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CHAPTER ONE
“Sex lessons? You want me to give your sister sex lessons?”
“Not precisely.” Matt, the youngest Malone brother, bit off the words. "We prefer to call it sensual appreciation training.” Nick and Drew gave shuddering nods of agreement.
Boz paced to the window. The request didn't disturb him as much as his reaction. His sixth sense didn't sound an alarm. Instead, it pawed at his innards, riling him up like a thoroughbred at the starting pistol. On the other hand, his common sense screeched like a banshee.
In times of turmoil, he hid behind the precise and slightly haughty demeanor of the duke. He did that now as he made an exact quarter turn towards the eldest, Nick. “Okay, sensual appreciation training, then. Why does she need to be trained by anyone other than her future spouse?”
Nick tossed back the whiskey in his glass. “You want to know why three over-protective brothers would ask this favor?”
“Or perhaps,” Drew suggested, “since Lily is such a spectacular female, he wonders why we make this request now. Men will surely commence falling at her feet tonight.”
Matt couldn't get past his objections. “Maybe, you two could explain all of this to me again. I loved Moms as much as any of you, but she's gone. We can forget this odd-ball notion of hers.”
Nick shoved his youngest sibling. “Damn it, you know better. 'Twas no flighty notion. This plea came from our dying Mother and we gave our pledge of honor. How can you suggest we forget? Is that how little she meant to you?”
The errant brother gave a chagrined sigh. “I’m sorry. Of course, you’re right. It just goes against the grain. Way against it.”
“Just pretend I’m not here.” Sedgewick couldn't stifle a grin at the typically boisterous interaction between the brothers he met before he could lace his own shoes.
At the reminder, they returned their attention to their chosen victim, errr best friend and Drew explained. “We never introduced you our family closet’s skeleton. God knows we've moldered in the country for years to keep it quiet. Now we're forced to London and we've already imposed on you to help with Lily’s debut. Yet, we must ask for so much more.”
“Indeed,” Nick added, “however, we have no choice. The fact is, Mother was married before she met my Father.”
“What?” The Duke's shock stretched his chocolate eyes.
“Once upon a time, Mother was the Duchess of St. Albans. The poor thing was pledged at birth to Montgomery Claremont, the late and unlamented Aubrey’s sire. She fostered at a convent. The Claremonts didn't fetch her until the eve of her wedding. From the far-too-frank descriptions she gave to convince us of the import of her request, we learned that Monte got his jollies from her pain.” Nick's anger made it clear that he would love to dig up the long-dead Montgomery and inflict a little pain of his own.
“His son shared that trait,” Boz commented.
“The Nuns taught her to do her sacred duty, no matter how distasteful she found it. Well, one night, he proceeded from kicking down the service entrance to whips and chains. When he passed out, Moms got loose. She grabbed the knife he incorporated into their little escapades and stabbed the bastard. Then she ran away,” Drew filled in when Nick's words muted to indecipherable growls.
“Too bad she didn’t finish the job or Aubrey would never have existed,” Sedgewick noted.
“Pops found her hiding in the woods bloody, half-clothed, and terrified of anyone male. He hid her while Claremont searched. He also gave her sensual appreciation instruction. Before long, the teacher and the pupil fell in love and discovered I was on the way,” Nick added, with a quirk of his left brow. “By then Monte had a wee one of his own en route. He divorced Mother and kept her dowry.”
“Our parents married before the ink dried on the documents, just before Nick arrived,” Drew added.
“They lived quietly and we've done the same. The old scandal died eventually, helped along by the monumental dirt in Monte and then Aubrey’s daily lives. We hope it's behind us, but the ton has a long memory,” Nick said.
“So you've sought my influence for Lily’s debut,” Boz murmured, understanding the aide he agreed to give without questioning why it was needed.
“Mother,” Nick insisted, “believed no woman should go into marriage without knowing what to expect in the bedroom. She insisted that you must teach Lily. Whether you noticed or not, she worked hard to foster your attachment. On her deathbed, she made us promise to come to you with the request and insisted you wouldn't deny us if we told you the truth.”
The end of Nick’s sentence concerned Boz. “I've known Lily since she arrived in the world. Now you want me to teach the scrawny brat about sex? The thought holds all the allure of getting romantic with my little sister.”
Matt turned his words against him. “First off, she's not your sister. Second, the brat trailed behind you on every step of your visits for years, up till recently when they stopped altogether.”
His face colored, causing his visitors to grin, despite the touchy subject. "Teaching her about sex would require her to arouse me to some degree. Frankly, I don’t believe that’s possible.”
“I’ve never laid eyes on the young lady,” said Vladimir Batalova, who’d quietly arrived a few minutes back, “but I’d bet my share of Wanderer’s next voyage that it’s inevitable.”
“Lily?”
“Lily.” The Russian's confidence grated on Boz's nerves.
Lily. Sedgewick's sixth sense agreed. And you know it. You ran from it before you acquired your convenient amnesia. He’d had to run. She might have died if he’d stayed because he might have....
Matt interrupted his thoughts. "You didn’t let me finish. While you've been gone Lily grew up.” He allowed that thought to germinate. “She matured and blossomed. If you make me say that again, I'll strangle you and enjoy it.”
“Assuming I agreed to this harebrained notion,” he said with a calm he didn’t begin to feel, “what would be the boundary?”
“Her maidenhead,” Nick said.
“Damn,” the duke muttered while his sixth sense bubbled like freshly poured champagne. He wanted to refuse. He should refuse. Given the skeleton in his own family closet, not refusing could and likely would be tragic. But the bloody sense he'd never damned as much as today wouldn’t let him walk away.
The Gypsy raised a brow. “Chicken?”
“Hell, no." Emotion overrode his control. “What better teacher could she have? I’m just saying that if she doesn't arouse me, this won’t work.”
“There’s only one way to know that, isn’t there?” The Russian pushed a little harder.
“All right, damn it.” Sedgewick headed towards the door.
Matt vaulted into his path. “Where the hell are you going?”
“To see Lily,” Boz explained like he spoke to a toddler.
“Smart ass. She's in her bedroom.”
“Idiot. If I’m to give her the sort of lessons you’re requesting, then I’ll be spending a lot of time in her bedroom, alone and behind closed doors. Unless you want to watch?”
All three brothers turned green and Matt stepped aside.
Sedgewick turned back to Vlad. “You realize, that I can walk out of that room and tell you she leaves me cold. You’ll have no way to dispute my word.”
The other man chuckled. “I don’t intend to listen to your words.”
“Then pray tell, how will you know the answer?”
The Russian paused a beat too long. “Your body will tell us.”
With a sharp curse, Boz left, his anxiety nudged by the sixth sense prodding him like lava climbing a volcano. He approached the bedroom door like a confessional after a month of debauch and stretched out his hand towards the doorknob like it might bite.
Scared? You ran away when she was 16 and now you're afraid to turn the knob.
******
Ran away? Fled described it better. Yeah, fled packing the kind of heat a man should never have for his best friends' little sister. Still, if all the heat had been in his pants he wouldn't have stayed away for three years.
It all started with Luke Miller, the strapping son of a local baron, a couple of years older than Lily. Almost every chit-in-waiting in the area sighed over the lad. So why wasn't he out and about somewhere being adored? No, he had to stop by the Malone home as the family celebration of Lily's sixteenth birthday got underway. Good manners dictated he be invited to stay. Good judgment should have told the pretty boy not to intrude.
He didn't just intrude - he invaded. Miller plopped into the seat next to Lily's, relegating Boz to a chair across the table where he kept up a conversation full of memories that didn't include the interloper. But Luke had the advantage of position. The fellow kept whispering little comments that made her dazzle the lad with her smiles. Boz forked a banger hard enough to scrape the platter and thought about baptizing Luke in the onion gravy he ladled over his potatoes. A few minutes later, he wanted to do something entirely different to the gravy.
Lily took a bite, leaving a speck dotting the corner of her mouth. Boz saw it, had followed the fork from her plate to her mouth. He'd envied her eating utensils for longer than he could admit to himself. He watched that speck of gravy, licking his lips and waiting for her tongue to come out and lap it up. But not this time, not while Miller prepared to pounce. Luke leaned over, whispered something and flicked the gravy onto his finger.
Boz gripped his chair to keep from vaulting the table.
She batted her eyes. "Why sir, are you trying to steal my gravy?"
Miller waved his index finger in front of her mouth and winked. "You can take it back."
Her pink tongue lapped the brown spot from the swaying finger. Boz lashed out without weighing his words, or rather, weighing them too much but by standards only he understood. "Lily Malone! Behave yourself, young lady."
Her eyes and her smile drooped along with her flirtatious demeanor. Then she looked up, met his eyes and picked up the gauntlet he hadn't intended to drop. "Yes, sir, Your Grace," she said, dripping respect. She shifted her gaze to Luke. "Was I a bad girl?"
"I can see why your father might think so," Miller said. "I just hadn't realized Sedgewick viewed you paternally." The young ass smirked like he knew he'd fitted the sin to the sinner.
"I view her as the child she is," Boz said. "If you forget that for a moment I'll have to..."
"Well," Lady Anne said. "I think we'll move on to the gifts. Bozworth, for your upcoming birthday, perhaps I'll get you some spectacles."
As she passed his chair, Boz grabbed her hand. "Lily, I didn't mean that the way it sounded."
For the first time, she jerked away from him. "You feel fatherly towards me. Perhaps, I feel daughterly towards you as well. It hardly matters."
His response rumbled past his defenses like an earthquake. "The hell I do, sweetheart."
She started at the word but swallowed her reaction. "The proof's in the pudding isn't it? If you'll excuse me, I have gifts to open."
She sailed past like a queen while he battled his intense desire to pull Miller's hand off the small of her back. When her mother handed her the first gift, his gut rippled with ever-swelling waves of unease. Why hadn't he listened to his mother? Every year, he gave Lily a different doll. This year's was porcelain with black hair and purple eyes. He'd ordered it six months ago. They'd sent him another that he returned because the eyes were the wrong shade. Mother had urged him to get her something more mature and personal - like a small piece of jewelry.
When he emerged from his thoughts, he glanced around the table to see a vial of perfume, an assortment of hair ribbons, a dress and a pair of shoes years too mature for the little girl he adored. Only one gift remained to be opened.
She's been on the bridge between child and woman for a while now. She has nearly completed the crossing her family watched with pride. Only you try to see her still as a little girl playing with dolls. Miller sees that she's ready for more grown up games.
She started ripping the paper quickly but stopped altogether when she saw the contents. "Thank you, Your Grace. I shall add this one to my collection and pass them all to my daughter."
His mouth opened to utter an instinctive correction to the word 'my' but salvation came from an unlikely source. Miller stood and held out his hand to Lily. "I'd like to give her my gift privately," he dipped his head towards Lady Anne, "with your permission."
"Are you insane?" Boz interjected.
Lady Anne put a hand on his arm. The duke went slack-jawed as she replied. "Of course, 'tis a lovely day for a walk. My daughter has been cooped up for far too long with her mother and siblings."
Luke offered Lily his arm and they left the room. Lady Anne barred his surge for the door. "She doesn't need a big brother watching while she gets her first kiss."
Their position hid his reaction from the room. Only Lady Anne saw his distress. "I'm not her brother, ma'am."
"I know that, Bozworth. I just wasn't sure if you did." She blocked him once again when he tried to dart around her.
"Please," he said, "I can't be too late to stop this."
She relented and moved. Boz darted for the door, inspiring some belated brotherly concern from the Malones. "Sit." He heard Lady Anne command. "They don't need you now. “Bozworth is about to learn that desire makes you drunk, but only love makes you an addict."
Boz didn’t turn back to tell her that he already suspected she was right. But he also knew something she didn't - addiction could be fatal. That's why he could never touch Lily but he could make damned sure that Miller didn't either. The thought sped his steps as he trailed them with tracking skills honed by training with his cousin's Highland warriors. He heard their voices emerging from the dense forest.
"Now it's time for that birthday gift, I mentioned," Luke said.
"You didn't have to get me anything," Lily replied.
"Oh, but I did," Luke said. "There's one gift that every sixteen year old young lady should receive for a birthday present."
Boz rounded the corner, perching where he could peer without being seen. The bastard backed her towards a tree. She didn't resist.
"A budding rose can't blossom," Luke said, rimming her lips with his index finger, "until the first dew is kissed away. Are you ready for that?"
She nodded and Miller lowered his head towards the lips he'd never reach. Sedgewick emitted an unholy growl but moved so fast that he'd snatched the smarmy bastard away and was planting a fist before the sound echoed around them. The blow felled the young lothario.
"Boz! Stop it! What is wrong with you?" Lily screeched and stepped forward. "Luke, are you all right?"
Sedgewick barked his order. "Don't move a bloody muscle. I'll deal with you in a minute."
The bloody thief scrambled to his feet and confronted Sedgewick, whose expression would have backed off a smarter man.
"Daddy wants something different from his little girl today, doesn't he?" Miller threw a right hook that connected with Boz's jaw. The blow fed his rage and Boz responded with a left jab followed by a crushing right to the younger man's midriff that doubled him over.
"Boz, stop it, please," Lily begged.
Her voice put the scene back in his head - replaying Miller's finger rimming her mouth and asking if she was ready for his kiss. Right now, the bearer of that finger remained doubled over, motionless and gasping. Had sense been knocked into the fool yet? "Tell me you'll never touch her again. Tell me that the next time you see her you won't know her name. Tell me and make me believe or it'll be a long time before you feel well enough to touch any female."
Luke hadn't gotten any brighter. "Because she's got to stay your little girl or because she's yours in a different way? Tell me you've staked a claim and I'll back off."
Not much would have pissed Boz off quite so much as forcing him to see the walls of his own personal box. At the play of fury on the larger man's face, Luke resorted to a back alley trick by aiming his knee for the other man's privates.
"Did your sister teach you how to fight, Miller?" Boz kicked away the encroaching limb before he hauled back his fist and pounded it into Luke's crotch. That knocked the deflated young stud to the dirt where he rolled on his side and curled into a ball.
"Oh dear," Lily said, moving up to touch Boz's forearm.
He brushed her off. "I told you not to move. You were happy enough plastered to the tree with Miller holding you there, so that's where you'll stay."
She hesitated out of sheer stubbornness. Lily lacked the experience to know that this wasn't the time to push.
"I'm going to make my point," he said in a soft whisper, not that Luke could hear anything considering the volume of his moans. "If you get back to where you were happy enough to be with him, that's all I'll do. But if you do anything else, I'll kill him."
Proving she was smarter than her would-be swain, she backed up until she reached tree.
Boz walked to where the other man lay moaning and trying not to throw up. He wedged his right foot under the arm holding Miller's legs to his chest and rolled him onto his back. He wedged the foot under the still-clutched knees, pressing on the man's lower abdomen. "This is your last chance. Tell me or I'll move this foot to your throat and you'll lose more than your dignity. Tell me and you'll leave alive and able to function as a man again - in a day or two."
Lily must have wished her wisdom to Luke. "I swear to my maker that no woman is worth this. I won't lay a finger on her ever again. I think I've already forgotten her name," he added.
Boz's jaw flexed but he extended a hand to help Luke rise. "You're still wrong. She's worth everything. Now get the hell away from here and don't come back."
Luke nodded and fled.
Boz tried to will himself calm. His effort was wasted. When he turned around the expression in her eyes made his rage at Miller's incursion paltry. "You're afraid of me now?" He walked towards her, feeling an odd joy at seeing her try to flatten herself against the tree. A pace away he paused, knowing he should stop. But he didn't, couldn't. He took the last step, fetching up fully against her, surely closer than any man had ever been - certainly closer than Miller. "Perhaps you're smart to be scared right now, my Lilycat."
Timidity wasn't in her nature. "There's no need for you to lurk and loom now. The dastardly suitor is gone for good. I shall await the next one."
"You're too young for suitors or courting."
"Now you sound older than Mother." Off balanced by Luke, the fight, and most of all by this man being so close she could feel all the parts she'd only dreamed of, she threw her shoulders back. The motion pushed her breasts against him. "I'm not too young to practice."
His black eyes widened as her curves pressed against his chest. Making a small noise, he widened his stance to accommodate his bodies' instantaneous reaction. He didn't know his hands were going to move until his fingers brushed the burgeoning globes. He jerked away - but not before three full swipes of the forbidden territory. "You should be too young to practice. Don't grow up. It'll only hurt both of us."
She made a small noise that vibrated between his heart and his nether region. His palms itched to give her what she didn't know her body required. "So today you're sixteen. I gave you a gift for the little girl I'd like to keep you because the woman you're becoming is dangerously tempting. You want practice and I want to atone for my selfish gift. So, I'll give you another, instead."
He lowered his head slowly, anticipating the light taste he'd allow himself. His tongue brushed the surface of her lips and she opened them. He wanted to taste her that way, with his tongue and his teeth but no, that wouldn't be smart. "Close your lips, sweetheart."
When she did, his lips brushed hers, sliding from side to side. She softened in his arms and he opened his mouth to risk, tracing with his tongue. He reached the heart at the center before he realized that the line was too tight. An instant later, she stiffened and pushed his face away. Then she pushed against his chest and he moved back a pace and then two.
"You've done your duty, Your Grace. You've atoned for your sin and made my first kiss an obligation rather than a pleasure. Now you can ..."
He shoved her back against the tree and inserted his legs inside hers.
"What are you doing - let me go!"
"Obligation?" His growl vibrated from somewhere deep inside his chest. "Does this feel like obligation?" He thrust down, directly into the cradle he'd made for himself, the one he could never claim. She made a small sound he didn't hear, too far-gone for any sense to function but the one driving this.
He thrust again, feeling the connection, the magic, he'd known he would only find with her. "Sin, I'll admit to but duty? Love, duty can't cause this." He rubbed right where he could swear he felt the petals of her feminine mound tighten enough to outline her garment. She made a louder sound and he felt her quivering, echoes of his own. He knew the source of his, but hers?
He put his lips against her ear. "You're trembling, Lilycat. Passion or fear?" At the question, she shook harder and made another sound. "If you can't tell me, your body can." He whispered again. "Like this," he said, flicking his tongue in and out of her ear, causing her to tremble in time to his motion. "And especially like this." He moved his palms up her breasts, massaging and caressing but rimming the nipples without touching. Only when she groaned and tried to thrust them into his hands did he touch there, strumming across to play her like a violin.
When her nipples thrust against the cotton of her gown he pulled the fabric tight so his eyes could feast on the forbidden fruit. He plucked it, varying his strokes until she moaned and opened her eyes and looked down, watching his hands on her. His groin tightened again, full now past the point of pain. Then her pink tongue lapped out to rim her mouth and he snapped.
"I can't taste them, but I have to taste you." He took her mouth before she had time to close her lips or withdraw her tongue. He held back nothing, made no allowance for her youth or inexperience. He meant to allow for both but at his tongue's first swipe he felt as virginal as the lady he held. He couldn't remember his first kiss. It hardly mattered because his oral orifice had made more laps than a retired racehorse. Every year for the past five he'd successfully defended his KOAT (King Of All Tongues) title against all comers at Jared Maxwell's annual Nudity Not Optional Houseparty. Despite all of that, if this was a kiss, then he'd never done it before.
For a man breaking more vows than he could count, he kept control of himself and the situation fairly well until his mischievous kitten rallied. When she pointed her tongue and slid it along his he groaned and started thrusting in and out of her mouth. Then she wrapped her tongue around his while she purred, deep and low. It took the deep, steady tightening clench of his sex to warn him that his groin had joined the motion of his thrusts long ago. He was about to become way too involved with the virgin he adored too much to risk.
He pulled away from her seductive nook in the most painful nick of time. He clenched his fists and gasped for breath. The noisy, rambling song of a sedge warbler perched on a nearby bush mirrored his chaotic attempts at thought. He'd almost, he'd nearly .... and the beat of his sex said he still needed to. Had his cart left the track? Lily?
No, it travels the track it can't finish and has for several years now. The emotional pain was easier to ignore. Yes, Lily. Giving her the kiss of death?
After he survived a downright abusive upbringing, he spent long stints in the Highlands training with his cousin's warriors. Not much could send him into a blind panic. He hadn't even known he could still panic. Still? Had he ever panicked? He couldn't remember that or much of anything. It felt like life had started and ended in these tranquil woods. His? Hers? Theirs? No, neither, none of them. Well, okay, his. It was his. It could never be theirs, never be hers.
"Boz?"
He stared at her mouth while she said his name. The B made her mouth circle, like a kiss. Kiss? He should never have touched her, couldn't risk doing it again. He looked down to find his feet had taken two steps towards her without any conscious instruction. Out of here. He had to get out and stay out. Now, right now.
He did what terrified people have done since time began. He turned and ran. He didn't remember rousting his coachman or the drive home. He recalled nothing until his butler leaned in the door to ask if he intended to spend the night in the carriage. Then he remembered the one thing he had to do this instant.
"Get me some paper. I have to send a message to Maxwell."
He wrote a note declining the invitation to defend his KOAT title at this year's gathering. After a moment’s reflection, he'd added a sentence resigning it effective immediately.
******
Disgusted with his cowardice, he turned the knob.
He took two steps before his brain lost the ability to give his feet orders. She reclined in a big brass tub filled with foamy lavender bubble bath. Lily? No, surely not. How could the scrawny brat have grown into this exotically alluring woman? No, not possible. This female must be an unusually enticing cyprian hired by his erstwhile friends to twist him inside out. Okay, now the whole scene downstairs made sense. Had he been moonstruck enough to believe the Malones would bring their little sister to him for sex lessons? He snorted and headed for the door.
“Boz? My Big Boz?”
The slightly husky, rasping voice called to him in the name only she used. He'd fled from the threat of her first bloom of womanhood. Fully blossomed, she dazzled, beguiled, and enticed. Great almighty goodness, how she enticed. He should sprout wings and fly to the opposite end of the world. He started by giving himself a useless instruction to head for the door.
But then she called him again and he pivoted to kneel beside the tub before his common sense could protest. “Little Lily. My little Lily,” he echoed her words before his eyes helplessly traced the full curve of breasts outlined by foamy bubbles. “Not quite so little anymore.”
He had to touch her, had to. Her face should be safe, right? He reached out to trace the line of her jaw with one finger. The illusion of safety melted beneath the dark fire in her purple eyes. “Big Boz, it’s good to see you,” she said, not hearing the sultry note in her voice that he couldn't miss. “But why are you in my room while I bathe? 'Tis beyond improper for you to be here at all, much less while I'm clothed only in bubbles.”
“Improper?” He couldn't miss the distinctly husky sound of his own voice any more than he could prevent or alter it. Adrift on a sea of sensation, his sixth sense purred like a petted pussycat. The pronouncement of the dratted inner sense dumbfounded him, terrorized him, speaking the truth he'd battled so hard to put behind him.
This is the one.
“Boz?” She queried his long silence, nearly dumbfounded by the expression in his chocolate eyes. Odd, surely, for she'd dreamed of seeing it for years. Now that he finally looked like she felt, shouldn't she be calling him an ass, asking wasn't he sorry he walked away? After all, that's what she'd done in three years of revenge fantasies. But in those flights of fancy she hadn't been drowning in fire and breathing magic.
“Improper you say, my not so little Lily,” he murmured, his gaze falling again to those frothy mounds. He shouldn't look at them at all and if he had to, the sight should inspire nothing but uneasy memories of touching them once and nearly losing her forever. Intolerable thought. “We've been many things to each other over the years, and none of them, I think, bound by propriety.”
"The last thing that passed between us," Lily said, "was your back. You kissed me and then walked away without a word. Actually," she remembered, "I believe your ran. You escaped like a beast freed from a trap. I guess that's how you felt. You avoided it by ignoring my growing up until I tricked you by pretending to encourage the local lothario. You were too protective to risk my getting hurt by Luke the letch and too tenderhearted to see me deprived of my sweet sixteen kiss. So you stumbled into the trap you'd avoided and then ran away and stayed away to be sure it never happened again."
She frowned at him and shifted in the water, giving him a far too fleeting glimpse of what the bubbles hid. Then he frowned. Too fleeting?
She interpreted his expression differently. "I'm not a problem you have to solve. I'm just not what my girlish dreams imagined I'd be to you. I'm your best friends' little sister and that's okay. I'll be more to someone else."
More to someone else? His jaw set and he spoke with his heart instead of his mind. “Lean forward,” he instructed, seizing the washcloth abandoned at the side of the tub as he knelt behind her. “I’m going to wash your back.”
She might never have more, but she'd have this and this she couldn't resist. She didn't try to stifle her moan at the suggestion. The heady sound kindled the fire in his loins already raging so high that he throbbed against the tub.
“Do you still,” he asked, “adore back rubs, Lilycat?” He massaged her through the warm washcloth as he spoke, whisking away the bubbles covering this part of her from his sight.
His hands lowered and she arched up in the tub, thrusting her breasts forward as she flexed the small of her back into his hands. While he ordered himself not to do it, he tossed aside the pretend barrier of the washcloth and traced the crevice in her bottom. She shifted in the water, lifting her ass to give his finger room to roan. He fought the impulse to reach lower still, to the front cleft high enough for him to reach.
“How does that make you feel, baby?”
“Stop it and don’t ask me that!” Her body protested her denial by thrusting her buttocks into his hands. He didn't stop. Instead, he acted on dreams that could never come true. They had tormented him and regularly stole his sleep since he left her, but they weren't real. He'd built up an old nothing of an incident to impossible proportions. Now he had to prove to himself that the dreams weren't real so he could go on with his life.
So, he did one of the things he did nightly in his dreams of the erotic life they could never share. He leaned forward and parted her long fall of hair with his chin. Then he grazed the slick back he revealed with the stubble of his daylong growth of beard. It always repulsed his bedmates into demanding that he shave before any evening romps. He courted rejection and proof positive that old fairy tales had nothing to do with the man he'd become.
Instead of protest he got another purr. “Again, oh do that again.”
He should have cursed instead of smiling against her back as he complied with her demand. He rubbed his chin from side to side before his tongue lapped the path in reverse, soothing and abrading her flesh in turn. Goosebumps grew in the wake of his touch.
He kept his face against her back as he asked again, “How does that make you feel?”
She answered in a dreamy, dazed voice, he'd never heard but knew like a secret song. “Hot and cold at the same time. Dueling sensations that spawn a melting, boiling ache. I ache and I…itch.”
He grimaced and gasped as her reply echoed in his sex. She hadn’t touched him at all and he teetered at the verge of the disgrace he'd once upon a time been smart enough to flee. His psyche sounded the alarm. 'This is not physical.' His common sense screamed at him to get up, get out and tell her brothers that they were idiots. The thought caused a deep chasm of grief and loss. He rejected it on the deep subconscious level of the sixth sense that he bitterly resented but rarely rebelled against.
“Boz?” She still spoke in the desire-laden tone that stroked him like a million fingers caressing the pounding length he caught himself rubbing against the edge of the tub. “Are you going to… That is, did they ask you about...”
“Did they ask me to teach you about all the ways men and women can give each other pleasure? Did they ask me to make you long for a man’s touch rather than fear it? Did they ask me to reveal the burning sensuality at the core of your nature for you to treasure, delight in and encourage?”
“They asked you all that?” She asked, shocked that the three overly protective brothers she resented nearly as much as she adored would pose such questions. They begrudged having to ask at all. The request vexed them so that she'd had to hide her joy at getting even this much from the man she had loved first as a child and then as a girl. It didn't surprise her that the woman felt the same.
“Not precisely,” he said, an unintentionally sensual smile playing at the corners of his mouth as he winked in what would once upon a time have been a playful manner. “That's my interpretation of their request.”
“What was your answer?” She asked, unaware that her heart filled her eyes.
He’d seen the expression on countless females, although on every previous occasion he'd only wondered whether they loved his title or his fortune. Never before had he considered it might be for the man and never before had he wanted to nurture it and let it grow. Did he want, even, to return it? Did he have a choice? The answer to both questions was the same - no, he didn't.
“Don’t,” he whispered urgently. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m going to teach you about sex, not about love. Love is for other men. I've already cast my lot by choosing dignity and honor rather than foolish emotional excess. Don’t waste your love on me. I will only throw it back in your face and hurt you in the process. I don’t want to hurt you.”
She leaned forward to press a finger across his lips. “Hush. Once a river floods its banks, all the willing and wishing in the world won’t reverse the flow. Perhaps you'll join me in the water.”
“No. You're wrong, I'm already…” he halted, unable to tell her about the barrier he recently erected to prevent himself from running afoul of the darker side of what the public knew as the Sedgewick honor. Oh, the honor was real enough, 'twas simply its price that no one outside his skin could weigh. He couldn't tell her now. She’d refuse any lessons from a teacher like him.
“You’re already what?”
“I’m going to touch you now,” he said, his years as a rake coating his words with seductive promise. “I’m going to tend one of those aches you mentioned earlier.”
“Stop,” she said, instinct urging her to force him to finish his earlier sentence.
His hand covered her left breast. Her tight nipple thrust into his palm. While his engorged manhood pulsed against his tented trousers, he tweaked her left nipple. Dishonorable, his inner voice cried, using your knowledge of her weakness to massages against her. He saw her shift in the water and knew that she throbbed for him too. Wordlessly, he eased up and turned to the door.
“You’re leaving me again?”
“Sweetheart,” he said, the endearment he'd never called any of his ladybugs falling far too naturally, “I know you're tense and tormented. Every nerve in your body is knotted. I’ve made the ache worse instead of better. If it helps,” he said, consciously thrusting his prominent bulge forward as he spoke, “I share your need. And this is just the beginning. Tonight, after the ball, I will come to you here and give you your first official lesson on soothing that ache and starting some brand new ones.”
“How?”
“I will start,” he rasped, “by looking at your bare breasts. Then, I shall do a lot more than look at them. I shall worship them, in great abundance, and…”
He lost track of his words and sputtered to a halt. Her burning purple eyes measured his erection, caressed it with heat that disregarded barriers of distance and fabric. Helplessly enthralled by the admiring inferno, he thrust once, twice before he clenched. Then, her wet tongue rimmed her lips a fraction at a time while her eyes stoked the flames. He said, “Don’t,” as he thrust one more time. A single pulse of pleasure escaped his control and he staggered to the knob, putting his back to her before he disgraced himself entirely.
"Tonight," he said, and jerked the door open and nearly slammed it closed. He barged into an unexpected audience to his shamed, clumsy exit.
In the face of the scrutiny, he reverted to habit ingrained from his sire's harsh lessons and assumed a regal posture unsuited to the picture he presented to the group. He carried his jacket haphazardly over one arm. Both shirtsleeves were rolled to his elbows, and wet spots and bubbles dotted his garments. His fists still wore the bubbles too. All four sets of eyes assessed his state and stalled at his pants. The fabric strained to hold his erection and a large spot proved that getting it up hadn't been as much a problem as keeping it down.
For a few lengthy moments, the three brothers formed a seething, silent wall of hostility, before they surged forward. Nick slammed him into a wall. Drew and Matt held him there while Nick drew back a fist.
Vladimir spoke before the blow took flight. “I admit that I’m not fully acquainted with your customs yet. Tell me, lads, is this how the English say thank you?”
Three strained and chagrined faces recalled that the sight grating on their nerves existed at their invitation, at their urging. Still, 'twas bloody difficult to view a friend's hard for your sister as a favor.
“Sorry,” Nick said, stepping back.
“Yeah, we’re all sorry,” Matt said, although the snapping of his eyes presented a different impression entirely.
“You gonna do it?” Drew asked like he'd just been told that the best spot to build his mansion lay right over his favorite hunting hound's grave.
He opened his mouth to say no, but snapped it shut again. If he pretended that he hadn't already started counting the hours he'd be telling himself a whopper. No force on earth would dissuade him from keeping his promise to start the lessons tonight. He feared he'd keep it even if she changed her mind after she learned the truth.
He had to touch her again, and that thought scared the immortal crap out of him on so many levels he couldn't count them all.
The four faces stared at him steadily, awaiting his response.
He gave a wicked grin. “Just call me Professor Passion.”
Fighting the persistent impulse to pound the friend doing them a huge favor into bits, each of the brothers grimaced, nodded and walked away, headed to their respective rooms to dress, to pray for tolerance and perhaps to punch something.
The Russian lingered to quirk a brow and ask, “Which one of you learned a lesson today?”
CHAPTER TWO
“His Grace, the Duke of Sedgewick and his fiancée, Lady Judith de Mandeville,” rang the announcement that heralded their arrival at the Lindsey ball. He spotted the Malones grouped around Lily, so he witnessed her heart leave her eyes as the words killed her dreams. Then her tears began to fall. Her public pain arched into the soul of the man too cowardly to break her heart privately. He didn’t even hear the announcement of Judith’s father behind them, Humphrey de Mandeville, the Earl of Essex.
Vlad put an arm around Lily’s waist and joined her brothers to shepherd her out to the terrace. Sedgewick surged forward but forgot that he still had Judith on his arm. His heedless dash tangled the train of her gown and unsettled her balance on the stairs. Instead of the grand entrance she preferred, his fiancée staggered into the Lindsey ball, thrown off balance when he rushed forward and shook off her arm to race away.
“Bozworth Harrison get back here this instant! I demand that you return and attend to me!” Judith’s screech carried nearly the length of the ballroom. He ignored it and all of the attempts to garner his time and attention that he generally tolerated with long-suffering patience. He had none tonight and his threat to one idiot popinjay who grasped his arm persuaded the others to back off.
He rushed towards the terrace to get to her before rejection hardened to hate. His common sense wasn’t foolish enough to even try to stop him, as he blindly obeyed the urgings of his sixth sense. It screamed at him to “get to her, now, before it’s too late.” He ran, knowing it might be too late already. He ran, knowing that her dreams must die because she must live.
The group huddled in the far corner of the terrace where Vlad held Lily as she cried on his chest. Before he could tend to her he had to tend to his alleged friend, and gave him an order. "Get your damn hands off of her right now, you Russian jackass!” Boz shoved Matt one way and Drew another, clearing a path to the couple.
Burrowing into the other man's chest as she clutched the front of his shirt, Lily wished she could turn into a ghost. Course, the spirit would hang around long enough to decimate a dastardly duke. The thought almost made her smile. "Don’t let him touch me.”
“Lily,” Boz said, hearing and hating the pleading note in his voice. Sedgewicks didn't beg. Still, he said it again, “Lily, sweetheart.”
She lifted her head. “I’m not your sweetheart. I believe that dubious distinction belongs to someone named Judith. Get it right, you jerk!”
“Judith is not my…” he bit back the words because he couldn't publicly proclaim his disdain for his future wife.
Her ire overcame her need for protection, and she released her guardian. “She's not your, what? Did the staff make a huge, public, blunder? Are you, or are you not betrothed to the woman?”
Sedgewick advanced until retreat carried her to the corner. He gripped both sides of the railing to keep her there.
“Are you?” She perched on tiptoe to snarl the question at him.
“We would like that answer as well,” Nick said stiffly.
Lily vibrated with rage so akin to passion that his body had trouble distinguishing the two emotions. Her cream colored, violet-trimmed gown had an oval neckline. The tiny fraction of his nature that remained unbiased tried to tell him it was fairly modest – for the ton. However, so little of his nature was unbiased or –for that matter- reasonable when it came to this woman that he wanted to wrap her in his coat while he taught her the danger of displaying herself so openly.
His possessive passion ignored her hostile brothers, the amused Russian gypsy, and the avid gossipmongers to take an improper step forward. It fetched him close but not quite close enough. He took the second step and traced the neckline of her garment while he whispered. “I promised to attend them later, baby. You didn’t have to wear a garment this low cut to remind me.”
The actually well concealed nipples stiffened in response to the tracing of that finger. His lips were lowering to hers when loud, throat clearing jerked him to awareness of where they were and what he had nearly done.
She had closed her eyes in anticipation of the coming kiss and when he jerked his lips away 'twas an embarrassingly long moment later before she opened them again as she realized the kiss wasn’t coming. It reminded her of another time years ago and of the rage stolen by a single touch.
“I can’t kiss you here, sweet,” he said, tracing her lips with the finger that had been rimming her neckline.
She bit down - hard. He jerked his hand away as she slapped his cheek. “Oww, crap,” he said at the twin blows, before he came even closer, wrapping his arms around her, pinning hers to her side. “Stop it. You’re behaving like a brat.”
“Indeed,” she replied. “I tender my apologies for my juvenile behavior. The young often engage in foolish pursuits, like temper tantrums over unfaithful rakes. Sometimes, it takes quite a lot to make one realize that it is long past time to put away crushes.”
She moved to sweep past him like he didn’t exist, and he should have let her go. He knew that but her words clawed at something he couldn't fight. He reached out to detain her.
“Release my sister,” Nick demanded.
A female voice behind them issued a louder demand. “Indeed, my dear. Do let the chit go. It appears that you've suffered quite enough at her hands already.”
Boz’s hand tightened. “Go inside, Judith. This doesn’t concern you.”
“But I disagree, my dear. Everything you do concerns me, especially when you make such a spectacle of yourself while doing it. Explain your actions and who these persons are.”
“These persons are the Malone family. Nick is the Earl of Shaftesbury, Drew is his middle brother, Matt is the youngest and the baggage I am holding onto is Lily. As to my actions, I have no need to explain or justify those to anyone.”
“What on earth has come over you?” She questioned. “You are to stop it this instant. It must be the influence of these persons that have you so out of sorts. They should be sent away and instructed never to trouble us again.”
“The Malones are my houseguests."
The name connected in the social registry that passed for her brain. She sniffed like she smelled something vile. “I remember now. These must be the children of the adulterous whore St. Albans cast aside. Who ended up stuck with her? Oh, Shaftesbury, I believe you said.”
Boz stepped behind Lily and placed both hands on her shoulders. “Although Lady Anne never bothered to fight such trash, I'll not allow it to cast shadows on the reputation of her children. As I said, I am sponsoring Lily and the Malones are my guests. They are also my friends.” He raised his voice. “Those who do not treat the family with every courtesy have made of me an enemy.”
Even Judith shut up, and Lily wondered how she could love and hate this man so much in the same instant.
“Ahh, a waltz. I would like to dance. I believe that the Lindseys shall be toasting our engagement soon,” Judith said.
“Our bloody engagement,” he said, then cursed himself inwardly for he felt Lily stiffen beneath his hands, “has been toasted at every party for the last three months.”
“Still,” Judith said, holding out her hand, “a coupling of blood as blue as ours can never be celebrated enough. Can it, my dear?”
The men nearby snorted at the sentiment. Etiquette required that he take Judith’ outstretched hand to escort her to the dance floor. He bitterly resented the reality, but he had crafted it and must now live with his choice. He just hadn’t known it would hurt as much as it did to glance back at Lily’s face and see the lost look in her eyes.
“I would like to leave now,” Lily said, a long, quiet minute later.
“Of course,” Drew said.
“No.” Vlad disagreed. “Running away is the wrong move. You must dance and flirt and give every appearance of enjoying this party.”
“Why?” Lily asked.
“Because that will devastate him.” Vlad was male enough himself to appreciate the fire that flared in her at the thought of dishing out a little of what she'd taken.
“I sincerely doubt that he'd care,” she replied. “What would it matter if he did? He will marry Judith.”
“You're in love with him, aren’t you?” Batalova asked, having no patience for dancing around the subject.
“Yes. I've always loved him. Why else would I have agreed with this whole idiotic notion of lessons?”
“In the end, my Lady,” the Russian said, taking her hand and kissing it, “I believe that whether he marries the ice goddess is in your lovely hands.”
“You’re familiar with the bloody creed that has governed the life of every Duke of Sedgewick, I assume,” said Drew skeptically, not wanting his sister to get her hopes up.
“I am, but every rule has an exception. This duke is that exception. I told him that back when I was counseling him against this betrothal. I would like to discuss this at length with all of you before you decide to cancel the lessons. It is important it is for my friend’s happiness and your sister’s that you continue with your plan.”
“How can I let him touch me knowing his heart is pledged to another?”
“I may be wrong, although I rarely am," Vlad said. "I believe that his heart has always been yours. Now, may I have this dance? Unless you plan to hand him to Judith on a silver platter.”
Lily squared her shoulders, assumed a manufactured smile, and placed her hand in his.
When the pair whirled onto the floor Boz stumbled in the steps of the dance. “My apologies for my clumsiness,” he recited automatically.
“You seem to be suffering overmuch from that tonight Bozworth,” Judith replied.
“Indeed,” he said calmly.
Well, he stayed calm for a few steps. Then the movement of the dance brought a glimpse of his friend alone, leaning against a pole. Where was Lily? He whirled his fiancée haphazardly as his eyes searched for a small shapely figure.
“Boz. Let me go,” Judith insisted.
Relieved, he released her to huff away. He only bothered to watch for the span of a breath, before he recalled that he was free to search. The first step was locating his Gypsy friend.
“Where the hell is she?”
“There,” he pointed, “with Badgerton.”
Boz spotted her, being held far too closely by Geoff Ramsgate whose superior height gave him a spectacular view. “Son of a bitch,” he muttered. He took two steps towards the dance floor before a hand gripped the back of his jacket.
“She’s here to find a husband, isn’t she?”
“Yes,” Boz snarled.
“Geoff is wealthy, titled and handsome. Now that you are off the market, he is one of this season’s prime catches.” Vlad missed none of the dancing darkness that darkened Boz’s eyes for just a moment before he cloaked his expression.
“Indeed,” Boz said dryly, his attention never veering from the couple.
The Russian watched the duke watch the girl. His suave friend had trouble standing still. When Clive Clinton cut in on Badgerton the two men nearly came to blows on the floor. Boz took it worse than the combatants. He grabbed a railing, likely to keep himself from going onto the floor to beat both into bloody pulps. When her dancing partner returned her to her brothers, Sedgewick took off like his shoes were aflame. He arrived to see Giles Brudenel, one of the foremost rakes in the Kingdom, leading her to the floor.
“How in God’s green name could you allow her to dance with Cardigan?”
“Hello to you too, buddy,” Matt quipped.
“Cut the small talk. Are you aware of who the bastard is?”
“The bastard is your friend. You and he own a race horse together,” Drew intoned.
“I might own a race horse with Satan incarnate. That doesn’t mean you should trust him with Lily. Giles is a rake of the first order, a wanton seducer of women,” Boz replied, his eyes on the couple on the floor. “There,” he pointed, “do you see how he's looking down her dress?”
“The last time I was in the city,” Nick said in a strangled voice, “I ran into the pair of you at Madame Odette's.”
“Exactly. The smarmy bastard should not be allowed anywhere near her.”
“He's handsome, titled and not betrothed - husband material,” Drew said.
“Damn. He's holding her too close.”
The brothers looked at the floor in disbelief. An elderly couple looking none too steady danced near their sister and her partner. The old boy held his lady far closer than Giles held Lily. Apparently, the requisite social space wasn't far enough away for their friend.
“I’m going to go and get her away from him,” Boz said, and took one step in that direction before Judith appeared at his elbow. “What do you want?”
“Supper. I came for your escort since you haven't bothered to attend me properly all evening.” Judith sniffed.
“Supper?” Boz asked, as though he had never heard of the concept of a lengthy ball adjourning for a meal.
“What is wrong with you? You're not acting at all like yourself.”
“Nothing is wrong with me,” Boz retorted, turning away to give his arm to Judith. He paused to whisper to Nick. “Get her away from Giles.”
Supper was the prearranged signal to exit the festivities, so the boys headed towards the door to meet Vlad and Lily.
“It didn’t escape anyone’s notice that Boz was acting downright strange tonight, did it?” Matt asked.
“He was acting,” Batalova replied, as he assisted Lily into the carriage and followed, “jealous. The reason you find that strange is because he's never cared about any woman before. When a man starts acting that way it can only mean one thing.”
“It might, if the man in question wasn’t already betrothed,” Lily said as a tear tracked down her face. She dropped the fake smile. A moment longer, and her face would have cracked. “There is at least one woman on the planet that he cares about enough to wed.”
“Cares about? She's the last female he'd ever care for,” Vlad said.
“So he proposed to her?” Drew asked in disbelief.
“Exactly,” Vlad replied.
“I can’t wait to hear this explanation,” Matt noted.
The Russian donned the sort of evil grin a man would only wear when he was thinking of putting a good friend through his paces. “What I can’t wait for is the next ton gathering.”
“How so?” Nick asked curious at what thought inspired that expression.
“He hasn’t even started those lessons yet but he wanted to beat several of his friends bloody for daring to dance with her. I can only imagine how he will cope with his possessive tendencies after he's begun to teach her to enjoy sex. It would be only natural that she would put some of her lessons into practice, or at least, that's going to be the sole thought in his mind.”
“Don’t know about those lessons now,” Nick said. “It seems wrong for a betrothed man to be that kind of teacher.”
“The lessons must continue,” Vlad insisted.
“Well, the carriage has halted, so it appears that we will soon be in the study so you can explain why we should proceed,” Drew commented.
“Sometimes you have to trouble the waters to get the fish to swim over and investigate. He won't bite the lure until he's close,” Batalova said.
Dismounting, Lily tossed back, “This fish already bit a lure.”
“He bit the wrong lure for the wrong reason.”
“So we’re going to save him from himself? Play God?” Nick inquired.
“God or faeries,” Vlad replied, “although I expect that they have a hand in this somehow.”
The entire family stared at the Russian as though they suspected he was a bit touched.
“Talk,” said Nick, seating himself on the study sofa.
After pouring a round of drinks for the group, Batalova turned and said, “Euripides said, ‘When love is in excess, it brings a man nor honor nor worthiness’. Our friend constructed his entire life around that quote.”
A smile of remembrance on his face, Nick said, “Old Ripdees. Neither of us could pronounce his name, but even then, the old duke drilled him on that quote. His father taught him that love posed the biggest obstacle to the Dukes of Sedgewick living up to the family creed.”
“Honor first, last and always,” the Gypsy intoned. “The mantra that governs his life along with whatever else he's hiding. No Duke of Sedgewick has strayed from it and he vows he will not be the first. I understand that the dukes of this family have been miserable bastards. That is not what I want for him. How about you?”
To the joint negative head shaking, he continued. “So Boz grew up being taught that for a Sedgewick, falling in love courted dishonor. I'm sure there's more that we don't know but we'll work with what we do, which is obstacle enough. Anyway, against that backdrop, along came his kinsman, Nial, Laird of the Clan Maclee.” Vlad stalked to a curtain, thrust it back, and began speaking to the windowsill, “Yes I’m about to blame you. You all helped to create this mess and I expect you to help solve it. Understand?” He asked.
“Perhaps you need to go and lay down,” Lily commented.
“No, no, I’m fine. Do you want to hear this or not?”
“Of course, it’s just that you seem disturbed," Drew replied.
“I’m what? Never mind, this isn’t about me. Now pay attention, all of you,” he swept the group with an accusing glare before he turned back to the window, “you too. Pay attention and stop that giggling. This is serious. Now, where was I? Oh, Nial. Well, he grew up under a curse from the wee folk that said if he married anyone other than his fated love his life wouldn’t be worth living. When he found his fated love, he managed to drive her away. He came raring over here seeking Boz’s help in getting her back. The laird of a Highland clan sat right where you’re sitting and told our friend that he loved Heather so much he’d betray his clan for her.”
“Damn,” Drew commented.
“Exactly. To Boz, it was a textbook illustration of Old Euripides’ sentiment. It got worse from there, because she ended up getting herself mortally wounded – shot – and Maclee had to summon the faeries for help to save her. They demanded that he go down to his knees in front of gathered guests from all over Scotland and beg the Faerie King for her life. No one, Boz included, thought he would do it. But that is exactly what he did. Traded his honor and his dignity for love. Came out on the better end of that one, because you never saw a more happily married couple.”
“Damn, that‘s a pretty tough thing, but…,” Matt began.
“I’m not finished. There’s more,” Batalova poured himself another drink. “This is where I come in actually. Lady Vivian, the daughter of the Earl of Standings, was lured to California. She intended to make a fortune on the gold fields and buy an independent life. She ended up running into my friend Colt who carried a whole pile of baggage. Colt is a half-breed and the bastard son of the Earl of Warwick. Hated everything English, he did. Well, he hated everything English with the exception of Lady Viv. Course, he was a fool for love too and he drove her away. When her family and Boz came for her, she headed back home. Boz stayed with me to convince Colt to break his vow never to step foot on English soil to come for her.”
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