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An Irresistible Seduction

“I have what you need,” he said, his voice rough and urgent. His broad-shouldered frame blocked them from view as his hand slid to her breast. “And you have what I need.”

“Yes.”

The word had barely passed her lips when, with one quick glance over his shoulder, he pushed her behind the huge screen.

His voice came low and quiet. “If you want to say no, say it now.” He shook his head. “Not two minutes from now, not five minutes from now.” With one hand, he slowly pulled free the ribbons of her bonnet. “Now, or not at all.”

Passion stared up at him. Her breathing came fast, yet she was powerless to slow it. The noisy chatter of voices floated over the top of the screen. This was the fork in the road—her last chance to retreat. This man, this day, these circumstances would never happen again. He was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Could she walk away? Everything she was made of—blood, bone, heart, and soul—begged her to stay. She could do nothing else.

“You have what I need,” Passion breathed. She lifted her other hand to her bonnet and, pushing it back, let it fall to the floor. “No reproaches. No regrets.” She pulled off her gloves and dropped them. “No repentance.”
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To my mother,  
without whom I would not be the woman I am.  
Thank you.

 

To my husband,  
who is living proof that the alpha male  
is still alive and well.

 

And to the inimitable Madonna,  
whose song “Beautiful Stranger” was the inspiration  
for this story.




A Letter of Some Consequence

July 12, 1824

My Dearest Abigail,

What news I have! I hardly know how to tell you—you, my dearest and most trusted confidante, my girlhood friend and sister of my heart—you, who did warn me so directly and honestly what might happen were I to let my heart rule my head. And how correct you were. For here I am, facing the folly of my feverish desires. Have you guessed my situation? I would not doubt it. But I shall tell you immediately, as I am positive that your eyes are leaping down the page to discover my secret.

I, Lucinda Margarita Hawkmore, am with child! A fact, I know, that in and of itself is not entirely remarkable. But wait, my dearest, for here comes the revelation that will lift your brows ceiling-ward. Do you remember the ravishingly handsome young gardener who I employed to repair my languishing roses? The one with the naughty brown eyes and delightfully thick appendage? Well, it seems that though he was unable to make my roses grow, he was very adept at planting seeds of a different sort, the  fruit of which shall spring from my womb, in all glory, some seven months hence.

Now, my dearest, you mustn’t chastise me. As you know, I am completely devoted to my new lover, Lord Fentworth. And because I have already born a Hawkmore heir, George, in his usual compliant, husbandly fashion, shall accept this child as his. So there is no harm done. Though George did request that I take measures against his having to play father to any more children not of his making.

I told him I would do my best. And in truth, I have no desire to bear the loathsome burden of more children. As you are aware, I can barely stand the first one. Yet I know nothing of such matters, my dearest Abby, so you will have to educate me. Though, I suppose I am safe for the next several months, which is fortunate, as I cannot bear to be out of my darling Fentworth’s arms.

So there it is, my dearest. You and George are the only ones to ever know. You must write to me immediately so that I may know what you think of my little situation. I can almost hear your gentle recriminations now. But as always, I know you shall forgive me.

With all my love,

Your Lucinda

Post Script: I know I can rely upon you to burn this letter.




Chapter One

PASSION

May 4, 1851  
London, The Crystal Palace

 

His hand held her breast.

Passion Elizabeth Dare looked down at the large, gray-gloved hand cupped over the lavender silk of her bodice. It rose and fell with her rapid breath. A black-clad arm curved around her waist, holding her tightly—so tightly she felt the firm press of a body against her back.

Did no one see?

No, the spectators and exhibitors were too busy trying to round up the three scamps who had toppled the tall potted palm, too busy fanning the elderly matron who had fainted when it crashed in front of her, too busy insuring that none of the fine porcelains in the exhibit had been disturbed. Too busy to notice her, who had been swept out of harm’s way even before she herself had seen the peril of the falling palm.

His body shielded her from most of the crowd. His hands didn’t move and, though the brim of her bonnet hid  her view of him, she felt his head tip forward. Was he looking at his hands upon her?

Passion blinked slowly. She felt she was in a dream. A stranger held her with unabashed intimacy in a public place. He smelled of lemon verbena. Why did she feel so safe?

As she turned to face him, her gaze followed the path of her savior’s gray-gloved fingers. They smoothed around her waist and across her breast, lifting her nipple to a hard peak. Passion closed her eyes with a gasp. Then, as his hands moved up her arms in a long, unrelenting caress, an infinitesimal spark flared between his glove and her sleeve. The hot tingle penetrated her skin and ignited her nerves. Shivering down her spine, it flooded her womb then shimmied down her legs.

Passion bit back a moan. His fingers gripped her shoulders. Her breasts ached, and she felt moisture on her thighs. How long had it been since she had felt desire?

The low but constant hum of voices surrounded her. She was in the Crystal Palace, Prince Albert’s wondrous endeavor to exhibit the world’s advancements in manufacturing, textiles, and art. She had come to meet her cousin, Charlotte, in the china, not to be fondled by a stranger! Passion’s eyes flew open.

Blue. The eyes she stared into were vividly blue. Blue as the wings of a butterfly she had once seen fluttering by her window. She drew a deep breath. Could she paint eyes that color? Could she capture their intense gaze? Could she draw the particular slant of the dark brows that frowned at her from beneath the brim of his top hat? And what of his wide, sensually curved mouth? By God, but he was beautiful.

His nostrils flared before his hands slid slowly down her arms to her wrists. Passion felt his fingers pressing firmly against her racing pulse. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t speak. She just stood, trembling, while his hot blue gaze moved over her features.

People shifted past them, around them. Behind, someone laughed loudly, startling her. He cast a quick, almost angry glance toward the source of the boisterous laughter before releasing her wrists. For a long moment, his eyes bored into hers. She stared back, frozen. Finally, he lifted his hand to the brim of his hat. With a nod, he turned and walked away.

Passion’s breath rushed out all at once. He was tall, and she followed his broad-shouldered back with her eyes as he moved easily through the crowd. Just as she thought he would disappear entirely into the throng, he paused. She tensed. Her eyes widened as he turned slowly and looked directly at her across the broad expanse of the exhibit room. She couldn’t read his expression. What was he thinking?

Her heart leapt beneath her breast as he started purposefully back toward her. She took two shaky steps backward, then turned and hurried into the adjacent exhibit. When she glanced over her shoulder, he was still there, closing the distance between them with a determined, predatory intensity in his eyes.

Passion pressed forward, passing from one exhibit to the next without thought to where she was. Finally, she stopped beside a small crowd that stood listening to a man with a heavy German accent. Clocks. He was talking about Swiss clocks. Passion glanced behind her. A dull thump of disappointment drummed once in her stomach. He wasn’t there. She scanned the crowd before turning back to stare at a large grandfather clock with a looming white face.

Disappointment? The big hand clicked forward. Relief, surely. She sighed. Why lie to herself? She had wanted him to follow. Had wanted him to touch her. Just one more time.

The little Swiss man droned on. The big hand clicked forward again, and the heavy pendulum swung—back and forth, back and forth. She stared at it until it blurred. Yes, just one more time. She closed her eyes and conjured  piercing blue eyes and large, gray-gloved hands. Hands that made her want . . .

A touch! Passion’s eyes flew open. Although the brim of her bonnet acted as a blinder, she could smell him. Bare fingers pressed on the small expanse of skin between her glove and the sleeve of her gown. He had found her.

The pads of his fingers moved slowly over the thin skin of her inner wrist. She bit her lip as he slid one finger inside her glove, pressing it into her bare palm as his other fingers wrapped around her wrist. Surely he could feel her blood pounding through her veins.

The Swiss man was still talking. The big clock was still ticking. No one was watching. Haltingly, Passion turned her head to look at him. He stood close beside her, staring at the clockmaker as though he were listening to every heavily accented word. Yet hidden by the folds of her skirt, his finger moved slowly and sensually over the curves and lines of her palm. She closed her hand around his finger and watched a muscle clench in his jaw.

Polite applause punctuated the end of the clockmaker’s speech. But Passion continued to stare. Her words came before she thought to hold them back. “Your profile ought to be pressed upon a coin.”

He bent his blue gaze upon her. “Your body ought to be pressed upon mine.”

Passion’s mouth went dry. Her insides went liquid. “Excuse me,” she whispered, backing away.

“No,” he said casually. “I do not excuse you.”

The low pitch of his voice made a muscle quiver in her thigh. She moistened her lips and swallowed convulsively before mustering the strength to turn from him and move into the milling multitude.

Walking slowly into the main gallery of the Crystal Palace, she squinted a moment in reaction to the bright sunlight shining through the towering, vaulted ceiling. She ought to return to her aunt. She ought to leave. Instead, she glanced behind her.

He was there, leisurely following several paces behind.  One corner of his handsome mouth turned up in a sort of half smile.

Passion veered into another exhibit room, less crowded than the others. Silver pieces, resting upon velvet-covered platforms, lent the room a glow as light reflected off the polished surfaces. Crossing to a corner, she paused before a large tureen decorated with grapes, leaves, and frolicking Pans engaged in bacchanalian pursuits.

She felt him behind her, pressing the protective layers of skirt and petticoats against her legs. She bit her lip. What was she doing? Why didn’t she stop him?

His fingers ran up the middle of her back. Gooseflesh lifted on her arms, and her nipples tightened into hard buds. This was what she was doing. This was what she wanted.

Moving to her side, he seemed to study the tureen. Passion studied him. He was tall, big even, but not coarse. Immaculately dressed, the fine fabric of his coat accentuated his tapering torso. His white shirt showed in sharp contrast to his perfectly tied cravat and dark vest. The long legs of his trousers broke perfectly over his polished boots.

“Do I meet with your approval?”

Passion lifted her gaze. He was looking at her with a hot intensity. People moved about behind them. She didn’t care. “Yes.”

“Good.” Suddenly he pulled her hand to the front of his pants. She gasped to feel his erection huge and hard against her palm. His eyes darkened. “You meet with my approval as well.”

Passion’s fingers clenched convulsively. His jaw tightened. Lord, she hadn’t meant to do that. He felt so big, her fingers had moved of their own accord.

She tried to pull away, but he held her firmly against him. Her eyes widened in silent appeal as a large group of people paused directly behind them. The corner of his mouth lifted a little in that small almost smile, then he  slowly and deliberately rubbed her hand up and down the thick length of him.

Staring into his eyes, Passion froze, sure that any movement or sound from her would draw some observant individual’s immediate attention. Her lip trembled, and his gaze dropped to her mouth.

“Fear or excitement?” he asked quietly.

“Both.” The word came out in a soft rush.

“And you simply must see this wondrous tureen,” a woman said loudly behind them.

He released her but let his fingers brush her nipple as he lifted his hand to once again touch the brim of his hat. They both stepped back, and a small cluster of ladies, accompanied by a gentleman, moved to crowd around the gaudy silver piece.

Passion watched them for a moment as they admired the awful thing. How different she felt from them—how apart. But then, except in the company of her sisters, she always felt different. And now, with her whole body tingling with sensation, she felt even more so. It was as if she were moving in the landscape of a dream.

She looked at him. Yet he was real—he was with her. Though a stranger, he was somehow a part of her.

His coat was pulled forward, his arms crossed over his chest. He stood beside a display, watching her watch the others. His eyes didn’t leave her. What must he think? That she was a strumpet? How odd. She, Passion Elizabeth Dare—dutiful daughter, dedicated sister, respectable widow, companionable niece, and helpful cousin—a slut?

Her body inclined slightly toward him. Oh, to forget duty and obligation. Could she not indulge this craving, this desire? Just this once? It felt dangerous, yet completely necessary.

Passion strode forward, the tips of her gloved fingers brushing his pant leg as she passed. She knew he followed. She had felt the flex of his thigh as he turned. Her decision didn’t surprise her so much as her boldness. Suddenly she felt like Bathsheba or Delilah. And though she  knew the havoc those women had wrought, she couldn’t stop herself—despite a niggling fear.

Passion walked from exhibit to exhibit. He was there, every moment, following. She didn’t know what to do or where to go. She just wanted to touch him and be touched by him. She finally stopped in a room of gothic furniture. As with all the exhibits, people roamed throughout.

She strolled to the back of the room, pausing before a huge screen erected in one corner. It was carved to resemble the façade of a medieval castle. Beside it stood a tall  prie-dieu, an Italian piece made for the purpose of individual prayer, complete with a cushion for the devotee to kneel upon. A Bible lay open upon the broad top. Passion stared at it for a moment before stepping close. She leaned forward tentatively. The words on the page leapt out at her.

Flee fornication. Every sin that a man doeth is without the body; but he that committeth fornication sinneth against his own body.

By God, how many times had her father quoted Corinthians in his homilies? Even miles away, there was no escaping his influence.

She sensed him before he touched her. Not her father.  Him. Passion shuddered as she felt his hand rest warm on her waist. Why did it feel so comforting, so secure?

He was looking over her shoulder at the Bible. After just a moment, his voice sounded near her ear. “Don’t read that.” He reached around her. “It’s inappropriate for the occasion.”

His chest pressed against her shoulder as he flipped the pages. His hands were large and tanned. The subtle scents of lemon verbena, linen, and his skin surrounded her.

“There.” He looked into her eyes. He stood so close. “Read this.”

Passion tore her gaze from his to see the passage he indicated. The Song of Solomon. A small smile turned the corners of her mouth.

“Beautiful.” He said the word as if to himself, but he was looking at her—looking at her so intently.

“Read it to me,” he said, his voice low. “I want to hear you say the words.”

Passion hesitated.

His eyes flickered over her shoulder, surveying the room. Then he lifted his finger, drew it across her cheek to her chin, and, with gentle pressure, tipped her head to face the page. “Read it,” he urged softly.

She didn’t need to read. She new the words by heart and spoke them softly. “As the apple tree among the trees of the wood, so is my beloved among the sons. I sat down under his shadow with great delight, and his fruit was sweet to my taste.” She looked into his fiery gaze, and her voice shook. “He brought me to the banqueting house”—his large hand cupped her breast; desire tore through her, wetting her—“and his banner over me was love.” She gasped.

“I have what you need,” he said, his voice rough and urgent. His broad-shouldered frame blocked them from view as his hand slid to her other breast. “And you have what I need.”

“Yes.”

The word had barely passed her lips when, with one quick glance over his shoulder, he pushed her behind the huge screen.

Passion whirled around and felt the wall against her back. He closed the small distance between them in two strides and braced his hands on either side of her head. Even in the dim light she could see the blueness of his eyes.

His voice came low and quiet. “If you want to say no, say it now.” He shook his head. “Not two minutes from now, not five minutes from now.” With one hand, he slowly pulled free the ribbons of her bonnet. “Now, or not at all.”

Passion stared up at him. Her breathing came fast, yet she was powerless to slow it. The noisy chatter of voices  floated over the top of the screen. This was the fork in the road—her last chance to retreat. She had never thought to be with a man again. But here she stood, in the most unbelievable and extraordinary of situations. This man, this day, these circumstances would never happen again. He was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Could she walk away? Everything she was made of—blood, bone, heart, and soul—begged her to stay. She could do nothing else.

Slowly, she reached up and removed his hat. A thick lock of dark brown hair fell forward over his brow. Still, he didn’t move.

“You have what I need,” Passion breathed. She lifted her other hand to her bonnet and, pushing it back, let it fall to the floor with his hat. She tucked an auburn curl behind her ear. “No reproaches. No regrets.” She pulled off her gloves and dropped them. “No repentance.”

His mouth was on hers, his body pressed to hers. She had barely had time to draw a breath, but it didn’t matter because she had stopped breathing.

His tongue thrust between her parted lips. His hand clasped her breast, and his enormous erection ground against her skirts and prodded her stomach. Passion moaned into his mouth as her body shivered with unfulfilled need.

She tasted and sucked his driving tongue. His nape felt strong and firm beneath her fingers, his chest hard and solid. When had she reached for him? She didn’t know. She didn’t care. He tasted like desire, and she wanted to feast upon him forever.

His tongue plunged repeatedly to meet hers, and his hands moved in tight, sweeping caresses over her breasts and around her waist. She arched against him. Her thighs were wet.

He tore his mouth from hers, and Passion filled her lungs with a loud, gasping breath. Suddenly, his hand pressed over her mouth, and she stared into eyes that were glittering with lust and potent expectation.

“You must be quiet,” he said low, his own breathing short and rapid.

She could hear the voice of the crowd just beyond the screen.

As his fingers moved to lightly trace the outline of her mouth, she felt his other hand working between them. He pulled her hand down, and she curled her fingers around the stiff, thick shaft of his penis.

His jaw clenched, and his hands fell away from her. “Look at it.” His words were a demand, but his tone was a plea.

Passion lowered her gaze. Her eyes widened, and she stared hungrily. Protruding from his pants like some giant pagan phallus, his penis jutted massive and heavy in her hand. Threaded with cordlike veins, she watched, entranced, as he thrust it back and forth within her grip. Her hand looked small and her fingers barely closed around him. Her mouth watered, and a heavy throbbing started between her legs. It was beautiful, and she wanted it.

“I told you I had what you needed,” he murmured. A clear drop of fluid welled over the swollen head of his penis. “Look, it’s crying to be inside you.”

Passion gasped softly and licked her lips.

With a finger under her chin, he lifted her face to look at him. “Is your cunt crying, too?”

Something fluttered in Passion’s stomach as her womb pulsed with need. She stared into his intense blue gaze, and her legs trembled.

His head dipped and he barely brushed his lips against hers. “Tell me.” He kissed her softly, briefly. “Is your cunt weeping for my cock?”

“Yes!” The word came in a whispered rush against his mouth.

And then he was kissing her again—deeply, unrelentingly. His hands pulled at her skirt and petticoats.

Passion’s chest heaved, and she opened her mouth wider beneath the force of his kiss. She sucked the air from his mouth in a gasp as she felt his hand between her  legs. Yet he kept kissing and kissing, giving her the breath she didn’t seem able to draw. Then his fingers pushed through the slit in her pantalets and plunged inside her.

Passion’s blood rushed to her center. The tight, throbbing spot pressed to the heel of his palm was like a second heartbeat. She moaned into his mouth as she felt herself clenching around his thrusting fingers. Her legs shook uncontrollably and her arms tightened around him lest she fall.

He broke the kiss abruptly, and his voice came low and raspy in her ear. “My God, has it been so long?”

Passion felt tears well in her eyes. It had been forever. It had been never. Never like this. Her fingers clasped the fabric of his coat. “Please,” she begged in a desperate whisper. “Please!”

Something flared in his eyes. One hand slipped over her mouth; the other moved between them. Passion stared into his beautiful eyes and mewled quietly behind his hand as he rubbed the head of his penis against her wet curls and tender flesh. Her hips jerked once, twice.

Groaning, Passion shut her eyes. She had never felt so out of control.

Then he thrust deep inside her, and in one soul-splitting, body-breaking moment, she didn’t care. Her eyes flew open, and she cried out behind his hand as a deep groan escaped him.

Passion couldn’t move. She was impaled, filled, stretched—pinned to the wall. Her toes barely touched the floor. She didn’t want to move. She was held in place by the unrelenting pressure of his cock against the door to her womb. If only she could stay here forever—forever filled, never empty. Her flesh throbbed and clenched around him.

He surged upward, and Passion moaned as she was lifted against the wall. The throbbing pulse between her legs intensified, drowning out her heartbeat.

His eyes blazed into hers and he thrust again. “This is  what you need,” he rasped. “You need to be fucked.” He thrust. “And fucked.”

Yes! It was true. Passion gasped with each driving force, the pressure inside her building, as he seemed to be ever pushing yet never withdrawing.

“Take me inside you,” he groaned, thrusting again.

Her muscles drew taught with expectation. She wanted to scream—to spew everything out of her that was not an ally to desire. To rid herself of the woman she was and be only this woman, now, forever. Deep inside her, the pressure built. Was it he trying to get in, or she trying to get out? She felt faint. Her eyes filled with tears of pent-up longing.

Did he see her need? He must have, for she felt his hand tighten on her buttock, and in the next moment, he was bearing down hard upon her hip while he pushed up inside her.

Passion bit back a scream. Her mind reeled. She clenched hungrily, protectively around the thick shaft of his cock, though the swollen head was slowly forcing the tight door of her womb. It was killing her. She writhed wantonly against him. It was the greatest pleasure she had ever known.

“Take me,” he rasped. “That’s it. Take me.” He ground against her.

Passion’s whole body began to shake and open. She felt everything inside her was going to shatter. And she wanted it.

His eyes never left her. “Take all of me. Open for me. Open! “

And he bore down so hard upon her and drove up so fiercely that Passion broke. The resisting opening to her womb lifted, moved in some small way. Her heart stopped, and she sucked in air. Then her whole body began to convulse in wracking spasms of hot, quivering desire. The only heart that beat was the one between her legs. Beating so hard, so fast—shaking her with violent jolts of wracking pleasure. Her eyes rolled back, and with  a weak, keening cry, warm wetness gushed out of her in a torrential wash of cum and tears.

With a choked groan, he pumped his hips into her, forcing her to give more. Passion sobbed at the exquisite pressure and could do nothing to resist it—she didn’t want to resist it.

“That’s it.” He drew breath through clenched teeth. “Open! I have more to give you.” He pushed fiercely into her hot wetness, and Passion choked on a sob—a sob of desire, anguish, and gratitude. “It’s all right,” he rasped. “It’s all right.” But he kept pushing, faster and faster, his cock driving into her, lifting her.

Passion saw hunger and supplication in his eyes. Her body answered, and somehow she eased open another small bit.

He gasped, his eyes closing for a moment. Then his hips were driving her into the wall. Passion felt everything drawing up tight inside her. He yanked his hand from her mouth and kissed her, filling her with his tongue.

Her flesh clenched and caressed his thick shaft. The tight opening of her womb rubbed the invading head of his cock. Her arms held him, her fingers twisted in the hair at his nape. Her thighs trembled in willing submission.

Then with a long, guttural groan into her mouth and wrenching thrusts into her body, he spewed hot seed deep inside her. He came and he came, bathing her insides with hot washes of come.

And Passion wept silently between gasps and kisses as the tortured pulse between her legs exploded again and sent a thousand darts of bursting pleasure into her cunt, her womb, and the very organs of her body.




Chapter Two

THE AFTERMATH

“So? What does Miss Charlotte Lawrence look like?”

Outside the Crystal Palace, Mark swung into step beside his brother. “I don’t know. I didn’t see her.”

“Didn’t see her? She was supposed to be there, in the china.”

Mark shrugged. “She wasn’t.”

“Where the hell have you been, then?” Matthew flipped open his pocket watch. “I’m going to be late for tea with Rosalind.”

“What did we used to say about marriage when we were boys, Matt?”

Matthew raised his brow with a grin as he slipped his watch back in his pocket. “ ‘Be she alewife, fishmonger, washerwoman, or whore; the woman who fucks my whole cock shall I take to church’s door.’ ”

Mark pushed his hands into his pockets with a smile. “Well, I’m not getting married, but I just got closer than ever.”

Matthew laughed incredulously. “What? And how, in  the midst of the spectacle of the Crystal Palace, did you, dear brother, manage to get into a woman?”

They nodded politely at two passing matrons.

“More easily than you might imagine,” Mark answered.

“This I’ve got to hear.”

“No. You’re late for tea.”

Matthew grinned as he raised his arm to hail their coachman. “Damn you. Tell me on the way.”

A coach with the Hawkmore coat of arms emblazoned on the door pulled to the curb.

“The Benchley home, Bingham,” Matthew directed the driver as the brothers threw their tall frames into the coach.

Sitting across from each other, they propped their boots on each other’s seats as the coach started off. They had done so since boyhood, just as soon as their legs had grown long enough to reach. Also in their typical fashion, Mark sat with his arms folded across his chest, while his brother leaned, relaxed, in the corner.

“Well?” Matthew prodded.

Mark shrugged. “What can I say? The day was altogether more delightful than I would ever have expected.”

“You can be so very amusing when you choose to be. Now give me the details before I decide to pretend I don’t care.”

Mark grinned. “I had her behind a large screen in the gothic furniture room. It was very fast and, necessarily, quiet.” His grin faded. “And it was very, very good.”

“Just good?”

Mark shook his head and gazed out the window. He didn’t see the passing view. He saw wide hazel eyes and a perfectly bowed mouth. “No. Better than good. Better than superb. Better than . . . anything.” His brows lifted then dropped. “The best.” He turned back to his brother. “The best ever.”

A light frown furrowed Matthew’s brow. He leaned forward. “What’s her name? Who is she?”

“I don’t know.”

The frown deepened. “You have the fucking fuck of your life, and you don’t know who she is or how to find her?”

Mark threw his hat on the seat. “No.”

“All right. Tell me about her. What does she look like?”

Mark felt his heartbeat quicken. “She looks like desire and hope and . . .” What was it he was going to say?

He leaned his head back against the seat with a sigh. “She has hazel eyes as wide as a doe’s. Beautiful, expressive eyes that invite you to look into them.” He remembered how she had looked at the group of people admiring the tureen. She was an outsider, like him. He’d seen it in her expression. “Eyes that show her every changing thought and emotion. Eyes that draw you into her.

“She has auburn hair and a mouth made for kissing.” Mark closed his eyes and basked in his memories. “She smells of vanilla and orange blossoms. And her smile is too damn beautiful for words.” His arms dropped to his sides. “Her voice is low and soft, and there is a tenderness to her speech that makes you want to have her all the more.”

Mark opened his eyes and found his brother staring at him with a rapt intensity. When had their coach stopped?

“Young?” Matthew asked, leaning forward.

Mark gazed absently out the window. “A young widow, I’d wager. She was wearing lavender and had a black ribbon tied around her upper arm.”

“A young widow in her second year of mourning would be a ripe catch, indeed. Maybe I should look for her and see if I can have a go?”

Mark snapped his head around as hot jealousy roared through him, fierce and undeniable. “Try it, and I’ll beat the hell out of you,” he growled.

Matthew’s sudden smile was wide. “A might possessive of this one, are we brother? I do believe that’s a first.” He slapped Mark’s knee. “I was just joking. I’m in love with Rosalind, remember?”

Mark shrugged and tried to look nonchalant. “What does it matter? I’m not likely to ever see her again.”

“No. No, likely not.” Matthew paused and then adjusted his hat. “I’ve got to go. Rosalind will be waiting.”

“You’re such a slave to that girl.”

“It’s love, brother,” Matthew said as he jumped from the carriage. “True love.”

Mark was still rolling his eyes when Matthew poked his head back in.

“What about you?” Matt asked. “Did you give her your name?”

“No. No name.” Mark paused as he remembered her tear-filled eyes. “She cried. I gave her my handkerchief.”

“She cried? You didn’t hurt her?”

“She said no.” Mark wished he were back in her arms. “I think they were tears of longing. Tears of passion.”

 

Passion’s tears had baptized the fine linen of the handkerchief. She stared at the monogrammed “M” on the corner of the square. Though she sat on a bench in the wide gallery of the Crystal Palace, she saw nothing but that “M.” Her thumb moved slowly over the dark blue threads, tracing the lines of the letter. Who was he? Where was he now? Was he thinking of her? Bringing the handkerchief to her nose, her eyes tipped closed as she breathed in its fragrance. Was he wishing for her as she wished for him?

“Oh! Wherever have you been? And where is Charlotte?”

Passion’s eyes flew open to find her flustered aunt sitting down beside her. Mathilda Dare’s plump cheeks were flushed, and she blew short puffs of air through her nose as if she were preparing to breathe fire upon anyone who might offend her.

Passion’s quiet solitude was over. “I’m so sorry, Aunt Matty. Charlotte never arrived and I’m afraid I—well, I became terribly distracted by all the sights.”

Her aunt was fishing in her reticule and had barely  looked at her. “Don’t say a word. I must get my fan before I faint.”

Passion sighed as she slipped the handkerchief—his handkerchief—carefully into her pocket. She didn’t want to talk with her aunt. She wanted to think—to think only of him. Alas . . .

Whipping out the small ivory fan she always carried, Aunt Matty closed her eyes and fanned herself energetically. The blue feathers atop her bonnet quivered in the breeze she created. As much as she threatened the event, so far as Passion knew, Mathilda Dare had never fainted in her life. Still, she made a good show of it.

“All right, then. I am recovered,” her aunt said dramatically. “Now,” she turned to Passion, “what were you—good heavens! What happened to you?”

Passion drew back, startled. Her heart thumped, and she lifted a hand to her cheek. Good God, did her indiscretion show? Was she found out?

Aunt Matty pointed a lace-encased finger toward the corner of Passion’s mouth. “You have a red mark there.” She leaned forward and, lifting the monocle that hung from a ribbon around her neck, peered through it like a naturalist examining some new flora or fauna. “It looks a bit chafed.”

Passion’s hand dropped to her chest in relief. It was short lived, however, for she now stared into one hugely magnified gray eye.

“Well?” The gray eye squinted.

Passion paused. She hated lying. “I—when I was in the china exhibit waiting for Charlotte, a potted palm fell right in front of me. I thought it missed me altogether, but I suppose one of the fronds must have brushed my face.”

Aunt Matty dropped her monocle and leaned back. “How shocking. You could have lost an eye,” she said, fanning herself again. “This exhibition will be a complete failure if there are no provisions for the safety of the spectators and patrons.”

His hands had been so firm upon her. She had felt secure in his arms. Safe. “It’s perfectly safe, Aunt. The palm wouldn’t have fallen if not for the influence of three young boys.”

Matty shuddered. “Odious ruffians.” She surveyed the current passersby with disapproval, as if they were all guilty of some offense, and then raised a graying brow at Passion. “I, myself, was jostled by a passing gentleman.” She shook her head. “Though I don’t know why I credit him with that title. He was in far too great a hurry to get around me.” More fanning. “Almost trod upon my toe.”

Passion slid her hand into her pocket. Her fingers closed around the handkerchief. A passing gentleman. It seemed the place was full of them. A sudden uncertainty overwhelmed her. “We needn’t come back,” she said, almost to herself.

“Needn’t come back?” Her aunt looked at her with surprise and then a quickly manufactured consternation. “Well, I wouldn’t have minded eschewing the place altogether. It was for your sake, Passion—for your love of art—that I made plans with Mary and Agnes Swittly to meet me here all week.” More fanning, feathers flying. “Shall I tell them it’s all off, then? I will do it, if you say so. Though they’ve doubtless turned down any number of other invitations in order to join me here. But if you wish it . . .”

Passion wasn’t duped. Her aunt and the Swittly sisters were inseparable and filled the majority of their social calendars around mutual visits and outings. Besides, what had she to fear? As moving as the experience had been, she and her lover had parted as suddenly as they had met. Once in a lifetime, her mind echoed.

She patted her aunt’s hand. “Of course you mustn’t change your plans, and certainly not on my account. You just seemed so displeased, what with your toe almost being trod upon.”

Matty’s expression turned sacrificial. “Yes, my poor toe, and you nearly blinded. But for your happiness, my dear, I shall brave these hordes.” Her aunt put her other  hand atop Passion’s. “Besides, one must take some risks in life, you know. Just because you nearly had your eye poked out, is no reason to shut yourself away from the world. You might as well have just stayed in the country then—at home. No”—Matty shook her head authoritatively —“I won’t let you do it.”

“You won’t?”

“No.”

Passion sat speechless for a moment. Her aunt had the most amazing way of turning a situation upside down and inside out. And there was no convincing her that her mind didn’t follow natural progressions. “Very well, then,” Passion said, humoring her aunt. “Because I was so worried about that—shutting myself away, that is.”

“I know. I know, dear.” Pat-pat with her hand.

Her aunt seemed to have forgotten the time. Passion smiled. “Don’t you think we ought to go? Charlotte has not arrived, and I’m sure she won’t at this late hour.”

“Oh!” Matty pulled back as if startled then stuffed her fan into her reticule. “That Charlotte Lawrence! I don’t know how you have any patience with that cousin of yours. She will never paint flowers upon china as nicely as you do, my dear.” She looked up at the sky through the high glass ceiling as Passion helped her to her feet. “And we’ve missed tea, surely. It’s no wonder I’m near fainting!”

As Passion walked quietly beside her chattering aunt, she luxuriated in the heavy soreness that throbbed between her legs and pulsed inside her. She welcomed it, moved with it. With each stride it touched her deeply, conjuring visions of intense blue eyes and the smell of verbena. Her fingers closed possessively around the handkerchief in her pocket. There was no denying it. She wished she could see him again.

 

He wished he could see her again.

What was she doing now?

Mark quickly ascended the steps to his town house. His butler, Cranford, held open the door for him.

“The countess is in the study, my lord.”

Mark’s mood immediately darkened. He frowned as he handed over his hat and gloves. “Thank you, Cranford.” Damn it. The last person he wanted to see was his mother. He wanted to be alone—alone with thoughts of her.

“Shall I have some refreshment brought, my lord?”

“No. My mother won’t be staying,” Mark said loudly as he crossed to his study.

Lucinda Hawkmore lounged upon the sofa, a glass of brandy suspended between her fingers. “How rude.”

Mark sat on the opposite sofa and, crossing his ankles, propped his boots on the table between them. Crossing his arms, he stared at his mother.

Lucinda cast a disdainful glance at his feet and then about the room. “When are you going to sell this tiny house and move into something befitting your station? I’m embarrassed to be seen arriving here.”

“Then don’t arrive.”

Lucinda barely blinked. “You can’t even properly entertain here.” She gestured at the room with her glass. “It’s a matchbox.”

“I do not come to London to entertain. I come to work.”

“To work,” Lucinda scoffed. “How bourgeois. As if you needed to work.”

Mark grit his teeth. “I entertain at Hawkmore House. I work because I love architecture. Now, Mother, what do you want?”

Lucinda shrugged. “When you marry, you’ll need a proper house here in London, that’s all. Build it yourself, I don’t care, but this will have to go.” She sipped from her glass. “So? What do you think of Miss Lawrence? She’s a lovely girl, isn’t she?”

“I wouldn’t know. I didn’t see her.”

“What?” Lucinda sat straighter. “Abigail told me she  would be there—in the china. You saw no young lady in a yellow bonnet with a scarlet plume?”

“I told you, she wasn’t there.” Mark thought of long-lashed hazel eyes. “It doesn’t matter anyway.”

“Why?”

“Because tomorrow I’m going to offer your dear friend, Abigail Lawrence, a great deal of money in exchange for your letter.”

“She doesn’t care about money. She wants a title for that simpering little daughter of hers.” Lucinda lowered her lashes and sipped from her brandy before asking, “How much money?”

He had been going to offer fifteen thousand pounds. But now he felt an even more urgent need to be free of this entanglement. He didn’t want to think about anything or anyone but her. “Twenty-five thousand pounds ought to do it.”

Lucinda gasped. “You’re going to offer that bitch twenty-five thousand pounds? She’s blackmailing me, and you’re going to offer her a fortune?”

Mark’s anger flared. “Blackmailing you?” he sneered. “Tell me, Mother, what price are you paying in your friend’s little scheme?”

“Abigail Lawrence hasn’t been my friend for years,” Lucinda said haughtily. “She ought never to have been. She was beneath my station. But I was young and didn’t recognize that I had no business consorting with a mere merchant’s daughter, no matter how rich.”

Mark’s hands balled into fists beneath his crossed arms. “Oh, but she was your ‘dearest and most trusted confidante.’ The ‘sister of your heart,’ ” he roared before delivering a furious kick to the table between them.

Lucinda didn’t even jump. “When I realized my error in judgment, I jilted her. And when I jilted her, noble society jilted her as well.” She shrugged and brushed a bit of lint from her skirt. “She thought she would get a titled husband through me.” Lucinda lifted her brows. “I put a stop to that.”

Standing, Mark whirled away from his mother and crossed to his desk. Once safely behind it, he leaned on his fists. “Your conceit is unsurpassed, Mother. Though you are the cause, I am the one who Abigail Lawrence is attempting to force into marriage with her ‘simpering little daughter.’ She isn’t blackmailing you. She’s blackmailing me—me and Matthew, though I vow he will never know it.”

Lucinda stared coolly at him from across the room. “Well, I have a care for my reputation even if you do not.”

Mark expelled a bitter bark of laughter. “Your reputation! Madam, you have trod upon your own reputation so often, and with such energy, that it is indistinguishable from the muck that runs in the gutters. I wonder at your believing you have any repute left to protect.”

Lucinda downed the rest of her brandy before setting the glass upon the table he had kicked moments before. “How like your father you are,” she said, her lip curling. “God help me, you’re more like him every day.”

“Not so much like him that I’ll let you destroy me,” Mark bit out. He felt his breath coming fast and forced it to slow. He was not going to let her draw him into an argument about his father. Not today. “I care not for your reputation,” he said tightly. “I care not for my own. Matthew’s, however, is worth protecting. He is my brother, and I count him as such despite this recent revelation regarding his paternity.”

Mark closed his eyes and envisioned his brother having tea at the knee of his beloved fiancée, Rosalind—Lady Rosalind. Christ, Matthew was so deeply in love with the girl. Too deeply.

Mark looked at his mother and found her slipping her hands into her gloves. Good, she was leaving. She crossed smoothly to the door.

He spoke to her back. “Lord Benchley will never permit Rosalind to marry Matt if there is even a question surrounding his name. Swear to me that you were only stupid enough to write one letter.”

Lucinda turned to gaze across the room at him with cold green eyes—so different from her warm hazel ones. What if he never saw those beautiful eyes again? He must.

His mother hadn’t answered. His frown deepened. “Tell me now, Mother. Will any more skeletons come knocking?”

Her eyes tipped to the floor. “No,” she replied bitterly. “No more skeletons. I was only ‘stupid’ once.”

Mark let his head drop forward. He could argue that, but didn’t want to. He wanted his mother out. A moment later the front door slammed. He slumped into his chair and, resting his elbows atop the architectural drawings scattered across his desk, supported his head in his hands. How he hated her. How he detested her selfish preoccupation—her constant need for attention and preeminence. It was suffocating.

He took a deep breath and strove to shut his mother from his mind. Leaning back in his chair, he let his eyes fall closed and took himself back to the Crystal Palace—to her. How had he not noticed her immediately? He’d been so preoccupied with his own thoughts that, had it not been for the falling tree . . . Thank God for mischievous boys. He’d simply reacted, pulling her from harm’s way without thought. Then, in the next instant, awareness of her—her body, her scent—had overcome him in a dizzying rush. And then she’d turned and he had stared into the face of desire.

Mark drew a deep breath. He pictured her reciting the words from the Song of Solomon, heard her gentle voice, saw her soft mouth forming the words. Words she knew by heart. That had been surprising.

He remembered the sound of her muffled cries and the feel of her clenching flesh. His cock stirred. He wanted her again. Desperately.

Which was odd. After having her, he had thought to walk away and never see her again. And though he’d never been with a stranger who wasn’t a courtesan, walking away had never been difficult, even from women he  knew well. But today, he almost hadn’t been able to do it. He had forced himself to leave her. Had even denied himself the luxury of looking back. He shouldn’t have left her like that.

He’d made a mistake—a terrible mistake.

 

“M.” “M” for mistake? God, she hoped not.

Dressed in her nightgown and bolstered against her bed pillows, Passion stared at the blue letter embroidered in plain block. No flourishes or decorative framing for her mystery man. She fingered the fabric and held it before her bedside candle. The linen was of the best quality. She brought it to her nose and inhaled the fresh scent that clung to the finely woven fibers. Her eyes closed briefly. No, not a mistake. Never.

He had given her a gift—a gift she had longed for. Rapture instead of restraint. Desire instead of disinterest. Freedom and fulfillment instead of duty and obligation.

With a sigh, she pressed the handkerchief to her breast. He had made her feel vital—alive.

How long had she felt numb? The answer came immediately—since her marriage. Over three interminable years, her husband had killed her with indifference. Never cruel, never kind, he had worn away her spirit with aloof disinterest. She might have borne it better had she had a baby to love and be loved by. But no baby had come. And no pleasure or satisfaction had come with the trying. Her husband had always done his “work,” as he called it, in less than a minute. At first, her body had yearned for more. But as time passed, the yearning had become a scream. Night after night, year after year, she had clamped the tight hand of suffocating denial over her body—forcing its shrieking pleas for release into strict, unrelenting silence.

She hadn’t shed a tear when he died.

But today she had cried.

And he—he was the fulfillment of dreams she had forgotten she had. She could almost feel his mouth upon  hers, could almost taste him. She traced her lips with her fingers. His hands had caressed her and held her with such unabashed intimacy. She ran her hands firmly across her breasts and down her sides. There had been no hesitation, no ambivalence in his touch. He had taken her with passionate ferocity, demanding everything from her in return for all that he gave. Her hand stole between her legs. His cock had filled her, stretched her, beyond the boundaries of mere pleasure and into ecstasy. She could almost feel it in her hands. So big and so beautiful.

God, what had come over her? Jerking her hand from between her legs, she clasped the handkerchief to her chest. She had given herself to a stranger! She could barely believe she had done so. The memory was amazingly vivid but strangely dreamlike, too.

And it could only have happened with him. She frowned—only with this man and in this way. He was as rare and unavoidable as a meteor falling from the sky. And there she had been, in the Crystal Palace, when he had fallen upon her. One man, one place. One time?

Of course, it must be one time. Her life was prescribed and quiet. She had come to find a comfortable satisfaction in that. Duty and obligation had their own fulfillment. Duty and obligation had sustained her through her marriage and after. She had found her place.

Passion sighed and lifted the handkerchief to her nose once again before folding it carefully and tucking it beneath her pillow. She would probably never see him again, but the smell of lemon verbena would forever bring him to mind—would forever belong to him.

She turned on her side and stared into the flickering candle flame. Tomorrow she would return to the Crystal Palace. An unquenchable thrill ran through her. Deep blue eyes filled with a beseeching urgency flashed before her mind’s eye. She remembered the curve of his lips—her hand stole beneath her pillow—the angle of his jaw. Her fingers closed around the small square of fabric. The feel of his heavy penis in her hand.

Despite the folly of it, she wanted to see him again.

What would tomorrow bring? Probably the conventional continuation of the life she was accustomed to. But perhaps, just perhaps, she might have the chance to lose herself once again in the dark depths of his blue eyes.

Tomorrow. It seemed forever until tomorrow.
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