saw Sin’s expression. He was more furious than she’d ever seen him.

“You deserved it, and more, Lora. And you’re going to get it.”

“What?” But his meaning became alarming clear to her when he turned her around and pushed her down over the rock. Lora braced herself with her hands and glanced over her shoulder anxiously, but she could not see him immediately from her position. Her eyes widened in alarm when she finally did. His expression was fixed and grim as he approached her holding a whippy branch in his hand. Oh, no. He wouldn’t…

“Did I hurt you, Sin?” she asked shakily. Was this the reason for his fury?

“You didn’t hurt me!” he ground out through clenched teeth. His eyes rose to meet hers. Lora cringed at the blazing anger she saw there. She had not guessed that her master had such a formidable temper. “I told you to just take my head, and you agreed. I trusted you and I allowed myself to be lost in the pleasure.”

Tears that had nothing to do with her body’s physical response to having something so large abruptly thrust down her throat surged into her eyes. “I’m sorry, Sin. I just wanted you so much.”

A muscle in his cheek leapt with tension. “I know. But it isn’t an excuse, Lora. Remember when I told you that the things that you saw at The Rose can be very good between two people who trust one another?”

“Yes,” she said miserably. “I do trust you, Sin.”

“What about me? How am I supposed to trust you and give in to the pleasure if you can’t even control yourself sufficiently to follow the guidelines that I’ve set forth for your own safety?”

Lora just stared at him, stunned.

“I was considering fucking your ass sometime in the near future, because God knows how much I want to have intercourse with you in some way! But that would be a painstaking process that would take immense control and patience on both of our parts, Lora. How do you think it would make me feel, if you impulsively shoved yourself onto me when I hadn’t yet prepared you. You would possibly be left torn and bleeding.”

A tear trickled down her cheek when she saw a haunted look cross his handsome face.

“I will teach you discipline, Lora. Turn your face toward the forest,” he said starkly. The truth was that her dark eyes, so full of self-recrimination and regret, were tearing at his soul, taking away his will to punish her.

And he would not bend in this.

She yelped and pitched forward slightly when his switch first landed briskly on her bottom. “Brace yourself, Lora. Spread your thighs some, it will increase your balance,” he muttered tersely. He waited while she followed his instructions. Then he whipped her, careful to attenuate his strokes so that she felt a genuine stinging pain while no serious damage was done. He knew that her humiliation was the worst punishment of all. His mouth set into hard line. He refused to let his eyes linger on the enticing sight of her breasts as they jiggled slightly beneath her arm, but he couldn’t stop himself from staring fixedly at her exposed outer sex where it hung red and swollen between her white thighs.

Lora fixed her eyes on a knothole in the thick trunk of an oak. Tears fell down her face in a continual stream, but she did not moan or keen, for her misery and disappointment in herself were greater than even her physical discomfort.

Sin experienced his frustration acutely, as well. Damn her impulsivity, her unruliness, her wildness. His whipping hand paused, for he knew that he loved those things about her, as well. He landed one last, stinging blow before he tossed away the switch and raised her abruptly. His jaws clenched to contain his turbulent emotions as he held her tightly in his arms.

“Don’t do that again, Lora,” he said.

She shook her head. “I won’t, Sin,” she whispered.

She wanted to resume what they had been doing, to assure him that he could, indeed, depend on her not to be foolish. But she didn’t suggest it. She had undoubtedly lost the opportunity on this day. There would be another time to convince him that he could lose himself in his pleasure without having to worry about her impulsivity. She looked into his face when he tilted her back in his arms. Her mood had become strangely calm and accepting.

“You would continue?” he asked gruffly after he’d studied her.

Lora nodded, amazed at the further evidence of his uncanny ability to read her thoughts. His hand came up and caressed her cheek tenderly.

“Then kneel again, little one,” he said softly.

A small smile fleeted over her lips, for he had not called her by his pet name for her the entire time that he was so angry. When she had knelt before him, he stilled her as she craned toward him. He waited until she met his eyes.

“You’ve lost a privilege with your impulsivity, Lora. Now I will have to force-feed you.”

“Sin?” she asked in wide-eyed confusion as he gripped her head with both of his big hands.

“Put just the head of my cock in your mouth. Stay still,” he instructed when she’d done what he said and the tight ring of her red lips encircled the first few inches of his penis. Lora looked up at him with huge eyes. “You are to suck only the head, little slave. I will control the movements with my arms to ensure that you don’t become greedy.”

Sin spread his thighs until he was at the angle that he wanted. He forced her head back and forth on his cock with his hands, testing the mechanics of the arrangement. He grunted with tense appreciation. Then he paused as he looked down at her.

“I will fuck your mouth now, Lora. You’re expected to swallow my cum. Do you understand?” he asked in a stern voice that belied the manner that he stroked her scalp so tenderly.

Lora nodded, for she couldn’t speak with her mouth stuffed full of his thick penis. Fluid gushed from her pussy as he began to pulse her head forward and back over him. She saw his face tense with pleasure and his ridged abdomen quiver as though an electric shock had gone through it. It felt shameful, to have him use her in this manner, but it excited her beyond measure as well. He looked indescribably beautiful as she looked up at him, his bronzed, muscled torso pulled tight with sexual tension, his flat, coppery-brown nipples drawn into tiny, erect points. His penis stretched her lips so wide, invading her, and yet making her almost wild with hunger for more of him. Her tongue moved rapidly, hungry for the sensation of him.

“Suck harder,” Sin insisted as he force-fed his penis into her, making her mouth into a gliding piston of pleasure. He groaned loudly when she did. His little slave had an innate talent. His ass and thigh muscles bunched tight with restraint as he used all of his control to keep still and not lunge forward between her clamping red lips. But he put no such restrictions on his arms. He pounded her mouth over him, his arms and shoulders flexing mightily. He sensed when she fully submitted. His lips curled into a snarl at the cruelty of the pleasure.

“That’s right. Let yourself be used. There’s no shame in it. Service your master’s cock, little slave,” he demanded between tightly clenched jaws as he looked down at her.

It didn’t take her long to bring him to orgasm, for his turbulent emotions required an outlet. Where had his typical control gone? It seemed to vanish in Lora’s presence. He had been furious at her when he whipped her bottom, but if he was honest with himself, he would have to admit that it had aroused him greatly, too. As he neared his crest, he was glad that he had set such clear parameters, because he had a dark urge to shove farther into her mouth. She sucked his cock so sweetly, so eagerly, her tongue had naturally found the sensitive spot just beneath his rim. Her haunting midnight blue eyes never left his face, as though she were entranced at not only giving him pleasure, but witnessing him in the midst of it.

He ordered her to use her hand, gasping loudly at the impact when she did.

“That’s right. Pump hard. I’m going to come.”

He forced his eyes to stay open and watch her as his orgasm slammed into him, almost buckling his knees at its impact. He groaned gutturally for a suspended moment of unbearable, racking tension before his cum rocketed into her mouth with concentrated force. Her surprisingly strong fist milked him as he throbbed with his release. She continued to maintain the steady, mind-blowing suction, making his eyes go wide with disbelief at the pleasure. The amount of semen that he blew must have been enormous, for he saw some of the white fluid leak out at one side of her clinging red lips. She recaptured it with her quick, eager tongue. He saw her throat convulse as she swallowed.

God, he must be a hundred times a fool for just punishing her for her greediness, he thought wryly.

He was left gasping and utterly replete.

Lora released him from her mouth, regretfully, as his breathing slowed. His musky, singular taste lingered in her mouth. She checked to ensure that his eyes were still closed before she licked her lips, greedy for a fresh taste of his semen. It had been a strangely poignant experience for her, although she couldn’t say why.

When Sin opened his eyes she stood before him, her eyes huge in her face. He knew that one of her bouts of shyness had come upon her. Would he never fully understand this woman’s complex nature?

“You gave me great pleasure, little one. Thank you,” he said huskily.

Lora looked down at the forest floor. “You’re welcome.”

Sin tipped up her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze. “Why are you embarrassed?” he wondered idly.

But she merely shook her head and glanced away uneasily.

Sin studied her for a long moment. “It aroused you, didn’t it? Letting yourself be used?” he asked starkly. She didn’t respond, but the tears that shone in her eyes and the dissatisfied pull of her lips was answer enough. He cradled her head softly.

“Why shouldn’t it arouse you? There is nothing more beautiful than when your desire to please another eclipses your ego and pride, liberating you. You stole my breath, little one.”

Lora’s cheeks burned with embarrassment and pleasure at his praise. Sin smiled. He could have no more tangible proof of how perfectly she suited him.

“Go over and sit on the rock. I would return the pleasure.”

He watched her warmly as she arranged her dress on the rock and sat down awkwardly to wait for him as he removed his own boots and breeches.

“Spread your thighs,” he instructed. When she did so, he tossed down his breeches between them and knelt on them.

“I am going to make you come with my mouth, Lora,” he said calmly. He tensed slightly when her lips dropped open with surprise. He had guessed—obviously accurately, given her present reaction—that she had not known of this manner of making love. Although Sin had longed to know her taste for years, he had purposefully refrained from proposing it until she was more used to him.

“People do that?” she asked with wide-eyed amazement.

He gave a small shrug. “Some do. The only thing you need to know is that we will. Frequently. I have wanted to taste you for too long to be denied any longer.”

Lora just stared at him, speechless. He smiled. “Put your clothing behind you and lay back on the rock.” He helped her arrange herself, making sure she was comfortable. He put his hands on her silky inner thighs and parted her even wider.

Lora squirmed slightly when he spread her so thoroughly, aroused to know that he caressed her with his eyes in the short silence that followed.

“You’re so beautiful,” he praised. “Now relax, little one. Look at the blue sky and white clouds and take your pleasure.”

Lora had to force herself not to scream when he leaned over her and placed his mouth on her sex. His warm tongue felt erotically abrasive as he glided over her with firm, long strokes. Her hips bucked up. “Oh! I am…sorry, Sin. I don’t think…it is possible…for me to relax while you…do that,” she said unevenly between gasps of pure pleasure.

Sin considered not responding, for he hated the thought of being separated from her intoxicating taste even for a second. “It was a figure of speech, Lora,” he muttered grimly eventually. He rolled her hips back slightly. A groan vibrated in his throat when he tilted his head and sent his long tongue into her glossy hole. Her channel was narrow and snug. He had never had to curl himself so tightly to tongue-fuck a woman’s pussy. But God…she was sweet, brimming over with honeyed, musky cream.

“Oh! Oh, my,” Lora cried out in disbelief. Her eyes opened wide. She was certainly staring at the blue sky and white clouds, but she saw only the red haze of pure desire. How could she not have known that such heavenly pleasure existed here on Earth? Her hips began to move against him rhythmically. He responded by palming her flat belly and sending his thumb down to firmly rub against her clit. Lora didn’t know what hit her. All she knew was that she was suddenly up there coasting around with those billowing clouds as orgasm shot her higher than she’d ever before gone.

When she came back to vague awareness, powerful spasms were still racking her body. The fact that Sin did not cease in his actions, but if anything, became more forceful, might have been responsible for prolonging her orgasm for longer than she had realized was possible. He must have known what her reaction would be, too, because the hand on her belly held her firmly against his mouth and pleasuring finger as she thrashed and bucked against him.

“Sin, please,” she murmured weakly after a moment. “I can take no more.”

He slid his tongue out of her pussy regretfully, but he merely repositioned himself. “Don’t be a coward, Lora. You can take much more. Let’s see how many orgasms my little slave can bear before she begs me for mercy.”

He heard her make a choking noise when he tongued the cream out of the crevices of her succulent lips, carefully avoiding the erect red bundle of flesh that protruded between them. He tilted his head and gently took the swollen, tender fold into his mouth, licking and nibbling and exploring every honeyed inch of her. But only his eyes caressed her clit as it swelled even further with blood, seeming to beg him for his attentions. Lora instinctively tried to shift her hips to get him to pleasure her there, but his hands came up to hold her steady, thwarting her.

“Ah, please!”

“Please what, little one. Please stop? Can you still take no more?” he asked thickly before he glided his tongue teasingly over her once again.

“Ahhh! I do not want you to stop! I want…” Lora paused, because her sexual vocabulary was not great. But her body knew what she needed.

“Do you want me to stimulate your little clit? Do you want to come again?”

“Yes! Oh, please.”

He smiled because her desire was so sweet. He turned his head so that his lips aligned with her clit and he tenderly took her between his lips. When he sucked, she cried out and began to ripple beneath him. He held her tightly to him as her spasms amplified. He waited until she slowed slightly and then he bit that most sensitive flesh very tenderly between his straight front teeth. A scream of surprised pleasure ripped from her throat, telling him clearly that another potent blast of orgasm shook her afresh.

Four orgasms later, Lora begged him for relief. “Please. Either stop or make me explode again. What you are doing to me is a cruel torture.”

He glanced up her flawless, sweat-glistening torso to her face. He felt compassion for her, knowing that her sex was now so flush with blood after her many climaxes, her nerves so exquisitely sensitized that she was experiencing an almost constant, low-level orgasm as he continued to stimulate her. She moaned in protest when he backed away and began to stand. He quickly removed her stockings and boots. “Come. We will get in the water. It will cool your overheated body and I think I know a way to get you over the threshold one last time.”

Lora followed him dazedly across the beach. He led her into the blessedly cool water. She sighed raggedly when she submersed her heated sex. They both dipped under quickly, refreshing themselves. Then Sin guided her to where the water line lapped at his groin. Lora looked down at him with appreciative desire, for his cock had thickened and lengthened into an impressive erection once again.

“Lie back and float in the water,” Sin whispered, for his voice had suddenly left him as his eyes took her in, her lovely body glistening with water, her cheeks flushed greatly from her repeated orgasms. “Wrap your legs around my waist,” he ordered tautly. “And Lora?” He waited until she met his eyes. “Keep your bottom in the water at all times.”

She stilled for a moment at his intensity, than nodded. Their gazes clung as he palmed her ass, spreading one ass cheek. “Oh!” she murmured in surprised arousal when he pressed his finger to her asshole.

“We should use some kind of lubricant for this,” he said thickly. “But the water will help.” He pushed her hip down. Lora sighed in pleasure as she glided onto his finger. He began to fuck her rhythmically with it, his grayish-green eyes drilling into her soul all the while. After a minute, he squeezed his second finger to her tiny hole and instructed her in how to take him.

“You’re so hot compared to the cool water, little one. Does it feel good?”

“God, yes!” Lora managed. He stretched her with his two fingers gently. Sin paused when he saw her expression.

“Did it hurt?”

Lora shook her head. Her long hair waved like dark strands of seaweed beneath the water. “It feels so strange…but good.”

His fingers resumed their movement. “I’m trying to prepare you sufficiently just to take the first few inches of my cock.” Sin knew he shouldn’t try more without lubrication, but it would bring him great pleasure and, hopefully, the sacral stimulation added to the manual stimulation on her clit would give her what she needed to bring her a good, resounding climax. He withdrew his fingers and took his cock in his other hand.

“Slide your knees up higher on my chest and hold on to my shoulders.”

Lora did what he said, and her bottom tilted upwards, but her asshole stayed submerged. She felt him press his thick, engorged head to her.

“Remember, darling. Just past the head, and that is all,” he said warningly. He watched as she nodded eagerly in agreement. “Now press down with your ass, Lora.”

She gasped when she felt his smooth, bulbous head penetrate her. “Oh!”

Sin stopped abruptly when he saw her face, despite the fact that the pleasure of being in her snug heat was almost too great for restraint.

“Is there pain?” he asked tensely.

Lora shook her head. “Just for a second. Now it feels…” She wiggled her ass around.

“It’s not a smart thing to tease a man when his primed cock is in your ass, Lora.”

Her eyes flew up meet his at the evidence of the hard edge to is voice. She relaxed when she saw the grim amusement on his rigid features. Sin waited patiently while her body grew accustomed to him before he slid into her another half inch, fantasizing all the while on how incredible it felt, how sinfully decadent it would be when he eventually thrust completely into her again and again and again until he ejaculated high up in her hot little ass…

He closed his eyes briefly in self-irritation. Christ, why couldn’t he control his lust when it came to her?

His finger found her swollen hyper-sensitized clit.

“The water can’t easily wash away such an abundance of cream, little one,” he whispered gruffly as he watched her intently. Her cheeks flushed with a new influx of blood at the anal stimulation and he knew that her sex was likely doing so as well.

Lora’s eyes rolled back into her head at the mounting pleasure. Her entire sacrum began to tingle with an erotic friction she had never before imagined. She joined him in his fucking movements, careful not to push too far as he had instructed.

“Sin, you are a genius,” Lora muttered as her eyes fluttered open to meet his hot stare.

“And you are the most beautiful, fuckable woman I have ever laid eyes upon.”

“You like it, then?”

“Save your patronizing pleasantries for the court fools, Lora,” he admonished tensely.

The water lapped about them with increasing agitation as their movements became wilder. Lora glanced down and groaned at the erotic sight of his long, thick cock partially penetrating her body. She wanted to take him completely. It was on the tip of her tongue to say so, but she bit her lip, recalling what he had said about teasing him with allusions to his fully being inside her. One look at his strained face told her that he was literally tortured by the immense restraint required on his part. A great respect for him grew in her and she realized how selfish she must seem to him at times. She looped her forearm around his neck to keep her steady and lowered the other below the water, stroking the large portion of his cock that was being left neglected.

“Ah, God, Lora!” he called out sharply.

“Is it all right? Should I stop?”

“If you do, I’ll give you a worse whipping then the one you received earlier,” he said tensely. He increased the pressure on her clit and the rate that he thrust into her ass. He felt her quicken beneath him and knew what she would say before her mouth opened.

“May I come? I can’t take any more,” she whispered desperately.

“Will it be the orgasm that you need to calm yourself?”

She nodded enthusiastically, her eyes huge in her face. “It feels as if it will be monstrous,” she assured him.

“As it will be for both of us,” he muttered under his breath. “All right, come then.” He plunged two of his fingers into her pussy to send her over the edge.

Lora’s eyes sprung impossibly wider. The sound that broke her lips was a scream of disbelief, only to be followed by a continuous, keening wail that broke and trembled with each fresh powerful spasm. Her cry kicked up when she felt Sin stretch longer inside her ass. She fisted him tighter. He shouted sharply as he emptied himself into her body. Lora was amazed at the erotic sensation; she could perfectly feel him throb and jerk and his cum jetting hotly into her.

She flung both of her arms around his neck several moments later and pressed her face to his neck. She had been so moved that tears leaked from her eyes, and she did not want Sin to see her so vulnerable.

A thought had struck her and its impact had wounded deeply. He was so carefully teaching her discipline because one day he would leave her, and she would be expected to return to her empty life of dressing for dinner night after night, hiding her irritation at Charlie’s stupidity and enduring Herington’s decadence and lecherous smiles. And Lora knew at that moment that it would be impossible to go back, now that she had known the true, complete joy of being held in this man’s arms. It did not matter how much control or discipline Sin taught her—she wouldn’t be able to bear an existence separate from him. To know that this is what he planned for them sometime in the murky future was a pain so intense that Lora could not consider it completely.

And all the while, she thought of what Archer had said about how Sinjin Drake would only be imprisoned by a woman and all the domesticity that accompanied her.

She would never subject Sin to that.

Not that she ever could. She was a married woman, which Sin very well knew. That was undoubtedly why he felt free to sport with her. His freedom was assured.

Despite her attempt to hide her emotions, Sin sensed the wetness that trickled onto his neck. He urged her back so that he could examine her face. “Lora? Was I too rough? I’m so sorry, little one. I was very excited at the end…”

“No! No, that is not it.”

“Then what?” he asked, clearly bewildered.

“Nothing. It is nothing,” she whispered against his sun-warmed neck.

He considered her steadily while Lora studiously averted her face. He held her tightly against him for long minutes, soothing her as she cried quietly into his chest. Neither of them spoke of it, either then or later when they swam, and Sin teased her out of her dark mood by playing and wrestling with her in the water. They didn’t speak of it after they’d dressed or as he built the fire and Lora set out the items for their meal or later, when they lay in each other’s arms and watched the dramatic, slow death of the day.

Sin swept his fingers through her luxuriant hair and encountered a leaf. “You’re turning quite uncivilized, Lora. The queen will not recognize Lady Alexander when she returns to court.”

“I wish that Lady Alexander didn’t exist,” she said sullenly.

“Lady Alexander must have her moments…lady though she is,” Sin teased lightly.

If Lady Alexander has a single redeeming quality, I can’t call it up presently, Lora thought with rising anguish.

Sin studied her as she harried her lush lower lip with her front teeth. “What if I were to tell you that I might have need of Lady Alexander sometime in the near future?”

Something in his deep voice made her lift her chin so that she could see him. “Lady Alexander…and not your slave?”

Sin lifted one of his brows in amusement. “Are they not one and the same?”

Lora glanced out at the glass like surface of the lake uneasily. “I do not know,” she said slowly. “Are the Blade and Sinjin Edward Drake one and the same?”

A wry grin tilted his mouth. “The Blade is a ridiculous name that enterprising journalists created to sell newspapers. But if you’re asking me whether or not Sinjin Edward Drake and the man who steals certain priceless pieces of art from the English aristocracy are one and the same, the answer is most definitely yes.”

Lora stared up at him wide-eyed. “Why do you do it, Sin?”

His caress on her cheek was as whisper soft as his voice. “I started to do it for someone I love. Now I do it because I want to.”

Lora’s thoughts scattered anxiously in a hundred directions. Who was it that he loved?

“I am afraid that you’ll be caught,” she murmured.

“That’s always a possibility. Will your concerns about capture hinder the Lady Alexander from assisting me, then?”

Lora felt her heart beat with rising excitement. “I did not say that.”

“Then I will have your help?”

“For clarification’s sake, you speak of needing my assistance in a manner involving the Blade? You want me to assist you with one of your thefts?”

He merely nodded as he watched her. Lora got the distinct impression that he was powerfully curious as to how she would respond. She touched the cleft in his chin with her fingertip.

“You would trust me to do that?” she asked in a hushed voice, her dark eyes beginning to glow with excitement.

Sin hid his smile at her reaction. Yes, he would have done anything, even this, to see her this way instead of so poignantly sad, as she had been earlier.

“Of course,” he said.

“What will you have me do?” she asked enthusiastically as she sat up. “And when, Sin? When may I help you?” Her small smile widened when she heard his deep laughter. She’d come to love the rare, beguiling rumble over the past few days. She didn’t struggle when he resolutely brought her back into his embrace.

“Patience, little one. I will tell you what I require when I have more news from my informants.”

“But…”

“No buts, Lora. Patience is what I require of you at present. Speaking of which, I am planning a surprise for you…a little gift to show how much I appreciate my little slave,” he said in an offhand manner that didn’t fool Lora a bit.

“What?” she asked with sparkling eyes.

“It’s something that will fulfill your innermost wishes. I said it was a surprise,” he said sharply when he saw her open her lips to question him further, but the effect was ruined by his quivering lips and the manner in which he stroked her cheek so tenderly. “And this surprise gift will require a great deal of discipline on your part.”

“What sort of discipline?” Lora asked suspiciously.

He began to raise her dress as he held her stare. “The kind that you showed precious lack of the other night in your bedroom. I’m afraid that I can’t allow you to help me on a mission or claim your prize until you prove to me that you’re gaining control over your fiery spirit…let alone your hot little pussy. This time, I will be here to ensure that you maintain control.”

“Sin,” she murmured breathlessly when he knelt between her spread thighs. “Must I?”

“You must,” he muttered thickly before he licked the precious nectar from her aromatic petals with the tip of his tongue, gratified beyond belief by the trembling that began to vibrate her body and her shaky, thoroughly feminine sigh of bliss.

Chapter Six

 

“Have you a fur coat, Lora?” Sin asked briskly three days later as he arranged his work area around the easel that he’d erected in Lora’s bedroom.

“Yes, but…”

“Get it then. And your sapphires. The ones you wear in the Singer.” His greenish-gray eyes flashed up pointedly to her portrait over the mantel where she wore a luxurious, opalescent cream dress and the sapphire necklace and earrings that had been heirlooms from her mother. “And ask Archer to cut some white lilies from the garden and bring them to us. If lilies are out of season, then some other sort of stark white flower.”

He muttered all this tensely before he became so involved in the preparation of the canvas that Lora may as well have disappeared. She had become used to this…his utter absorption in whatever task on which he chose to focus. But she knew that his edginess was a remnant from last night, as well.

She’d never seen him quite so irritated at her.

For all your talk of despising men for staring and slobbering over your cleavage, Lora, you certainly give them every opportunity to do it. Would you like me to share you with Jab in bed? He and I have shared women before. If that’s what you wanted, you only need have mentioned it to me, instead of practically poking his eyes out with your nipples all evening.

Lora’s eyes burned with tears at the bitter memory. Why had she continued to defy him in regard to her necklines? He had been furious with her last night and Lora had been just as angry and hurt by his accusations. The fact that he’d tersely informed her this morning that he planned to paint her portrait and almost immediately began preparations sent Lora into even murkier emotional turbulence.

After she’d informed Archer of his master’s desire and retrieved her coat and sapphires, she sat sullenly at her vanity stool in her cream-colored velvet dressing gown. Her pouting made not a bit of difference to Sin as he concentrated on creating the backdrop for his portrait of her in front of the fireplace. Despite her irritation, she watched in growing fascination as he occasionally glanced up at the Singer, as if he were using the painting for a reference…a touchstone for his own work. After ten minutes of trying to situate the white irises Archer had delivered to him in a vase in front of hearth, Sin cursed bitterly.

He tilted back his head once more to examine the Singer. Lora’s eyes followed, instinctively knowing that he studied the fire that leapt behind her image in the portrait. He suddenly removed one perfect, lush iris from the vase and tossed it haphazardly before the cold hearth.

“Come here,” he said distractedly. When she approached him, he barely glanced at her before he ordered her to lie down on the little decadent nest of pillows and fur that he had formed for her to recline on before the hearth.

“Take off your robe first.”

Lora stared up at him, her eyes enormous in her face. “You plan to paint me nude?” she asked incredulously.

“Of course,” he answered her with barely restrained impatience.

“But Sin…”

“What’s your concern, Lora? We all know how much you like to display yourself,” he challenged viciously. His eyes were fierce when he finally turned his powerful attention completely on her. Lora felt herself shrink back slightly at being the abrupt focus of his searchlight eyes. When he saw her expression, he looked vaguely contrite, if no less passionate.

“I will paint your true self with the Singer in the background. I will fail in my mission, just as Singer did. A spirit such as yours is impossible to bind and constrain to the canvas. I’ve resolved myself to that. Still…with the contrast in the background of you so obviously manacled by your time and place in society, perhaps the future will have a hint of who you were…what you were. I will paint you as I see you,” he added, his look daring her to defy him. When she was too intimidated by his challenge to argue he merely held out his hand.

“Give me your robe and lie down,” he muttered roughly.

Lora did as he ordered, despite her hurt at his harsh treatment of her. A low groan of sensual pleasure leaked past her lips when her body stretched out against her long, draped mink coat. She wasn’t surprised when he placed her ivory velvet robe behind her head and shoulders. Lora was so attuned to Sin that she knew he wanted the visually sensual contrasts of her tousled dark curls against the cream velvet and the equally shocking one of her pale skin against the dark brown fur.

She allowed him to situate her body, although her eyes threw fiery blades at him the entire time. As far as she could tell, he never even noticed for his expression remained fixed and rigid. He arranged her so that she was slightly leaning on her right hip, her left arm bent over her head, her pale palm opened partially against the shadow of her waving hair, her left knee bent outwards so that her thighs were parted and what lay between them the vulnerable subject of the tickling artistry and genius of Sin’s paintbrush.

He began to stand, apparently satisfied with the arrangement of his model. Suddenly, he paused. His right hand seemed to hesitate a moment before his long forefinger dipped beneath the teardrop-shaped, flashing sapphire that hung suspended between her bare breasts.

“It’s almost the exact color of your eyes but it could never begin to match your inner fires, Lora.”

She exhaled slowly, a great deal of her irritation leaking away with her breath. Such a petty emotion seemed incompatible with the look of awe Sin wore on his handsome face.

“It’s not quite right…” He stared with an unfocused gaze down at her. He suddenly reached for the gold chain he always wore around his own neck. The ankh glittered in the valley of her breasts when he slipped it over her head, while the sapphire was placed tenderly on the inner swell of the right globe of creamy flesh. After a tension filled moment where he stared fixedly, he rose and began to paint with an unwavering focus.

It took Lora’s heart a full half-hour to slow.

After two hours of reclining in the same position, however, she became bored and fatigued. It wasn’t as though she’d gotten much sleep last night, tied up as she was to the bed. Her pique resumed at the memory. She threw Sin an especially dirty look to which he was entirely oblivious. She knew that his intense focus was part of what made Sin who he was, but it disgruntled her more than a little that he could make such an objective study of her nude body. Lora doubted very seriously that she could do the same for hours on end if he were sprawled out naked before her.

Her sex tingled as she considered how spread she was for him, such easy prey to his piercing eyes and soft, flicking brush. Memories of what he’d done to her last night, after they’d retired to his room, flickered across her awareness, making her both ashamed and intensely aroused. The heavy, achy feeling between her legs was annoyingly familiar to her at this point since Sin had refused to give her sexual relief before he slept.

The whole fiasco had begun yesterday afternoon when she had wheedled Archer into telling her as many details about Sin as he was willing to reveal. She’d learned that his father was a famous Oxford scholar who had written prolifically about Egyptian, Indian and Japanese culture, customs and history. Sin and his father had lived for extended periods in Japan, but even longer in Cairo. That was where Sin had met Jabari and where they had forged such a close friendship. Lora had become increasingly fascinated by the tall, gentle-voiced man who had crashed into her by the Fleet. Jab and Lora were of a similar age and she found him to be very easy to talk to. The fact that he was so close to Sin made her want to get to know him better.

She longed to know about all aspects of her mysterious lover’s life.

So she had requested a special meal for Sin, Jab and herself to be served outside on the terrace at Ashton. Both men had seemed pleased that she had made an effort to get to know Jab better.

What had possessed her to wear her tight, low-cut, pale green jersey dress? The parts of her breasts that weren’t left naked were formed and cupped as tightly as a lover’s palm from the material beneath. Was she truly an exhibitionist like Sin accused her of being? She suspected she was. The funny thing about it was that her natural exhibitionism grew daily because she loved to see the hot, gleaming quality in his light eyes when she looked sexy for him. She did not want to anger Sin, but that didn’t change the fact that Lora Alexander liked to flaunt herself…just a tad.

She sighed heavily, causing the fur to tickle the tender sides of her breasts. They were still ever so slightly sore from last night.

Against her will, her nipples pulled tight when she remembered why.

Damn Sinjin Drake. He knew precisely how to humiliate her. And arouse her. She’d hated him thoroughly last night for his ability to do both at once, only to leave her extremely wet and unfulfilled after he’d had his pleasure of her.

“How many times now have I told you that I didn’t care for you flaunting yourself in front of the men in this house?”

Lora paused warily inside his suite when they’d retired there after dinner last night. He leaned over his desk in the rotunda. His question might have seemed idle to a complete fool.

They’d just spent a wonderful evening with Jabari. The weather had cooperated perfectly for the outdoor dinner, and both gentlemen had thoroughly charmed her. Jabari’s and Sin’s easy bantering and obvious comfort with each other had made Sin seem more human to Lora. Jab’s kindness and subtle, acute powers of observation were the perfect foil for Sin’s boldness and sharp wit. She had never seen Sin smile and laugh as frequently as he had tonight.

That was why she’d been thoroughly shocked by the hint of steel in his deep voice just now.

“I fail to see what that—”

“How…many…times?” he ground out slowly and succinctly as he straightened from his desk and turned to face her.

Lora swallowed when she saw the cool, hard glint in his light eyes. “I…well, several, I suppose,” she finally admitted weakly.

“Come here.”

“Sin, I…”

“Come here, little slave,” he interrupted in a voice that brooked no further argument. Lora approached him like she would a sinuous, clearly dangerous panther lying at rest that someone claimed was thoroughly tamed. He merely watched her slow progress with an eerie focus.

“Are you…are you going to punish me?” she asked breathlessly.

His shapely lips twitched with dissatisfaction. “It seems to me that you’re coming to enjoy your spankings far too much to call them a punishment.”

Even though she’d been half expecting him to pounce, she was still thoroughly taken off guard when he suddenly reached down for both her wrists and pulled her arms above her head. Lora saw the flash of the red silk scarf, heard him scoot his high desk aside with his hip, but she still had no real comprehension of what he was doing until he had her tied to the chandelier. When he stepped back and inspected her, the full impact hit her as she twisted and turned.

“You’ve tied me up, you bloody bastard!” she squalled.

He’d stretched her tight, Lora realized in rising dismay. Her arms were yanked tautly over her head, forcing her back to arch. She stumbled clumsily when her thrashing caused the chandelier to sway to far, knocking her off balance.

“Stay still. You’re going to hurt yourself,” Sin said, his tone as cold and hard as glacial ice.

Despite herself she obeyed, even if her eyes did look like they were hurling poisoned arrows at him. When the silence stretched, however, Lora found that she could no longer hold her tongue.

“What are you going to do?” she demanded.

“That’s what I’m trying to decide,” he said almost calmly. Curiosity made his eyes sharpen on her. “Why do you insist on flaunting yourself, Lora? For all your talk of despising men for staring and slobbering over your cleavage, you certainly give them ample fuel for doing it. Would you like me to share you with Jab in bed? He and I have shared women before. If that’s what you wanted, you need only to have mentioned it to me instead of practically poking Jab’s eyes out with your nipples all evening.”

His words shocked Lora like nothing he’d ever said before even began to do; not only shocked but disgusted her. An expression of stunned disbelief and dawning hurt shadowed her features. “How dare you,” she whispered brokenly. The potent emotions rising in her chest made speech difficult. When his cruel words echoed through her brain again, anger struck her like a crashing wave. “I would never…never…consent to that.”

Which is just as well, little one, Sin thought grimly, because I’d just as soon eviscerate myself than let another man touch you. He didn’t allow himself to examine his entirely uncharacteristic, potent sense of propriety over her. He registered the pain of betrayal in her dark eyes, but his own fury was so potent at that moment that her obvious hurt couldn’t dull it.

“Maybe I like my breasts! What’s it to you?” she hissed. Her cheeks burned with anger. Several dark tendrils of hair had come loose from her elaborate coiffure and fell on her face. She must look like the hoyden who both Sin and Molly always accused her of being—as if Molly had the right to be calling her such names. Ha!

“That’s what I thought,” Sin said evenly as he walked away. “Pride. Why else, Lora?”

“There is no other reason!” she spat at his retreating back. “They’re like any other nice feature. Why shouldn’t I show them off?”

He didn’t answer immediately as he opened his tall mahogany wardrobe and tucked something beneath his arm that Lora couldn’t see because of her loose curls.

She twisted her chin and flicked the hair out of her eyes, only to realize that he was standing before her again.

“Because you promised me not to, for starters.”

That made her pause.

“Did you not, little slave?” Sin prompted. He watched as she harried her curvaceous lower lip with her front teeth.

“Yes,” Lora finally admitted grudgingly.

He walked behind her and began to unlace her tight dress. When he passed, Lora saw what was tucked beneath his arm.

It was a riding crop! Her bottom tensed at the anticipation of the sting, but liquid warmth gushed from her traitorous pussy.

“And in your mind, what reason did I have for asking you not to put your breasts on display?”

When she pouted, refusing to answer, he gave her bottom a sharp pop with the crop. She yelped in surprise. Even through her dress, it smarted. She tensed when he unceremoniously gathered the fabric in his hand, finally exposing her bare bottom. Damn. Sin’s restrictions on wearing underwear made things very convenient for his frequent pussy-pettings and wicked tongue, but they also made things far too easy for a bare-bottomed spanking. Instinctively she tried to move away, but the chandelier only swayed so far…

Pop. Pop. Pop.

Lora gasped at the impact of the two-inch snapper of Sin’s crop on her bare ass.

“Answer me.”

“I don’t know why!” she spat irritably over her shoulder. “Because you’re a domineering bully who has to control everyone and everything around you?”

She was rewarded for her sarcasm with four more sharp cracks of the popper. When she groaned, Sin immediately began to soothe her with his hand. That, of course, made her moan in an entirely different manner. She went still when she felt him tenderly palm one plump, pink globe of flesh from below and squeeze.

“Tell me why I don’t like you flaunting your breasts, Lora,” he insisted gently near her ear as he caressed her. It was always a pleasure to spank her round, saucy bottom, but it was even sweeter to soothe her fiery flesh.

She stilled at the sensation of him leaning down so close to her, his breath across her neck causing goose bumps to prickle her sensitive skin. Just the thought of his warm, knowing lips brushing her nape, let alone his limber tongue, made a plea rise to the forefront of her brain.

“I don’t know,” she muttered, bitter that he could so easily make her want him when he was behaving like such a jerk. “Maybe because you are not ready to share me with your friends, is that it? When I begin to bore you, maybe you believe that seeing someone like Jab mount me will invigorate your flagging lust. Well, you can just forget it, Sinjin Drake. I’m not your whore! Ouch!”

“What you are, Lora Alexander, is an impulsive, greedy little wench who craves the attention of random strangers just as a drunkard does his wine,” Sin said as he gave her bottom a succession of sharp, succinct swats with the popper. Her pale ass grew bright pink from his attentions. Thinking her bottom had been punished sufficiently, although Lora had not, he transferred his slapper to her upper thighs. She twisted and writhed in her swaying restraint. Her resistance illogically infuriated him. He sent his right hand between the furrow of her fiery, plump cheeks and plunged his forefinger into her pussy.

It was like dipping his finger into a tube of warm honey.

His cock stiffened into a lead pipe in his trousers.

Lora gasped loudly and went immediately still as Sin thrust his thick finger into her again and again before he withdrew the well-glossed missile and diddled her clit in its moist pocket until she moaned uncontrollably and leaned back into him, granting him more access to her.

Lora blinked in disbelief and rising anger when her pleasure abruptly ceased and Sin was in front of her, unlacing her corset.

“Damn you, Sin!” she hissed furiously. “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

But he ignored her as he shoved down the low neckline of her dress and corset and scooped her breasts out of their restraint. “Since having your bottom spanked only seems to gratify you, perhaps I should go to the source to prick your conceit a tad.” He stood back and lifted his crop.

He wouldn’t. “Sin, no…” Lora began shakily, but it was too late. She whimpered in shock when he calmly brought the popper against the side of her right breast. It stung, just like it did on her bottom, but there was no real pain. Still, this was wrong…

“You can’t whip my breasts, for God’s sake!”

But her only answer was a soft swat on the under-swell of her left one. Lora glanced down in disorientation in enough time to see the large mound sway slightly. The little popper was back almost immediately, giving her left nipple a brisk little slap.

Much to her disbelief and rising mortification, the pink crest darkened and pulled taut.

Sin’s hand paused at the erotic sight. He barely repressed a groan of both irritation and intense arousal. His lust won out. He gently slapped her other plump nipple, darkening and tightening it until it matched its twin once again. Then he returned his attention to her delightful, firm curves.

“Sin…” Lora moaned uncontrollably after a minute of being subjected to his teasing, stinging little popper. She hated to think that she wasn’t begging him to stop, but only to grant her relief from the erotic torture. She didn’t think that her nipples had ever been quite this blood-filled, sensitized and stiff. Every time he raised the crop, she offered up a brief prayer that he would gently pop one of the hardened little bundles of tingling nerves, but more often than not, he gave the meat of her breasts a stinging tap.

Sin glanced up when he heard her tense plea. Her beautiful face shone with a light layer of sweat and her cheeks were flushed crimson.

“You like this as well, little one?” he taunted.

“No,” Lora whispered defiantly.

“Liar,” he said softly before he brought down the popper on her left nipple. He watched as she gasped and bit her lower lip to restrain a groan of arousal. “If I kept it up, I could bring you to orgasm by doing this.”

Lora didn’t bother to argue with him. For the past several days, she’d begun to learn that Sin could read the signals of her body like the master that he was. He always knew when she was close, just as he knew precisely how many more touches, strokes or licks administered at just such an amount of pressure would finish her off.

And she’d become so overheated, being quenched was precisely what she needed.

“Discipline, Lora,” he said before he tossed aside the crop. “That was why I asked you not to expose your breasts in front of my men—because I know how much you love to do it.”

Lora blinked up at him, trying to interpret what he said through her haze of lust. His handsome face was impassive as he considered her, but his singular eyes burned. She was surprised when he suddenly leaned down and lifted her right breast to his mouth.

Lora cried out in undiluted pleasure as he proceeded to sinuously bathe both pink crests with his warm mouth and slightly abrasive tongue.

“Sin, stop…please,” she pleaded brokenly after only seconds of his torture. He was right—his gentle, yet ruthless whipping followed by his lashing tongue was about to bring her to orgasm. Knowing that he would witness her submission shamed her like little else could have. “I will do what you say. I will never wear a low-cut gown again in public.”

“No, you will not,” he murmured before he treated her right nipple to a hard thrashing with his tongue. “I will have someone come to fit you for new dresses. Since I am insisting upon the change, I will provide your new wardrobe.”

“But that is…ahh, Sin,” she said, forgetting her intent as he laved her other nipple sinuously. She made a sound of protest when he stood abruptly and pulled her corset back up, then laced it. Lora panted shallowly as he released her hands from the chandelier.

“Remove all of your clothing but your corset,” he demanded tautly. Lora glanced at his face warily as she did his bidding. He merely sat down in a chair and watched her. Lora felt self-conscious when she was done and she stood before him in only her short, pale ivory corset that covered only the lower half of her breasts and ribs, and left her belly, sex and thighs displayed for Sin’s hot stare.

“Kneel between my legs, Lora,” Sin ordered thickly after he’d subjected her to his unwavering inspection of her body. Lora quivered with anticipation as she lowered to her knees, her eyes lingering hungrily on the bulge in his trousers. She knew what typically followed that particular order. She wanted to feel him lying heavily on her tongue so badly…

But Sin was obviously not in the mood to gratify her lusty whims.

He stood and lowered his falls, allowing his pants to fall down around his knees. Lora’s dark eyes glowed with desire at the sight of his erect penis. He looked magnificent at such close inspection…thick, long and virile. Her nostrils flared, catching his musky, male scent. Her tongue flicked at her lower lip hungrily, longing to trace the swollen vein that she could clearly see at the moment on the top of his cock. But Sin didn’t grant her permission to take him into her greedy mouth.

“Do you want to know the reason that I think you flaunt your beautiful breasts in men’s faces, Lora?” he asked softly as he took his erection into his hand and stroked himself along the shaft idly.

“Wh…why?” Lora asked, entranced by his actions.

“It’s because you long for someone to take what you offer, and you secretly despise the men who are too weak to do so. Isn’t that it?” he asked gently as he entangled his fingers in her curls. “So I’m going to give you what you always wanted, my lusty little slave, and perhaps then, you will be cured of your proclivity for taunting once and for all.”

He sat back down in the chair and urged her forward with his hands on her shoulders. Lora jumped slightly in surprise when he took his stiff cock and slid it up beneath her laced corset. He felt like a hot, velvety-smooth column of steel against her tender skin. She stared down in shocked disbelief and growing arousal as he began to thrust vertically between her tightly corseted breasts. Her breasts began to bob up and down as he braced his hands on the arms of the chair and pumped his hips more forcefully. The smooth, bulbous head of his cock poked up between the valley of flesh again and again, the stalk magically growing before it shrank back down and she could see just the round tip buried deeply in her cleavage.

What he was doing to her felt so forbidden that it fired her mind and body in unforeseen ways.

Sin growled deep. Her firm mounds and silky skin felt delicious against his cock. “Squeeze them tighter,” he ordered gruffly. When she did, he nearly howled out in orgasm then and there at the increased pressure of Lora’s satiny globes and the richly erotic sight of her small hands molding her lush breasts around his pillaging cock. She looked up at him with her huge, velvety eyes and Sin knew that he may have just won a small battle, but his little slave would win the war.

As usual.

“Wrap those red lips around the head, and I’ll give you the tribute you’ve longed for,” he promised her raggedly after several more moments of fierce pumping.

He speared his penis into the tight ring of her mouth only four times before he could take the torture no more. He lifted her head at the crucial moment and kept himself steady with just the head of his cock sprouting up between her breasts.

When he came, his shout was tense and guttural and lasted for the entire length of his climax…which for Sin, felt like a scalding, wonderful eternity.

Lora stared, open-mouthed as thick spurts of cum fountained out of his cock to anoint the tops of her breasts with one powerful surge after another. It shot so high that even her chin, mouth and cheeks were sprayed with his hot semen. By the time his rough shout of ecstasy had mellowed to a throaty growl, Lora’s upper breasts, chest, and the front of her corset glistened with his abundant emissions. He had given her a tribute, indeed. Lora knew she would never forget the erotic vision and sensation of him throbbing and exploding while he was buried in her cleavage.

God this man had the power to change her into a complete wanton.

She felt his hand at the back of her head.

“Suck it off…please,” he added, his voice no longer taut with his usual authority, but instead rough with entreaty.

Lora was only too glad to comply. She loved the weight of his cock on her tongue and his salty, male taste. As she cleaned him up eagerly, Lora realized that she’d never felt quite this horny since Sin had introduced her to the pleasures of sex. Her body teetered on the edge of spontaneous ignition. When he gently slid his penis from between her lips, Lora waited with painful anticipation while he removed her damp corset and shrugged out of his shirt. She tried to be patient as he gently wiped his cum from her breasts, and then her chin and cheeks, but she was on the very verge of begging.

“I don’t think I’ve ever come that much in my life,” he admitted grudgingly when he finally led Lora to his bed and turned down the covers. “Lie down, Lora. And spread your legs.”

She felt sure that her heart was going to leap out of her chest as she complied. Her pussy was aflame. She wouldn’t have been surprised to see steam rising off it, wet and hot as she was. Just the thought of Sin kneeling between her legs and sliding his tongue along the cleft took her to the brink of spontaneous combustion. She cried out in surprise when she felt him tie a silk scarf around one ankle, and then the other, but she was so far gone with pure lust to really care that he was tying her to the bed…as long as he made her come soon. He came down next to her on the bed and encircled her in his arms.

“Good night, Lora,” he said.

Lora stared at him blankly.

“Good night?” she asked stupidly after a moment.

He grunted tiredly as he dropped his head next to hers on the pillow.

“Sin? Sin?” Lora called to him loudly several seconds later when it finally soaked into her lust-addled brain what was happening. “Sin!”

“Dammit, woman, do you want me to gag you as well?” he asked abruptly, lifting his head. His eyes were blazing with renewed fury, and Lora suddenly doubted the veracity his of former show of drowsiness. It was on the tip of her tongue to say “how dare you” but then she saw the glimmer in eyes that looked far more like steel gray at the moment than they did spring green.

“I hate you,” she muttered bitterly before she could stop herself.

“No you don’t,” he said evenly before he closed his eyes.

Lora stewed for what seemed like half the night. When the ache between her thighs seemed to grow into an unbearable erotic itch that felt like it would drive her mad if she didn’t scratch it, she tried to move. She cursed heatedly when she realized that he had securely fastened both her wrists in a manacling hold at her waist.

The bloody bastard! He’d even deprived her of the means of pleasuring herself!

* * * * *

So it was really no surprise that Lora was fatigued, irritated and woefully unsatisfied as she lay nude on the lush mink the next day with her thighs spread for Sin while he treated her with such cold indifference. Eventually, her fatigue triumphed over all her other unruly emotions, however, and she slept.

A dull ache in the shoulder of his brush arm eventually brought Sin back to the reality of Lora’s bedroom—that and the fact that he was uncomfortably warm. He went to the window and opened the casements wide, then stretched like a sinuous wildcat.

“You should stretch, too, Lora. It’s been hours since we began.” He noticed the position of the sun, feeling vaguely regretful for keeping her in one position for so long. He really had been in a bear of a mood. It had been wrong of him to take it out on Lora—despite the fact that she was undoubtedly the trigger for his temper.

For the life of him, Sin couldn’t imagine why he allowed her to irk him so damn much.

It finally struck him that she’d never responded and he turned to her. He stilled at the sight of her reclining upon the fur, fast asleep. Her beauty struck him like a blow to the chest, forcing the air out of his lungs. Dear God, he thought with wonderment as he slowly approached her. Had he been so angry with her that he had put up a barrier to actually seeing her?

He would have to begin the portrait all over again, Sin realized absently as he dropped to his knees beside Lora’s sleeping form. He had wanted to be objective in his portrayal of her, but how could one be detached and render Lora in any true sense? Her body looked creamy soft, lightly muscled, yet so tender and pliable. He imagined for the millionth time what it would be like to push his cock into her slit to the hilt, to feel her body clasping him so tightly. He had never been so obsessed by a woman’s pussy in his life. If his graphic fantasies about making love to her repeatedly until her womb overflowed with his seed didn’t diminish sometime soon, he was going to shatter from sheer frustration and need.

His face lowered down over the sacred mound between her thighs. His nostrils flared to catch her musky woman scent. A low growl vibrated his throat, the primal sound of an animal as it circles its mate.

Mine.

He blinked once when he registered the primitive possessiveness that accompanied his thought. His lips curved into a wry smile at his foolishness.

For of course, he could as easily own Lora Alexander as he could the wind.

She was aroused, even as she slept. Of course she was aroused, he thought ruefully, after what he’d put her through last night and never allowing her relief. Regret lanced through him as he gently parted her silky, slender thighs farther. He wouldn’t have altered his actions at this point, especially because he believed that she’d more than likely been curbed, at least in the more flagrant aspects of her cock-teasing. But her punishment was done now, his anger faded. The only thing he felt at present was an enormous need to bring her pleasure…to cherish her.

He stared at her flushed, damp petals and filled his nose with her scent for a full minute before he leaned forward and began to eat her with a fierce emotion that he could not name.

Lora groaned in her sleep. She was having a lovely dream from which she never wanted to awake. She and Sin were at their special beach next to the source of the Fleet. For some reason, she was wearing her fur coat, although it was summer. Sin pulled back the lapels of her mink slowly, as if he were unwrapping a gift of great value and wanted to cherish the anticipation. Lora was as glad as Sin appeared to be that she was completely naked beneath the fur. He kissed her softly…reverently over the ankh that lay on the inner curve of her breast. His eyes glowed like hot embers of desire as he told her to lie down and spread her thighs wide for him.

Lora loved to follow her master’s orders as much as she loved the hot look in his eyes when she did.

He knelt between her thighs. Lora gasped at the sensation of his fingers tenderly parting her tender folds and his firm, warm tongue sliding against her sensitive tissues, flicking and teasing her until she lifted her hips desperately against him and he finally pressed against her clit and rubbed with hard friction. She moaned and rocked her hips against him desperately when he retreated, swirling the damp tip repeatedly against the nerve-packed flesh before he lashed at it with his full length, up and down, side to side…around and around and around.

Pleasure swamped her, making her dizzy. Climaxing against Sin’s tongue into his warm, suckling mouth became a more imperative biological function than breathing. He applied a hard pressure again, vibrating her for an earth-shattering few seconds before he dipped down to plunge into her seeping pussy.

“Oh, God, Sin…yes…yes…that feels so good,” she moaned desperately. She tried to reach for his thick, burnished hair, but her hands felt paralyzed.

When Sin heard his sleeping beauty groan in frustration instead of arousal, he reached up for her hands and placed them on his head, hoping to rouse her. His fingertips lingered to explore the satiny warmth of her belly and hips. His mouth never paused in working its magic. His tongue continued to probe her deeply. He paused occasionally to suck and swallow her sweet, abundant honey. When he felt her fingers move in his hair and heard her brokenly call his name, he hummed an answer deeply into her flesh.

Lora sighed. How was it possible to feel so drowsy and content and yet so hot and aroused at once? But that was how she felt as she slowly awakened to the golden afternoon sunlight that filled her room. A refreshing breeze blew back her curtains while Sin skillfully drew what was going to be a delicious orgasm out of her. She gripped his hair tightly when he pushed back her knees and gently pressed his forefinger to her anus. He carefully spread her labia and placed his whole mouth over her outer sex. The amount of suction and pressure that he conferred with his intimate kiss might have been divinely measured in order to ignite her. Her eyes rolled back in her head as his finger continued to insist upon entrance. Lora granted it, crying out brokenly when he finally sucked her clit good and hard while he breached her asshole.

Sin took his time, relishing the sensations of Lora’s orgasmic spasms and flowing juices against his finger and tongue. God, she was hot…and sweet…so damn sweet.

Lora’s eyes blinked open to see Sin leaning over her on his hands and knees. He was such a beautiful male animal, brawny, yet supple too. Her eyes lingered on the heavy bulge at his crotch before they skated up to his tense face. Her juices still wetted his lips, whiskered jaw and nose. She bit her lip to restrain a moan of fresh arousal.

“I owe you an apology, little one,” he said softly.

“You…you do?”

He nodded slowly. “Not for punishing you. You really do need to curb your cock-teasing, Lora. Jab shouldn’t have had to endure an entire evening with an uncomfortable erection because you can’t control yourself.”

Lora flushed and glanced away in embarrassment. She had never really considered the matter in that light. Sin tilted her chin gently, forcing her to meet his gaze again.

“I know I will never control your ways completely, little one. You are an exhibitionist at heart, to be sure, not to mention too wild to ever be tamed by a mere mortal like me. But I would prefer that you confined your wanton nature to our bedroom activities.”

“All right. I meant what I said last night. I will no longer…flaunt myself unduly,” Lora whispered.

“Thank you,” he said quietly. He bent down and kissed her lips softly, sharing the sweet, musky oils that she had anointed him with so generously. “Now for my apology,” he said thickly when he raised himself.

Lora just watched him with desire-darkened eyes. He looked so beautiful with his arm muscles bulging as he held himself off her and a few strands of his golden-streaked hair falling loose from the leather band at his neck around his high cheekbones and hard jaw. Because she couldn’t resist, she reached up and let her fingers get lost in the soft mat of gilded light brown hair that was exposed at the opening of his linen shirt.

“Yes?” Lora prompted when he seemed to lose his concentration at her touch.

“I wasn’t being entirely honest when I said that discipline was the reason that I asked you not to flaunt your breasts in front of other men.” He grunted in unconscious protest when her nails paused in the maddening activity of scraping his aroused nipples.

“You did not ask me to refrain to teach me discipline?” Lora asked in surprise.

“Well, yes…but not entirely, Lora. There was another reason.”

“What?”

“I…”

“Sin?” Lora queried when he glanced away.

“I was jealous,” he grunted.

A silence followed his confession.

“You needn’t look so shocked, Lora,” Sin muttered wryly after a moment. “I am not the kind of man who likes to share.”

Or at least, I never was until now, Sin added to himself.

Uncomfortable under her bemused stare—although he was warmed at the evidence of that vivacious sparkle in her dark eyes that he favored so much—he sat back on his haunches and whipped his shirt over his head. He had a ponderous, achy pipe between his legs that he really would like his little slave to see to immediately. He felt an overwhelming need to change the subject at that moment.

“Lora, remember when I told you that I would have need of Lady Alexander on one of my missions soon?” he asked as he jerked down his falls.

She blinked. Little could have pulled her concentration away from Sin’s fascinating admission, but watching him undress and this particular topic were two such things.

“Of course I remember.” Her voice trembled with excitement, and not just from the sight of Sin’s erection bobbing up as he freed it. She desperately longed to run with his band of thieves along the subterranean Fleet, her heart racing wildly with adventure. “What can I do?” she asked with just as much eagerness as she reached for his penis. She moaned in appreciation when she felt his weight in her palm and her sensitive fingertips ran over skin that was warm and stretched smooth and taut by his desire.

Sin came down next to her and watched with a heavy-lidded stare as she petted and stroked him. “Later this afternoon, I expect that you will be receiving an invitation to a dinner party given by Emily Pembroke, Duchess of Tavistock this coming weekend. I want you to accept the invitation,” he said thickly.

Lora’s expression tensed with disappointment. Listening to Lady Tavistock drone on about her filthy rich industrialist father or the fictional virtues of her merely filthy husband was hardly Lora’s idea of high adventure. “Sin, Lady Tavistock is a conceited bore! Oh, all right,” she muttered when she saw his exasperation. “What must I do there?”

“I will tell you as soon as I gather all of the final details from my informants,” he said in a low voice before he began to nibble beguilingly at her ear and neck. He slid his hand down over her much smaller one and used it to increase her pace. “God, yes, just like that,” he ground out as he closed his eyes in ecstasy. He sipped and nibbled at her lush lips with barely leashed constraint as his hunger grew with each pump of her tight fist. His saw when her dark eyes took on the glazed, hot look that he loved. His fingers twisted into her silky curls.

“That’s right, little one. Leave Lady Tavistock for the future. Right now, my little slave has much more weighty matters to which she must attend.”

Chapter Seven

 

“Milady. Milady, wake up. My master says that he must see you immediately at Ashton,” Archer said with quiet urgency.

Lora sat up, abruptly wide awake at Archer’s words. It had been three days since she had seen or heard from Sin. Three long days and three excruciatingly lonely nights. She had filled her days while he was gone by religiously practicing her archery, eager to show him her progress when he returned. Yet no matter how she tried to physically tire herself, sleep had been either nonexistent or fractured. She worried about Sin and frequently imagined him arrested and imprisoned…or worse, dead.

“When did he return, Archer?” Lora asked excitedly as she threw back the covers and hastened to her wardrobe. She had anticipated that Sin would be back to Ashton by tomorrow at least, for Lady Tavistock’s dinner party was tomorrow evening. He’d left abruptly after receiving some mysterious, but obviously critical news on the night of the same day that he’d begun to paint her. He’d never had time to inform her of the details of what he required of her at Lady Tavistock’s.

“About an hour ago, milady,” Archer answered, coming nearer so that his candle enlightened her fumbling for her clothes.

“What time is it, Archer?” she whispered.

“It is just after midnight. You have been in bed less than a half-hour.”

Lora’s heart began to beat uncomfortably in her chest. Had Sin sent for her at such a late hour to tell her that he had changed his mind? That she couldn’t help him on his mission of stealth and intrigue after all? The thought made her dress in a rapid, helter-skelter manner. Surely she could change his mind. She must convince him that she could be of use!

“Milady, you are not…done up,” Archer called after her, half in alarm and half in embarrassment when she came out of her dressing room and lunged for the bedroom door. “I shall send Molly up to you—”

“Never mind, Archer,” Lora said distractedly, briefly glancing back over her shoulder at several hopeless buttons left unfastened at the top of her frock. “My bosom is fully covered, which is all Sin will care about,” she added with a cheeky grin.

“But milady, he has sent a carriage for you and he has a visitor who you…” Archer trailed off weakly, for his mistress had already disappeared down the darkened hallway.

Sin was the first thing that she saw when she flung open the door of his suite at Ashton without knocking. He was in the rotunda with his back to her, intently studying a parchment as he leaned over his desk.

“What has made you change your mind?”

Sin glanced over his shoulder in surprise. His amazement at her entrance quickly changed to amused appreciation. She must have taken the underground passage. There was a streak of dirt across her flawless cheek. Her long, dark curls had not been combed since Archer had awoken her, and they hung around her arms and back in wild, gleaming disarray. She wore an ugly brown muslin gown. The only virtue to it that Sin could observe was that it covered her chest all the way to her neck. It didn’t fit her properly and gaped loosely around her shoulders and waist. Where had she ever acquired such a hideous sack? She must have encountered a muddy puddle in the subterranean tunnel—a remnant of the hard rains that had reportedly pelted London last night—for the white ruffle around her skirt was sodden and brown. In his mind’s eye, he imagined her marching pell-mell through the tunnel, her lantern held high, illuminating the determined set of her delicate features and the fires of accusation in her dark eyes.

God, she was beautiful. And he had missed her. Far too much.

He rolled up the detailed map of London’s subterranean tunnels slowly and set it aside before he arose from his chair to face her. “What sort of a greeting is this, little one?”

Lora paused at his familiar deep voice. Her eyes ran over his length rapidly, then made a second, more covetous journey. Her heart began to pound in her ears, for he was wearing only a pair of tight black breeches and a loose ivory cambric shirt, his coat long discarded. His clothing did little to disguise his broad shoulders, powerful chest or the thoroughly masculine, taut taper that ran down to his narrow waist and hips. His thighs looked hard and long beneath his trousers, and Lora knew intimately how pleasantly dense they felt beneath her stroking palms as well as how the brown hair on them tended to curl around her curious fingers. Even his bare feet looked strangely erotic to her. They were tanned, well-shaped and firmly planted as he considered her calmly. She had thought of his body often these past days, but her memories could never compare to the vibrant reality of him.

“I want to know why you changed your mind about me assisting you,” she said, but presently, her voice sounded breathless, and nowhere near as bold as she had on her dramatic entrance.

“I haven’t changed my mind, Lora. That is not why I asked Archer to wake you.”

Lora’s brows crinkled in confusion when she realized he was holding out his arm, as though he were expecting someone to come to his embrace. Her heart leapt in her chest before she realized it was not she, Lora, whom he summoned. She saw then that he hadn’t been alone in the rotunda. A small woman replaced one of Sin’s paintings that she had been examining at the side of the circular room and took Sin’s outstretched arm in her own.

“Halima, may I introduce the little river rat with whom I share the Fleet? She has obviously been splashing around in it just now.”

Lora swallowed convulsively. Mortification bloomed in her brain and slowly overtook her entire body, leaving her cheeks pink and her stomach vaguely nauseous. The woman who Sin held in the cradle of his arm was exotically beautiful. She was dark like Jab. Her face formed a perfect heart shape. Her eyes were a jet black that shimmered like liquid pools. Her coiffure and dress were those of the most fashionable of Frenchwomen.

Lora’s mouth hung open stupidly. Halima chose politely not to notice her temporary discomfiture. She left Sin’s embrace and came toward Lora.

“Surely you know by now to ignore him when he teases. It is a pleasure to meet you, Lady Alexander,” Halima greeted in a low, captivating voice.

Years of breeding finally kicked in and Lora took the woman’s small hand in her own, murmuring a polite greeting. She did not betray her embarrassment at her ridiculous manner of dress by dropping her gaze to her person once, but her cheeks still flamed hotly. As she exchanged polite inanities with Halima, Lora became uncomfortably aware of the fact that she was almost exactly the same height and size as Lora herself…

Her spine stiffened at the realization.

Halima noticed the fire that suddenly flashed into Lora Alexander’s beautiful eyes. She glanced back at Sin uncertainly, sure he would choose this moment to explain, but he merely remained standing next to this desk, his arms crossed loosely over his chest, watching the spectacle before him with an expression of dark amusement on his handsome face.

Halima sighed. Men. They could be so infuriating.

“I will say good night, Lady Alexander. It’s been a very long journey from Cairo,” Halima said before she went to Sin and craned up on her toes.

Lora watched in rising horror as he kissed Halima with a tender cherishment that he’d never once shown her.

A heavy silence fell between them when the door clicked shut behind Halima. Lora stood proudly, shoulders back, chin forward, icing him with her gaze. Sin eventually shook his head, smiling.

“You missed your calling, Lora. You should have been an actress.”

Lora grimaced as if she’d just swallowed sour milk. His proclivity to laugh at her infuriated her more at present than it had when she first encountered him. “What reason did you have for calling me here?” Lora asked coldly. Surely he didn’t wake her in the middle of the night so that he could introduce her to the woman whose bow he had condescended to allow her to borrow…the woman to which he’d alluded that he loved…Halima. Surely he wouldn’t choose to insult her in such a fashion.

Sin’s amusement faded as he considered her narrowly from across the room. “I asked Archer to summon you because I have need of you, little one.”

Something in the rough quality of his voice must have penetrated her imagined insult. Sin watched as her luscious lower lip fell away from its mate. She looked so young sometimes, so innocent. But then he saw hurt flicker across her delicate features… and that he could not understand.

Lora stared in rising disbelief. Was he really suggesting that when he’d just introduced her to the woman he loved? Lora was no innocent of the ways of the world at this point in her life. There were plenty of men who said they loved their wives above all else and never blinked an eye at their hypocrisy as they slid into bed with a prostitute or a mistress. The thought made fury blaze through her breast.

“You mean to say that you have need of me in bed?” she asked incredulously. “I told you before, Sin Drake, I’m not your damn whore!”

Lora’s heartbeat pounded loudly in her ears as he watched her in the silence that followed with the eerie stillness of a jungle cat. She had no idea why she felt so angry, why tears were biting at the back of her eyelids, why she felt like taking her fist and beating at him until he told her that he loved her and could not exist without her, as she loved him and could not exist without him.

Her heart shriveled in her chest at the wretchedness…the hopelessness of her sudden realization.

She was Lora Alexander, a married woman, one of the queen’s favorites, the willful, indulged beauty who cared for no one. And she had fallen in love with a man who had chosen to become a thief, a man who had made a point of telling her that he loved another, a man who despised the constraints and false roles imposed by society, and who valued his freedom above all else. Lora herself had come to despise the fetters that society had put on her without her conscious choice. Sin would see her love for him like that, a threat to his freedom.

And he would be right.

What was wrong with her? Sin wondered tensely as he watched a host of emotions storm across her expressive face. Had she guessed his relationship to Halima and started censoring him like so many bigoted hypocrites had done before her? Her betrayal hurt, although he knew he was a fool for expecting anything different from a woman of her position and upbringing.

“In fact, you look the part of the village whore,” he said abruptly as his eyes swept down over her. “Perhaps I would be remiss in not asking you to play the part in its entirety.”

Her lips curled into a snarl. “How dare you!” she hissed before she could stop herself.

“Dares come as easily to me as they do to you, Lora, although it is undoubtedly hysterics that are your true forte. At any rate, you brought up the idea, and although I had not considered it before, perhaps it has its merits. I am in need of something to cool my blood on this night before the Blade’s last mission, and it is in you that I will quench it, little one. So take off all of your clothes, get into bed and await me. I need to speak to Jab briefly before he retires.”

He ignored her open-mouthed look of outrage as he passed her. “And Lora?” he added as he paused at the door. “Wash up before you get into bed. I’m not used to my whores being quite so dirty.” He heard her choking sound of outrage before he slammed the door.

When he returned twenty minutes later his anger had calmed. He had long ago acquired a tough hide of impenetrable scorn to keep out those who despised him for no other reason than his illegitimate birth or because his father had fallen madly in love with a woman who possessed skin darker than his own. How, then, did this little spitfire English gentlewoman have the ability to pierce his defenses and rile him so effortlessly time and again?

He found her sitting in a chair, the dirt still upon her cheek, watching him sullenly. “Why aren’t you in bed?” he asked as he crossed the room toward her. He set down a tray of honey and bread that the cook had retrieved for him.

“I am not your whore to be commanded to your every whim and pleasure,” she said peevishly. In fact, she was beginning to feel rather foolish now that her flaming temper had cooled somewhat. It had come upon her gradually in Sin’s absence that it would be quite ludicrous of him to have invited her here this evening so that he could introduce her to his true love. Halima had hardly seemed jealous of her, although Lora had to admit begrudgingly that her appearance tonight would hardly inspire envy in any woman, let alone such a one as her. She wanted to demand him to tell her what the exotic beauty meant to him, but she was afraid that her voice would betray her ugly jealousy.

“No,” he agreed quietly as he flung off his shirt casually and lowered the falls of his trousers. “But you are my little slave to be commanded to my every whim and pleasure. Come, Lora. Where is this attack of hysterics originating? Are you nervous about tomorrow? Is that it?”

She bit her lower lip, her emotions tumultuous as he kicked his trousers off his feet. He stood before her naked. Her eyes raked over him of their own will, pausing on his cock. He wasn’t aroused and nowhere near as stiff and large as she had witnessed him in the past. But she found him powerfully arousing in this state, imagining how it would feel to have him lengthen and thicken in her hand…in her mouth. Unconsciously she touched the tip of her tongue to her lower lip.

Sin stifled a moan. Blood surged in his veins and thickened his cock at the sight of her red, quick tongue. “Lora, I asked you a question. Why are you behaving this way? Are you nervous about tomorrow?”

“No,” she whispered as she looked into his light, piercing eyes. She could not tell him that she loved him and wanted to be more than a passing pleasure to him, and that this was something that she had not fully known about herself until tonight. She certainly couldn’t tell him that the knowledge terrified her like nothing ever had before in her life. So she said nothing, and just watched him mutinously while his mouth grew hard.

“You are refusing to tell me the reason that you are being recalcitrant in your duties as my slave, then?”

Tears glittered in her eyes, but her chin lifted stubbornly, refusing to answer him. But his searchlight gaze plumbed the depths of her and saw her fear.

“You’re lying, Lora. You are afraid. Come here. I have a cure for one who has an attack of nerves.”

“What sort of cure?” Lora asked, wide-eyed when he grabbed her hand and drew her up. Without an immediate explanation and with utter practicality, he began to strip her of her clothes. When he had done, he nodded toward the end of his high bed.

“Go bend over the railing.”

Lora’s mouth fell open. “You would spank me again?”

He grinned. “If I did, it would undoubtedly be with good reason, seeing as how you are not being a very obedient slave. You did promise, Lora, have you forgotten? But no, that wasn’t what I had in mind. Come now, don’t you trust your master?” he asked teasingly in his lightly accented, beguiling voice.

“Yes,” Lora whispered. Worry creased her forehead, for she did trust him. She loved him, too. And that was certainly making things more complicated.

He caressed her dirty cheek tenderly. “Then do as I say, little one.”

Lora went to the high brass bed and placed her hands on the bottom rail, leaning over. “Put your hands together.” He instructed her from behind.

“Sin!” Lora exclaimed in rising alarm when he looped a red silk around her wrists and tied her snugly to the bed. “Why did you do that?”

“Because I wanted to,” he said lightly. He gathered her wild curls, which had fallen forward and were obstructing her gaze, into his hands. When he spoke again, his amusement had faded. “Would you like me fasten your curls back, so they won’t get in your way?”

“Yes,” she whispered, for the look that had come into his eyes just now had made her want to weep like a fool. She watched him as he took the leather thong from his own neck. His shoulder-length burnished hair fell forward dashingly around his lean jaw even as he secured hers. “What are you going to do?” she asked anxiously when he turned and walked away, and her eyes were left to linger on his muscled, bronzed ass longingly.

When he came back, he was carrying the tray with the honey and bread. She saw that he likely had not been as unaffected by baring her body and tying her up as he had acted, for his cock had lengthened and stiffened. She groaned at the sight of the smooth, fat head bobbing as he walked toward her. He set down the tray on a table, still not answering her. Lora stretched around to watch him, but he was just out of her line of sight.

After a moment, he came and stood beside her shoulder. “I thought I would feed you with my own hands, first. Perhaps my little slave’s empty stomach is to blame for the chill in her usual boldness.” He smiled as he held up a piece of dark bread dripping with honey.

Lora couldn’t keep her lips from twitching. His smile was meant to be innocent, but he pulled off that expression about as well as a wolf might.

“Eat, darling,” he said with quiet gruffness. He raised the honeyed bread to her and watched with a narrowed focus as her lips parted. Her small white teeth tore at the bread and honey smeared upon her lips. Lora licked at it greedily, just as she had with his cum when it had leaked past her lips so many days ago. Sin repressed an agonized moan at the sexually charged memory.

Lora found that she had a hunger for the coarse bread and honey. Perhaps it tasted like ambrosia because it was being fed to her by a bronzed god with brilliant grayish-green eyes that melted her with desire wherever his gaze touched. She took the last bit from him delicately. He waited until she had swallowed before he lifted his honey-soaked finger to her.

“Suck me clean, little slave,” he whispered tensely, for feeding her in such a fashion had aroused him far more than he ever would have expected. She didn’t hesitate, but took first his long forefinger into her warm mouth and sucked. Sweat popped out on his brow as he watched his finger slide in and out of her lush lips. God, she was a tease. And he loved it. By the time she had fully cleaned him, his cock was standing at full attention. He knelt and kissed her honeyed mouth hotly, drinking her deeply, regretfully admitting the depths of his own greediness when it came to her.

He brushed their moist lips sensually together as their gazes clung. Lora moaned with desire. It seemed incredible to her now that she had been disappointed when Sin had told her he wanted to kiss her on that first day they met. She had since become highly addicted to his lips and tongue and taste.

“Are you curious about what will happen at Lady Tavistock’s tomorrow?”

Lora blinked to clear her thoughts, because the last thing on her mind was Lady Tavistock when Sin and she were naked and he was plucking and sucking at her lips and tongue such a captivating manner.

“Uh…yes,” she lied.

He leaned back and studied her flushed, lovely face. “I will tell you all the details later. But I want you to know that although the chances are slim to none that you would ever be implicated in the theft, the nooses at Newgate are ignorant of class. I will understand if you decide that you don’t want to assist me, Lora.”

“Nonsense. I want to help you, Sin!” she cried out impulsively.

“You are not afraid?” he asked softly as his lips skimmed her cheeks and jaw, causing shivers to run down her neck and spine. “Isn’t the fact that you are about to be an accomplice to a known criminal that is behind this display of nerves, little one?”

“No!” Lora protested hotly.

His lips twitched at her passionate response. Still, he knew that she was afraid about something, and chances were it was because she was having second thoughts about associating with him.

“We still have time before my little slave becomes a little thief,” Sin murmured. “I have discovered from experience that sometimes the best cure for the nerves before an adventure is to take a small one before the large one.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Just this, when I called you here tonight, it was because I had great need of you. I have missed you. I was starved for the sound of your laughter and thirsty for the nectar of your kiss. And I am weak with the need to bury myself in your body, little one.”

His image began to swim before her at the stark honesty of his words.

“So I will make love to you tonight, and my thirst will be slaked, even if just for a while. And I will create a little adventure for my slave, something that will test her will and her courage, so that tomorrow, she is more sure and confident of it when she needs it most. She will recall that she is a passionate creature ruled by no one and not merely the empty façade of Lady Lora Alexander.”

“And both of our needs will be met?” Lora whispered.

“And both of our needs will be met. Are you ready to begin, then?”

She nodded and he stood. She watched him anxiously as he retrieved some things from his desk, but she couldn’t make out what they were. When he next drew near her, he held one of the silk scarves that he’d tied her ankles with several nights ago. He folded it while their gazes clung. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes,” Lora murmured. The last thing that she saw before he blindfolded her was the small, special smile.

“You know hardly anything about me, little one. Only that I am an Irish landowner with a rather unusual past who is currently a thief.” She felt him palm her flank and ass in a totally familiar manner, as though she were his possession to do with as he pleased. “You know so little, and yet you have given control over to me, haven’t you? Even knowing next to nothing, you have allowed me to tie you up and blindfold you. And you really have no idea what I will do to you.” She moaned when he reached beneath her and filled his hand with a breast.

“I can feel your heart beating so quickly. Is it from fear? Or excitement?”

“I am not afraid, Sin.”

He released her. He watched her head come around as she tried to sense where he had gone when he no longer touched her or spoke. He held the bottle of aromatic oil close to her head and pulled out the stopper, knowing that her sense of hearing and smell would be pitched for stimulation in the absence of her sight. “Why do you suppose that is, Lora?” he asked as he moved her hair over one shoulder and raised the amber bottle of oil over her neck. He drizzled it down the entire length of her delicate spine slowly.

Lora gasped at the erotic sensation. She wanted to demand that he tell her what he was planning to do, but she also guessed that doing so would ruin everything. She had said that she trusted him, and she must prove it. A little cry slipped past her lips when he continued to dribble the oil to her spine’s natural termination. She felt him press back one ass cheek firmly and the sweet oil oozed down her crack to her bottom hole.

“I have never been afraid of you. Not really. Even in the beginning when I believed you to be a ruthless criminal.”

Sin paused for a moment in anticipation with his hands suspended an inch from her lustrous skin. He gave up on his own teasing and encircled her small waist. His hands looked brown next to her white, feminine curves. She groaned with pleasure when he began to rub the oil deeply into her already exquisitely soft skin. After a moment, he transferred his rubbing hands to her ass, dispersing the oil everywhere. He wanted her to gleam and glisten while he made love to her.

“I am known to be ruthless, at times, Lora.”

“Never with me,” Lora said on an outward gasp. His hands felt wonderful, rubbing her muscles expertly.

“You are forgetting your punishments.”

“I have not forgotten.” She paused, her face rapt with pleasure as he began to massage her thighs. “I did not feel abused by you or that you were being cruel for cruelty’s sake. You only have done what I allowed. I trusted you, even then.”

Sin did not speak for a moment as he continued to rub the oil into her flawless skin. “Perhaps you are foolish, then,” he finally said as he inspected his handiwork. Without thinking, he took his engorged cock into his palm and wrapped his fingers around his girth. She was so lovely, and for now, for this brief, precious time in history, she was his.

“I may do foolish things at times,” Lora admitted. “But I am not a fool.”

He smiled as he continued to stroke his cock leisurely. “Spread your legs further, little one.” She did, exposing the delicate, already slick petals of her sex to him. His hand moved faster before he forced himself to let go. He retrieved the jar of honey that he had brought with the bread and one of his new paintbrushes. He lightly feathered his fingertips over the back of her knees and her inner thighs while he knelt between her legs in order to alert her of his presence.

“You are not a fool, Lora. But how do you know that you are not being impulsive and wild by trusting me, just as you were being in London playing at being one of my band or carousing at the The Rose?” he asked absentmindedly. For most of his attention was focused on dipping his paintbrush in the honey and studying the glorious canvas before him.

Lora’s breath came quick and irregular. She could tell by the feeling of his warm breath against her when he spoke that his mouth was achingly close to her pussy. The anticipation was making her mad. “It is different. Do not ask me how. I just know it is.” Her heart stilled when he pushed back one of her ass cheeks.

“Do not move, Lora,” he warned.

She just nodded. She stifled her jump, but could not stop her surprised yelp when she felt something cool glide smoothly along one of her sex lips. “Oh! Sin?”

Sin didn’t notice, so absorbed was he on his task. He drew up very close to her, within inches, and used his little brush to carefully outline her pink flower. His nostrils flared, for the scent of her musky arousal mixing with the honey was intoxicating. He rested his cheek against her soft bottom as he traced the eternal form of beauty. A cannonball could have exploded through the windows of the rotunda and he would not have stirred. He left her tumescent clit untouched, saving it for last.

Lora had been calling his name in increasingly mindless pleasure for the past several minutes, but he would not respond. She only knew of his existence by his torturing, teasing activities on her cunt and by the strangely poignant feeling of his head pressed to her bottom. He was killing her with his little paintbrush. Her clit felt impossibly large and achy with need, even the soles of her feet burned in sympathy with it.

Sin’s eyes were fixed on that precise part of Lora’s anatomy. Reality broke through when he took in how swollen she was. He finally heard her moans. He blew on her tenderly and smiled when she keened with desperation.

“There is just one precious little piece of flesh that my paintbrush has not yet traced,” he murmured next to her pussy. “Would you like me to do it now?”

“Yes! God, yes!” She sounded crazed with need.

He picked up another new paintbrush, this one with thicker, stiffer bristles. He thoroughly dipped it in the honey and raised it to her sex. His tongue flicked over his upper lip unconsciously as he held the drenched brush within a hairsbreadth of her.

Then he swept up on her most sensitive flesh tenderly and ground the bristles downward with pressure on the way back down.

Her scream was full-throated. Sin dropped the paintbrush in order to catch her when her knees collapsed beneath her.

Lora came to awareness with the blessed sensation of Sin kissing her neck and whispering into her ear. “Is my little slave all right? Surely something critical must have occurred to make such a hearty lass’s knees give way in that manner,” he teased.

“I…I am all right. But Sin, that was almost too much pleasure to be borne.”

He kissed her cheek softly. “But look, you can stand now. We can continue?”

Lora panted. “I suppose.” In truth, the strength of her orgasm had frightened her a little. The strength of her feelings for him frightened her more.

His brow furrowed, for he could sense the hesitation that had been in her all evening and it was like a bur beneath his skin, chafing at his spirit, even. He found the jar of honey and the little brush and slid beneath her. The valley of her breasts was dewy with perspiration. Her breasts hung like firm, round, luscious fruit in front of his face, tempting him to pluck and plunder of their sweetness. They swayed with her sharply indrawn breath when he painted one rosy nipple with honey.

“Stay completely still,” he ordered.

“Sin, what have I ever done to you that you would wish to torture me in this manner?” Lora exclaimed heatedly.

He grinned, but his eyes stayed glued on the bewitching subject of a tightening, honey-drenched nipple. He had to restrain himself mightily not to lean forward and tongue off his handiwork immediately. “I’m sorry, Lora. Maybe you don’t cherish the idea of having this sticky honey all over you. I plan to clean you of every last drop with my tongue and my lips before we are through. Does that reassure you?”

Lora groaned at his erotic words. “I will kill you for this, you crazy Irishman.”

His teeth flashed in his bronzed face as he carefully outlined her other nipple. “Not until we are done, though, Lora. And by that time, I’ll probably be dead from an overdose of pleasure anyway,” he added wryly under his breath. In fact, he needed to taste of her sweetness this second or perish.

Lora arched her back and cried out when he pushed her breasts together tightly, pressing her nipples until they were side by side. Then he leaned forward like a starved man and partook of the lush feast set before him. She drew her breath in raggedly at the feeling of his rough, warm tongue laving her nipples skillfully, then plucking at her with his pursed lips. He let her breasts separate, then, so that he could fully suckle at each nipple. By the time he moved out from beneath her, her nipples were dark red bullets and her heart beat rapidly beneath them. Sin pinched one nipple longingly as he left it.

“Your breasts are so pretty, Lora. All of you is,” he murmured hotly as he stroked her belly and hips. He bent and flicked his tongue along the sensitive side of her waist. “I can’t decide what part of you is the most delicious.”

“The part that is fortunate enough to be the focus of your considerable attention at the moment, no doubt,” Lora murmured in dazed lust.

“Yes. You are probably right about that,” he said as he smoothed his palm over her firm ass. He retrieved the bottle of oil and dipped several of his fingers into it.

“I am going to prepare your little asshole now so that I can fuck it deeply, Lora.”

Lora had no time to react to his quiet, matter-of-fact statement before he was pressing a finger to her asshole. At his murmured instruction, she sank back on him. Sin rubbed her smooth hip and ass cheek longingly as he slid his finger in and out of her hot, tight hole. “Good girl, you have it right. If you press back with your bottom it will go in easier and with less pain. Now take another, darling,” he whispered gruffly as he pressed his second finger to her hole. She moaned as her body accepted him and he stroked her faster and harder.

“How does it feel?” Sin asked, entranced by the vision of his fingers fucking her ass.

“So good. Sin?”

“Yes, little one?”

“I’m dripping down my thighs.”

He smiled as his fingers continued to power into her. “I know, I can see. And I don’t believe it’s just from the honey, do you?”

“No,” Lora groaned.

“You’ll be delicious when I eat you. The perfect mixture of musk and honey.”

“You’re so evil,” she whispered hoarsely as she rocked lustily against his fingers.

“No more than you, Lora. We are alike, you and I.”

“So you will not mind some day soon if I tie you up and find ways to torture you?”

“I would mind if you didn’t.”

She just smiled, liking his answer immensely. “Sin?” she asked, for he had abruptly removed his fingers from her ass.

He did not answer until he had returned with what he wanted. “I am here, darling.”

She swallowed thickly. “Are you going to put your cock inside of me now?”

He heard the anxiety in her voice. His lips pressed together in irritation. Damn that son of a bitch Herington.

“Not yet, Lora. You need more preparation.”

“Your cock is enormous,” she whispered. “I doubt it will work.”

“We will see,” he said tenderly. “Are you afraid of being hurt?”

“Yes,” Lora said before she could stop herself. “When I was at The Rose, my husband’s friend just plunged into Charlotte’s bottom. And she cried out in pain.”

Sin paused in the process of lubricating the dildo he held in his hand and frowned. He didn’t care to hear of Charlotte being treated in such a way. His ire almost boiled over at the thought of Lora being subjected to watching that. He stroked her hip softly. “You know how our lessons go, Lora. Very slow. If there is ever any pain, all you have to do is tell me, and I will immediately stop. Agreed?”

“Yes,” she whispered. He still heard the anxiety in her voice, but knowing that she trusted him in spite of it was sweet.

He spread her ass cheeks and pressed the glistening, ivory dildo to her bottom. She jumped. “It’s a dildo, Lora. Do you know what that is?”

She just shook her head dumbly, surprised by the sensation of the smooth, cool surface next to her sensitive hole.

“It is carved from ivory to resemble a man’s penis,” he said.

“Where would you find something like that?”

Even though she was blindfolded, Sin could clearly imagine her wide-eyed wonder. He closed his eyelids briefly at the emotions that surged up in him at the evidence of her innocence while they were in the midst of such erotic sex play. Despite the complexity of his feelings, it was amusement that tilted his lips. “You make it sound as if one finds them like artifacts on the beach, Lora. Like most things, you buy them. I acquired this one in Japan, years back.” He watched as she puzzled this out.

“It seems like a strange thing to buy,” she said eventually. “Especially when you already have a cock worthy of a god. I would prefer to have you instead of this…dildo.”

He laughed. “Thank you for the compliment. But this will help prepare you, darling. It is thicker and longer than my fingers, but not—”

“As thick and long as your cock. Oh, I understand, Sin. Should I begin, then?”

He told her yes, then watched with hot eyes as she eased back on the dildo.

“Ooh!” she squealed out in surprise at the sensation.

“Stop. Does it hurt?”

She gasped. “It did at first, a little. It does not now.”

“I’m sorry, little one,” he said gruffly. He knelt and kissed her hip.

“I am ready for more, Sin.”

“Then take it,” he encouraged. And she did. He groaned in arousal when she backed into another three inches of the dildo before she gasped out in discomfort. “Wait a moment, Lora. The pain will subside.” His eyes remained glued to her drenched pussy. He waited in anticipation until she told him that her discomfort was gone, and then he leaned forward for his first splendid taste of honey and desire.

“Oh, Sin!” Lora shouted. Even as he began to glide his tongue along her sex lips, he pulsed the dildo in and out of her ass. An unbearable, palpable tension began to mount in her, the friction only growing and growing with every thrust and moist, firm flick. Her head jerked back. “It will be too much!” she cried out as he did what he had promised and began to retrieve every last bit of honey that he’d painted on her. All the while, he steadily fucked her with the first half of the dildo. She panted heavily. “Oh! May I please have more of it, Sin?”

His cock batted up on his belly at her request. “You want more?” he whispered roughly next to her clit without touching her.

“Yes!” Lora shouted.

“Take it, then.”

He waited and watched with hot eyes as she sunk herself on the last inches of the dildo. Then he leaned forward and tongued the honey off her clit with hard, unyielding strokes. One hand held her hip steady as she broke and trembled with climax, but the other continued to fuck her asshole with the dildo in long, increasingly forceful strokes. He waited until she had calmed, and then he used his mouth and the ivory dildo to bring her to climax yet again.

He stood as she tried to catch her breath. Lora sighed with relief when he untied her hands and removed the scarf from her eyes. He stood her up against him, her bottom to his groin, and he massaged her arms to restore her circulation. “I’m sorry. I tied you up for a little spice, but I shouldn’t have been so thoughtless as to leave you like that for so long. I became carried away,” he murmured next to her ear.

She smiled up at him and his cock thumped against her soft flesh. Her grin widened in acknowledgment, starting the whole process all over again for him.

“It’s all right. I got much more carried away than you did.”

“Climb on the bed, Lora.”

He followed her and built up some pillows in the middle of the bed. “Lie down on your belly and let the pillows raise your bottom,” he said in a voice hoarse from intense desire. When she had followed his instructions, he just stared at her for a moment, trying to bring himself under control. He caressed one firm, plump cheek. He’d never felt such a strange, potent mixture of tenderness and raging lust in his life. He gave a small smile.

“I will give you a little spanking, first, Lora.”

“Why? Because I did not get into bed naked earlier and await you?”

“No. I would not punish you for being afraid. This spanking will solely be to enhance our pleasure.” Lora moaned into the bedding when she felt him move his hand and give her a light, stinging slap on the bottom curve of one ass cheek, and then the other. The spankings were brisk and quick, and as Lora twisted around to look, she suspected that his primary motive was to raise blood. She knew she was correct when he spread her cheeks and gave her several crisp slaps directly over her asshole with a curved palm, as though he were pulling up the blood to sensitize her tissue in preparation to being penetrated. She squirmed beneath him and groaned at the erotic thought.

“Are you ready to begin, little one?”

Lora turned her head so that she could see him. “I’m ready. I want to take you deeply in me as much, if not more, than you want to bury yourself there, Sin,” she said.

His eyes flashed to hers. “You must want it a great deal, then, Lora.” For a few seconds, their gazes held. Then he picked up the bottle of oil and poured it into his palm, stifling a moan when he massaged it on his cock.

Lora watched with wide eyes, for despite the truth of what she had just said, she had never seen his cock look so enormous or the thick veins look so prominent. “Will you…put it all the way in?” She gasped unevenly when he moved between her thighs and thrust two fingers into her ass, lubricating her further.

Sin growled low in his throat at the sensation of her surrounding him. God, he would not survive this. Her ass hugged him so tightly and she resonated with a feverish heat. “We will see, darling, but I doubt it. You are so small.” He shifted behind her and brought the head of his cock to her hole.

Lora felt him behind her, his words echoing in her head. She pushed back as he had instructed her and gasped at the feeling of his broad, puffy head pushing into her. “I want to take all of you, Sin,” she panted.

Sin groaned, aroused by her words beyond measure, but worried by their implication, too. “You will not behave impulsively, though, Lora? Remember what we discussed?”

“I remember. I would take more of you now, though,” she whispered.

Sin moved forward as she moved back. Her chest came off the bed and she cried softly in her throat in pain. “Oh! Stop!”

He watched her anxiously; every muscle in his body pulled tight with strain, for being this far inside her tight heat was an exquisite torture. “I have stopped, darling. I will wait until you are ready again,” he assured her.

Lora fell back on the bed, struggling for breath. A moment ago, the pain had been excruciating, as though her body was being cleaved in half. But it had faded quickly. Now she could concentrate on the feeling of Sin’s throbbing flesh so far inside her body. It struck her as beautiful, so elemental for the two of them to be mixed and entwined.

“I want more of you now, Sin,” she said suddenly…passionately.

He gritted his teeth with desire and closed his eyes, for the image of him being half embedded in her beautiful ass was likely enough stimulation to bring him to orgasm if he were not expending monumental amounts of energy on restraining himself.

“Wait, Lora. We will fully enjoy the territory that has been conquered first.” They moaned in unison as he began to pulse in and out of her. “Does it feel good, little one?” He bit his lip hard, for he was right to call her that. He needed to apply more pressure on his downstroke than he had ever had to with a woman, making him feel as if he were stuffing himself into her tiny hole. But to his amazement, she didn’t seem to mind. In fact, if her moans and reciprocated hip thrusts were any indication, she not only was tolerating it, she loved it.

“It feels wonderful to have you filling me, Sin.”

Oh God, she was so right. It felt primitive and raw, but also sublime to finally be inside her body. He words inflamed him and he pushed himself slightly farther into her. She responded by moving her hips more rapidly, bouncing her bottom up and down on him and crying out sharply with pleasure. Sin’s heart almost burst in his chest. What an unbridled little hedonist she was! He needed to tame her as much as he wanted to watch her run free.

“Do you want more?”

“Oh, yes! Please! Ahhh!” Lora pressed her cheek into the bed while the sensation of pain passed. It was not pain like she had known before, for it was not something that she wanted to avoid at all costs. Instead, she embraced it, because it meant that more of Sin merging with her would follow. The feeling of him moving in and out of her was intensely erotic. Her thighs were drenched with her desire. She ground her clit down into the pillows before she began to bob up and down on his thick shaft again.

God, it felt like heaven. His passion flamed and began to incinerate his considerable restraint. “Ah, fuck…say I can go deeper.”

“Yes!” she cried. “Please, I want all of you.”

His growl was harsh as he granted her request. But even in the midst of his orgiastic delight, he heard her sharp cry and paused with his balls pressed tightly to her buttocks. She writhed beneath him.

“Are you in pain?” he asked raggedly, regret tightening his features. He thanked God when he saw her shake her head into the bedding.

“No. But I think I…oh, Christ, Sin!”

He immediately understood her and braced himself on one hand while he worked the other between the pillows and her sex. His eyes narrowed and flamed with desire when his finger acted like a lit match on her clit and she exploded like a cache of dynamite. His restraint evaporated in the inferno of her desire. His hips and buttocks flexed seemingly of their own accord. He began slowly as her orgasm racked her, but by the time she slowed, he braced himself with both hands next to the pillows and slapped his pelvis against her ass with increasingly mindless abandonment.

Lora felt herself being impaled, compelled, utterly overwhelmed by his masculine, driving force. She embraced him joyfully. “Yes, this is what I have wanted,” she cried out without being fully aware of what she said. He fucked her wildly then, all of the passion inherent to his powerful spirit temporarily unleashed. Her entire sacrum, from clit to anus, burned with sexual friction as she pistoned herself over his length and ground into the pillows for relief.

He dropped down over and whispered roughly in her ear, “I know that this is what you want, Lora. Because at your core, you are a greedy, lustful little savage, just like your master. Hold your ass still.” He forced her bucking bottom into immobility with one strong hand. His mouth found her soft neck and he marked her as his. The shout that ripped out of his throat made every person still awake at Ashton pause in their task. Several of the men shared knowing grins of unadulterated envy.

His orgasm felt like it blew off the top of Sin’s penis even as it seemed to explode in the other direction up his spine, making his head snap back roughly. Lora’s eyes opened wide at the amazing experience of feeling him come inside her so deeply and powerfully. When he sank his teeth briefly into her tender flesh, she felt the pleasure-pain arrow down directly to her sex. A breathless, incoherent sound of surprise burbled out of her throat as she came yet again, for she had not been expecting it.

Sin fell over her, shattered by the experience. After a moment, he realized that all of his weight was on her and he shifted. As he did so, he pressed his lips and warm tongue soothingly to where he had bitten her at the peak of his passion.

“Are you all right, little one? I may have gotten a little out of hand,” he murmured into her sweat-dampened, fragrant skin. She answered him by turning her face to him and kissing him passionately. Despite the fact that he just had a mind-altering orgasm, he felt himself jerk to life again inside her.

“That is what I liked about it. How soon before we can do it again?” she demanded.

A puff of surprised air flew past his lips.” Lora, you’re incorrigible.”

“And you, Sin, are nowhere near as calm as you would have me believe. I love that about you, your wildness. At the end you were downright depraved,” she said with a wistful grin.

His eyes gleamed. She bit her lip. Had she really just hinted that she loved him? Her head dropped to the mattress. God, he would think her a naïve fool, proclaiming her love for the first man to ever show her passion. He would suspect her of trying to domesticate him next, despite the fact she loved his unwillingness to bend to the laws of man as much as anything about him, if not the most. Thankfully, he chose to ignore her spontaneous confession. His kisses on her ear were tender and playful.

“I may be depraved, but for good reason, little slave. You would tempt even a eunuch.”

“And you are the polar opposite of a eunuch.” She flexed the muscles that surrounded him. For a second, she saw his inner fires leap high in his light eyes.

“You are a tease, little one. But I will teach you an ounce of caution, yet.”

Lora giggled. “No, I am hopeless, Sin.”

He gasped when he felt her laughter vibrate into him from where he was embedded deep within her body.

“Ah, Lora. I will teach you control in order to save myself as much as to save you.”

* * * * *

After they had washed themselves, she lay snuggled in the curve of his body while he idly massaged the residue of the oil on her hips and thighs deeply into her skin.

“I’m truly stunned that you haven’t harried me with questions about tomorrow evening…or about Halima, for that matter,” he said after a silence broken only by her sighs of contentment.

“Perhaps you are finally teaching me some control, Sin.”

He noticed her averted eyes. “I am trying to curb your impulsivity, Lora, not your courage,” he challenged softly.

Her eyes flashed over to meet his steady gaze. “Is Halima the one who you said you became a thief for? Is she the one who you said you loved?” she blurted out.

“Yes,” he said. “Halima is my sister, Lora…as she is Jab’s.”

“Your sister!” Lora sat up partially. “But that would mean…”

“That my father not only had an Irish lover, but an Egyptian one as well?” he asked softly, but Lora felt the tension building in his hard body. Sensing this, he moved back from her, hesitant to expose his vulnerability. “Does that shock you, Lora? That my brother and sister are half Egyptian?”

“It certainly is a…surprise,” Lora said lamely as her mind busily sifted through this fascinating news.

“I will tell you something that will shock your ladylike sensibilities even more.”

Lora turned and made a sound of protest both at the suddenly hard sound of his voice and the absence of his warm body.

“It is Jabari who is my father’s legitimate son,” he said as he stood. He reached his discarded trousers in two long strides and a lunge. “That’s right, lass,” he said with a mocking smile as he jerked them over his legs. “Lady Alexander just allowed a bastard who is related to heathen savages tie her up and fuck her ass.”

Lora just stared in horrified shock, sure that she must have misunderstood him…positive that he couldn’t have just said what he said in such a cruel, biting tone of voice. What in God’s name had she done to deserve his contempt? Lora already knew from Archer that Sin’s mother had never been married to his father. She had only been preoccupied for the last few seconds in trying to puzzle out how his family’s Egyptian heritage related to his thefts of rare artifacts, jewels and art.

“Sin…I don’t…wait…where are you going? I haven’t even said anything!”

He shrugged into his shirt with a sinuous flexing of his taut abdomen muscles. “There’s no need to explain. I see the expression on your face. Aristocratic ladies such as yourself have been known to faint dead away at such scandalous news. Many of them, just like you, have given me free rein of their bodies and bedrooms, even though they turned up their dainty noses at the stench of a bastard—and even worse—in their drawing room.”

Fury cracked and melted her shock. “You bloody bastard, Sin Drake! I hope you rot in…” Her tongue stilled when she saw the flash of cold fire in his light eyes at her words. A second later, Lora was alone in the room, the expression of immense disdain on Sin’s lean face before he stalked out the door seemingly emblazoned on the back of her eyelids on a permanent basis.

Chapter Eight

 

The six Irishmen who worked for Sin all gathered around their leader in the drawing room of Ashton while he spoke in a low voice and occasionally tapped his finger on the map set rolled out before him on a table. Jab listened attentively, too, as did Halima, who stood next to him at the round table.

“Blandon is actually going to be there when we swipe the Eye of Isis?” Seanny asked with surprise. “I thought ya said you had a plan for taking care of that wanker while we were in action…” Seanny blinked when the man next to him cleared his throat loudly. “Ah…sorry for my language, ma’am,” he apologized to Halima with a grimace before he returned to his topic. “Don’t like it, boss…not a bit! Ya said yourself that Blandon has been to Karncross as your father’s guest and that there was a slim chance he could recognize ya.”

“Ah, Sean, boss wears a mask an’ all!” one man scolded.

“And these Brits are so thick. They spout a different description of the bloody Blade in every morning edition,” Jack added derisively.

“Lady Alexander here to see you, my lord.”

Every pair of eyes in the room shifted and fixed on Lora when Archer unexpectedly announced her. They all seemed so put off by her appearance that Lora just stood there, momentarily as speechless as the rest of them. Out of all the gazes in the room, Sin’s was by far the most cutting. She immediately knew he was irritated by her arrival, but why did he look so surprised?

Halima stirred from her position next to Jab a moment before Sin jerked into motion.

“Lady Alexander! You look so beautiful. It is such pleasure to see you again.”

“What the hell are you doing here?” Sin asked with all the subtlety of a cracked whip a millisecond after Halima’s warm greeting.

Lora’s expression became a twisted compromise of a fierce scowl at Sin for his rudeness and a genuine smile at Halima for her kindness. “Thank you, Halima. It is wonderful to see you again, as well,” she responded first sincerely. She hoped that her subsequent contemptuous glance at Sin told him loud and clear that it was obvious who had been the recipient of all the elegance in the family in addition to all the boorishness. “I thought we agreed that I was going to Lady Tavistock’s. James is outside in the carriage waiting, but you never told me what you expected of me,” Lora whispered furiously with a pointed glare at Sin.

Sin looked uncharacteristically nonplussed. “You still plan to go?”

Lora glanced with wide-eyed exasperation at Halima. Sin’s sister’s return expression conveyed apologetic sympathy. “At one point did you convey to me that I shouldn’t?”

Sin distractedly noticed the circle of seven men who watched the scene before them with expressions that ranged from amusement to open-mouthed lust at the sight of Lady Lora Alexander in full regalia for a night out.

“Come here,” Sin hissed as he grabbed Lora’s elbow and dragged her from the room.

Lora resisted the urge to squawk at his manhandling in front of the others, but once he shoved her into the music room she dug her heels in and wrenched her arm from his hold.

“Let go of me!” She rounded on him, as ready for a fight as he was. How dare he act surprised that she was planning on attending Lady Tavistock’s affair? Did he plan to rob her of her adventure just because of his childish temper tantrum last night?

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Sin demanded.

“I’m going to Lady Tavistock’s dinner party, just as you asked!” she shouted. “Do you think I’d subject myself to that woman’s ‘let’s all celebrate wonderful me’ gatherings voluntarily?”

Sin’s eyes swept down over her, fully taking in her appearance for the first time. No wonder his men had been staring with stunned lust. She looked amazing. He had always known that she was a remarkably beautiful woman, but the reasons for her renown and popularity, both among the aristocracy and the common people of London suddenly became crystal clear to him. She wore a dark blue silk taffeta wrapper made elegant with its simple, austere lines and lack of bows or bustles. The wide sash highlighted her tiny waist and round hips and breasts. Sin swallowed as his eyes rested on her chest, for although she’d complied with his demands and the square neckline was perfectly modest, the soft material hugged and shaped her in such a way that was nearly as erotic as her low-cut gowns that had left her abundant charms half exposed. The only adornment on the gown was some intricate black beading at the neckline, the color and sheen of which was picked up in the chandelier onyx earrings that she wore. With the same colors repeated in her black hair and midnight blue eyes, the overall effect was thoroughly feminine, exotic and downright jaw-dropping.

Sin cleared his throat as he tried to train his thoughts back to the topic at hand. “I had thought that after last night, you would have changed your mind about Lady Tavistock’s.”

Lora edged up to him in a gesture of challenge. “Maybe you hoped you could get rid of me that easily, Sin Drake, but it didn’t work. Now are you going to tell me what you wanted me to do at Lady Tavistock’s or are you going to sulk some more?”

Sin gave a harsh bark of laughter. “That’s rich. You’re accusing me of sulking?”

Lora ground her teeth together like she was ready to eat metal. “You’re damn right that’s what I’m accusing you of! According to you I’m an expert on pouting. You think I can’t recognize it when I see it in someone else?” Her dangly earrings trembled in sympathy with her outrage. “Now are you going to tell me what to do to help you tonight or not? I have a dinner engagement to make, as you well know.”

Sin glared at her for several seconds, clearly undecided. In the interim since he’d left her in his bedroom suite last night he’d admonished himself for his outburst even though he still believed that Lora’s expression at his news signified contempt. But the circumstances had made it easier for him to conveniently cut her out of his plans to steal the Eye of Isis from Lady Tavistock tonight. The incident had coincided with an increasingly felt regret that he’d told her she could assist in such a flagrant crime. What he had been planning wouldn’t endanger her, surely, but for some reason, he’d been having the jitters about tonight’s theft, the Blade’s final mission…

“Don’t you dare try to weasel out of it, Sin. I’m helping you tonight. End of story,” Lora said abruptly.

Sin grimaced inwardly. Was the little minx reading his thoughts now?

“Fine,” he said impassively. “Listen very carefully, Lora. I’m not going to repeat myself.” He went on to explain what he needed from her tonight and about the Eye of Isis.

“Do you understand?” he asked briskly after a minute. “I want you to wait until the gentlemen have rejoined the ladies. I don’t want any surprises. Lord Tavistock’s house is further from the Fleet than most of our targets have been; and thus, further from a sure escape. It’s just our luck that this is the engagement that Blandon is attending.”

“The Eye of Isis was removed from an Egyptian statue? It’s that gold brilliant that Emily Tavistock has been bragging about that she had set into a tiara?” She rolled her eyes when she said “tiara”. How much conceit could Emily possess to actually adorn herself with a tiara, for God’s sake?

“That’s the one,” Sin said coldly.

Lora chewed her lush lower lip as she studied the tall, enigmatic man who stood before her with his arms crossed over his chest. “And will you steal anything else at Lady Tavistock’s this evening?”

Sin shrugged. “Yes. A trinket or painting or two or three; something to throw them off guard and to make my men’s participation worth their risk.”

“But you’re only interested in the Eye of Isis? That’s what the actual mission is about, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Sin answered blandly.

Lora glanced away uncertainly, undone by his searchlight eyes despite her bravado. “These thefts that you have planned so carefully for the past several years…each one has always been about one item, hasn’t it? Are you stealing these singular items, like the Eye of Isis and that statue of Anubis for Halima?” she asked tremulously.

“Yes.” When she turned to him and he saw the expression in her deep, liquid eyes, he added a little less harshly. “Not just for Halima. For the Egyptian people, Lora. Those items that you refer to were wrongfully taken from that land, both by the French and the English. They aren’t meant to decorate wealthy British aristocrats’ gaudy mansions and spoiled ladies’ necks and ears. They’re part of Egypt’s history and culture, and they belong in museums where the Egyptian people can see them and take pride in their national heritage.”

“And Halima…”

“Halima is the assistant curator for the National Museum of Cairo. Both she and Jabari are devoted to seeing objects that colonials have robbed from their country returned to it…whether it be by legal or illegal means. Although I have to admit, it was mostly Jab and I who talked our sweet sister into the illegal aspects of reclaiming Egypt’s heritage,” he said with a slashing grin. He stilled when he saw Lora’s immobile expression.

“More shocking news, eh, little one? Still eager to stick out your pretty English throat for us? Although the thrill of a bit of adventure and being naughty ought to be sufficient motivation for Lady Alexander…”

Lora surged forward abruptly. “Damn your smug face, Sin Drake! Of course I want to help! You’ve insulted me for no good reason for the last time. I’m sick of your sarcasm and prickly pride. When I called you a bastard yesterday, I wasn’t casting aspersions on the circumstances of your birth or your parentage—I referred to the general definition. You’re disagreeable and offensive to the extreme! You could be the son of God, for all I care, and I’d find you to be just as much of an arrogant, mean-spirited—”

Lora’s tirade was interrupted by a throat being cleared loudly. Two pairs of fiery gazes darted over to Archer, who was standing just inside the door, clearly uncomfortable at having to interrupt such an obviously charged exchange between his mistress and master.

“I beg your pardon, milady, but James sent me in to tell you that if you did not come out soon, you would be unpardonably late for Lady Tavistock’s affair.”

Lora’s eyes glittered at Sin. “Fine. I’m coming,” she said stiffly. Her chin went up and she squared her shoulders. “You may depend on me to do everything that you’ve asked of me tonight, despite my self-centered, narrow-minded, shallow character, Sin.”

“Lora,” Sin gritted out between clenched teeth, as furious with her as he was himself for allowing her to once again to ignite the tender of his temper. But he was left staring at her stiff spine and beguilingly swishing hips and bottom. The little vixen! He’d swear she was taunting him to turn her over his knee.

“Lora!”

She stilled and glanced over her shoulder warily. As much as she’d like to, she wasn’t likely to ignore Sin when he used that tone of voice with her.

“Be very careful tonight. If you do anything impulsive, I’ll make Newgate seem like a pleasant alternative to you.”

Lora sniffed and tossed several glossy curls over her shoulder disdainfully before she caught the hard gleam in his grayish-green eyes. “Oh…fine,” she muttered peevishly.

She fumed during the entire carriage ride to Lady Tavistock’s at Sin’s ability to make her show-stopping exit spit and fizzle out with all the resulting drama of a struck sodden match.

* * * * *

“Excuse me for my error.” Lora’s soft apology was strikingly at odds with the sharp daggers that her gaze figuratively hurled at Lady Tavistock’s self-satisfied, overfed face. “Are you not worried that your eighteen-and-one-quarter-carat diamond will be too great of a lure for the infamous Blade?”

“I was wondering how long it would take for someone in this group to mention that reprobate’s name tonight.”

Lady Tavistock blinked in surprise at being interrupted by such a cold, arrogant voice, but Lora was quick on the uptake.

“Well, we did survive without mentioning the name of the second most famous person in London for nearly three hours, Mr. Blandon. Be sure to tell the queen of my loyalty, dear Vandiver,” Lora murmured in an aside to the smirking man at her right elbow. “Surely you could not expect more abstinence from such a fascinating topic, Commissioner!”

Alistair Blandon considered Lady Alexander with a heavy-lidded stare that disguised the fact that the focus of his gaze had just slid from her red luscious lips to her delightfully full bosom. Every man in attendance tonight had shared a moment of disappointment when they realized that the most famous breasts in England had been put under cover, but Blandon was quickly placated by the little tart’s sharp wit and succulent curves. Lora Alexander had the teasing, seductive manner of a high-priced mistress and just enough brains nestling amongst all the fluff between her ears to make even a staunch Englishman like Chief Commissioner Blandon stand up in his trousers and take notice.

“You make yourself no better than the hordes of unwashed London by giving that foul criminal far more than his due, Lady Alexander. Your beautiful eyes would not sparkle so charmingly if you were ever truly exposed to the brutal deeds of that nefarious outlaw,” he assured her.

Lora grinned impishly when confronted with his stern patronization. “Surely you are not suggesting that rampant curiosity is punishable by law, sir?”

The Viscount Vandiver, a boisterous young rake sitting to the right of Lora, guffawed heartily. “There would be no shortage of male volunteers in London to assist you in punishing Lady Alexander for her impertinent curiosity, Blandon.”

“The same men who would line up to help him punish you for your infamous deeds with their wives, no doubt, Vandiver,” Lora snapped back. She ignored Vandiver’s increased snorts of laughter—she and he were of an age and had grown up together, after all. She’d once given him a howling shiner when they were ten years old and he’d speared her braids to the wall with his pocketknife, then made the foolish mistake of taunting Lora within her fist’s reach.

Emily watched the entire spirited exchange from the head of the table with a frown of disapproval. She had been filled with pride when Lora Alexander accepted her invitation for tonight. The snoot usually only condescended to attend the most exclusive of affairs, and Emily couldn’t help but preen when she was able to add Lora’s name to her guest list. But currently, she experienced only irritation that Lora so effortlessly stole all of her—and her tiara’s—glory. Emily stood up abruptly, a huge smile plastered on her face as she led away the women in the party from the room. If she couldn’t beat Lora Alexander at her own game, the least she could do was separate her from her adoring public for a while.

Twenty minutes later Lora frowned nervously at her tiny watch as Abigail Worth teamed up with Netty Simmons to assure a sulking Lady Tavistock that her tiara was the most exquisite, divine piece of jewelry that had ever graced an English drawing room.

“I’m thinking of sending for my manservant before the men even return and having it locked back in the safe,” Emily whispered bitterly in response. “The side of beef at dinner garnered more attention tonight than this silly, overpriced bauble!”

“Nonsense,” Lora said briskly as the men trailed into the drawing room. She turned her full attention to Lady Tavistock once she’d counted all ten of them. “Your tiara is worthy of a goddess. The queen herself will be as envious of it as I am. You must wear it to your next engagement with Her Majesty, for I assure that Victoria will be all agog to see it after I have praised it so highly to her.”

Lora smiled brilliantly in the face of the three women’s open-mouthed expressions of disbelief. “I hate to be a bore, Emily darling, but I’m feeling a bit under the weather, and I really should be off. You will survive without me, won’t you?”

“Heavens yes!” Lady Tavistock exclaimed before she could stop herself.

“Don’t bother yourself, Emily. Your man will see me out. Thank you for a lovely evening. I do hope you will return the favor soon by attending me at Heath House,” Lora gushed before she turned to bid the others a good evening. When Alistair Blandon took her hand, Lora leaned forward subtly.

“A word, Mr. Blandon, in the study in two minutes’ time?”

Apparently Blandon was well acquainted with the cloak and dagger routine, perhaps through the machinations of Scotland Yard, but more likely by frequently attending social gatherings where his wife and mistress were both present. Lora’s only response was a barely discernable nod of his gray head and a polite “good evening”

She exhaled shakily a few seconds later when she ducked into the study. Her shout of alarm was muffled by a hand at her mouth and a hard body pressed to her backside.

“With booty such as this, perhaps I’ll consider making thieving my lifelong employment.”

“Sin!” Lora hissed in panic when she turned her head and he let his hand drop. It was the first time she’d ever seen him in his black half-mask, but the mocking grin and flashing white teeth were all too familiar. She mentally rolled her eyes. No wonder every female in London was practically creaming her drawers in hopes of being robbed blind by the Blade. Lady Tavistock was about to get the memory of a lifetime.

“You scared me to death. I thought perhaps you were that hulking butler…”

“You mean him?” Sin asked with a casual flick of his chin.

Lora gaped when she saw Emily’s butler lying motionless and tied up in front of the desk. “Sin! Get him out of here! You get out of here! Blandon is coming any second!” she told him with the whispered equivalent of a shriek. Her gaze flew back to the butler nervously. “Good God, he’s not—”

“He’s out cold, little one, not dead.” His amusement was quickly replaced by suspicion. “Lora, what did you tell that bloated idiot Blandon to get him to agree to your little illicit meeting?”

Lora exhaled in disgust. “You’re the one who told me to arrange the meeting, Sin. You should be glad he agreed. Now for the last time, get rid of that butler and get out of here!”

Sin eyed her narrowly as he barked a soft order and Jack and Seanny appeared through the opened window behind the desk.

“I think I hear him coming!” Lora whispered savagely. Was Sin mad for hanging around like this? “Sin, go!”

But even though the two Irishmen miraculously maneuvered the dead weight of the butler out the window, Sin remained. Lora cast her eyes around the room frantically, wondering where she could hide him. Blandon would be here any second…

“Don’t let that pompous ass touch you, Lora.”

Lora almost laughed in sheer panic at Sin taking his time in scolding her while the man who would be his executioner stalked not twenty feet away. “Do you think that bloody cur’s touch matters to me, Sinjin Drake? Go!” she mouthed with a desperate shove.

Blandon’s steps sounded right outside the study. A millisecond before the knob turned, Sin faded into the shadows of the room. Lora barely had time to notice whether or not he was visible before Blandon’s hands were on her shoulders.

“Lora!” he exclaimed, using her given name for the first time ever. His hands remained possessively on her arms as he leaned down over her intimately. “I was surprised by your invitation, lovely. To what do I owe this very great honor?” Blandon asked with a leer.

Lora wondered with rising dismay whether the man had sprouted a pair of extra hands. It felt as if he were touching her everywhere—her arms, back, hips and…

“Oh! Alistair, you shock me!”

“I doubt anything could shock you, Lora. The stories I’ve heard about your exploits would make a seasoned whore blush all the way to her toes.”

Lora stilled her wayward hand from slapping the lewd expression off Blandon’s face. Thank goodness she was at least she was now engaging in all the sizzling hot sex for which she was famous! She sighed with relief when she glanced subtly over her shoulder and saw a black boot disappearing through the billowing curtains. All she had to do was to keep the lecherous commissioner busy for another five minutes or so, and Sin and his band would be long gone with the Eye of Isis. She stifled a cry of shock when the old coot cupped her ass in his palm and squeezed tightly.

Five minutes. Why not say an eternity?

Lora slapped the commissioner’s hand and gave him a coy grin as he chortled like a naughty, spoiled child. “Now, now, Alistair. There will be time enough for that. My secret is out, I see. I find the man who will inevitably bring the Blade to heel to be fascinating!” Lora cooed. “How will you ever contrive to capture such a devilishly clever man?”

Blandon raised his bushy eyebrows slyly. “In one way only, lovely lady, by my wit.”

Lora restrained her sigh of relief. If that was his main weapon for apprehending the Blade, then Sin was as safe as a babe in its mother’s arms.

Her sense of security was relatively short-lived, however.

“There is much to wisdom, including knowing when one should listen to their inferiors’ advice,” he added in a didactic manner as he picked up one of her dark curls and twisted it around his finger with growing fascination. “A particularly persistent police constable by the name of Crumbley has given me a bit of a tip and after some serious deliberation I’ve begun to take it seriously. That is my reason for being at Lord Tavistock’s tonight, although I must admit that my primary reason would have been your juicy little body if I had but guessed your interest in me, lovely Lora,” Blandon said as he rubbed his thick gray mustache against the side of her neck.

Lora giggled compliantly even as her mind worked furiously. “I find your work so fascinating,” she murmured, backing subtly away and looking at him with wide, worshipful eyes. “You might even say that I find it…stimulating. You must tell me more about your wisdom in listening to this flatfoot named Crumbley.”

“The chap came up with the mere skeleton of an idea; something that seemed preposterous at first…or at least I thought so for the first six months of my position, as did my predecessor before me. However, as I said, the young man is persistent. After I grew weary of throwing him out of my office again and again—”

“And as the newspapers became more and more vocal about The Yard’s impotence in the case of the Blade?” Lora asked in seeming breathless anticipation.

Blandon’s thick mustache bristled at that. “Well, yes…blasted gossip hounds…anything to sell a paper. Last week, however, something hinted to me that I should actually take heed of Crumbley’s apparent foolishness. He showed me a map that he’d drawn of all the mansions robbed thus far by this bloody Blade character. And suddenly, with a flash of brilliant insight—”

“And with Crumbley’s ponderous footwork.”

“—I intuited the missing piece to comprehending the Blade’s devilish mind. You see, many of Crumbley’s little red circles, which portrayed homes robbed by the Blade, matched up almost perfectly with the subterranean Fleet!”

“Subterranean Fleet?” Lora asked weakly as her heartbeat hammered in her ears.

“The river that’s slowly been buried to make way for progress in London,” he responded so smugly that one would have thought Blandon was responsible for the flow of the Fleet himself. “The Metropolitan Police have been a bit slow about mapping the tunnels—they’re thick with reprobates and criminals down by the Thames, which is obviously where the Blade is taking cover. But it’s just a matter of time until we smoke out the fiend,” Blandon chortled as his pervasive hands once again began their tour of Lora’s back and bottom.

“Oh…but…what of…oh, sir, you are bold!” Lora managed, though her voice was muffled by Blandon’s disgusting, wet mouth hovering, pressing and seeking out her lips while she made them a constant moving target. She twisted her torso and sprang free of his grip, placing her hand on a nearby table and bending her head dramatically. “I simply must know how all of this relates to you being here tonight, dear Blandon. I had thought it was merely our fate that brought us together at last!”

Blandon eyed the curves of her hips and bottom like a voracious hawk with easy prey in sight. He groaned in ecstasy when his hands encircled a tiny waist and his crotch pressed to a plump, firm bottom.

“It was fate, my lovely. It was!”

“But why did you say you were here tonight in a matter of the Blade?” Lora asked between teeth clenched in disgust as the Commissioner of the Yard ground his erection into her ass.

“What? Oh, that. I decided to await him at his possible targets. Will he not get his just desserts when he decides to rob an innocent family such as the Tavistocks and comes face-to-face with none less than the Commissioner of the Yard and the long barrel of his revolver?” Blandon panted with excitement as his hands finally made their way to Lora’s breasts. He squeezed.

“Oh! My, you are masterful!” Lora assured him, hiding her grimace of pain. “And surely PC Crumbley and the rest of your policemen are in on the plot? Are they surrounding the Tavistocks even now, Commissioner? Oh, I hope they will not spy on our little meeting?” she asked wide-eyed as she once again twisted and plunged away from Blandon’s marauding pelvis, hands and mouth.

“No, do not worry yourself, my pretty pet! Only I will be responsible for catching that rabid animal. Only I! Of course, if pandemonium were to break loose, all I need do is make a signal to my runner stationed across the square. He will then sprint with route papers to the nearest police station and my orders for the police to converge on Lord Tavistock’s home will be followed, capturing the Blade’s band of thieves. But it will be me and only me who makes their foul leader kneel at the barrel of my revolver! That scum has made me the butt of too many jokes not to pay for his misdeeds firsthand. What will the sleazy newspapers have to say about their new commissioner, then, eh?”

Lora’s mouth formed an “O” of awe even as her eyes lowered to Blandon’s now obvious erection and his arms, which were stretched out toward her in the semblance of Mary Shelley’s monster of Frankenstein.

“But where is your revolver now, Blandon? What if the Blade were preparing to strike even as we speak?” she asked as she sidestepped him and forced him to change course.

“The Blade rob this house now? Do not fret, sweeting. The chances of him doing so are so slim as to be negligible. Besides, if he did, I’d be here to protect you,” Blandon leered as he lunged for her.

A loud shout, the sound of shattering glass and rapid footsteps could be heard in the distance.

“Ugh!” Lora gagged as Blandon finally stilled her shoulders with a talon-like grip and pressed his wet, meaty lips to her own. She vaguely realized that she must play along in order to ensure that Sin escaped and Blandon never signaled a warning to his runner, but she struggled visibly with her revulsion at the sensation and scent of the man’s slobbering mouth. Even his name being repeated with increasing volume in the hallway did not at first dull the commissioner’s ardor. Lora stayed relatively still beneath him, determined to give Sin every extra second for escape as she could. However, apparently even Blandon’s monumental lechery was not boundless. His head came up sluggishly at the most recent shout.

“Blandon, where are you, man? The Blade is getting away!”

Lora vaguely recognized the Viscount Vandiver, his voice sounding especially youthful in his excitement and vulnerability.

“Bloody hell!” Blandon muttered under his breath as he started for the door.

Lora wiped the spittle off her face with an unconscious frown of disgust even while her mind worked madly. Sin had told her that the Tavistock’s home was farther away from the Fleet’s tunnels than any of the Blade’s previous targets. He and Jab and the other men may still be on the Tavistock premises while Blandon even now was only thirty feet away from the front door where he could send out a warning for route papers to be delivered. For a brief moment, Lora froze with panic as she listened to his and Vandiver’s tense exchange. Apparently, Vandiver alone had possessed nerve enough to look up from his facedown, hostage position on the floor to recognize that the Blade and his men had all deserted the drawing room following their theft.

When Blandon told Vandiver to rouse the other men while he himself went to the front door to give warning to his runner, Lora’s hand fluttered up in panic to the intricate beading on her bodice. If only she knew whether or not Sin was at a safe distance…

Blandon paused several feet from the front door when he heard Lady Alexander scream. He rushed into the study in time to see her fall to her knees. Her exotic eyes were blank with shock as she stared up at him from a kneeling position. Her fingers clutched at her ripped bodice desperately, but they fell away as she swooned. Then the fetching piece of fluff slumped to her side in a dead faint while the fabric that she had clutched so tightly over her chest fell away.

And Alistair Blandon was blessed with the intensely arousing sight of the prettiest, plumpest bare breasts that he’d ever imagined in his life, let alone seen.

“What is it? Is she all right?” Vandiver asked breathlessly from the door.

“She’s fine,” Blandon barked as he knelt next to Lora, blocking the vision of her from Vandiver. “One of the Blade’s men must have been hiding in this room and attacked Lady Alexander in my absence. Yes, I see that the window is open. Go ahead, Vandiver and rouse the others while I see to her.” He reached beneath his waistcoat and retrieved his revolver. “Don’t worry. I shall protect her.”

The only protection I need is from you, Lora thought with impatience and repulsion when Blandon began to grope her breasts not a second after Vandiver vacated the doorway. She’d been betting on the strength of her supposed savior’s baser instincts, but it didn’t exactly please her to have been one hundred percent correct. When his squeezing palm and pinching fingers left her soon-to-be bruised breast, however, Lora felt a moment of panic. Her fears were confirmed when she sneaked a peek beneath her scattered curls and saw the old lecher reaching for the falls of his pants.

“Gorgeous creature. Simply gorgeous,” Blandon grated out hoarsely as he worked madly at his fastenings.

Lora shuddered inwardly. Enduring a minute or two of his slobbering and clumsy groping in order to give Sin and his men a better chance at escape was one thing, but anything else was too abhorrent to even consider.

She abruptly became aware that Sin stared down at both of them with a fixed expression of undiluted fury on his unmasked face. The blow that he landed on the back of Blandon’s head using the hard knob at the handle end of his sword was forceful and precise.

The Commissioner of New Scotland Yard fell heavily upon Lora with his hand still gripping his dick.

“What are you doing here?” Lora squeaked out in shock from beneath the dead weight of Blandon. “You’re supposed to be long gone!”

Sin didn’t bother to respond as he shoved the unconscious man off her and pulled her to her feet. Lora couldn’t help but notice that his handsome face was tight with anger.

“Sin, what in the—”

“Shut up, Lora,” he said succinctly as he dragged her behind him to the open window.

Lora’s next word withered into silence under Sin’s fierce, furious gaze. She allowed him to pull her through the casement and down a long terrace. When he told her to jump a moment later, she did so without thought, confident that he would catch her on the ground below. Less than thirty seconds after he’d knocked Blandon unconscious he and Lora sped away from the Tavistocks in Lora’s carriage. Lora saw they were in a dark alley and realized that James had must have moved his position from the Tavistocks’ circular entry drive, likely on Sin’s order. They’d only gone a block or two before Sin slapped the roof of the carriage and James reined in the horses.

“Where are you going?” Lora asked in genuine befuddlement when Sin reached for the carriage door as they slowed. Everything had happened so fast that her mind seemed to swirl with incongruent images and sensations.

“I’ll follow the Fleet home,” Sin said. “I don’t want to be found with you.”

“No, stay with me, Sin.”

He shook his head as he glanced back at her. Lora saw the gleam in his striking eyes even in the shadows. Was the tension that she sensed resonating off him in waves from anger? Did he believe that she’d been in that loathsome position with Blandon because she’d wanted to be? Well…she had wanted to be, but only because she’d needed to give Sin time to escape.

“It’s not what it looked like back there, Sin. I can explain.”

“There’s no need to explain,” he said tightly, unintentionally repeating his words from last night.

Lora doubted that the parallel boded well.

Chapter Nine

 

“Get me a dress…anything…just something to cover myself,” Lora ordered Molly as she twisted and pranced restlessly, desperate to remove the torn gown.

“Stand still!” Molly barked with a scowl.

Lora restrained herself with great effort. All she could think of was dashing through the underground tunnel to Ashton to assure herself of Sin’s safety. She couldn’t wait to tell him why she’d been found with her bare breasts in Blandon’s hand. She would make him understand despite his unreasonable temper!

Both women froze when the door to Lora’s suite opened without a knock and Sin stepped into the room.

“Leave us please, Molly,” he said woodenly, his eyes never leaving Lora’s face.

Molly looked at Lora uncertainly. She saw the transfixed expression on her mistress’s face as she stared at the man who had entered the room and the way that the same hands that had been so restless a moment before hung as heavy as lead at her sides. Molly walked out quietly. Lora had much to reckon with at that moment, but Molly knew instinctively that the almost tangible brew of emotions that bubbled between her mistress and Sin Drake was not something from which Lora would want to be rescued.

For a prolonged moment, they only touched with their eyes across the distance of the room. Sin’s gaze finally lowered slowly.

“Alistair Blandon is a fool, but he got one thing right. You are one hell of a gorgeous creature.”

All of Lora’s fervent explanations melted away, utterly vaporized by the almost frightening fire in Sin’s gaze. She watched, mesmerized, as he unbuckled the sword that he still wore at his waist and let it fall to the carpet with a dull thud.

He crossed the room in four long strides and kissed her.

Her back arched to meet his body fully. She moaned into his mouth. He radiated a feverish heat. She moved into him, not unsure suddenly, that her own body wasn’t just as hot as his, pulsing with excitement and adrenaline, and now the profound knowledge that she was alive and in his arms. He was completely erect as he pressed against her, and this, too, didn’t surprise her, but seemed somehow right and natural. Just as it seemed right when he reached up and massaged her already exposed breast, plucking greedily at her erect nipple with his fingertips.

The next thing she knew, she was in his arms and he was carrying her to her bed.

“You already know? You know why you found me like that beneath Blandon?” she asked with dawning wonder.

“I know,” Sin said simply. “I found you that way because you’re impulsive and foolhardy, little one.”

“But…”

“Impulsive, headstrong…passionate, brave and loyal,” he added with a fierce gentleness.

Lora’s breath caught in her throat.

Sin was on fire like he had never before been. Some rare combination of the spice of the adventure and the vibrant woman who he held in his arms, the woman who he had not fully understood until tonight that he loved more than life itself, who he had likely loved ever since he first cast his gaze on the Singer portrait; all of this made him more than a little mad with a desperate need to join with her. His fingers facilely loosened the remainder of her buttons to her waist. The thought of letting go of her was almost unbearable, but he gritted his teeth and did so as he set her down on the bed.

“Finish getting undressed, Lora. We will not tarry,” he said tersely as he went to turn up the bedside lantern. He wanted to perfectly see her face in the minutes that followed.

Lora shivered with anticipation as she sat up and hastily removed the ruined gown and her stockings. She ripped at the lacings of her mussed corset and spread it wide to remove the garment that had been misshapen in the course of the evening.

Sin paused only for a second when he turned. His muscles went rigid with desire at her lush beauty and her erotic pose. He continued to look at her as he pulled off his boots. He pushed her down to a reclining position upon the great bed and stared down at her as he brought his shirt over his head and tossed it aside.

“I will have you tonight, little one.”

“Yes,” Lora whispered dazedly, for he was beautiful as he stood there, his muscles defined and rigid, his eyes pinning her like fiery nails. He came down over her, pressing her into the bed. He ravaged her mouth like the savage that he was down deep, the side of himself that he had learned that he could not fully repress and, consequently, must carefully control. This fiery aspect existed side by side with the thoughtful, calm man who he also was. Many would have gone mad with such stark contrasts at the core of their existence, but Sin had found his balance with his idiosyncratic lifestyle, allowing one characteristic to feed and attenuate the other. He was both the meditative artist and the daring thief. Tonight, it was his primitive nature that ruled supreme, that aspect of himself that thrived on sensuality and excitement and sharp emotion.

And this woman beneath him…she gave him all those things, and so much more.

Lora moaned into his mouth with monumental lust. He felt like life itself pressed tightly into her skin, raw, unmasked and incredibly powerful. His mouth branded her as it trailed down her neck and then over the slope of a breast. Her back arched off the bed when he plumped her flesh with his hand and suckled her greedily, without preamble and certainly without apology. She felt him reach down to unfasten his trousers, but his mouth continued to suckle with a hot, sustained pressure that made Lora writhe in pleasure. His actions incinerated all the loathsome associations that Blandon had wrought with his previous invasion.

He shoved down his trousers over his thighs and pressed himself hotly to her again, skin to naked skin.

“Sin!” Lora cried out in desperate desire, for he felt thick and heavy next to her sex and belly. He raised his head and regarded her in the dim light, his eyes blazing with a need that was a little fearsome to both of them. His nostrils flared slightly as he thrust his cock aggressively across her clit and along her belly.

“You are mine, Lora. Tonight, I make you so.”

Lora swallowed heavily, her desire a tangible thing that filled every cell of her being. “Yes. Take what is yours, then.”

The impact of her words pounded into his brain almost as relentlessly as his heartbeat pulsed in his cock with unbearable pressure. “We refer to the same thing?” he whispered harshly. His nostrils flared with primitive lust. “I will fuck you, break your maidenhead.”

“Yes.” Lora nodded eagerly. “That is what I want, Sin.”

His breathing was labored. His head dropped, and Lora saw him blink several times purposefully, as though he were trying to clear his head. “No, it will not do, darling.” He abruptly leaned up and grabbed his cock. “I cannot still myself. I cannot slow. You must take me as I am, Lora,” he gritted out through clenched teeth.

Tears slid down her cheek and she placed her hands on his shoulders. “I do, Sin. I always have.”

He sensed the truth of her words. It was always him who judged the passionate aspects of his character, not Lora.

“Spread your thighs wide, then, little one.” She did as he directed, moaning when he put two fingers to her and thrust deeply. “At least you are very wet,” he said gruffly. He pushed her knees back, opening her body further for him. His cock throbbed in his hand as he pressed himself to the mouth of her slick, tender gate. Sin paused, still holding her gaze steadily.

“I wish I could make it easier, Lora, but I cannot. Not only because there would be pain, no matter what I did, but because there is something pushing me tonight, something…beyond me.”

“I know. I feel it, too,” she whispered. She pulled down on his shoulders and thrust her pelvis upwards. She gasped when her body accepted the tip of his cock.

“Ah God, Lora!” He saw red at the feeling of being at her threshold. The flesh that squeezed him felt juicy and snug. The need to sink into her overcame him like a biological imperative, like the need to draw breath when the body had been deprived of air. He thrust hard, without compromise, shouting out aggressively in the most primitive type of gratification.

His eyes scrunched tightly, for the pleasure of being sheathed in her was so great, it verged on being a clawing pain. The muscular walls of her sex milked him, pulsed around him, tractoring him deeper and deeper. Before he knew what he was doing, he was thrusting rhythmically into her heat, fucking the tight, merciless grip of her virgin pussy. His head dropped momentarily into the juncture of her shoulder and neck.

How was it an earthly possibility for it to feel this good?

“Forgive me. I am lost,” he muttered desperately.

Lora heard him, but she could not speak. It was as if she had just been jolted with electricity. There was pain, but that wasn’t what caused her temporary state of shock. It was the feeling of being full of Sin, of embracing him in the way that woman was made to hold man…in the way that she had been created to hold him. It stunned her, this sensation. A pressure built in her even as the pain faded, but it was the poignancy of their joining that struck her the most at that moment, what stayed indelibly imprinted in her memory until she was an old woman exhaling her final breath.

Tears still flowed down her cheeks when the ability to move came back to her. She turned her face and kissed his cheek, lowered her hands to his powerfully thrusting hips and buttocks. Sin felt her caress and opened his clenched eyes. He stilled for a moment when he took in her wet cheeks, but then he saw her eyes. They were huge in her face and luminous with an expression of wonder like he had never before seen. He leaned up on his hands, never taking his eyes from her.

“My God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered, his voice gruff with emotion even as he began to pound higher and deeper than before until she took him completely. “You were made for me, little one,” he gritted out through a rigid jaw, his eyes so fierce as he moved over her that he might have been defying her to deny it.

But Lora would not argue with the obvious. “Yes. As you were for me.” Their gazes held as he pushed back her knees farther. His head dropped to nuzzle her full breasts longingly, and then with increasing ardor. She keened with surprised arousal as he pounded into her even more forcefully. The bed began to squeak and groan in protest with their increasingly frantic coupling. Lora’s face tightened with the unbearable pleasure wrought by his lashing tongue, suckling mouth and his barreling cock.

“Are you in pain, Lora?” he asked, raising his head to study her. “Or is it pleasure I see on your face?”

“It is pleasure like I have never known.”

God help him. He tilted her back farther, granting him a new angle, fucking even higher and faster, until the tip of his cock bumped against the limit of her womb. The bed screeched and pitched, echoing their wildness and incipient volatility. She opened her eyes and met his fiery gaze.

“I love you, Sin,” she whispered on a panting exhalation.

The fire of his soul flashed briefly into his piercing eyes. “Come,” he demanded, his mouth hard with the friction of his desire and his restraint. He would try to spill himself outside her, but he refused to be denied the sensation of being buried in the midst of Lora’s orgasm. If he could not control himself…then so be it.

Lora strained toward release, tumbling headlong into it at his erotic command. Her climax shattered her, flinging out her essence, only to draw it back in again with his spirit mixed and melded.

It was sexual alchemy, and the result was the purest of gold.

She dimly heard his ragged shout a moment later, as if through a long tunnel. Her next conscious thought was that he was having a heart attack. He lay heavily on her, his forehead near her ear. He labored for breath, his chest and back heaving mightily. It frightened her because he was the most physically fit man she had ever known. She had seen him swim thirty lengths of their sacred lake and finish without even being winded. What he could do with his bow and arrow bordered on the miraculous. But now, he panted desperately and sweat poured off him. She brushed his burnished, damp hair with her hand.

“Sin? Are you all right?”

“Yes. A moment…” he mumbled almost incoherently.

She waited anxiously, realizing as she did so that he was no longer inside her. He lay along her belly, seemingly still hard even though she could feel the wetness of his seed in the furrow of her ribs. The sensation made her turn her head sharply, tears leaping unbidden into her eyes.

Despite everything, he still denied her his most elemental essence, knowing that the sharing of it was incompatible with their future.

Or the lack of it.

Sensing her movement, Sin turned his head and studied her. Lora kept her head averted for a long minute, not wanting him to see fresh tears in her eyes. But she could not avoid his indomitable stare for long, nor did she want to. What they had just done together had been as sacred as it had been carnal. His breathing had slowed some by the time she turned to him.

“Are you all right?” he asked huskily.

Lora smiled a little crookedly and nodded.

“Truly?”

“I have never been better.” Her earthy, throaty laugh sent a thrill of pleasure down his spine, inflaming his already kindled sex.

“Sin?” Lora questioned in wonderment when he abruptly came off her. He glanced up at her when she craned her head up. He was in the process of using his shirt to wipe off his still erect cock. He kicked off his trousers. When he joined her again, he encouraged her to move to the head of the bed. Before Lora could guess what he was about, he rose over her and gripped a post of the headboard with one hand while he took his cock in the other and arrowed into her once again, hard and true.

Lora’s head fell back at the impact. “Oh!” she cried out in wide-eyed amazement. He was fucking her insistently again, as though they had never stopped. “Sin? Is this…typical?”

“God, no,” he muttered thickly. “Not since I was a boy of sixteen, anyway, and even then…” He never finished as he hooked one of her knees on his forearm and pressed her back, taking his pleasure of her deeply. Sin saw her cheeks flush with fresh desire.

He should be shot for what he was doing and he knew it. But he would not stop himself…could not have for anything save Lora’s need. He watched her carefully as she bit down on her lush lower lip in an unsuccessful attempt to still her rampant cries of arousal. He felt her hips meet him in a perfect, driving rhythm, and knew that his little slave’s need was great, but not for him to stop, only for him to push further and deeper and harder until there was no room for logic or reality, just the madness of their newly discovered, sacred secret.

Chapter Ten

 

“I’m sorry for becoming so surly the other night, about Halima and Jab,” Sin murmured late the next afternoon as he watched himself trace lazy circles on Lora’s flawless naked skin. They had whiled the day away in bed, discovering each other with words and with touches, always hungry to learn more.

She turned her chin into her shoulder so that she could see his face. “Why did you?”

He gave a small shrug. “What I said was true. Most people do respond with self-righteous judgment when they learn about my illegitimacy and my family. Many women tolerated me in bed but rejected me as being worthy of any public affiliation.”

She studied him silently for a few seconds. “That must have hurt.”

“It did in the beginning,” Sin admitted with a wry smile. “But then one grows a thick skin in that regard.”

Lora stroked his lean, whiskered jaw lovingly. “Useful for keeping things out…not so useful for letting things in.”

“Never fear, little one,” he growled huskily as he kissed the end of her nose. “You have found my Achilles’ heel.”

Lora grinned. “The knowledge will only be used to love you, never to slay you.” She laid her ear against his chest to absorb his low chuckle. “I am not the typical aristocratic lady, Sinjin Drake.”

He continued to grin, but Lora thought she sensed reservation in his tensing muscles. What could she do to convince him, then?

“There is no need to convince me of your singularity, Lora,” he admonished, once again reading her mind.

Lora glanced away, feeling as though she’d been scolded, no matter how gently. Her heart seemed to swell with thwarted longing in her breast. “I wish we could spend forever in this bed.”

“It would suffice for me if I didn’t have to leave you so soon. Jab and Halima will be waiting for me. The ship is here to return Halima, Jab and the recovered artifacts to Egypt. Besides, you would eventually grow bored here in bed,” he said.

“No,” she whispered fervently.

“And how would Lora Alexander’s sense of adventure be appeased within the eight by eight foot confines of her bed?” he teased.

“You would provide me with enough adventure in this bed to last a lifetime,” Lora assured him wryly. Perhaps you have already out of necessity, she added sadly to herself as she gazed into his penetrating grayish-green eyes. Tears burned her own. Sin had not ever spoken of their future together, and Lora would not push him to do so, fearful that he would feel trapped by her, cornered by her love for him.

Besides, how could they speak of something that couldn’t possibly exist?

“You must be careful if you plan to use the Fleet to transport the goods to the Thames, Sin. Blandon said that—”

“Blandon is convinced that the Blade is to be found among the poor, homeless people who shelter near the Thames. His prejudices serve us well.”

“But…”

Sin kissed her, using his stroking tongue and a masterful suction to still her words. “I have not come this far only to be caught when my mission is complete, little one. Have some faith in me,” he murmured against her damp, succulent lips after a long moment.

“I have all the faith in the world, but that will not make me cease worrying about you,” Lora warned softly. She sighed heavily when she witnessed his amusement.

“What shall we do after you return from delivering Halima and the things for the museum to the ship?” she asked in order to get her mind off more weighty matters.

“You could use some practice with the bow, and afterwards, perhaps we will take a moonlight swim in the source of the Fleet,” Sin said as he ran his long finger along the tops of her creamy breasts.

“Just like before?” Lora asked wistfully. She felt him touch her nipple and she beaded tight for him, as always.

“Just like before.”

Relief surged through her. She would not have to consider parting from him yet. “When you go, I will have Molly prepare me a hot bath.”

He smiled before he lazily tongued her erect nipple until it glistened. His cock had grown thick again where it rested against the silky skin of Lora’s hip. He couldn’t get enough of her. Still, he needed to restrain himself for Lora’s sake. He’d put her through enough these past hours.

“I did not know that my little slave required such luxuries. She has always seemed so satisfied with her master washing her.”

Lora met his eyes and saw the heat of desire that she knew was echoed in her own at his reference. He had been so tender the first time that he had washed her after he had taken her virginity. But no matter how gentle he had been each time he bathed her after, his soothing ministrations had piqued Lora’s desire as surely as his bold, passionate lovemaking had.

“Sin,” she murmured, embarrassed. “You know how much I…liked it when you bathed me. I am not being spoiled by wanting the luxury of a hot bath. Do not think it.”

He cupped her cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have teased you. I don’t think you’re being spoiled, little one. Your virginity was robbed last night at the hands of a ruthless thief who took you countless times since…and rarely gently.”

“I did not lose it. I gave it freely, Sin.”

He nuzzled her cheek. “That is beside the point. A hot bath would undoubtedly do your tender flesh a world of good. I would join you if I didn’t believe that you needed a respite from my—”

Both of them started at the sound of the door opening. Molly darted into the room and shut the door behind her. She looked shaken.

“Molly? What is it?” Lora asked in growing alarm as she pulled the sheet around her and Sin’s naked bodies.

“I’m sorry, milady, but I had to tell ye! It’s Lord Alexander. Herington, Bigsby and he are downstairs even as I speak, along with some strange woman. Make haste, milady! Lord Alexander hinted that he was going to come up any second now to rouse you!”

* * * * *

Lora’s laugh sounded tinny and false to her own ears. “You came all the way back to Heath House because of the Blade? He would be flattered by your high regard of him.”

“Nonsense,” Herington muttered with a catlike laziness. “When Charlie learned of what happened at the Tavistocks, he immediately wanted to return to London. As did Bigsby and I, of course.”

Lora frowned. Of course it would have been Herington who instigated the return. He was the undisputed ringleader. His narrowed, sharp eyes had not left Lora since she entered the morning room where they awaited her. His too familiar gaze sent uncomfortable chills along her skin.

If only it had been just the relatively harmless Charlie to return to Heath House. Herington was too observant. Did he, perhaps, ascertain the difference in Lora? Did he recognize that she was no longer the empty, desperate girl that she had been when he left London but instead, a woman who had loved and been loved in return?

“Besides, the hunting was god-awful,” Bigsby added with his typical insensitive forthrightness. He pulled at one of Lora’s loose curls fondly. “And you weren’t there to make us laugh afterwards. What do you say, Lady Alexander? Are you ready to don my britches once again and go on an adventure?”

Lora slapped at Bigsby’s hand peevishly. “No, there will be no more adventures for me, Bigsby.”

Herington’s eyelids narrowed into serpentine slits. “Whatever is wrong with you?”

Lora attacked instead of cringing in defense. “Who is this mysterious woman who accompanies you, Herington? Mrs. Faraday told me she was your niece visiting from abroad. Niece?” Lora rolled her eyes in disgust at the cliché.

Bigsby guffawed. “That was Herington’s idea. You know how he finds the ladies in the country to be less than desirable, so he decided to bring one of the charming ladies from The Rose with us to Monmouth.”

Lora turned her incredulous stare on Charlie. “You agreed to have a prostitute stay at Monmouth…at Heath House as well?”

Charlie harrumphed uncomfortably. He was not used to having Lora disagree with anything his powerful friend desired. “I don’t see the harm in it, pet. The staff believes she’s Herington’s niece. She’s gentile and quiet-seeming.”

“Oh, well then, of course it’s a capital idea,” Lora seethed as she turned and stalked out the door.

“Well, she didn’t seem at all pleased,” Charlie finally said in the silence that followed.

“She’ll get over it,” Bigsby said with a bored shrug as he poured himself a glass of bourbon from a crystal decanter. “She’s just a bit jealous at the competition, I’ll wager.”

Herington hid his smile at his friend’s words. Yes, that must have been the reason for the anxious energy that seemed to roll in waves off Lora. She hadn’t been the same since she’d watched his performance at The Rose. He took the drink that Bigsby offered him, feeling smug. It was a good thing that he’d chosen Charlotte to be his private bedroom companion for his country sojourn. Her similarity to Lora would likely stimulate an even stronger brew of jealousy from Lady Alexander.

 

“Milady, a word, if I may.”

Lora halted her dramatic exit from the morning room, one foot hovering in the air at the sound of the urgency in Archer’s voice. She turned and flew down the bottom half of the grand staircase.

“What is it, Archer? Is it Sin? Is he all right?” she whispered tensely.

“My master is fine, as far as I know. Halima, Jab and he were seeing to the wrapping and packaging the items for the museum when I last saw him,” he said distractedly. He signaled with his head and they both moved to a private alcove.

Lora’s hands wrung together anxiously as she faced Archer. Her thoughts returned uncontrollably to Sin, to his quick, yet charged kiss before he had departed her bedroom in haste. Would that kiss be their last? Why had she not cherished it more? Why had she not catalogued the details of every precious moment she had spent with him?

Perhaps her memories would be all that was left to her now.

Archer cleared his throat. “Do you recall once, milady, how I told you that I had a sister…a sister who would not be saved by my master’s kindness?”

Lora nodded quickly. Archer’s mouth pressed together tightly, and Lora realized he was having trouble verbalizing what he wanted to tell her. She touched his upper arm gently for reassurance.

Archer glanced down at her small hand. “She is here, milady. That man…your husband’s friend. He brought her here from Monmouth.”

“Your sister came with Charlie and Herington?”

Archer nodded. “Yes, milady. Her name is Charlotte. Your husband and Herington do not know that we are related. I have just had word with her. She agreed to come to Heath House with that foul man Herington because long ago, my master agreed to take her back to Ireland if she ever changed her mind about her…lifestyle. She’s decided to go back to Karncross when my master leaves for Ireland after Halima and Jab have departed for Cairo.”

Lora didn’t know what shocking piece of news she should respond to first. Without conscious choice, she reacted to the one that pierced her like a blade of grief.

“Sin is planning on leaving for Ireland soon?”

“It has been his plan all along as soon as he could restore all of the Egyptian artifacts that he could for his sister. I believe that he misses Karncross very much.”

“I see,” Lora murmured blankly, although in truth she felt blinded. Pain seemingly pulsed through every cell in her body. Sin had been planning on leaving within days, and yet had made love to her with such fierce passion last night and today and never said a word about it?

“And your sister?” she asked weakly. “She is…the same Charlotte who works at The Rose?”

Archer sighed helplessly. “Yes, milady. That is my sister. Although the two of you have never been introduced, she led me to believe that you did, in fact, have acquaintance of one another?”

Lora blushed deeply. Oh, this could not be. But Archer did not seem to notice her discomfiture as he continued.

“Mr. Herington, it seems, was the one who proposed to my sister that she come along to keep him entertained while he was at Monmouth…and now here,” Archer said.

Lora colored as if Herington’s shame were her own. “Archer, how difficult this must be for you.” He merely nodded grimly. How mortifying it was, but entirely deserved, if Charlotte told Archer about Lora’s reckless, selfish behavior at The Rose. Another faint suspicion crawled over her awareness.

“Sin knows Charlotte, then?”

“Yes, milady. The village in Ireland where my sister and I grew up is on my master’s land. My sister was…abused by a very bad man once, a noble who had been a guest at my master’s manor. Our parents died when we were very young, and we were raised by my grandmother. I was the only man who Charlotte had to defend her honor and demand justice. I was rather hot-blooded, and when I understood what this man had done, I immediately sought him out. I attacked him while he was part of my master’s hunting party.”

“And rightfully so, Archer,” Lora murmured, her eyes wide at the thought of the two orphaned children being left to deal with such horrors on their own.

“After Mr. Drake had investigated the causes for my impulsive behavior, he quite agreed, milady. He threw the man who committed the crime out of Karncross. Mr. Drake could do little to prosecute the man, because of his title and his riches, but he gave the bloody bas—man a thrashing he still might suffer from as we speak, God willing.”

“He also offered to take me into his service, which was a far cry from the poverty and destitution that I had known. He provided me with a home and even had me educated in those things for which I showed an aptitude. He offered the same for Charlotte, milady, but she would not have it. Her experience with the man who abused her had jaded her; perhaps made her hate men and infused her with a desire to want to…control them.” Archer looked up uncomfortably. “It may seem strange to say so, given her profession, but…”

“No, Archer. It does not seem strange,” Lora whispered, thinking of the things that she had seen at The Rose, the lust and the hypocrisy, the way that the women manipulated and controlled the men even as the men paid their money for the illusion of controlling them, in turn. “I imagine that many women who become such have stories similar to Charlotte’s.”

Archer glanced away to shelter his emotion. “At any rate, that is how we came to know Mr. Drake. There is not another one in ten thousand nobles who would have behaved as he did.”

“He is a very uncommon man, Archer.”

“My master knows how I have mourned my sister’s choices and has worked with me over the years to encourage her to return to Ireland and change her lifestyle.”

“And now she has decided to do so?”

Archer nodded. “Mr. Herington’s offer to her to accompany him here to Heath House was most auspicious, it would seem. Charlotte decided that God’s hand must be intervening, signaling for her to leave London and return to Ireland.”

Lora saw his rigid mouth. “But you don’t like it, do you, Archer?”

Archer’s brown eyes met hers, and Lora was briefly privy to all of his anger and passion. “I am glad she has chosen to return home. But that man, Herington…I am sorry, milady, I know that he is your husband’s friend. But knowing what he does with Charlotte, and the way that he speaks of you with so much familiarity, milady…forgive me. I know that it is not my place to say it. But I do not like him.”

“Nor do I,” Lora agreed.

It abruptly struck her that Herington had never fully understood her abrupt flight from The Rose. Perhaps he thought to arouse her further by this underhanded, malicious plan to bring Charlotte into her own household. He must believe there was still a chance that he could tempt her into his twisted games.

Both of them started at the sound of the front doorbell jangling loudly into the silence.

“Tell whoever it is that I’m indisposed,” Lora whispered as she faded into the shadows beneath the stairs.

“Of course, milady.”

But when Lora heard the imperious voice that addressed Archer at the front door, she quickly moved into the sunlight.

“It’s all right, Archer. I’m available for Mr. Blandon, of course,” she said smoothly.

“Lady Alexander!” Blandon pushed past Archer’s much greater bulk with a haughty look at the butler. “Thank goodness that you are recovered after last night’s horrors! I must speak with you immediately. I am hot on the trail of the Blade, but I need your assistance for the final capture!”

“What’s this all about?”

Dread seemed to enclose her heart like a fist at the sound of Herington’s voice behind her. Blandon she could maneuver and manipulate with ease…but Herington. His incising, cruel nature was something different all together.

Blandon looked a tad discombobulated by the sound of Herington’s hard voice, and then the sight of Charlie and Bigsby following their friend into the foyer.

“Well, well, Blandon, to what do we owe this honor?” Charlie asked with his typical air of vague befuddlement. His cheeks looked flushed.

Lord Alexander was half drunk already.

* * * * *

“You say that you have men secretly posted all along the tunnels of the Fleet?” Herington asked intently as he paced restlessly before the fireplace in the study a half-hour later. He seemed inflamed with the adventure of entrapping the Blade. Lora could almost sense how he gripped the morsel of information in his teeth and wrestled it from Blandon with a maniacal propriety. Herington always had to control everything and everyone in his reach, and he loved the lure of hunting challenging prey—hence his enduring fascination with Lora.

Blandon must have sensed Herington’s avidity for catching the infamous Blade because he seemed hesitant to impart information whereas before, he was forthcoming and smug. “Yes. All we must do is set a trap for him. That is where you come in, Lady Alexander. There are few in England who has not heard of your famous,” his eyes dropped unconsciously to Lora’s bosom, “uh, sapphires. Those that you wear in the Singer portrait?”

“What of them?” Lora asked slowly. Her lips and tongue felt numb with fear for Sin…not because he would fall for their stupid trap, but because of the sentries posted along the Fleet. Sin was supposed to accompany Halima and Jab to the ship on the Thames early this evening. He may be planning to leave even now along with all the stolen goods. How would she get word to him with the Fleet guarded? Perhaps she could send Molly overland. She thought of feigning illness in order to immediately get word to him but the thought struck her that she would be better off learning of Blandon’s plans first.

“I comprehend the criminal mind,” Blandon said smugly as he waved his finger. “Those sapphires would be too enticing for this reprobate to pass up,” Blandon said confidently. “I have already taken the liberty of circulating among the gossips a particularly ingenious rumor contrived on my part. It came to my attention several years ago that Lord Alexander gave an exclusive dinner party when the Singer portrait was complete in order to show that painting to the world. Many have expressed a desire to see the portrait since then. I have let it be known that it will once again be put on display during a dinner party given by Lord Alexander tomorrow evening, a party in which Lady Alexander will wear the famous jewels from the portrait.”

“What the devil?” Charlie muttered under his breath at Blandon’s temerity at spreading such a story.

“Wait, Charlie,” Herington said silkily. His dark brown eyes glittered with excitement as he regarded Blandon. “Do you mean to say that Heath House lies along the Fleet?”

Blandon looked irritated at Herington’s astuteness. “That’s precisely what I mean. With Lady Alexander’s sapphires as the bait for the trap, the Blade will be unable to resist. I will have him surrounded. Escape will be impossible.”

Herington laughed with what chillingly seemed like genuine joy. “What a bloody bit of fun this will be for us, eh, Bigsby?”

When Lora saw Herington’s slashing, triumphant smile a wave of dizziness struck her. She must have swayed slightly because Bigsby put his hand out to steady her.

“Are you all right, Lora?”

“No one seems to think twice at the prospect of using me as bait.”

Blandon shifted in his chair uncomfortably. “A great deal to ask of a lady, I realize. But much has been made of your…boldness, Lady Alexander.” The manner in which Blandon looked at her made Herington’s jaw stiffen. “But I assure you that I’ve taken every precaution in order to keep you safe. Ever since I leaked out the rumor about the dinner party tomorrow night, I have posted guards around Heath House. The Blade might assume that the jewels will be taken out of locked storage early in preparation for the party and attempt a preemptive strike. We must be prepared at all costs.”

The blood seemed to drain completely out of Lora’s head. This time she accepted Bigsby’s proffered hand. “You have posted guards around Heath House…in addition to along the Fleet?”

Blandon stood and patted her limp hand with reassurance, ignoring Herington’s glare.

“Indeed, you are well protected inside Heath House. Nothing will touch you here. In addition, I suggest that we make the dinner party guests some of the more…brawny specimens of fashionable society.”

“And arm the blokes to the teeth!” Bigsby said with a broad grin, obviously thrilled to finally get the good hunting that he’d been deprived of at Monmouth.

Chapter Eleven

 

Of course she did not sleep that night. She had almost immediately asked Archer and Molly to attend to her in her room after Blandon finally left so that she could spell out the frightening dilemma to them. Archer had seemed determined and calm about getting a warning to Sin, despite the guards set around Heath House and along the Fleet.

“No, Archer! You will be caught and questioned and blamed for who knows what crimes,” Lora had said hotly, aghast that her confession to him had resulted in him vowing to put himself in harm’s way.

“Do not worry, milady,” Archer had reassured. He glanced conspiratorially at Molly who merely nodded once. “We have ways of communication that are far from obvious to the unknowing.”

It was nearly dawn after her restless night that she finally heard a light tap at her door. “What did he say, Archer?” she demanded when she saw the butler come in and close the door quietly.

“He was helping Halima and Jab wrap and pack some of the sculptures for their trip back to Egypt. You know how focused he can become on a task.”

“Yes,” Lora answered, easily picturing Sin, his shirt open at his throat, his burnished hair coming loose from the band at his neck, his light eyes piercing and intent on seeing the task done to perfection. She fingered the ankh around her neck for reassurance.

“He said that the ship that rests on the Thames would not wait, and that they must get the artifacts to it before it sets sail early tomorrow morning.”

“But didn’t you tell him about the Fleet being guarded?”

“I told him, milady,” Archer said with a calmness that infuriated her. “He merely said, ‘Tell your mistress that I am not concerned, for fate has a strange way of working. Tell her that I will see her tomorrow night because there is still the matter of the surprise gift that I have promised her.’”

Lora practically choked in rising distress and anger. “The fool! I want no gifts from him. I need his safety! That is all he said? Didn’t he fully understand the threat?”

“I told him everything, milady. And even though my master seemed preoccupied as he worked, I know him well enough to say that he heard every detail that I relayed and probably understood the matter more fully than either you or I do.”

Lora was on her feet and across the room in an instant. “I will go to him, the idiot!”

But Archer moved solemnly in front of her bedroom door. “He enlisted me to ensure that you would not run off on such an impulsive scheme, milady. I see that he was wise in warning me that such an event would likely take place,” Archer said as his lips curved with amusement.

“No, no, no!” Lora keened miserably as she twirled in a circle of sheer frustration. “He thinks Herington a fool like Blandon. His overconfidence will be his downfall!”

“Do not fret, milady. He seemed entirely calm about the whole affair.”

Lora’s mouth opened and closed repeatedly each time a new, more vitriolic comment burned away the previous one, making it so she never got off a single scathing word. Damn that man! Did nothing ever alter his confident insouciance?

A strange sort of desperate helplessness overcame her after Archer left. The knowledge that Sin had planned to return to Ireland after this last mission and had kept that information from her was painful enough. But the mere thought of a spirit such as his being caught and imprisoned made panic rise in her breast, pressing on her lungs.

She must do something, no matter how useless it was!

She located the exquisite sapphire earrings that she had worn for both the Singer and Sin’s portrait. She carefully wrapped them in a velvet cloth and stuffed them into the pocket of her gown. The maid she stopped in the hallway blushed slightly when Lora asked her in which room Charlotte stayed. She heard a faint, indecipherable voice from inside Charlotte’s room. Instinct made her reach for the doorknob.

She blinked several times in the dim light of early morning upon entering. Her own name being called roughly in a man’s voice made her move furtively over toward the open door of Charlotte’s dressing area. From the partially opened doorway, she glanced back toward the room. Herington was sitting at the edge of one of the stuffed chairs close to the fireplace. He was naked, his legs opened wide. Charlotte knelt, also nude, between his spread thighs. Her long hair spilled about her shoulders, but Herington fisted a portion of it at her neck while his other hand gripped her head, controlling her movements over his lap.

“You are not so cold now, are you, Lora? Take me down your throat!” Herington ordered harshly at the same time he held Charlotte still with his hand and thrust. Lora jumped slightly where she stood, for she watched the couple in profile, and she both saw and heard Charlotte’s painful choking. She brought it under control with the skill of experience, however, and was back to sliding her tightly pursed lips up and down Herington’s stiff cock within seconds.

Several emotions suffused Lora, the greatest of which was disgust at hearing Herington call out her name while in the midst of passion. Were these the sexual games he played, then, using Charlotte to fulfill his fantasies of making love to her? She experienced a wave of pity for Charlotte. How thrilled she must be to be escaping men such as Herington in the near future!

Lora tilted her ear to capture an elusive sound, but it grew louder even as she strained to hear it. Charlotte was humming a tune made popular by a play that was running in London currently. Herington groaned with obvious pleasure. Lora saw sweat bead his forehead. Despite her anger, she peered closer, for this was a thing of interest to her.

She had progressed greatly in her skill at taking Sin into her mouth over the past several days and nights, but he insisted that they take things slowly in that arena. Since Lora was here, she might as well learn a thing or two. She realized that it was the vibration from Charlotte’s humming throat that was giving Herington that glazed-eye appearance of sexual gratification. Lora squeezed her eyes and thighs shut at the same moment, aroused by the thought of pleasuring Sin in such a way. Lora loved bringing that strained expression of intense arousal to his handsome features, loved glimpsing the look on his face when he came, as though he was shocked anew each time at the magnitude of the pleasure.

Lora tore herself from her fantasies and opened her eyes on reality when she heard Herington speak in a manner that sounded cruel to Lora’s ears. “You know what I want now, Lora, and I know how much you want it, too, you lustful little bitch!” Lora’s eyes widened in shock. How dare he speak of her thus in his fantasies and to Charlotte in reality?

Despite her irritation, she watched in growing amazement what was occurring not fifteen feet away from her. Herington stood while Charlotte continued to pleasure him forcefully with her mouth. She moved one hand over Herington’s pale buttocks and wiggled her way between his ass cheeks. The irritation on Lora’s face segued to confusion and then to fascination when she realized what Charlotte was doing. Herington began to gasp and quiver almost uncontrollably as she plunged two of her fingers into his asshole while she continued to take his cock deeply in her mouth, making sucking, slurping sounds in her enthusiasm.

Would Sin like it if she did that to him? If he liked it even a portion of how much Herington seemed to enjoy it, he would love it, indeed.

“That’s right, Lora! Now I’m going to come down your throat. Suck me dry, you little slut!” Herington muttered through a cruelly twisted mouth.

Lora closed her eyes, wishing fervently that she could also close her ears to Herington’s sharp grunts and cries as he climaxed. There had been lust in his voice just now, but there had been hatred, too. Did Herington really despise her so much for rejecting him time and again? She should be more careful around him. After a moment, she peered between shuttered eyelids cautiously.

What she saw reinforced her ideas about the animalistic nature of Herington’s lust, for the two were completely separate from one another now, not only physically, but mentally. Lora could almost feel the walls erected between them, despite the fact that Herington’s cock had just been thrusting in Charlotte’s throat and her fingers had been deeply massaging his asshole! Lora could not help but compare the vast difference between them and Sin and herself after making love. For Herington and Charlotte, there was not a shred of tenderness. All was brisk and businesslike.

“I suppose you will not come to me until very late tonight, then?” Charlotte asked as she shrugged into a robe that had obviously been discarded on the floor earlier.

“I doubt it will be so late. I have spoken with the Viscount Vandiver and a few other gentlemen who are excellent shots. Despite Charlie’s inevitable drunkenness, and Blandon’s obvious inadequacy, Bigsby, Vandiver, myself and the others will assure the capture of the Blade,” Herington said smugly as he pulled his trousers over his thighs.

Charlotte paused at her mirror. Lora thought she saw anxiety on the woman’s features in the reflection. It melted as if by magic when Herington glanced at her sharply. “London has been harried by the Blade for so long and yet you waltz back into London and speak as if the Blade’s capture has already taken place,” she said with a whore’s disingenuousness.

“It might as well have,” Herington said briskly. He stood after having put on his boots. He adjusted his shirt at his collar and wrists after fastidiously arranging his waistcoat. He came behind Charlotte and inspected his visage in the mirror, completely ignoring her as she watched him with wide, dark eyes. Charlotte might not even have ever existed for him as he turned and walked out of the boudoir without a backward glance.

Lora shivered. Had she really actually once seriously considered this man as a potential lover? The comparison with Sin automatically arose to her mind, unbidden. She shuddered. God, she had nearly made the mistake of a lifetime. Now the man who had almost been her biggest regret was threatening the very existence of the man who had been her greatest joy.

Lora waited several minutes until she saw that Charlotte was brushing her hair briskly, her head turned away both from Lora and the mirror. Charlotte startled when Lora called her name, but she did not scream. Instead, she turned around on her stool, her brown eyes wide with shock.

“Milady?” she asked in wonderment.

Lora nodded. Her hushing gesture signified more the need for secretiveness than actual quiet. “I’m sorry for intruding upon your privacy, Charlotte,” she said, hoping that the woman believed that she had just eased into her room without knocking instead of realizing she had been there for much longer. “But Archer has told me of your relationship with him and your friendship with Sin, as well. You are faithful to your brother, are you not?”

Charlotte nodded eagerly. “Above all else, milady.”

Lora sighed with relief, instinctively believing the little woman. “Perhaps Archer has told you of my…feelings for his master?”

“Oh, yes!” Charlotte’s eyes became dreamy. “You are a very lucky woman, milady. There is not another man alive who can compare to Mr. Drake.”

Lora’s tongue suddenly felt thick and heavy. After a moment, Charlotte noticed the expression on her face. “Do not worry, milady. Mr. Drake has never taken his pleasure with me. I wish that I could tell you that I would turn him down if he ever made the suggestion, but it would be a lie. When I was a girl, I knew a young widow from the village who had been lucky enough to share his bed for a period of time. Given the things that she told me and what I can see very clearly with my own eyes, I would be a great fool to ever deny such a man.”

“But you have not…”

“No, milady. Mr. Drake never would because of Archer. And now he finally has you, so what hope have I? He has always been very kind to me, although I have not been the wisest in my acceptance of his generosity. Why, he even gave me one of his paintings once, when I admired it. You might have seen it that time when—” Charlotte stopped abruptly, red-faced.

“It is all right, Charlotte,” Lora muttered, recalling the skillfully wrought seascape that hung in the woman’s sadly meager room. “I was mortified when I understood that you knew that Herington’s nephew and I was one and the same person, but my embarrassment will not alter the truth,” Lora said with a lopsided grin. She could not change the subject quickly enough.

“Charlotte, why did you say just now that Sin finally has me?”

“I only meant that he finally has what has fascinated him for so long, milady. Didn’t Archer tell you how Mr. Drake paid me to send information to him about your activities at The Rose along with any other gossip I learned about you?”

“Why would he do that?” she asked weakly.

Charlotte’s expression became dreamy again, her red lips curving into a smile more suitable to a fifteen-year-old ingénue than a prostitute in her mid-twenties. Lora realized with a poignant stab of emotion that the innocent child still existed side by side with the jaded, hardened woman who Charlotte had also become. She wondered yet again over the potential complexity of human nature.

“Archer says that it is because Mr. Drake fell in love with you when he first laid eyes upon your portrait, milady.”

Lora couldn’t help but laugh despite her embarrassment. “You and Archer are very romantic in your assumptions,” she said, despite the pounding of her heart at the wistful words. The two women shared a puissant, brief smile.

Charlotte touched Lora’s hand compassionately. “I am but a powerless woman, milady. But I will do whatever I can to help.”

“Thank you,” Lora said with a tremulous smile. “But that is not why I came to see you here today. Archer tells me that you plan to return to your village in Ireland to start over again, Charlotte?”

“Yes, milady. Life must hold something more for me than this,” she said simply.

“I couldn’t agree more.” Lora reached into her pockets and unfolded the soft black velvet. For a moment, neither spoke as she unwound the cloth and the sapphire earrings finally smoldered like trapped fire in the early morning sunlight.

“Milady?” Charlotte asked in bemusement when Lora pushed the rare gems into her palm.

“I want you to have these. They will ensure comfort in your new life.”

Charlotte gasped in shock. “Milady! I cannot accept these!”

Lora laughed good-naturedly, although tears stung her eyes. “You must, Charlotte. My giving them to you is a step toward my own freedom, just as your acceptance of them will be the beginning of yours. Besides…I will never wear another piece of jewelry beside this.”

Charlotte’s forehead creased in curiosity at the slight touch Lora Alexander made on her chest, but her modest neckline revealed nothing.

“They are yours, Charlotte,” Lora reassured her quietly. “Tell Mr. Drake what transpired. He undoubtedly will refer you to someone who will give you the best price for them. Archer has always been the truest of friends to me. That must be the reason I immediately felt an affinity with you. Good luck.”

Her smile was like a brilliant promise before she silently left the stunned woman’s room.

* * * * *

The day dragged on tortuously as she paced her room and tried to envision some way to have words with Sin…to warn him away from Heath House tonight at all cost. She clearly sensed his mocking humor at the whole affair. How he would love to make a fool of Blandon again.

Yet he did not understand the true threat.

“What dress will you wear for dinner, milady?” Molly asked later that evening.

“What difference does it make?” Lora asked desultorily. Her eyes looked dead and flat as she stared blankly into space. Her worse fears—Sin kneeling before Blandon’s revolver or Sin dangling by the neck at Newgate—kept flashing before her eyes with alarming regularity.

“Wha’ abou’ the peach satin tonight, milady. It makes your skin glow and looks right fetching with the sapphires,” Molly tried to soothe her.

Lora stilled an overwhelming urge to tell an undeserving Molly to go straight to hell.

Then a vague recollection came to her, how she had considered all of the things that she had been “natural” at in the past to be such a waste of time. But perhaps being an excellent hostess and making every person in the room feel as if they were the most unique, fascinating individual alive was not such a terrible gift, after all. Archer was right. Sin was intelligent and resourceful—she would give him that, despite the fact that she was ready to wring his fool neck! The least she could do was to get Herington, Blandon and those other fools so drunk and horny that they could barely hold a revolver, let alone aim it accurately.

“No, Molly. I think the cream silk tonight…the one from the portrait.”

Molly’s mouth fell open. “But milady, the crème silk leaves your bosom as bare as a newborn babe’s arse! Singer had it arranged just so in the portrait so’s your nips didn’t peek out and alert the local milkmen! I won’t allow such a scan’lous thing with all those bawdy young blades here tonight and you the only lady…”

“The crème silk, Molly,” Lora said firmly, but without a trace of peevishness. She sat down before her mirror and began to prepare herself with all the somberness of a professional soldier carefully cleaning his weapons before a great battle.

Molly just watched her with her jaws unhinged for several seconds before a light sparked into her merry blue eyes. “Oh…the crème silk with all those randy, rowdy fools present. A perfect choice, milady! Why did’n I think of it before?”

Lora merely gave her a grim smile. She allowed Molly to brush her dark curls until they shone. When the sound of male voices and raucous laughter rose to them from below, Molly shifted restlessly. But Lora only calmly dotted perfume behind her ears and next to the golden ankh that hung between her breasts. She waited until one of the downstairs maids knocked on her bedroom door.

“Lord Alexander and Mr. Herington are wondering what is keeping you, milady. They have all gathered in the dining hall and are awaiting you to begin dinner.”

Lora put down her comb. “Inform Lord Alexander that I will be but a moment and that I am sending in several rare bottles of burgundy for them to enjoy while they wait, along with my sincerest apologies. Tell Archer the same, Clara.”

Then Lora arose and dressed with the greatest of care.

The dining hall was ablaze with candles when she finally made her entrance. The mirrored buffet at the end of the long table where Lora sat, combined with the natural abundant candlelight of the luxurious table, temporarily dazed Lora’s eyes. The eleven men all rose as she passed, her head held high, a tender look for one man, a bold one for another. Yet it was not Blandon’s hungry eyes on her high, white breasts, nor Herington’s smug look of ownership, nor Charlie’s sodden smirk of puffed-up pride that Lora really saw as she was seated. Instead, she clearly envisioned the expression of amusement, tenderness and desire that Sin frequently wore when he considered her.

Of course he had loved her…in his way. It was better to have tasted passion and to have truly lived than never to have known him at all…to have remained one of the walking dead.

The ankh between her breasts seemed to burn through her flesh to her very soul.

The blazing smile that subsequently turned on every man at the table made hearts beat with wild lust and desperate hope.

* * * * *

Herington watched Lora Alexander in utter fascination. She was a witch; there could be no doubt of it. Never had he seen her shine so brilliantly. Never before had she flirted so blatantly or seduced so subtly and to such powerful effect. It was if Aphrodite herself had condescended to sup with them. Heaven help every man who dined at Heath House tonight, Herington thought wryly. He took a deep draw on the excellent wine and smiled.

Young Lord Everly operated way out of his league, Herington thought with amusement as he observed that upstanding young man straining to keep his eyes on Lora’s face instead of giving in and ogling her luscious breasts openly while Lora relayed a titillating bit of gossip about the queen’s handsome prince. Blandon, on the other hand, could not seem to keep his greedy eyes off the movements of her lush, red lips. The commissioner had forgiven her almost immediately for not wearing the sapphires, for even he had to finally admit that it was the rumor that was the bait more than the actual jewels themselves.

Herington would wager that the majority of the men around the table believed that Lady Alexander planned to make love with him, following the lavish dinner. Each and every one was having a lurid fantasy right now about how she would melt in his embrace, how her flawless, alabaster skin would slide like silk against his fingertips, how her nipples would pucker beneath his tongue.

Of course, Herington knew that he was the actual target of Lora’s inspired performance tonight. The little vixen. She must know how much she was arousing him beyond measure by playing the seductress to every man at the table, only to turn to him now and again with that laughing, knowing expression in her bewitching eyes. Her amused look told him how they were the only two who were in on the joke. It promised him how they would laugh uproariously at all of the fools present while they writhed together in bed and he was finally buried deep, deep inside her clasping flesh.

Her nipples broke free of their confinement. Herington stroked his stiff cock under the table as he watched Lora lean forward. He glanced around, realizing that ten out of the eleven men present had noticed, and that the event was one that they had been awaiting with eager anticipation all night. Charlie missed it as he drunkenly dozed in his chair.

Herington returned his gaze to Lora’s breasts. He had never seen anything so erotic. Her skin shone luminously. The golden pendant that she wore swayed in the shadowy cleft of her almost fully exposed breasts. The top edge of the pink areolas of her large nipples played peekaboo just beneath the shimmering, opalescent fabric of her gown. Herington’s sardonic smile deepened when he saw several other hands drop below the table. Sweat began to bead Blandon’s and Vandiver’s brow and upper lip.

Herington didn’t notice when the clock struck midnight, for the wine was potent, the cigars fine and Lora’s erotic games contrived for his benefit captivating. Leave it to Lora to make things entertaining, even though it would appear that Blandon had muddled things yet again and there wouldn’t be any rollicking capture this evening. Earlier she had “started” a cigar for that hothead Vandiver while they’d all squirmed in their seats at the outrageous, yet lustfully divine vision of her wrapping her red lips around the cylinder and sliding it ever so subtly in and out of her mouth, as though she truly had a voluptuous taste for the tobacco…and much more besides.

Herington barely restrained his groan of arousal when a dollop of blueberry filling fell from a tart that Lora nibbled on and landed directly on the swell of a delicious white breast. Neither Blandon, Bigsby, nor some young, snobbish rake called Goode could successfully stifle theirs, however, when she scooped it up slowly and slid her finger between her pursed, red lips.

“Mmmm. My manservant Archer makes these tarts. I do not demand it of him, for baking is beneath his position. But people should take their pleasures in whatever way most gratifies them, don’t you think, Mr. Blandon?” Lora asked with innocent eyes as she licked off the last of the sweet fruit residue with her quick, red tongue. She almost laughed out loud when Blandon’s lower lip nearly brushed the tablecloth.

Lora remonstrated herself for enjoying this so much. But it was fun, despite her anxiety about Sin, to make fools of these hypocrites. And she was doing her part, wasn’t she? Wasn’t the evening almost through and yet Charlie slept drunkenly and several other guests appeared to be on the edge of joining him in a wine-vaporous slumber, while Herington and the others leered at her like the swine they truly were, guns and entrapments forgotten?

Everly was leaning across the table to address Bigsby in a drunken, hoarse whisper that was meant to protect Lora, but which everyone could hear perfectly.

“I have heard from a reliable source that the Blade comes by his name rightfully. He requires at least four women a day to even meet the minimal requirement for his heathen sexual appetites and is not above stealing god-fearing Englishwomen from decent families and forcing them to join his harem.”

“And does he take turns with them or enjoy them all at once?” Herington asked drolly before he drank.

Everly glanced over at Lora warily, but he was too far gone with wine and growing arousal to censor himself. “Both, I would imagine. I have made sure not to mention such a thing to my wife for she would never be able to sleep at night.”

“She would be very restless, indeed,” Lora murmured under her breath so that only Herington might hear. She knew that she had succeeded when he gave her a sly, conspiratorial smile. Out of the corner of her eye, she noted Archer beckoning the servants to the kitchen. She hoped he was supplying them with more wine.

“So, the Blade enjoys an orgy then. He sounds amazingly decadent in his ways,” Herington murmured. “More evidence that he’s a bloody foreigner. They’re so different from we civilized Englishmen.”

“Exactly! Why, when I think of an Englishwoman…Lady Alexander, for instance, in the hands of such a savage!” Blandon sputtered.

“What, sir?” Lora asked with seeming politeness.

“What?” Blandon repeated drunkenly.

Lora smiled sweetly. Her eyes were wide and innocent as she absentmindedly brushed her fingertip over the upper swell of her left breast. She hid her amusement as Blandon’s bloodshot eyes trailed the movement and he struggled vainly for an answer.

“It is only that you did not finish your thought, Commissioner. What is your precise reaction when you think of me in the hands of the depraved thief?”

“Do not be overly anxious for the commissioner’s answer, milady, for we shall have firsthand knowledge in but a moment.”

Lora blinked in shock at the droll sound of Sin’s voice. From the kitchen and from behind Sin at the entry, several heavily armed members of Sin’s band, including Jack, Archer and Seanny, poured into the dining hall.

“I wouldn’t, Mr. Herington.”

Lora started in genuine alarm, forgetting for the moment that Sin was not her enemy. Herington had slyly moved to retrieve the revolver he had cockily placed on the table at the beginning of the evening, but his reflexes had been dulled by the excessive wine. Sin was so quickly behind Herington with his sword pricking threateningly to the side of his larynx that it looked like a piece of staged magic.

“Leave the foolishness to me, gentlemen, and there is a small chance that all here will remain unscathed this night. Now each of you place both hands behind your head,” Sin said with an ominously quiet voice. His smile had vanished as though it had merely been an illusion. Sin nodded grimly at Jack. He and two other Irishmen stood at each end of the table, a derringer and two revolvers trained upon the host while a grinning Seanny and another man began the process of disarming each man, removing their jewels, coat, shoes, boots, underwear and breeches, and tying them securely to their chairs.

“Why the devil have you got to remove our bloody drawers?” Herington asked, the corners of his mouth white with impotent fury.

Sin shrugged as he examined the fine gold ring that had just been removed from Herington’s right hand before he was bound. He slipped it into his pocket, ignoring Herington’s growl of frustration. The rest of the men seated at the table watched Sin with various degrees of hatred and fear. Sin ignored them all with supreme indifference as he picked up a shiny red apple from the lush fruit bowl on the table.

“It is a curious thing that I have observed about you fine English gentlemen,” Sin observed negligently as he polished the apple on his waistcoat. He bit into it with straight white teeth before he continued. “You are much less likely to launch a heroic capture with your ass as bare as the day you were born. Many apologies to the lady present, however.” He glanced down at the men who had been stripped and bound so far as he chewed. “Although there does not appear to be much to cause a lady much undo excitement thus far.”

Lora jerked in the same way she might if she were preventing a fly from going farther down her throat, although what she in fact did was prevent a bark of laughter from coming out the other direction.

“You bastard,” Blandon blustered between teeth clenched in outrage. “I will personally see you hang for this.”

“Yes. I have heard that you were personally responsible for tonight’s intrepid attempt at doing so,” Sin said blandly as he poured a goblet of wine. Every person who sat at the table, save Charlie, seemed spellbound by his every move as he made his way toward Lora. He elegantly flourished the goblet before her.

“I have chosen the best vintage just for you, beautiful lady.”

Lora took the offered glass with shaky fingers. She glanced up at him, her eyes wide with unspoken questions. But he merely smiled.

“Drink, milady. Drink deeply,” Sin murmured hypnotically at the same time that he leaned forward and brushed two long fingers over her sensitive earlobe and then her neck. “You must calm yourself for I will rob you of all of your jewels, even those that you keep the most secret, right here in front of these men.”

Lora shivered at the feeling of his fingers caressing her. His words tickled at her memory.

“I am calm,” Lora said in a low voice. But she raised the goblet and drank deeply, just as he had suggested. Sin had been telling her that she would need it, and she had been largely abstinent all evening as she weaved her charm over the men. She stared straight ahead as she swallowed, her back rigid, seeing nothing, only feeling his calloused fingertips lightly skim the area of her neck that Sin knew very well was an erogenous zone for her.

Dear God, what was he planning?

“Take your hands off her, you foul scum!” Blandon shouted apoplectically.

“Seanny? Weren’t gags part of my specifications for tying up these men?” Sin asked with only a trace of irritation, never removing his eyes from Lora. She felt him move closer, sensed his body heat as he moved to the back of her chair. Her shivering increased as his warm breath caressed her bare shoulder. He slid his fingers beneath the chain of the ankh and stroked both the gold and her skin. Lora wished that she had not flaunted her nipples, for they were peaking with arousal at Sin’s caress, her body programmed by nature to respond completely even to his lightest of touches.

“You are shivering, Lady Alexander. Perhaps you are cold?” Sin asked softly. His head was not far from her shoulder.

“I am unused to having a thief stroke my jewelry,” Lora said, her chin held high. She sensed his flashing, brilliant grin even though her face was turned from him.

“I will do what I can to accustom you to it. Are you finished, Seanny?” he asked when the men held up two makeshift parcels filled with weapons and shoes and clothing. “Take the men, then, and stand guard around the interior of the house.”

Lora’s heart beat madly in her ears at his words. He wouldn’t. Even Sin could not be that bold.

But of course, he would…and he was.

Adrenaline surged into her blood along with the wine, making her feel euphoric and intoxicated. Every eye in the room watched their hated nemesis as the Blade’s band vacated the room and he pulled shut the dining hall curtains.

“Perhaps some of you are wondering why I have left the lovely Lady Alexander unbound,” Sin said as he walked back to Lora’s side. Lora looked up at him and saw that he was holding the red scarf in his hand that he had used to bind her on many occasions during their sex play. “Do not dismay, gentlemen, for I am a foreigner, a heathen, and have you not heard how much we enjoy tying up the ladies in addition to orgies?” he asked smoothly.

Chapter Twelve

 

Everly made a choking sound against his gag and Herington’s eyes looked murderous. Sin ignored them as he politely took Lora’s goblet from her hands and ordered her to put her hands behind her back. For a moment, their gazes clung.

“And what if I refuse, sir?” Lora finally asked in her clear, cold voice.

Sin carefully studied her and saw the rapid pulse at her elegant throat. “I believe that you already know what will happen if you refuse, milady.”

“So be it. But you should know that these brave Englishmen will not rest until they have hunted you down. The world is not large enough to hide you if you do what you plan,” Lora said proudly. She wondered if she’d overdone it when she saw Herington’s brow crease with vague suspicion. His brown eyes leapt between Lora and Sin.

“Thank you for the warning,” Sin answered with a small bow. “But you see, tonight I take the fairest, most valuable treasure in all of the country. I will never again return, for why would I settle for shiny cut glass when I have held the most precious of rare jewels in my hand? Now lean forward while I bind you,” he murmured almost intimately.

Lora moved forward slowly and put her hands at the small of her back. Because of her angle, Lora was in a prime position to witness Blandon’s long, spindly cock leap between his skinny thighs as Sin tied her wrists together. Her eyes flickered up to meet his, but he avoided her glance pointedly, his cheeks flushing. Lora began to lean back in her chair, but Sin abruptly stopped her with a hand on both of her shoulders.

Lora suddenly knew that he kept her in this position, leaning forward with her back slightly arched, because her breasts were displayed to prime advantage.

“As we spied upon your little party awhile ago, it became clear to me who the true guest of honor was at this feast,” Sin said as his hands slowly lowered over Lora, sliding sensually and surely against the white upper swells of her breasts. The only eyes in the room that were not pinned to his sun-darkened hands as they slipped below her bodice and lifted her bare breasts free were Lora’s own and her husband’s.

Sin palmed her weight from below, displaying her fully for the men’s view. He massaged her, keeping her large, rosy nipples thrust forward for all present to admire. Herington’s nostrils flared and Blandon’s eyeballs nearly popped from his head. Sin smiled, knowing that Lora clearly could see the most damning evidence swelling in the laps of these morally staunch members of the English aristocracy.

“Or I suppose I should have said what the true guests of honor were,” Sin murmured with amusement. He plucked her stiffening nipples between his thumb and forefinger to the chorus of several masculine groans.

Lora’s gaze flew from Blandon’s skinny, erect cock to the mesmerized bulbous eyes glued to her breasts. “Mr. Blandon, how could you be so beastly when I, an English gentlewoman, am being molested by this savage thief?” she accused with a hurt expression.

Sin suppressed his laughter at Lora’s dramatics and Blandon’s resulting reaction. His eyeballs rotated around the room wildly before they finally homed in on Lora’s bared breasts again with astounding accuracy.

Sin found it thoroughly arousing to touch Lora after so many hours of abstinence, but he did not cherish baring her flesh to these fools. Her prize from him would be a one-time phenomenon, so he hoped she appreciated it. Leave it to him to fall madly in love with a lusty little exhibitionist. Not that Sin couldn’t sympathize with her leanings, knowing what she must have experienced in the past, especially since he’d too often been the recipient of a nauseating dose of British superiority and morality himself. Lora was right about one thing, they were definitely horny little bastards beneath their polished, civilized exteriors. He took advantage of their avid attention on her breasts and whispered quickly against her ear.

“Your sweet response is too telling for a conscious victim, little one. When I pretend to strike you, faint dead away…then enjoy.”

Lora’s face didn’t move when she heard his whisper, but she felt her nipples pull tighter beneath his pinching fingers. She resisted an urge to squirm in her chair to give her pussy some much-needed stimulation.

“Her absent sapphires are priceless no, doubt,” Sin said conversationally to an entranced Everly as he continued to finesse Lora’s nipples. “But look at the luster of her skin, the color of her nipples. These are much more precious gems. Are they not even more luscious than you imagined as you slobbered all over her earlier this evening, young man? Tell me, did you not imagine what her other treasures would look like? Ah, I forget. You cannot speak presently. Never mind, your nether regions speak for themselves. I daresay Lady Alexander did not know that she fed and entertained so many gentlemen of such a…lofty status this evening.”

Everly glanced up to meet Lora’s gaze. He had the courtesy to blush. “There is nothing to be ashamed of, young man. In fact, because I have taken a liking to you and the rest of your friends, I have planned a treat for you. I plan to take my pleasure of this beautiful lady tonight, depraved heathen that I am. But first, I will give you all a glimpse of what you have all been imagining so vividly tonight, a small taste of what I will devour.” Sin strained to look as evil and lecherous as possible.

He did not think a man present even drew breath, their anticipation was so great.

Sin moved away from Lora’s side and sheathed his sword. Lora’s eyebrows rose in puzzlement when he took three small bells from his pocket and placed them beneath the table in equal distance of all the bound men. His expression was hard when he returned to her, but Lora saw the glint of warning in his light eyes as they shone through his mask.

“Since you are obviously such a brave woman, I will not shame you further than I already have. You would doubtless feel more comfortable with the following proceedings if you were sound asleep,” he said. Lora’s eyes widened in genuine alarm when Sin calmly raised his fist and struck her temple, not hard, exactly, but not with a theatrical tap, either. There was no time to dig in her bag of theatrics. She just sagged in a dead faint.

Lora tried to slow her excited breathing and leave her neck and limbs entirely limp as Sin lifted her from her chair and turned her in his strong arms. What was it she had exactly told him that night that she’d been horny as hell as he pleasured her in his lap?

And if I could find a way to make them watch me and if I could feel no shame for it, I would expose myself to them. I would show them my breasts, and my ass, and my pussy. And I would laugh at their drooling, and their sweating, and the bulges in their breeches, as pitiful as they likely would be.

Sin was a madman to do this. If he got caught just because he’d lingered behind in order to play this silly game she would hang him herself. Lora swallowed heavily as he bent her over his arm, her bottom facing the men. He made short work of her abbreviated crinoline by merely cutting it away with her sharp dinner knife. He tossed her skirt and chemise over her head. Lora bit her tongue in aroused anticipation when he ran his hand over her ass and then between her legs while she still wore her sheer cambric pantaloons.

If only she could see the room! Her skirts sheltered her head from the side, so Lora risked a peek forward.

Sin was a genius!

He had placed her so that the length of the brightly lit room was revealed to her in the large mirror of the serving buffet. Lora saw sweat pouring off Vandiver’s forehead and the cutting gleam of Herington’s lust-filled, furious eyes. Everly’s cock was as handsome as the rest of him, Lora thought with a curious, slight tilt of her head, but no man present was even close to comparing with Sin. Lora held her breath as Sin unlaced her pantaloons and worked them down over her bottom and thighs. She almost choked on a stifled groan when his hand caressed her inner thigh and then an ass cheek before he stood.

Keeping quiet during this piece of midnight theatre might be a bigger challenge than she imagined. Thank God Sin had taught her a modicum of discipline.

“She is loveliness itself, is she not?” Sin asked Herington with a gleaming gaze. “Ah, I see you are not in the mood to be friendly, sir. Perhaps you are angry at the sight of me plundering the treasures of your fair country? Or perhaps it is more personal, for what real man would like to see an innocent woman made so vulnerable for his own personal gratifications, no?” Sin speculated pointedly as he dropped a hand to Lora’s ass and stroked slowly up and down the furrow between her soft, firm cheeks.

“I have a modicum of respect for your feelings, gentleman. As such, as you will by now have noticed, I instructed the men to leave one of your feet free from the binding and have placed three bells within the distance of that foot. If my attentions toward your countrywoman become too abhorrent for you to watch at any time, all you need do is kick over the bell, and I will desist in my attentions to Lady Alexander. It is really that simple,” Sin instructed at the same time that he spread Lora’s buttocks and pressed up, exposing her pussy.

“Ah, yes. Here is the loveliest treasure of all,” he said with a voice gone thick with desire.

Lora felt a drop of sweat trickle between her breasts. This was an exquisite torture. Much to her surprise, she cared little for the bound men’s groans of undisguised arousal as they watched Sin’s forefinger glide over her swollen clit, stimulating her in just such a fashion as he knew that she loved, while his second sunk into her tender slit. It genuinely hurt when she forced herself to bite her cheek, but it did not stop the immense pleasure she felt when Sin inserted another finger in her. He held her steady, then tensed his biceps and began drilling into her with short, forceful strokes, just as he had in her fantasy.

She was not as triumphant at the men’s unmasked hypocrisy as she had thought that she would be. The torture for her consisted of not being able to cry out with joy at the feeling of Sin stimulating her sex so skillfully. She clenched her eyes shut, trying to focus on anything else but the building pressure. Why hadn’t she thought of this sticky aspect of her erotic fantasy? If she gasped and moaned in arousal or cried out in orgasm, the game would be lost, for Blandon and those like him would just think her a lusty slut who didn’t deserve their heroics. Which admittedly she was…at least when it came to Sin, Lora admitted irritably. But that was not the point.

“She is sweet and tight, gentleman, and despite herself, very wet. Who knows? Perhaps she dreams that one of you fine Englishmen is pleasuring her. One man present here tonight must have been Lady Alexander’s choice, for it is obvious from the state of her husband that she needed a more virile man to do the job, wouldn’t you say?” Sin asked a sweating, glazed-eyed Goode.

He smiled kindly at the man’s dazed expression and seeping little penis. Sin felt genuine pity for the man. The torture for him was absolute, but he knew that he would later find his relief in his sweet Lora’s flesh. What must these men be experiencing? He felt the walls of her pussy grip at his fingers greedily, seemingly sucking him farther into her heavenly depths. He took note of the fine tremor in her thighs. If he did not help her, she would soon be shuddering with orgasm.

Several men inhaled sharply and Blandon cried out against his gag when Sin brought his hand back and spanked her lovely ass. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the young would-be hero Everly move his foot toward the bell. But he stopped short when Sin smacked Lora’s other ass cheek and she began to color prettily. Sin knew she was aroused. Her pussy was drenched. Still, she did not move or make a sound.

He must congratulate her heartily later.

“Have you Englishmen not this custom, then?” Sin asked Blandon politely as his palm cracked against Lora’s ass yet again. The man appeared to be having a fit. Sin glanced down into his lap and noted the wetness there. “Gently spanking your English lady’s bottom is a custom you should consider importing from we heathens,” Sin teased, for he knew the English were the true lovers and experts on a lusty spanking. “Your wife will likely enjoy it as much as you appeared to just now, Commissioner Blandon.”

Sin saw Blandon’s eyes open wide at his public exposure. He figured that he had only a few seconds before the fool rang the bell now that his own pleasure had been spent. “Mrs. Blandon might particularly enjoy it, sir, if you spread her bottom, thus, and spanked her briskly directly over her little hole. It will increase her blood flow there, you see, and bring both of you more pleasure if you plan to fuck her there later on.”

Bigsby, Goode and a man that was a stranger to him all groaned loudly and began to shudder at Sin’s matter-of-fact explanation and subsequent demonstration. Sin glanced over at Herington, interested in how Lora’s would-be lover was taking all of this. His cock was tumescent and angry with lust but his face was washed-out and strained with an ugly, stifled rage. Sin looked into his eyes mockingly when he recognized the vastness of the hatred that poured from the Englishman’s gaze.

Still, a bell had not rung. Lora had watched as four out of the ten men succumbed, while the rest seemed to tip on the precipice. Lora closed her eyes and prayed that one of the fools would release her. She could endure no more. She was as tortured by the game that Sin had contrived from her fantasies as any of them. If Sin even breathed on her clit, she would explode.

Sin tilted his head and wiped some perspiration from his forehead onto his shoulder. Why didn’t the damned fools ring the bell? he wondered irritably as he massaged Lora’s asshole for the benefit of a spellbound audience. Lora would not be able to bear much more of this and, indeed, neither would he. The image of Herington just now sprung into his mind. Even though he had not planned to do it, he roughly began to release the falls of his trousers, a grim expression on his face.

The bound men’s attention on him intensified impossibly another notch. Dirty bastards, he thought with rising disgust. He shoved his pants down his thighs and allowed his erect member to brush against the silk of Lora’s bare ass. His cock leapt up greedily at the sensation. The tension in the candlelit room quadrupled, even among the cads with a lapful of cum.

Sin looked at Herington with a look of pure, wicked challenge.

Herington glanced down at Sin’s cock and then kicked the bell so hard it flew in the air and struck Blandon’s shin. Several of the men blinked in disorientation. A few of them glanced accusingly at Herington, and then flushed and peered down at the tablecloth.

Sin suspected that these ten paragons of aristocratic virtue would never be able to look each other straight in the eye again.

He lifted Lora back into her chair where she sprawled like a rag doll, her dark curls partially obscuring her face. “Well, the bell has rung and so I will continue my games with the lady in private,” Sin said smoothly as he adjusted his falls.

If looks could burn, Herington’s glare would have decimated him to mere ash.

“Only a fool would trust the word of an orgy-loving heathen.” Sin said with a slow smile, thoroughly mocking Herington’s impotent rage.

Chapter Thirteen

 

Sin swept her limp form into his arms and exited the dining hall, meeting Seanny and Archer in the foyer. “I will meet you at the ship shortly. Get everything ready for our departure, Seanny,” he murmured quietly. “Archer, you know our plans. Take these men up into one of the bedrooms and tie them securely back-to-back. That should hold them for most of the night,” Sin instructed in a tense voice. Lora sensed him signal with his head. “And take that man, Herington, last of all. There is something I would have him hear.” Lora lifted her head and gave Sin a questioning look, but he was already entering the salon and shutting the wood-paneled door briskly behind them.

“Thank God all of you are all right, Sin. You depart for Ireland tonight, then?” Lora asked with mixed anguish and relief.

Sin set her on her feet and untied the scarf around her wrists. “Yes,” he said.

Lora was so caught up in her sudden grief that she didn’t notice that he was lifting up her skirts as he spoke. “So this is our last time together, then, Sin?” she asked soberly.

Sin frowned distractedly as he continued to try to bare her sex from amongst all the fluff that surrounded it. “If you’re telling me that it is, Lora, I’ll turn you over my knee until I force you to change your mind,” he muttered between tight lips. And then, with undiluted frustration, he added, “How is it possible for one small woman to have so many miles of lace and nonsense surrounding her? I insist that you follow my rules as to underwear—or lack of it—when we get to Karncross, Lora!”

When her heart began to beat again it was quick and erratic with joy. “Sin, what do you—”

“Hush, Lora,” he said irritably. “There will be time to talk afterwards. Don’t you know what that did to me out there? I will have you now and, when I finally come inside you, I’m going to shout out my pleasure loud enough to pierce that son of a bitch Herington’s eardrums.”

Lora’s hands came up to brace her weight when he thrust her against the paneled door. She craned her chin over her shoulder and watched him anxiously as he tore at his falls again. “But you said that you suspected we would be so compatible that the first time you came in me that way you would likely impregnate me.”

“So?” Sin challenged her with hot eyes. He took his cock into his hand and pressed himself to her. “God, you’re wet, little one. You liked my gift to you, didn’t you?” Lora whimpered in shock when he thrust his hips forward and powered his cock into her down to his balls.

“I hope so, because I will never…never…never…” Lora’s eyes rolled back in her head and she groaned deep in her throat as he emphasized each word with a stabbing thrust of his cock. “Ever be tempted to expose you to another man again for as long as I live. Quiet, Lora. Only I get to groan and shout while we make love tonight.”

“That hardly seems fair,” Lora managed as he sank into her again and again with a mind-singeing tempo and pressure. His movements in her pussy created a wet sucking sound due to her flooding juices. Sin heard it too and pummeled into her even harder. Lora had to press hard to keep herself from hurtling face first into the door.

“Why may I not cry out?” she asked desperately, for an enormous orgasm was already peeking just around the corner of her awareness.

“I suppose you could, if you didn’t mind your old friend Herington knowing how much you were enjoying being plundered by a depraved criminal.”

“Oh, God, Sin, I am so enjoying being plundered by a depraved criminal,” she muttered, her face transfixed with sexual pleasure.

Sin’s face pulled tight at the sensation of pounding into her warm, wet pocket of pure bliss. He began to buck his hips so vehemently that Lora’s tensed arms jolted the door loudly with every deep thrust.

“And that is the only rationale that you give me for not screaming out my pleasure?” Lora panted.

“Yes,” he managed between grunts.

“And you? Why do you want Herington to hear you as we make love?”

“It is not something you would understand as a woman,” he muttered. “I would not fuck you directly in front of him to demonstrate to him once and for all that you are mine and mine alone. But this will make the point sufficiently, not to mention torture him cruelly in the bargain. He is not the sort of man whose desire will survive the knowledge that another has gone before him in such a…thorough fashion.”

Lora gritted her teeth together when he grabbed her hips and stilled her. He began to jab into her with a slightly downward angle that had her seeing red. “Having Herington know that you are fucking me does not make me yours. I am yours because I love you and because nature would permit me to be no other man’s,” she cried.

“I told you that you wouldn’t understand. But I participated in your foolish game, darling, and now you must play mine with me.” Most of his attention was focused on watching himself plunge into her tight, thickly honeyed pussy. A moment later he pushed her body forward and grabbed her wrists, sliding both of their arms high above their heads along the wood paneling. When he had settled, he had her sandwiched between himself and the door. He began fucking her with short, staccato thrusts that rattled the wooden door on its hinges so stridently that Sin began to wonder if the ancient hardware would hold.

“This is the type of thing that a man like Herington does understand,” he said harshly as he nipped at her neck and the door banged forcefully. “Now tell me again how nature made you for me, darling.”

“You know that is true already, Sin. Just as you were made for me.”

Sin paused in his thrusting. “We are two halves of a whole, Lora. Does it not follow that we should spend our lives together?” he growled against her neck.

Lora’s eyes opened wide. “If such a plan did not make one of us feel trapped.”

Sin’s face settled into a mask and he stroked her once, slowly and very high at the same time that he reached down and massaged her slick clit. Lora sucked in her breath harshly, eyes straining wide, and came violently. He closed his eyes in an agony of restraint as her pussy milked his cock exquisitely. He waited until she had begun to still before he spoke harshly against her ear.

“I have come to the realization that I will be as entrapped by you as I am right now for an eternity, little one. But what a heavenly trap it is.”

She turned her head and he glimpsed her wide-eyed stare. He began to stroke her, sensual and slow. “Now I have given my answer. So tell me this, my wild, passionate, temperamental Lora, was I the one that you referred to just now? Or was it you?”

Her eyes filled with tears. “You, Sin. I would be content to be your true slave, without even any of this.” She flexed her vaginal muscles hard and his eyes crossed in disbelieving pleasure. “If you would only let me be near you day in and day out.”

They stared at each other for several seconds before Sin laughed harshly and began fucking her again in earnest. “That will never happen,” he grated out through clenched teeth.

He pushed her hips down on him one final time before he shouted out the sure knowledge of possessing his heart’s desire for the world to hear. Lora groaned lustily against the door at the sensation of his essence spurting so powerfully against the limit of her womb. He grimaced at the brutal pleasure as she ignited for him yet again.

Chapter Fourteen

 

A short time later, Sin sat slouched in a deep chair with Lora cuddled in his lap. One of his hands contentedly stroked her bared thigh while the other gently examined her temple.

“It is all right, Sin. Your blow to my head surprised me more than anything,” Lora said distractedly.

“I applaud your performance, Lora. It was truly inspired. There is no mark,” Sin stated finally with relief. “Now tell me what you are thinking, Lora.”

Lora met his eyes. “Shall I come with you now to the ship?”

He rubbed a dark curl between his thumb and forefinger. “No, not now. I will not endanger you and Charlotte further than need be. We trespassed easily on Heath House because Blandon’s informants did not tell him about the east branch of the Fleet here, which, as my little river rat likely already knows, intersects just south of Heath House and Ashton. We disabled a few of his men posted directly below, but they are too thick along the Fleet for us to travel any way but overland. It could be dangerous, but at least Halima and Jab are long gone with the artifacts. Archer has been instructed to bring you and Charlotte just before dawn to a marsh we know just outside of Cookham, close to the North Sea. It is a roundabout route, but safer for it. We will send a boat to shore and retrieve the three of you.”

Lora frowned. If there was danger to Sin, she would prefer to be there with him. She opened her mouth to speak, but he cut her off.

“We will do as I have planned, Lora. I will give you what excitement I can in the future, but I will never again knowingly put you in harm’s way as I did at the Tavistocks and here tonight,” he said with quiet conviction. He saw her expression become sullen and defiant. “One of us must try to balance our passionate natures with good sense, Lora, and I would appreciate if it did not always have to be me.” His mouth curved with amusement when he saw her eyes widen with righteous indignation.

“You have the gall to say that to me after what you pulled tonight? You are mad, Sin Drake. I could kill you for being so foolhardy!”

He grinned unabashedly. “You have to admit, darling, the opportunity was too perfect for me to pass on it. Those men were planning on attacking and killing or capturing me and my men and that in itself was adequate justification to make a preemptive attack on Heath House tonight. There was no reason that I couldn’t give you your prize at the same time, for you have been such a brilliant little sex slave.”

A glint of humor came into her wrathful eyes, only to be followed by an expression of anguish. Sin raised his hand to cradle her head. “What, Lora?” he wondered with rising concern.

“What will you do with me, then, Sin?”

“What do you mean, what will I do with you?”

She seemed at a loss for words. A solitary tear fell down her cheek.

“I am a married woman.”

His face became unreadable.

“Your marriage was never consummated, Lora. If I had an ounce of restraint when it comes to you, we might have had the marriage annulled. It still might be accomplished, but the fact that you are no longer a virgin might make things more complicated. I have no knowledge of how such things are handled in England. If an annulment is something you want to pursue, though, I will support you fully in it.”

Lora glanced away, deep in thought. “It would be so shaming to Charlie,” she whispered. Her eyes darted to meet his. “I choose to be with you, but I do not want to see him hurt if I can at all avoid it.”

“He will be hurt when you leave him.”

“That is not the hurt to which I refer,” she said softly. Sin just stroked her hair in silence. “And what of the rest? You said we will go to your home, Karncross? Won’t you regret not having a legal wife for your life’s companion? Will you not want an heir someday?”

“Are you going to change your mind about coming with me?”

“I don’t want to, Sin, but this is no game. I would not have you come to resent me someday.”

Sin sighed. “Lora, I only said those things to you earlier about the annulment for your sake, not for mine. Perhaps you haven’t noticed yet, but I am not a man ruled by conventions. You recall what I told you about how we must choose our own roles and not just allow society to dictate them to us. You will be my wife, Lora, in deeper and more profound ways than English law can ever decree. As you have said, nature has already proclaimed that we are one another’s. I have told you that I am a bastard. Society has told me that I should feel shame for this, but I do not. If you and I have children, all of them will be our heirs and it will be legal because I will make it that way, just as my father did for me.”

Lora watched him with anxious, yet hopeful eyes. “You make it sound so simple,” she whispered.

He held her gaze with sober focus and shook his head. “No, darling. It will not be easy. There will be challenges, as there always are.”

“But through these challenges, we will be together?”

He cupped the back of her head in his palm in a cherishing gesture. “Always, little one, as long as we both breathe. That is my promise to you.”

Tears filled her eyes as she cupped his head in a reciprocal gesture. “And mine to you, Sin.”

Seconds passed as they communicated to each other in silence.

“Do you also promise that you will not do something foolhardy and get yourself killed leaving London tonight?” Lora asked.

Sin rolled his eyes. “It doesn’t take long for the harping to start, does it? This is why I have never been remotely tempted in taking a wife.” When he saw her expression, he looked surprised. “I was only joking, Lora.”

“Archer said if there was a woman in your life, she would likely be selfish enough to breed and break your free spirit through forcing you into nest-making and trap you into a boring life of convention,” Lora detailed sullenly.

“He said all of that, then?” Sin asked with amusement.

“Not really, but that is the message I got. And do you know what else, Sin?”

“What, my sullen little slave?”

Lora ignored him as two huge tears swelled out of the bottom of her midnight eyes. “I told him that you were right to try to avoid being enslaved and imprisoned in such a way.”

“Lora,” Sin murmured with amused exasperation. “Is that how you feel about spending your life with me? That I will enslave and imprison your spirit?”

She shook her head adamantly. “Never. You have freed my spirit, Sin, and I am alive in a way that I never knew existed until I first looked into your eyes and you smiled in a way that seemed to both laugh at me and cherish me all at once.”

Amusement melted from his hard features leaving only a rare glimpse of raw tenderness and love. “It is the same for me, Lora, but I knew even before you. From the first time I stared at your breathtaking face in your portrait, something in me knew, although I could not…or would not put a name to that knowledge until two nights past. I should have known, though, from the second you pricked my temper so easily with a mere haughty look or word.”

“You are usually incredibly patient, darling. I love you so much for it.”

He wiped her tears from her cheek with his thumb. “And although you have made great progress, you are still incredibly impulsive. And I love you so much for that, too.”

She placed her cheek against his chest and heard his slow, strong heartbeat. He leaned back in the chair and stared upwards, seeing only his memories. “When I first saw you there by the Fleet, Lora, I thought that you were everything I had imagined, but so much more. There was a wildness about you that was beautiful to me. And I couldn’t decide if I wanted to tame you or encourage your passionate nature.”

“And what did you decide, Sin?” she whispered.

He sighed. “I have not yet decided, little one. I doubt I ever will. But it is imperative that I spend my life with you so that I can continue to work on the mystery.”

She smiled against his chest.

Sin wondered at how the fact that he must leave her in just seconds piqued the sensations of their bodies touching one another into a sharp, sweet pain. He chided himself for his foolishness, but it didn’t ease the poignant ache.

“I must go, little one.”

“You should make haste!” Lora scolded to cover her brittle emotions as she scrambled out of his lap. As she did so, his fingertips brushed her ear.

“You never told me why you are not wearing the famous sapphires tonight,” he said as he stood.

“I’m giving away all my jewels except for the ankh. I’ve come to despise them, Sin.” She glanced away in her embarrassment, avoiding his searchlight stare. She worried that he would think her actions impulsive, as usual. “I gave the earrings to Charlotte to help her in her new life. Molly was the recipient of every other bob I own, and I will give Archer the sapphire necklace.”

Sin abruptly kissed her curving red lips quick and hard. “You are right to give them away, Lora. You outshine them all. I will see you before dawn, then, and we will sail to Ireland. And I will have plundered England’s brightest jewel, after all.”

He gave her the smile he reserved only for her and was gone within a second. Lora resisted an urge to call him back. Would she not be seeing him very soon, even before the new day broke? Where was this silliness coming from, then?

She stood still for several minutes, suddenly acutely aware of how silent the house was about her. Charlie and the others were tied and gagged somewhere upstairs, as were likely the servants who had been assisting with the feast. Archer and Charlotte were likely preparing for their impending departure of London, as she should be.

Lora walked dazedly out of the salon. Archer had removed Herington from the foyer. In the dining hall, dozens of candles still flickered in their silver candelabra, the light seeming sinister and ghostly in the abandoned room. The remains of the feast were still on the table, including the goblet of wine that Sin had poured for her for courage and Sin’s half-eaten, discarded apple. Lora sat down in her chair and sipped, somehow comforted by the taste of the rich wine that he had chosen for her.

A sound made her startle and she glanced up, her eyes wide with alarm.

Herington stood not ten feet away from her, his eyes reddened and murderous with rage, his wrists bleeding profusely from the abrasions he sustained to escape the rope that bound him. He picked up one of the sharp knives from the table. Lora saw his blood drip upon the silver blade, as if anointing it. For a long moment, he just stared at her and Lora stared back, unable to breathe. She vaguely noticed that he was still without his pants. For the first time ever, Lora saw his cock lying limp against his thigh.

Sin must have been right. He was not the type of man to desire her once another man had staked his claim.

And now, nothing but his immense hatred for her remained.

“To think all of this time I have worshipped you and yet you were nothing better than those rutting whores at The Rose,” he said.

Lora knew it would be foolish to launch a defense. He had heard her and Sin making love and she had been just as enthusiastic in her response as Sin had been. Even though she experienced nearly paralyzing fear at that moment and saw her life pass before her eyes, she would not let Herington get the best of her. Her dark brows arched upwards.

“A goddess or a whore, then? That hardly leaves me much wiggle room,” Lora murmured sarcastically.

His face contorted with rage as he slowly came toward her. “You have been conspiring with that criminal all along, haven’t you? Do you deny that tonight was not the first time that you let him fuck you like the animal that he is?”

Lora leaned back in her chair with false composure. All the while, she measured the escape route to the right of her chair and wondered with rising panic where Archer was in the house. He was likely packing his things in the servants’ quarters, far distant from the dining hall. She doubted he would hear her scream.

“What do you wish me to say, Herington? Tell me and I will say it. As you have said, I am nothing but a whore. You will never know if my words are true or false anyway. Will you?”

Herington shook his head mockingly. “No, my lovely witch. You always play your parts brilliantly. Tonight your performance was a tad too realistic though. Just the mere sight of you sickens me. Knowing that bastard’s spunk drips from your pussy as we speak has the equivalent effect of acid on my brain, Lora. You see for yourself the effect it has on my prick. If I cannot fuck you, then I would just as soon kill you.”

“No!” Lora cried out as she flung the wine that Sin had poured for her into his face. He paused for a moment, dazed. She darted around the corner of the table. But Herington recovered in time to lunge after her, knocking over a half a dozen or more goblets, a full bottle of wine and two of the candelabra in the process. Fire spread across the table with amazing speed, fed by the spilled wine. The tablecloth caught ablaze, casting Herington’s features in a lurid, hellish light. He leaned away from the flames just in time to prevent catching fire. His hand gripped her dress with savage strength, his blood smearing the opalescent silk. Lora cried out in fear as he jerked her back against him, grabbing her wrist and twisting it behind her back. Lora felt the knife press at her side just beneath her ribs.

“Tell me, Lora, before I plunge this knife into your traitorous heart,” Herington whispered hoarsely next to her ear. “Was it worth it to die, just to have that criminal’s big cock? Are you truly that much of a depraved slut?”

Lora gave a frightened cry when he suddenly shoved her away from the table toward the windows, following closely in her wake. The fire now burned high and had caught on the rich carpet. Smoke already gathered, thick and black, at the ceiling.

Lora clenched her eyes tight with fear and anguish as she felt the tip of the sharp knife sink into her skin. She was going to die now and she knew it. And she even knew that he was asking her this because he knew that her answer would give him the final explosion of rage that he needed to thrust the knife deeply into her flesh.

But even knowing all of that, her volatile nature wouldn’t permit him to have the best of her.

“God, yes! I can die knowing that I have loved and been loved in return. And yes, you foul, hell-spawned creature, it was worth it! He is a magnificent lover, more divine than anything you could ever imagine in your narrow, selfish mind!”

“You bitch! You know nothing of my skills! You would have loved it with me! You would have begged me for more!” Herington shouted with mad rage. His arm thrust, penetrating her flesh in the only manner of which he was now capable. She cried out in anger and pain. In the confusion that followed, Lora heard a thump and shards of glass brushed her face. She fell heavily to the floor with Herington on top of her.

“You are a bigger fool than I had thought, Herington, if you base your estimation of your lovemaking on a whore’s praise. Did you not know that your coin covered both the price of the body as well as the lies?”

Lora struggled weakly to turn her head. Pain lanced at her side, making breathing nearly impossible. Her eyes widened at the sight of Charlotte standing there looking down at Herington as the fire leapt in her eyes and the sapphires sparkled magnificently in her ears. The shattered neck of a wine bottle hung limply at her side.

She glanced over compassionately at Lora.

“Are you all right, milady? I will roll him off you. We must get out of here. The smoke is getting thick and the fire has spread to the hall.”

Lora felt Herington tense on top of her. She wanted to warn Charlotte, but she was too weak with shock and from her wound to move her lips. She felt the wet stickiness at her side, but the pain was fading to numbness. Her eyes strained a warning but Charlotte did not read it. She knelt and pushed at Herington’s heavy shoulder. He made a quick, slashing movement with the knife.

For a nightmarish moment, Charlotte stared into Lora’s eyes, stunned. Than she fell forward limply, her life spilling out of the deep gash at her neck.

“Worthless whore,” Lora heard Herington mutter thickly.

Lora closed her eyes tightly, the horrifying image of Charlotte’s face and the sudden crimson spill of blood pressed indelibly behind her eyelids. No, no, she thought in panic as she felt the heat of fire as it caught on her dress. I must not make that my last memory. She struggled to conjure up Sin’s face.

Then Lora closed her eyes and saw no more.

Chapter Fifteen

 

June passed into the sultry days of July.

Lora and Archer spent them as captives at Ashton. Archer, forced into hiding and silence by his outlaw status in the midst of enemy territory and she, held prisoner at first by a fever that stole her reason and her strength and, later, by her weakness as she healed. Molly was there too, thank goodness. The round face that had so frequently scowled at Lora with disapproval was currently only gentle and compassionate as she tenderly nursed her mistress.

The sound of Archer and Molly making love was the first thing that Lora had become aware of upon regaining full consciousness after her fever. She had been confused by her whereabouts in the nearly pitch-black room and made a soft noise of disoriented dismay. The lovers had immediately stilled.

“Milady? Are you awake?”

“Lora?” Molly called out anxiously.

“Archer? Molly? Is that you?”

“Yes, just a moment and I’ll light a lamp,” Archer said.

Lora’s eyelids pressed down heavily. “I am alive, then, Archer?” Her rising panic was stilled at the sound of his reassuring baritone.

“Yes, milady. You are alive and will be strong and well soon. You were stabbed by Herington and have had a fever.”

“But the fever has passed and your wound is healing,” Molly added soothingly.

“And Sin? What of Sin?” Lora asked desperately as she tried to fight off her lethargy.

“As far as I know, he is well. Be still for a moment, milady. I will be there momentarily.” Lora heard the sound of Molly’s stifled gasp as Archer withdrew and the rustling of blankets and clothing.

“I am in somewhat of precarious circumstances here in London, milady,” Lora heard Archer say as he dressed in the darkness. “I am known to be an accomplice of the Blade now. We had to keep you hidden while Blandon and his men finished their investigation. I haven’t any way that is reliable or safe as of yet to contact Mr. Drake. Considering the circumstances, I had my doubts about sending him such news by the means of post. But rest assured that he and the rest of the men escaped London safely.”

“Then why has he not come for us?” Lora asked in confusion.

There was a long pause in the darkness and Lora sensed the sudden tension in the room, even in her weakened state. “He undoubtedly believes you to be dead, milady. It is what everyone believed after the night that Heath House was almost completely destroyed by the fire.”

Lora had not been able to maintain consciousness anymore after that statement, falling into a deep sleep. But her dreaming mind must have sorted out the puzzle. Hours, or days, later—she knew not which—when she awoke, Archer was watching her earnestly as he sat next to her on the bed. Before he could ask her how she felt, Lora grabbed his hand.

“They believed that Charlotte’s body was mine?” she asked starkly.

Archer nodded slowly.

“And Herington?”

Archer’s mouth tightened with grim fury. “He is dead, too, milady.”

“From the fire?”

Archer merely watched her steadily and Lora had her answer. “Charlotte saved my life, Archer, and then he…” Her voice broke and she pressed her cheek to the pillow, overcome with distress by the graphic, nightmarish memory of Charlotte’s murder.

Archer hesitated. “You saw it, milady? What he did to her?” Lora nodded. Her eyes were wide and haunted in her pale face. “I’m sorry. We will not discuss it now while you are still weak.”

“No,” Lora said softly. “But tell me, were the others safe? From the fire?” She saw his brow crease with concern. “What is it, Archer?”

“After I dragged you to safety, I released all of the bound men, milady, and told them to flee for their lives. Then I raced to the kitchens, for some of the servants had been held captive that night, as well.”

“What happened?” Lora asked with rising anxiety.

“In the panic of escaping, Lord Alexander fell down the stairs. He is dead, milady.”

Lora stared with disbelief. “The fall killed him?”

Archer shrugged helplessly. “Either that or the fire. I do not know the specifics, but I have the impression, from the manner that the whole incident was investigated by Blandon and the details glossed over afterwards, that at least some of the men saw him fall that night, milady.”

“And they just left him there to burn?” she asked with rising horror. Of course Charlie would have still been terribly drunk. It was no wonder that he tripped and fell in the chaos. But for those cads to have just left him there…

“There is no way of knowing for sure,” Archer answered. “The investigation was headed by Blandon, of course, and I have gleaned that he and the other men wanted nothing more than to bury the details of that entire night and forget about it as quickly as possible. I received the distinct impression that they were more than willing to accept Charlotte’s body as your own. Her body was burned beyond recognition, but of course the sapphire earrings survived and that is what Blandon utilized to identify you, milady.”

“But he saw me that night! He knew very well that I didn’t wear those sapphires!”

Archer’s eyebrows rose wryly. “Exactly my point, milady. But Mrs. Faraday and Bigsby and several others stated that they were undoubtedly yours and, of course, many recognized them from the Singer portrait. That was apparently good enough for Blandon. I suspect that he would be very glad to never hear your or Lord Alexander’s name spoken again.”

They stared at each other in silence.

“Why has Sin not come for you, at least, Archer?”

Archer shrugged. “I can only guess that he believes me to be in the process of finding my way back to him at Karncross. He would not think that I would linger here, where I am now a known outlaw.”

“But you did because of me. Didn’t you?”

He smiled. “Molly and I would not abandon you, milady.”

Lora’s eyes filled with tears. “I owe you my life. I am eternally grateful for that, Archer. To you and to Charlotte.” He squeezed her hand once tightly when she reached for him.

“Now all will be well, milady. As soon as you fully recover, we will make our way to Karncross together.”

* * * * *

Three weeks later, Archer entered the bedroom that he shared with Molly. Lora was recovered enough to have moved to a private suite. He tensed when he felt the hand on his shoulder, knowing immediately it wasn’t Molly’s.

“Mr. Drake!” he exclaimed with disbelief when he turned with fists raised, ready to fight. His usually sober features broke with pleasure at the sight of the tall man who stood before him. He quickly took in his master’s drawn features and feverish, intense gaze.

“You are still here, Archer,” he said in a voice gruff with emotion. “You stayed here to help someone that you love, didn’t you?” Archer felt his hands grip his shoulder hard. “Was it Charlotte, Archer?”

“No. Charlotte is dead. Sit down, my lord, please,” Archer said suddenly.

Sin collapsed so heavily into the chair that Archer hastily supplied that he nearly splintered the wood. He blinked several times and breathed deep, chasing away the dizziness and encroaching blackness of unconsciousness.

“Where is she? Is she all right?” he asked roughly after a few seconds.

“Yes, my lord. She was stabbed that night by Herington and a fever settled into her wound. She has recovered completely, though,” Archer said quickly when he saw Sin’s rising anxiety. “Molly had just found someone who would buy milady’s sapphire pendant and gave it to me to sell. As famous as the jewels are, it was a somewhat precarious endeavor to find a buyer without rousing suspicion in the wrong places. We planned to use the money to travel to Karncross.”

“She wanted to give that pendant to you, Archer, as a gift. She gave the earrings to Charlotte and saved the pendant for you.” Sin swallowed thickly, trying to clear the fog of shock from his consciousness. After he’d swallowed some water from the cup that Archer provided him, he continued.

“After a period of darkness, I hired a spy to come back to London and inquire not only of your and Charlotte’s whereabouts, but to get more details of what happened that night. And when he returned to me, he told me how they had identified the Lady Alexander’s body with the sapphire earrings. I knew then and I came as quickly as I could. But I couldn’t help but wonder if I was deluding myself for hoping.” His piercing eyes met Archer’s abruptly. “I’m sorry, Archer. I know how that must have sounded to you…”

“No, my lord,” Archer said softly. “My sister died very bravely. Charlotte saved milady’s life. I am as glad as you that Herington didn’t take both of them from us.”

“Does she blame me?” Sin asked starkly after a moment.

“Blame you? For what?”

“The same thing you might, Archer. I am undoubtedly the one responsible for whipping Herington into a frenzy of rage that night, the way that I made love to Lora so flagrantly within his hearing to stake my claim. I don’t know all of the details but you say he stabbed her.” He swallowed heavily as the impact of his words hit him. “He must have been responsible for the fire that killed Lora’s husband and Charlotte, as well.”

“Yes,” Archer said. There would be time to tell him all of the details later. “But rest assured, my lord, she does not blame you. Almost the first words out of her mouth when she recovered were for you safety and whereabouts. And as for me, I hated Herington from almost the first moment I knew of him. I believe that he was fully capable of murder with or without the knowledge of milady’s and your passion for one another.”

Sin briefly closed his eyes. He accepted what Archer said, but he doubted he would ever fully forgive himself for leaving Lora that night at the mercy of Herington. “And you are certain she is well, Archer?”

“Yes, my lord, all except for…but that is not from her injury.” Sin’s gaze sharpened on him.

“What, then?”

“She will be the one to tell you, my lord. Shall I take you to her now? She has been going to the lake for the past week to swim. She says the exercise has aided in her recovery and improved her strength.”

“No, Archer. I know where to find her,” Sin said, his words softened by his vivid memories of spending so many hours on the beach by the source of the Fleet with Lora in his arms.

“Yes, my lord.”

“Are you ready to return to Karncross, Archer?”

“I am. That is, we are. Molly has agreed to be my wife, my lord,” Archer admitted with a mixture of pride and embarrassment.

Sin smiled for the first time since he’d heard of Lora’s death. He clapped his friend on the shoulder heartily and offered his congratulations.

“Will we leave for Ireland tonight?” Archer asked after he’d provided Sin with some details and his blush had faded.

Sin shook his head. “Give me this night with Lora. We will spend it out by the lake. Be ready to leave at dawn.”

Archer nodded. “Won’t you take some food with you now?”

“Yes, and some blankets too.”

Sin’s stomach rumbled a few minutes later as he watched Archer fill a sack with a loaf of brown bread, a half round of white cheese, apples and a slender bottle of wine.

“I don’t recall the last time that I ate with any appetite but it must have been sometime before I heard of Lora’s death,” Sin said.

“Then eat and sleep well tonight, my lord, and I will see you at dawn.”

Chapter Sixteen

 

When Sin arrived at the beach through the woods, Lora was nowhere to be seen. But he saw her discarded dress on the rock that he’d leaned her over once so that he could switch her bottom for her impulsiveness. He shrugged out of his shirt, thinking she must be in a portion of the calm lake that was secluded by the trees. But even as he considered it, he heard the sound of rippling water. He turned to the shoreline and went utterly still at the sight of her.

She had just stood in waist-high water and was wiping the water and wet tendrils of dark hair from her face. Sin could see that she was thinner but her beautiful breasts looked as full and round as his memory of them, perhaps even more voluptuous than he recalled. She twisted and gathered her hair in one hand as she came forward. Pain flickered over his features when he saw the pink, jagged scar at her waist.

“Lora,” he said softly. Her eyes were still closed and he wanted to minimize her shock at seeing someone standing there on the beach when she was so vulnerable and believed herself to be alone. Her eyes flashed open, looking huge and dark in her pale face. She came to a halt and stared.

“Sin?” she mouthed in wonder.

He dropped his shirt on the ground and went to her, neither of them seeming to notice that he still wore his trousers and boots as he plunged into the water. Her skin felt cool and soft beneath his seeking fingers, her breasts an erotic, precious fullness where they crushed against his ribs. He closed his eyes tightly against a powerful surge of emotion as he pressed his face into the juncture of her neck and shoulder. They stood like that for a long moment.

“Lora,” he murmured like an audible caress when he finally raised his head.

“Is it really you?” she whispered in amazement.

He laughed and bent to kiss her, his anxiety dimming as he looked deeply into her wide, midnight blue eyes. He tasted lake water mixing with the salt of her tears. “Yes, it is me. As is this lovely water nymph who I hold in my arms the same woman who was once my little slave?”

Lora reached up to touch his face and his back and his shoulders, eager for any sensation that proved to her that he did, in fact, stand next to her. She smiled tremulously. “Yes, it is I, your Lora, who no longer has any other name and is only a ghost to all who knew her before, save you, Archer and Molly.”

“And even I still thought it until several days ago,” Sin said as he reached up to palm the back of her head.

A deep pain speared through Lora at his starkly muttered words, for she could easily guess at what he must have suffered in believing her dead. “I’m sorry, Sin. We wanted to get a message to you, but there was no one we could trust to do it, and we had no money to pay anyone. Also, Archer would not leave my side.”

Sin shook his head rapidly, a strained look on his face. “Don’t apologize, Lora, for anything. It is I who should apologize to you, for leaving you with Herington that night, for—”

Lora brushed her fingertips across his lips. “You need not say you are sorry, either, Sin. How could you have guessed what he was capable of?”

He peered down into her eyes for a long moment and finally nodded. “I don’t want to speak of that now, anyway. Come out of the water.”

“It’s too bad that we don’t have one of Rosie’s elaborate feasts,” Lora murmured against his bare chest a few minutes later. He had made a small fire and removed his wet trousers, and they had spread out the blanket to lie upon.

“You will have to settle for apples and cheese.”

“I would settle for anything, as long as I was in your arms.”

The sun was beginning to set, reminding them both of the many sunsets they had watched together here on their secluded, magical beach while they held one another. She sighed as Sin stroked her hair. “Yes, I know. It seems so long ago,” he murmured, and Lora knew that he had been reading her mind, as he was often wont to do. “The adventure is over now. My Lora was almost killed and three people died, only one of them deservedly so. It seems a high price to pay for a bit of excitement.”

Lora looked up at him and her brow furrowed with worry.

“This adventure may be over, Sin. But love remains, as well as the joy of one another. And one day soon, there will be laughter again and yes…even adventure,” she whispered. Lora sensed his lessening tension, knew it was the first time that he had ever taken reassurance from her, let alone needed it. They had been touching each other constantly since they had come together, but Sin must have sensed the change in her intent as she caressed his hard abdomen.

“Lora?”

“Yes?” she asked as she encircled his cock with her hand.

“Are you sure you are well enough?”

“I am quite well enough, Sin,” she whispered as she began to move her fist up and down his shaft. His handsome face tensed.

“Archer hinted that you weren’t. That something was amiss beyond your injury or the fever,” Sin said tautly.

Lora’s stroking hand paused, but then continued after a moment with increased pressure. He closed his eyes and groaned. “I suppose he refers to the fact that I have been sick to my stomach on and off for the past week.” She glanced up in surprise when he stilled her hand with his own. “It’s all right, Sin. I believe it is completely natural for a woman to get ill that way when she is going to have a child.” She began to stroke him again.

His hand fell away, his intent forgotten.

“Why do you look so stunned, darling?” she asked with a small smile. “You were the one who predicted that it would happen thus.”

Her eyes widened when he suddenly grabbed both of her shoulders and slid her fully on top of him. His eyes were desperate as he caressed her cheeks and lips and neck with his fingertips.

“I thought everything had been taken from me. Everything. And yet, even then, it might have been more.”

“No, Sin, no,” she murmured, deeply touched by his anguish. It was such a rare thing to witness his pain. “For here I am in your arms, and our child, too.”

His eyes looked wild when he reached for her. “Kiss me, Lora.”

“Yes,” she whispered as she lowered over him. Their mouths came together feverishly, the need that had been banked for so long suddenly leaping forth like a wild fire when it touches fresh fuel. She felt his cock stiffen and bat against her bare bottom and she reached behind her to stroke him. After a moment, she raised herself, touching her fingertips to his firm lips.

Sin watched her, fully enthralled as she switched her position and straddled him in the opposite direction. He raised his hips off the ground at the sensation of her warm tongue flicking over the swollen head of his cock, then her wet, suctioning mouth sliding down over his shaft. “Ah, Lora!” he called out desperately. It had never felt so powerful, the pleasure almost cruel in its intensity. For a long moment, he didn’t have the capacity for willful action as her tightly pursed lips took him deeper and she sucked and sucked until there was nothing left in his brain but the agonizing need to be engulfed by her essence.

His eyes went wide and he stared blindly at the darkening night sky as she gently massaged a testicle with one hand and trailed her wet, hungry mouth up and down his cock with a tight fist. Sin forced himself to count the branches on a tall oak, and soon the pleasure plateaued from being excruciating in its intensity to being merely almost unbearable.

Lora moaned onto his shaft when she felt him grab her hips and pull her down to his mouth. Her moan was quickly replaced by a scream when Sin went right for the kill, teasing her clit out from its hood and then applying a relentless pressure with his abrading tongue that had Lora seeing two of his erect cocks. It felt so incredible that she eventually forgot to move on him. She just kept his cock positioned as deeply as she could possibly take him, her lips wrapped tightly around him and screamed as she came, thrashing mindlessly against his pleasuring tongue. The next thing that she was aware of was Sin speaking to her tensely.

“Lora. Lora! Come off me. I’m going to come with you screaming and vibrating into me.” She made a popping noise when she released his cock from her mouth, a little surprised that she had been maintaining so much suction the whole time.

She turned around at his hand’s bidding, looking a little sheepish when she met his eyes.

“I’m sorry, Sin. I got carried away. I forgot how good it feels with you. I mean, I remembered…only too well, but…”

He gave her a small, strained smile. “I’m the last person you have to explain it to,” he said as he stroked her face softly. “Can I be inside of you, little one?” he asked. His eyes on her were hot and intense but so gentle, too, that it made tears surge into her eyes.

She nodded soberly as she held his gaze. “Molly says that it will not harm the baby, but we should not do it when my time draws near.”

“But Lora, when I make love to you, I reach your limit. Wouldn’t that…jostle things around an undue amount? We will get an expert opinion, first.”

Lora shook her head adamantly, grinning all the while. “It is not just Molly who says it, Sin. Some of my married friends with children have said the same thing in the past. And who would be more of an expert than a woman?”

Sin scowled. “There is a midwife in the village near Karncross who is both an expert and a woman, so we will ask her.” He took her into his arms and rolled her to her side, following close behind her. His mouth came down against her neck, branding her with his heat. “In the meantime, I will give you full measure of my heart, little one, but only partial measure of my cock,” he said wryly.

He pressed her knee back and up, opening her soft flesh to him. Nevertheless, they had to work for several breathless moments to get his swollen head into her narrow, juicy channel, for he hadn’t been inside her for almost six weeks now and the position was not as hospitable as some, which Sin had well known when he chose it. He had little confidence in his control tonight. Holding back from burying himself in her would be a cruel challenge.

Lora had meant to argue with him but the ability to speak vanished at the feeling of his broad head pulsing against her moist tissues. “Oh, Sin!” she cried out with mindless pleasure when he finally breached her threshold fully.

“I know,” Sin gritted out roughly as he slid farther into the tight, merciless embrace of her pussy, things easier now that she had accepted the thick head of his cock. He began to pulse in and out of her heat, his upper abdomen bumping with increasing rapidity into her curving ass. It gave him the impression of sinking into her, although his pelvis was actually situated much lower than hers. “God, it is heaven to be inside you,” he muttered thickly. “You’re so tiny, but you’re filled with warm, sweet cream.” He reached around her and palmed a breast as he continued to fuck, his thumb and forefinger plucking at her sensitive, tightening nipple. “Is all of that honey just for me, Lora?” he teased, both with his voice and his fingers.

“Yes, yes. Only for you, Sin.” She turned her face to him, her lips seeking him out in the growing darkness. A smile curved her lips when she finally found him, for the sound of his teasing was as much an elixir to her soul as the feeling of his cock filling her. They kissed deeply, amazed at how familiar the other seemed and yet, at the same time, so powerfully exotic and new and stimulating. “I’ve missed you so much,” she whispered unevenly against his lips after a while. “I thought I would die at not being able to taste your kisses.”

He did not respond immediately with words, but he grasped her hips tensely and powered into her faster and stronger. They groaned against each other’s lips as the pressure built to create a friction that could be quenched only through ignition.

“I did die, little one. It felt like death to me, the idea that you were gone, that I could no longer touch your soft curls, look into your haunting eyes, hear your sparkling laughter.” His muscles tightened and strained, hurtling him toward his release, not concerned with prolonging it or controlling it for such things were for other nights, not this one. Her clit felt sweet and swollen against his finger when he glided against her. “Come for me, my Lora,” he ordered harshly. “And I’ll be reborn in your flesh.”

A fluttering of wings accompanied their anguished shouts and cries of fulfillment. But soon, all of the creatures in the forest stilled and there was only the gentle, peaceful lapping of the lake’s tide on the bank. After a while, Sin finally whispered hoarsely near her ear.

“Tell me.”

In the minutes that followed, she told him every detail of the night of the fire, speaking of the horror for the first time while tears ran unceasingly down her face. She hadn’t realized until this moment that she had waited to speak of it until she was safe in his arms. Molly had been kind and sympathetic. She loved Archer and he deserved to know the truth. But the words could not pass her lips until Sin held her and if, God forbid, he had been killed that night escaping London or sentenced to the gallows, she would have kept the details of that night buried inside her forever.

He did not speak the entire time she talked, but only held her and stroked her side soothingly. He continued to do so long after the last of her story was told. Nothing spoke in the dark night but the crickets and the haunting call of an owl. Then he made love to her again, so slowly and so exquisitely that Lora couldn’t be sure at times if they were even striving for climax or if their touches and strokes and caresses were solely to cherish.

But then the fiery end came, the explosion exponentially powerful following the slow, simmering buildup. And afterwards, their souls felt lighter and they swam in the lake and talked into the night of things that they hungered to hear from the other. Lora was glad to hear that Jabari had returned to Egypt safely with the artifacts and that Halima was planning a grand opening for her refurbished museum in the fall.

“Do you think we shall ever come back here again, Sin?” Lora whispered sadly when dawn came and they had dressed. She sat on the rock and gazed out at their sacred lake, which was as smooth as a mirror.

“Perhaps,” he said quietly. “You will miss our lake, won’t you? And perhaps the Fleet even more,” he said with a small grin. He reached out to caress her delicate jaw.

“Do you suppose I can convince my one-time sex slave to switch roles and become my wife?” he asked softly.

Lora’s eyes sparkled up at him. “I will be your wife, Sin, if you promise that I can sometimes still be your little slave. But first…I believe I will try out the role of being your mistress,” she said thoughtfully. Her smile widened when she saw his dark scowl. “Don’t worry, darling. I will likely want to switch roles by the time our child is born.”

“Likely?” Sin asked irritably before he gave an exasperated laugh and pulled her into his arms. “What sort of a monster have I created?”

Her arms encircled his neck and she raised her mouth to meet his.

“One who loves you, Sinjin Drake. One who loves you very much.”
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