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Her Captain Returns
How could anything considered sinful feel so good? That is what Miss Corinne Claymore asked herself as she gave into the titillating suggestions of Captain Ryder Montgomery.
Corinne never knew what she was getting into with her innocent flirtations with Ryder. Scandal ensues as they are discovered in an amorous embrace in the gardens at Lady Covington's ball. Corinne finds herself not only married to Ryder, but abandoned. A short letter tells her he will be gone for several years.
Eight years pass while Ryder is on a secret mission for the Prince Regent. He only returns at hearing the news of his brother's death, making him the new Earl of Stafford. His love and passion for Corinne have not waned. In fact, remembering their nights of pleasure has been the only thing that's kept him sane on his dangerous journey. But she has changed much, filled now with bitterness and the fear of being deserted again. Ryder must woo her back to him and soothe her fears, all while discovering how his brother died and who may be at fault. It will be a treacherous adventure, but one consumed with building trust and love while enjoying carnal pleasures.
Her Captain Surrenders
Captain Nathaniel Cruise always puts duty first. But a beautiful woman tempts him from his duties to pursue more… pleasurable diversions. Beyond her physical charms, Lady Blackburn has wit and intelligence. He’ll have to stay one step ahead of the seductive widow to keep from falling under her spell.
Lady Juliette Blackburn knows what she wants and she wants Captain Cruise. A wealthy widow in her own right, she decides to take her love life into her own hands. However, at every turn, the man of her dreams runs away from her. She’ll have to keep up a subtle chase to discreetly reel him in.
Despite their mutual attraction, something darker pulls them together, threatening both their lives. Together they’ll fight the villain and perhaps along the way, Juliette’s captain will surrender… to love.
Her Captain Dares All
Pursued by kidnappers, Lady Tessa Woodward is running for her life. When handsome Captain Jeremy Williams comes to her rescue in the backstreets of Paris, she persuades him to help her escape France and return to her home in England.
Captain Jeremy Williams is captivated by Lady Tessa's fiery nature and agrees to give her passage aboard his ship. Once on board, his desire grows and soon reveals a sensual side to the woman he can’t deny. But when danger threatens his lady, will the captain dare all to save her?

Book One
London, England 1812
“Are you enjoying Lady Covington’s ball?” Captain Montgomery—the rogue—asked, his warm breath bathing her in sinful delight.
Corinne could not have been more thrilled for the way her evening was going. She stared up into the beautiful hazel eyes of the man who twirled her about the dance floor. Captain Ryder Montgomery was one of the most handsome men she’d ever met. She was the lucky lady who’d claimed his affections on this and several prior evenings. At each function she attended this season, he’d been there, dancing with her, flirting with her. Her hopes were high that he would offer her marriage soon. Corinne could feel her skin beginning to warm and hoped her blush wasn’t showing.
“Yes, I am having a most enjoyable time.”
She lowered her eyes for a moment, and then let them rise so she could again admire Ryder’s strong chiseled features, softened by the dimple in his chin, and the golden locks tapering to the bottom of his neck. Corinne resisted the urge to comb her fingers through his hair to feel just how soft it was.
“You are quite an accomplished dancer, Miss Corinne.” His breath was sweet sin against her neck as he whispered in her ear. She stifled a moan threatening to escape.
Ryder brought out a side of her she didn’t know existed. A quick peek around the room indicated her parents were not watching. She would be mortified if they saw his intimate whisper. No doubt someone would inform them, but she could always deny it then. She prayed he would propose soon; she didn’t know how much of his gentle torture she could take.
“Why, thank you, Captain. You have been an excellent dancing partner. I fear that with the other gentleman, I seem to step on their toes, sending the rest of my dance partners scattering.”
Ryder’s laugh was like liquid gold. He made it clear he found her amusing in an affectionate way, and she only hoped she could continue to pique his interest. As he laughed with her, his hold on her tightened slightly, and she loved the way his tall, sinewy body seemed to fit perfectly with hers.
His fingers, resting lightly on her hips, began to draw small circles, before he twirled her about. A lurch of excitement brewed within her. She knew just how naughty it was for him to touch her this way…next time she would politely remove his affable digits.
Although she was sure a proposal would be coming soon, it was most unseemly for her to allow such liberties.
“Well, you have certainly won my confidence in your abilities. I shall warn all others that to dance with you would be hazardous to their health.” His eyes twinkled as he gazed directly into hers. “Then I can be sure I have you all to myself.”
Corinne found it impossible not to return his disarming smile. If he asked her to walk through the garden mazes right now, she would, and she’d entertain any improper acts he had in mind.
His hand moved from her hip to the small of her back. The very air around her seemed electrified, and the small sensual movements of his fingertips sent shocks through her spine. She really should make him stop…
“Captain Montgomery, you flatter me.” Her words came out breathlessly, and she chewed her lip, stifling another moan his touch elicited.
“I wish to do more than flatter you.” There was an invitation in the depths of his eyes.
The music stopped for a moment, signaling the end of the dance.
Corinne didn’t want it to end. She wanted to remain in Captain Montgomery’s arms, feel him stroke her and whisper dangerous things in her ear.
Their bodies slowly separated but their gazes clung to each other. He softly took her hand in his and raised it to his lips. Corinne held her breath as he tenderly brushed his lips against the back of her glove.
From the corner of her eye, Corinne saw they’d caught the attention of some of the other guests. Captain Montgomery noticed as well and they shared a secretive smile.
“For now, Miss Claymore, I bid you adieu, but perhaps you will save the last dance for me, if you are not already engaged?” The intense look in his eyes had Corinne momentarily speechless.
“Why yes, Captain, the spot is saved for you.”
A triumphant smile covered his face, and he bowed to her before turning away as her two friends, Mary and Clare, approached her. Their smiles were bright and they clapped their hands almost in unison.
Corinne quickly recovered her disappointment at the captain’s retreat, and turned to her friends with an excited smile.
“Was that the infamous Captain Montgomery we’ve heard you speak about?” Mary asked, her perfect white teeth showing her excitement.
“Yes.” Her voice a little breathless, she stared after his distant figure.
“Corinne, you seem to have grabbed the attention of the most gorgeous man in all the ton,” Clare chimed in.
Corinne laughed. “He is more than gorgeous. He is a wonderful dancer and quite charming too.”
“To be sure, he does appear charming.” Mary peered after the captain’s backside. “Very charming indeed.”
Corinne and Clare both slapped at Mary’s arms at the same time, giggles erupting from them all.
“Mary you will create a scandal and this only your first season!” Corinne exclaimed.
“I may create a scandal, but you may be the only one who gleans an offer of marriage among the three of us,” Mary retorted with a snort.
“If only it were true,” Corinne said wistfully. “Let us get some punch, and survey the remainder of the eligible bachelors. I am determined for this Season of ours to be the last as eligible maidens.”
*~*~*~*
Ryder observed Miss Corinne Claymore from across the room. His blood still boiled from the closeness of their bodies. She could tempt an angel to do naughty deeds.
He swirled the brandy in his glass as he contemplated the budding relationship he’d developed with her. He’d never come across a woman who fit so well with him. Her body nearly molded to his as they danced. He was enraptured by her wit and intelligence.
Corinne’s shiny chestnut locks were piled high on her head; several curled tendrils framed the creamy white skin of her face. The sprinkle of freckles across the bridge of her nose lent her an innocent air. Her eyes perfectly matched the soft blue gown she wore.
Ryder’s lips pulled thin and his brow furrowed. Her gown was drawing winks and nudges from several male passersby. An intense surge of emotion filled his gut. Was it jealousy? He didn’t know. But he did know he wanted to knock each of those dandies out for looking at her.
His gaze was drawn back to the soft shimmer of her satin gown. It accentuated the curves of a healthy young body, not in a scandalous way, but definitely noticeable. He roved the length of her perfectly sculpted arms. The soft skin peeking from where her sleeves and gloves met tempted him to peel the satiny gloves away and stroke the soft spot in the crook of her elbow. The creamy swells of her breasts almost made the animal within him burst forth.
Ryder took another sip of his brandy, letting the liquid swirl about his mouth before swallowing it. He wanted to plunge into the slick folds hidden beneath the fabric. Slide his tongue along the mounds of flesh spilling from her dress. Suckle on a taut pink nipple.
His teeth clenched as he concentrated on getting the lusty thoughts of Miss Claymore from his mind. It was only through pure determination he was able to quell the pulsing in his groin. He knew all he wanted, would never be. She could never be his.
She would have been his first choice had he been intent on marriage. By asking her to dance at each soiree and the seductive words he whispered to her, he was giving her the wrong idea about his intentions. He wasn’t able to help it. He was enchanted by her. Wished for a moment he could sweep her away into the garden, a place where they could be alone. He wanted to steal a kiss from those ruby lips, pursed in a way that begged for him to devour them.
Ryder took another long, burning gulp of his brandy. If only times were different, he could have her all to himself.
“Judging from your scowl, you’ve either got your eye on another man’s lovely piece or someone who owes you money.” Jeremy Williams, his lieutenant, said from behind him.
“Let me guess, the blonde?”
“No, the brunette,” Ryder answered with a smile.
Lieutenant Williams and he had been friends since boyhood, and it could only be chalked up to luck they served the country together. Both were second sons, and only too happy to join the Royal Navy.
“She sure does look like sugar and spice.”
“Aye, ‘tis her first season, too.”
“Hmm. Are you courting her?”
“No,” Ryder said curtly. He did not want to be having this conversation.
“Why not? You’re three and twenty, high time you settled down.”
Ryder scowled at his friend.
“Thank you, Mother, for such fascinating advice. My friend, marriage is not the life for me.” He was sure the king had other plans for him. Another gulp of the amber liquid calmed his nerves. He really was becoming irritated, and he shouldn’t be. His friend Williams always had his best interests at heart.
“Captain, my captain, why are you so sore this evening? You’re reminding me of my grandmother.”
Ryder couldn’t help but throw his head back and laugh at the comment. He slapped Williams on the back, causing his friend to lurch forward a little bit.
“Lieutenant, you know just what to say to get this sulking ninny back to rights. I am married to the sea and to England. I shall have to be satisfied with that.”
“So you say, but you will soon change your mind when Miss Debutante refuses your advances without a proper ceremony.”
Ryder chuckled. “Perhaps, but I think I can tame the beast within to settle for someone more willing to accept my attentions without strings attached.”
“Ah, but I should like to know a saucy beauty waits for me at home after long months at sea.” Williams scanned the room as if looking for just the woman to fill the job for him.
“There are plenty of ladies who I’m sure are more than eager to fill that slot.” Ryder smirked as Williams let a loud whoop.
“Aye, so I must make my rounds, so as not to disappoint them.” He turned for a moment to Ryder. “So how are you going to cure your brooding over the woman?”
“Better to find a woman who can satisfy my needs without marriage.” Ryder looked about the room. “Perhaps the widow of Lord Blackburn.” He pointed to a beautiful woman who stood near Corinne. Her movements were graceful and her attire elegant. She was still young, perhaps only twenty-five years, and would make anyone an intriguing bed partner.
“Yes, perhaps you are right. With a woman like that you may have her before the evening is out.” Williams looked deep in thought. “I had not thought on that. I suppose I shouldn’t be getting any of the ladies hopes up either. But I do like the idea of having one to warm my bed for the night.” His mind made up, Williams slapped Ryder on the back and sauntered away.
Lady Blackburn batted her lashes in Ryder’s direction. He knew he could have her if he wanted. She’d been making that clear since her husband died the year before. He started to walk toward her, but stopped instead. He grabbed two glasses of champagne from a waiting footman in exchange for his glass of brandy.
He had all intentions of getting Miss Claymore out of his mind, and beginning his flirtations with Lady Blackburn.
His feet, however, refused to listen to reason. He was no longer in control of his body, which walked straight towards the innocent maid who had his blood burning.
*~*~*~*
“Captain Montgomery, I can’t,” Corinne said without conviction. In all honesty she was elated to go into the garden maze with him.
The enticing words he’d been murmuring to her all evening piqued her curiosity.
“We won’t be gone long, love. No one will miss you. Come, let’s walk.” He pulled her along willingly into the lush foliage.
Whispers, moans and indiscernible sensual sounds could be heard throughout the gardens. Tingling sensations wrapped their way through Corinne’s core. She felt bold with the mix of the champagne and the awakening sensations running rapidly in her blood. With marriage on the horizon, a little dalliance wouldn’t harm her…
“I shall pleasure you, my Captain, for just this one night,” she said with what she hoped was a come hither look.
Corinne faltered a bit from the shocked look on Captain Montgomery’s face, but it quickly changed to one of smoldering desire.
His hand holding hers jerked her towards him, crushing her body to his.
“Ryder. Call me Ryder.” His voice was gruff, filled with hunger for her.
“Ryder,” she breathed.
His lips descended on hers, caressing softly at first and then more firmly. They were warm, and this, her first kiss, was more than she’d ever dreamed of. He placed her hands on his hips, and slid his own up the length of her arms. Chills followed in his fingertips wake and her body shuddered. Boldly she moved her hands over his hips and up his back, massaging the muscles that flexed beneath his waistcoat. It felt so good to touch him. To let her pent up desire out. She would make him stop before they became too heated…
Corinne leaned up on tiptoe, pressing into him further. His scent was intoxicatingly male, and she breathed him in as she pressed her lips to his. She had the urge to taste him and let her tongue slip out apprehensively against his lower lip. Ryder growled low in his throat. Proud of herself for pleasing him, she parted her lips. His tongue thrust in possessively, probing, partaking in what she offered.
Corinne eagerly tasted him back. Her tongue slid over his teeth, his lips, dueling with his. In all her fantasies, she hadn’t imagined such an act. It was absolutely thrilling.
His hands moved from her arms, one gripping her around the whole of her lower back, and the other teasing her ribs and slowly moving upward.
A sigh escaped her lips, and she instinctively arched her back. She would only let him have one touch. Just a taste of what was to come on their wedding night. Ryder took her subtle cue and let his hand cup her breast, kneading it through her gown and corset. Her nipples pebbled and tingled from his touch. She felt wild, wanton, but the sensations he created were so potent. Just a few more delicious moments…
The world around Corinne seemed to disappear. Her mind and body were in an uproar. If she’d known Ryder’s kisses and touch could bring her such pleasure she would have dragged him to the gardens long ago.
“Ryder,” she purred as his lips slid from her mouth to her neck, settling in the hollow of her throat.
His tongue whirled and sucked on her sensitive flesh and Corinne mewed with delight. So decadent…
“You taste of spice,” he said gruffly. His hand massaged and tweaked her nipple, then tugged gently on the fabric covering her breasts. She really should cease this, but…
The air on her bare skin was a kiss of delight, followed by the hot wetness of Ryder’s mouth. He circled the top of her breast and then moved lower, breathing on her puckered tip, until he finally took it into his mouth.
“Oh, my!” Corinne gasped, her hands clutching his head, kneading his scalp, tugging his hair. He sucked and flicked his tongue in such a way she became dizzy with desire.
“Don’t stop,” she urged. She could no longer think with such wicked delight pulsing through her veins.
He moved his mouth to give her other breast its just attention.
“So silky smooth.” His hands gripped her bottom now, massaging, pulling her closer to his hard body as his mouth ravished her breasts.
“Corinne!” Her father’s voice cut through the night like a knife to the heart.
“Viscount Hereford!” Ryder exclaimed.
“Father!” Corinne shrieked. Their surprised voices rang in unison.
All feelings of desire and pleasure evaporated as Corinne tried to gain her bearings. Her hands fluttered to cover her exposed breasts as Ryder pushed her behind him. Her stomach knotted up in fear and shame.
The air sucked its way out of Corinne’s body and all she could see was the intense look of disgust on her father’s face.
~Chapter Two~
London, England
August, 1815
“What a fool I’ve been!”
Corinne slammed down the letter now worn thin from reading it at least a hundred times in the last three years. Her head rested in the crook of her elbow on her writing desk. She’d endured an embarrassing Season yet again. Rumors flitted about every drawing room and ball she entered. She wasn’t sure if she could take it any longer.
She could hear their whispers now as if they were in the room with her.
“Be careful or she may seduce your intended right from under your nose…”
“Poor Captain Montgomery, to be stuck with such a shrew that he left within a fortnight of their marriage…”
“Poor dear, she must feel positively dreadful about herself…”
“He must have a mistress. Only a man that has found happiness elsewhere would keep away from his wife so long…”
If one more person asked her where Captain Montgomery was, Corinne was sure her lungs would burst from the force of her scream. She had no idea where her husband was.
She wished she did so she could murder him for the scandal he’d caused.
“Three years, I have waited and wasted,” Corinne murmured to herself.
Pulling out paper, quill and ink, she began to write another letter to him, begging for some word as to his return and whereabouts. But she knew it was no use. She wrote him steadily for almost a thousand days and only once did she receive a letter from him.
Corinne begrudgingly wrenched open the evil piece and read it for the one hundred and first time.
My dearest Mrs. Montgomery,
As I’m sure you’ve noticed I am no longer at your side. I have been called away on an errand for his majesty, and hope to return to you soon…
How long would she have to wait? Where was he? Was he still alive? Fresh tears stung her eyes as they did each time she thought on her plight. Many people asked her why she waited. She didn’t know why. She’d seen the admiral of the Royal Navy, and he assured her that her husband was doing his duty to England. But with each passing day, and no word, she grew skeptical. Was he alive or dead? Was he coming back?
“Mrs. Montgomery?” Her housekeeper interrupted her.
“Yes Margo?” Corinne refused to turn to face the servant, not wanting her to see her red-rimmed eyes.
“The Earl of Stafford is here to see you.”
“Please escort him to the drawing room. I will be there momentarily.”
“Yes, madam.”
When Margo had gone, Corinne stood. She washed her face, and re-pinned her hair, hoping she didn’t look as if she’d been wallowing in self-pity all morning. She didn’t want Ryder’s brother to see her distress.
“Dear Peter, I’m so glad you could stop by,” she said cheerfully upon entering the drawing room.
He gave her a chaste kiss upon her hand.
“Please have a seat.” She indicated towards one of the settees, sitting down herself.
“Could I offer you some tea?”
“No, that won’t be necessary. My visit unfortunately is a short one.” He settled himself across from her.
“That’s a shame, I see you so rarely.” It was hard for Corinne to look at the earl. His face was almost identical to Ryder’s.
“I hate to beat a dead horse, but have you any word from my brother?” His face reddened, and she knew he must have had to work up a lot of nerve to ask her.
“No.”
“I see.” He took a deep breath. “I have spoken with the admiral and he says he has not had word from the Caledonia, either.” He paused a moment, letting such news sink in.
Corinne chose to ignore his words. To give them heed would be admitting what she feared were true. “I have a suggestion for you.”
“A suggestion?” What could he possibly be thinking? Would he ask her to have him declared dead? She couldn’t do it. Wouldn’t do it.
“Yes, you know you have a lovely manor in the country, why not travel there for the winter? You’ve spent these three years cooped up in this town house. I suggest you go to the country for a spell. The fresh air will do you some good.”
Corinne knew her brother-in-law meant well. He’d watched her suffer through the past three Seasons. Tried to visit her often, but she was sure he feared any rumors that may arise from staying too long. Surely the gossip queens of the ton would assume she was having an affair with him.
“Fresh air, hmm. That does sound nice.” She thought on it a moment. It would be good to get away from the twittering chits who talked about her behind her back. Who invited her to tea and other gatherings simply because they felt they must.
“I am headed to the country myself, and Ryder’s home is not too far from mine. About a five minute ride. I would be happy to escort you.”
She should do it. She should take the plunge. Corinne never visited the manor, although Ryder mentioned it to her. She just hadn’t been able to work up the nerve to leave London. What would people say? They would think she was escaping. Perhaps it was high time she stopped worrying about what they said. She should worry about herself, her own happiness. It was hard to admit, but she was miserable.
“When are you leaving?”
“In just a few hours. I do apologize for not warning you sooner, but it only just occurred to me to ask you.”
Corinne knew why he hadn’t asked her sooner. The first two years after Ryder left, Peter did ask. Corinne went into a fit of crying and fainting, still completely afflicted by Ryder’s abandonment. She still didn’t understand, why after two glorious weeks of marriage and lovemaking, he’d left.
Although still unsettled, she was more composed now, resigned to the fact he wasn’t with her. She could better handle herself. After all, she was one and twenty years now, a far cry from the bubbling eighteen year old she’d been when she married. Heartbreak and loss also seemed to have aged her much. The country would do her some good. Perhaps she could meet some new friends as well, people who didn’t know her past.
“I will be ready to go.”
“Are you sure?” Peter cringed visibly, and Corinne smiled a bit at his uneasiness.
“I assure you, Peter, I have grown much since the last time you asked me. I will be waiting for you, bags packed and with a cheerful disposition.”
“Delightful! I am truly happy at your decision.
Now I don’t want to get ahead of myself, but there will be many fêtes in the country this fall, and if you are at all interested, the people in Staffordshire are a lovely bunch. Not as much snobbery as you find here amongst our haute ton.”
Corinne pursed her lips. “Are not some of the people going to be the same?”
“Perhaps one or two, but many of the folks around our county live there full time.”
“Wonderful. I shall be glad to join a party or two.”
“I’m glad. I should think Ryder would want that.” Peter sounded as though he was choking as he ended his comment. His face was as bright as flames. “I will be back in two hours.”
Corinne chose to ignore his remark about Ryder. He’d abandoned her. She didn’t care what he would want. She offered her brother-in-law a sweet smile. “Thank you, Peter.”
Peter returned her smile and rose. He kissed her gloved hand before hurrying from the room.
Corinne chuckled softly. Peter was such a different sort than Ryder. Whereas Ryder was calculated and seductive in his movements and speech, Peter was the opposite. She couldn’t recollect a time he didn’t seem embarrassed or rushed to do something or be somewhere.
Back in her bedroom, Corinne crumpled the letter she’d been penning to Ryder. From now on she wouldn’t write to him. If he didn’t have the decency to write, then why should she bother? It only hurt her more.
She did, however, neatly fold his one and only correspondence and tuck it into her pocket. She would keep that.
Her maid Elena packed her things quickly and the footmen moved her bags downstairs.
Soon, the familiar sound of a carriage pulling up out front alerted Corinne that Peter had arrived.
“The Earl of Stafford, Madam.” Her butler announced what she already knew.
So it was. She would go to her country manor house for the first time. This was to be a fall of firsts. It would be the first time she didn’t write Ryder letters. The first time to meet new friends. The first time to be a woman not filled with anxiety.
She would be a new woman.
She would wait for her husband’s return. And when he did, he would have hell to pay.
The Assassin, as he liked to call himself, sat comfortably in a winged back chair in front of his fireplace. Despite the warm summer air outside, his home always seemed a bit drafty.
He chuckled lightly to no one. He was alone in his parlor, his only company the glass of brandy perched on the side table and the cigar balanced between his fingers. He took a long drag on the aromatic tobacco and blew the smoke in ring shapes one after the other.
The Assassin. What a perfect name for himself.
Now if only his target were to come into view, he could enact his plans, and fulfill his dreams. Give it time, he would. The hunger for his prize was there, but not to the point where he would risk losing it.
No, he wasn’t burning with the fever of starvation quite yet. He would wait. The right time would present itself soon, and if it did not, then he would have to resort to plan B.
The Assassin threw his head back and let out roaring laughter, causing tears to come to his eyes. He slapped his knee, his humor at the situation was so profound.
The Assassin! Plan B!
He sure was enjoying his little plot, but he’d never thought he would be able to pull it off. He supposed, perhaps all those who sought that which was not theirs could turn to crime.
However, the prize was his. He was only retaliating against a thief. It was rightfully his, and he sought to regain it.
Yes, his precious prize, his woman, would be in his arms soon.
*~*~*~*
The salty sea air whipped against Ryder’s face. He stood at the bow of the ship. The sun began to set, and the pink of the horizon reminded him of his wife’s full lips.
After three years in her absence his loneliness had not abated. If anything it grew deeper, stronger. He’d spent two glorious weeks in her arms, refusing to let her know their ecstasy would soon be ending.
“Everything’s taken care of Captain,” Williams said beside him.
“Thank you. We have only six more pieces to obtain, to make the Prince’s collection complete.” Ryder turned to examine the deck. Everything looked in place.
“Where to now?” Williams asked.
“India. We should arrive in two months time, and from there we head back to China. I received word from our contact the painting is ready.”
Williams nodded. “Unless there is more you need of me, I’m going to crawl into my hammock.”
“Get some rest.” Ryder turned back to the sea. The constant reminders of his wife were beginning to weigh on him. He didn’t think he would miss Corinne as much as he did. He had a dull ache in his heart to which he refused to admit.
In three years he and his crew had only been able to collect four of the ten items the Prince Regent wanted returned to England. They were all various pieces of artwork, stolen over time from the English throne. He hoped the next six would not take as long as the first few.
Ryder headed for his cabin. He had to do what he always did when such feelings of guilt and melancholy enveloped him. He needed to write a letter begging for forgiveness to Corinne. He needed to again explain why he’d left. Beg her to pardon him for his seduction. Beg for her to accept that his job for the king, for England, must come before his marriage.
There was of course no way of sending the letter. His contacts were under such strict orders for secrecy and silence. Should he risk giving them a letter to send to his wife it could destroy all they’d worked for. Furthermore, should he ask a random person in port to send the letter, it would pinpoint his whereabouts and possibly compromise the whole mission.
Finished, he rubbed his temples and stared at the folded letter. Standing, Ryder walked to the chest at the foot of his bed and opened it. He pulled out the stack of letters he’d written her, held together by twine. There were now seventy-two. He placed them gently back into the chest beside the small painting of Corinne. Lovingly he caressed her alluring face. How he wished she was there with him now.
April, 1820
Eight years of separation…
The ride back to London was a somber one. Corinne had vowed never to return to the dreary place, but here she was, sitting in her carriage, dressed in black, and riding into town.
She pinched her tear-stained cheeks to brighten them and tried to give her expression one of less mourning. It had, after all, been a month since Peter died. The causes were unknown—poison was suspected—but the lack of evidence did not warrant an investigation. Although it was customary to mourn for three months, with all the tongues wagging about her anyway, she couldn’t afford one more notch to be cut into her reputation.
People wouldn’t understand that he was her only link to Ryder, who, she was sure by now, was also dead. In mourning Peter, she mourned the death of her husband as well.
The front of her townhome looked the same as it always had. Corinne sighed and accepted the hand of her footman to assist her climb from the carriage, then swiftly entered the house.
“Mrs. Montgomery—er Lady Stafford, you have returned,” her housekeeper Margo shrieked at the top of her lungs. The woman had aged much in the last five years, and Corinne felt a slight pang of guilt at having never bothered to return.
“I am indeed, Margo. Although I am not sure how long I will stay. I have had a rather long journey and wish to rest.”
“But Mistress,” Margo started, however a heated glare from Corinne cut her off.
“Not now, Margo, I will speak with you later.”
Corinne could feel the eyes of the servants on her back as she climbed the stairs to her old bedroom, having dismissed them with her words. She knew she’d changed much over the years she’d been away. She was more reserved, and loneliness had aged her. She supposed she was bitter, too. She didn’t turn around to give them a smile of apology. She didn’t care at the moment for anything other than curling up in bed and taking a long nap, and whatever news they had could wait.
*~*~*~*
Corinne awoke to the sound of someone tiptoeing in her room. The shades were drawn, and only shadows could be seen.
“Who is there?” she demanded, sitting up in her bed.
“I am sorry to wake you, madam. I only thought to bring you a nice cup of warm tea with milk. I placed it by the fire for when you would wake.” Margo wrung her hands together.
“And you did not think that walking in here would wake me?” Corinne bit her lip at the tone her voice had taken.
“I am dreadfully sorry, my lady. I only wished to make you feel better. When you were here before, tea always did.” Despite the shadows, Corinne thought she could see the housekeeper’s lip quiver.
She felt terrible for causing her servant pain, especially Margo. The woman had gone to such great lengths to calm her after Ryder had left, above and beyond what was her duty. Corinne owed the woman more than the cool words she was giving her now.
“I’m sorry, Margo. I am so tired, and after learning of Peter’s death, well I…I am not myself.” She dare not mention her true thoughts of Ryder being dead.
“No need to explain to me dear,” Margo said, the spirit coming back to her. “I must tell you—”
“Margo, please, I am not in the mood for discussions, I simply want to relax. Would you help me get dressed for dinner?”
The housekeeper pursed her lips as if she wanted to go on, but heeding the scowl from her mistress, did as she was bid. “Yes of course. Shall I have a bath drawn?”
“Thank you.”
After having her bath, Corinne decided it was time she wore something other than black. After all, the servants may talk in the streets. The last thing she needed was rumors starting about her mourning for her brother-in-law, and that they must have been intimate. Never mind the fact society said she could mourn for three months. She already had enough to deal with and didn’t need tongues wagging.
“Margo, could you please take my tea to the library and see that a fire is built. I should like to read a book before dinner.”
It had been awhile since Corinne had lounged in the library with a good book. She longed to curl up with a hot cup of tea and travel to another place and time.
“Yes, my lady, right away.”
The house was quiet and still when Corinne descended the stairs. The sun had begun to set and the low light of the oil lamps lent a relaxing air to her surroundings. She rounded the corner and opened the door to the library, half expecting dust to float from the room, but none did. The staff truly did an excellent job of keeping the place clean while she was away. She entered the room and closed the door behind her, not wanting to be disturbed.
As she turned to survey the room, Corinne jumped, her shoulder hitting the doorframe. A man stood in the corner, gazing out the window. Was it an apparition? Was her mind playing tricks on her?
His tall muscular frame nearly took up the entire view from the paned glass. No one had informed her she had a visitor. She’d been gone a long time, but that was no reason for them to shirk their duties.
As he slowly turned to face her, a gasp escaped her lips.
The stranger looked familiar, but she couldn’t place him, let alone understand what he was doing there.
Yet he was so familiar…
Her brow wrinkled as she studied him. Then visions of her hands on those broad shoulders played before her eyes. They appeared much broader now. His blond locks, bleached from the sun, rested just above his shoulders, longer than was customary.
Memories of running her fingers through the silky strands, tugging lightly for him to give her a kiss, teased at the corners of her mind.
His hazel eyes pierced hers, and the tick in his jaw only emphasized his chiseled masculine features. Her breath nearly caught in her throat. He was beyond handsome, like a Grecian God plucked straight from Heaven and planted here just for her.
Could it be? Could Ryder have returned?
Corinne took a slow deep breath trying to calm the erratic beating of her heart. Flashes of emotion rocked her. Her vision blurred. Her hand fluttered to her heart, as if that simple motion would calm its frenzied beat. She let her breath out in a long low swoosh.
He appraised her, the tick in his jaw working furiously now. Heat enveloped her as his hungry eyes devoured what he could. A tingle wrapped its way up her spine, and Corinne almost shuddered from the foreign feelings. She stifled her emotions, denying it could be Ryder.
But the deep feelings of betrayal, buried years ago, rose to the surface.
“May I help you?” She forced her fingers, which were nervously playing with the sides of her gown, to fold neatly together in front of her. She pressed her lips together in what she hoped was a no nonsense expression.
“I might ask you the same thing.” The hazel of his eyes had turned a deep green, and he walked towards her slowly.
“I am the lady of the house.” His seductive gait caused her breath to quicken further, and she took a step back. “My staff failed to announce your arrival to me.”
“Lady of the house?” His eyebrows rose, and Corinne couldn’t tell if he was mocking her.
“Indeed. I am Lady Stafford. And you are?”
“Now wife, is that any way to greet your husband?”
Wife…
It was Ryder…
He had returned…
The room began to spin, and she tried desperately to keep a grip on consciousness. Her breaths came in quick pants, almost like she was suffocating and her heart beat a rapid dance in her chest. Her emotions were in turmoil, bouncing between joy, relief and resentment.
“Ryder?”
“Yes, Corinne.” A small smile lifted the corners of his mouth.
“Why are you here?” She could think of nothing else to say to him. After all these years with no word, he stood here in the library.
“I have returned to serve my duties as earl, and to beget an heir.”
“An heir?” So he hadn’t even come back for her. She should have known he would never return simply for her.
Corinne tried to straighten her shoulders. If it was an heir he wanted, he wouldn’t be getting it from her. There was no way after the way he’d treated her that she could give herself to him.
“Of course, Corinne. Unless you…um… have already born a babe, from when we were first together?”
She stifled the feelings of disgust that began to rise within her.
“No, I have not.”
His face softened at her hardened tone, and something flashed in his eyes. What was it?
“I have been away too long. Neglected so many things.” He held out his arms to her. His eyes were filled with undeniable regret.
“Neglected so many things?” She mimicked his words hoping that would put some clarity into them, but it didn’t.
“You seem as if you’d seen a ghost. Are you not happy that I have returned?” The smile on his face began to falter.
“Happy?” she said through clenched teeth. Her hands gripped her dress to the point of becoming numb.
She tried to focus her eyes, but couldn’t. Suddenly dizzy, she couldn’t catch her breath. Corinne began to fall, she saw the ceiling come into view, and then she landed…in Ryder’s arms.
His strong hold on her was comforting and frightening at the same time. Memories of their short time together came flooding back to her. Flashes of sinful seductions to romantic interludes.
This was Ryder, her Ryder. The man she had been waiting nearly a decade for.
Here he was.
But he had changed so much. He looked like a man rather than the youth she’d married. And she wasn’t the same warm naïve girl. Waiting up nights for eight years had done that to her. Wondering if she were widowed had hardened her heart.
No matter how embittered her heart, her body couldn’t stop its reaction to his taut form against her. His arms were bulging with muscle, and heat radiated from him. Ryder emanated pure raw maleness.
She slid her hands up the length of his arms, marveling at the feel of such brazen strength. Corinne leaned in a little further inhaling his scent.
Salty, crisp, sensual.
Her body was doing things her mind screamed against. Corinne needed to regain control.
Did she want to slap away his hands or pull him to her for a kiss?
No! Neither!
She couldn’t just let this selfish fool slide between her legs. Corinne’s lips pressed together into a thin line.
Ryder slowly put her back on her feet but kept his hold on her. His hands rested on her hips, and massaged her ever so gently. The heat from his fingertips was so intense. Corinne swore he burned holes into the fabric of her gown. She bit the inside of her cheek, resisting the urge to moan at his touch. He slid his fingers up the length of her arms. Softly he caressed her neck, and then lifted her chin.
She turned up to gaze at him, to assess his features, what he was feeling. It was a mistake.
Their faces were only an inch or two apart. His smoldering eyes locked on hers.
“You are more beautiful than I remember,” he breathed.
She watched with slow gentle torture, and her mind in turmoil, as his lips descended onto hers.
~Chapter Five~
At first Ryder’s lips gently caressed Corinne’s. The kiss was slow and thoughtful, a test of her reserves. At his gentle insistence she parted her lips for him. Ryder lost all control. His tongue delved deep into her mouth, trying to make up for lost time. She tasted sweet, like honey.
The world around him all but disappeared and all he could think of was the beautiful woman in his arms.
His woman.
Ryder crushed her body to his as his mouth demanded more. His senses reeled as if short-circuited. He moved her ever so slowly to the wall, and braced himself against it to steady his swirling emotions. He’d dreamed of this moment for years…
His lips moved over hers again and again. Their soft heat ignited fire after fire within him.
Corinne pulled back suddenly. Ryder jolted from the parting of their ardent kiss. He stared into crystal blue eyes, filled with despair.
“Why were you away so long?” Corinne’s hands slid a path from his hair to his chest, tugging on his cravat.
“I cannot tell you. Only that I regret it.”
She yanked the cravat and tossed it to the floor, then undid the first button on his shirt.
“How much do you regret it?”
Now the second button. Ryder’s heartbeat quickened. What had come over her? Her lips were only an inch from the hollow of his throat.
“Hmm, Ryder?” Hot breath silkily flowed on his neck. She nipped at his skin, and unbuttoned two more buttons of his shirt. Slipping inside, she caressed his skin in feathery motions. Ryder shuddered with delicious anticipation.
He didn’t know how the tables had turned from him seducing her to her being the seductress. He only knew he wanted those soft full lips on his body.
“More than you know,” he answered. A soft velvety tongue flicked out and teased his skin.
Ryder moaned, gripping her buttocks tightly.
“And how much is that?” Lips pressed onto the hollow at his throat. Opening slightly, her tongue licked and she suckled on the sensitive spot.
His erection grew harder, longer. If she did that again, he would surely come right then and there.
“My God, woman, what are you doing to me?”
“Only what I’ve been waiting eight years for.” His eyes jerked open to stare into hers, which had turned from smoldering hot, to frigid.
“I am so sorry.” The words choked from his throat.
“Sorry? You’re sorry?” The words sounded strangled as she spoke them through tightly clenched teeth. “No, I’m sorry. Sorry that you returned to beget an heir. Sorry you returned to fulfill your duties as an earl.”
Her words stung him. He hadn’t realized how angry she would be when he returned. In fact, he had expected a warm welcome.
“Corinne…” he started.
“No! I refuse to listen to your pathetic excuses.” She shoved against his chest, and Ryder could do nothing but acquiesce. “I have suffered for you for eight years, only to see you return more hearty and healthy than when you left. And you stand there refusing to tell me why you have been gone.”
His beautiful wife strode to the door. He stood, arms outstretched, shirt half undone, his face surely registering his bewilderment. “But…”
A cold face turned to him. “Purgatory will freeze before you saddle yourself between my flanks! I am not some mare for you to rut upon until my belly is full with your seed.”
With that, she wrenched open the library door, slamming it behind her with such force the Rembrandt painting on the wall crashed to the floor.
Ryder stared at the mangled frame, collapsed in a heap, just like his dreams of a happy reunion. Where had he gone wrong?
Corinne ran from the library as fast as her legs would take her.
How could he? Eight years, no word and then he just expected her to rejoice? She had thought he was dead, lost to her forever, and then he just stood there as if he’d been gone for a few hours. The nerve of him. His body had changed, but he was still the same selfish youth she’d married.
Part of her did rejoice that he was alive, but only so she could now put an end to his life. Angry tears filled her eyes as her hands fisted at her sides.
“Corinne!” The bellow resounded throughout the house as she reached the foot of the stairs.
She didn’t pause in her brisk pace to escape him. His pounding footsteps sounded behind her as she took the stairs almost at a run.
Servants seemed to pop from every nook and cranny, their faces ghost white as they stared at their long lost master, then at their outraged mistress. Corinne ignored them all, bent on only one thing—getting to her chamber as soon as possible before she really exploded.
She made it to her door before she felt the strong grasp of Ryder’s manly hand on her arm. Anger welled within her.
“Corinne, please,” he whispered. His quiet tone did nothing to assuage her growing rage.
She couldn’t turn around, she couldn’t look at him. She was afraid if she did she would lose herself in his eyes. Forget all the pain she’d endured over the years. She couldn’t do that. She couldn’t trust him. Who knew when he’d leave again? Probably as soon as he’d shared her bed enough to fill her womb with a babe.
“Look at me.” His fingers loosened their hold.
She turned toward him, but only stared at his chin, refusing to meet his eyes. That was a mistake; she had the overwhelming urge to dip her finger into the cleft in his chin. She averted her gaze to the space above his head.
A sigh escaped him, and his hands dropped to his side. “This is not the warm welcome I expected.” His voice came out irritated, grating on the already frayed nerves Corinne desperately tried to keep together.
Without thinking, her arm wrenched back and with all of her might she slapped him. His face snapped to the left but quickly turned back, his eyes now blazing with a rage of his own. He reached out and gripped her arms, either to protect himself from her rage or to prevent her from escaping. She wasn’t sure which.
“What the hell was that for?” Ryder’s voice was calm, with anger seeping from within it.
Corinne opened her mouth to speak but no words came out. She shut her mouth again, and looked at him through tear brimmed lids. Ryder’s eyes now showed concern. The muscle in his jaw quivered.
She could only stare at him, biting her lip to hold in the sobs bursting to spill. She hated the way he made her feel. Even while he’d been away, he’d controlled her emotions. Gathering her strength she decided to let him have it. She’d waited so long to let these words off her chest.
“You just left me here to—to shrivel up and die!” she shouted, wrenching her arms from his grasp.
He stared at her, his mouth slightly ajar. Shock registered on his face.
“After what happened I had no friends, no family, only you. And you disappeared. No one would speak to me. I have hated you for years now. You only left behind a short letter saying you would be back soon.” Her arms started flailing about at her exasperation. “Eight years is not soon, Ryder! You didn’t even have the decency to answer my letters. You could have been dead for all I knew.” She poked him in the chest, letting all her rage spill out. “And then you only come back here to be an earl and to fornicate with me!”
“I didn’t only come back here to be earl or to fornicate with you. I came back because I love you. I’ve yearned for your sweet smile, your innocent face. And yes, I wanted to make love to you, but that is not so wrong for a husband to want, is it?”
She snorted. “Selfish, you are. Love? You speak of love? You know nothing of love, and because of you, neither do I.” Her last words she spoke in a whisper through clenched teeth.
Ryder opened his mouth to speak and then closed it. Horror filled his face. Slowly he backed away from her.
“That’s right, Ryder, walk away. Leave me again. I didn’t figure you would stay long.”
She swung around and entered her room before she had to watch him disappear from her life again. Shutting the door behind her, she leaned against it, her head falling back. Large hot tears spilled uncontrollably down her cheeks.
All Corinne had wanted over these last eight years was for Ryder to return, and now he had, and she’d only pushed him away.
Her hand flew to her mouth, and she bit into her flesh stifling a loud sob.
*~*~*~*
Ryder slowly descended the stairs, his hand absently touching the railing. His eyes wide, he couldn’t blink. His mind was reeling. His gentle wife, whom he’d expected to fall into his arms at the sight of him, had just raved at him worse than anyone had ever done in his life.
Corinne hated him, had hated him for years. She felt he’d abandoned her, and now only returned to enjoy the carnal pleasures of marriage. Her last words to him really hit home. She didn’t trust him to stick around. She just expected him to leave again.
They’d been so in love before he’d left, not able to leave each other’s side. He’d never regretted marrying her, in fact had relished in it. He was excited about spending the rest of his days with her.
It never donned on Ryder that his time away would hurt her this much. Regret consumed him for making her into the bitter woman she was now. He wished he’d never had to leave, never had to do the king’s bidding. Traveling around the world as the king’s spy, while it had been his duty and quite an adventure, was not one he should have taken.
But he’d been a young sap, not thinking much of anything but adventure and duty.
Marriage, while important, hadn’t seemed like much of a priority. He’d always assumed Corinne would accept him and his duty to England. He should have fought harder. But he didn’t, and now he was paying the price.
Without another thought, he left the house. He had a few things to take care of. His happiness and the happiness of the woman he loved depended on it.
He ordered the stable hand to prepare his horse, and then mounted. He headed straight to Carlton House, where he could meet with King George.
Ryder took in all of his surroundings while he rode. Even the thick London air was a pleasant reminder to him of home. He recalled after disembarking the ship how intently he’d studied the ladies traipsing up and down the streets, and riding in carriages as they passed. He had hopes he would’ve seen Corinne among them, shopping and chatting. But not one looked as he envisioned her. An abrupt thought had niggled at his brain. What if she didn’t look the same and he couldn’t recognize her? No doubt she would have changed much.
What he hadn’t realized was how much her feelings would have turned on him. How betrayed she would feel.
He straightened his shoulders with a new resolve. Ryder had to handle family matters now. He had neglected those duties for too long. At one time, his duty to England had seemed top priority to him. Now things had changed. He had changed. He needed to prove it to his wife.
With his duties as earl, Ryder needed to be home. Being out to sea, neglecting his wife was not an option. He would also need to produce an heir. Chuckling to himself, he remembered how he’d feared if he already had a son or daughter at home. They had made love at least twenty times in the two weeks before he set sail. He was glad they had not. He was sure with Corinne’s resentment the child would hold similar feelings towards him.
He entered the gates of the king’s residence before he could think further on Corinne. Now was time for business. Now was time for letting the king know what his new plans were. He would be sure to propose his lieutenant to take his place.
Ryder took a deep breath, and then entered through the grand doors.
“Captain Ryder Montgomery, the Earl of Stafford, your majesty,” the footman announced him.
Ryder stood strong. He would maintain his ground. He bowed before his sovereign, and prayed that King George would understand and acquiesce.
~Chapter Seven~
Ryder wasn’t at dinner that evening, reinforcing Corinne’s beliefs she’d chased him away. This time, it was her own fault. She moved her food about her plate, but ate nothing. The staff kept a distance from her. She knew they meant to give her privacy in her grief, but she had a sneaking suspicion they blamed her for their master’s second disappearance.
Damn him! How dare he put her through this misery again. Corinne gripped a part of her dress in her hand, twisting it in her fingers to keep herself from slamming her fist on the table. She glared daggers at Ryder’s vacant place. She had the overwhelming urge to pick up her plate and throw it at the empty chair staring back at her.
Instead, she gritted her teeth and pushed her plate away.
“Have a bath sent to my chamber,” she ordered as she stood and left the dining room.
Perhaps the steamy water would help soothe her ire.
*~*~*~*
Ryder entered the quiet house. Had everyone already gone to bed for the night? He pulled out his pocket watch—only eight o’clock. The house seemed like a former shell of itself. The bubbly staff used to run and chatter about as he and Corinne flitted from room to room, unable to get enough of each other.
It appeared the staff now hid from his resentful wife. With a deep sigh, he climbed the stairs. When he entered his room he removed his jacket and tossed it onto a nearby chair. His cravat came next and he unbuttoned the top few buttons of his shirt.
He continually glanced at the door that adjoined his room with Corinne’s.
Dare he?
He dared. She would have to accept him back in her life. Besides, he had to tell her what he’d done that evening. It would surely make her forgive him.
He laid his hand gently on the door and listened. All was quiet from within. Slowly he tested the handle and was mildly surprised when it easily turned. He opened the door and walked through.
Corinne’s chamber was illuminated with candles. His gaze flitted to the empty bed, and then scanned the room.
Ryder took a step back as he saw the perfectly sculpted naked shoulders of his wife as she sat in a copper tub, steam rising from its depths. Delicately she lifted a leg into the air. He swallowed hard, his heart beating out of his chest, as all of his blood rushed to his loins. Her hands held a soapy sponge as they caressed up and down the lithe limb.
He watched a few minutes more, tempted to return to his room, ere he brought her wrath against him again, but he couldn’t move.
As if sensing him, she slowly turned, her cheeks red from the heat of her bath. Her eyes burned, and for a moment a sultry look crossed her face, before her pouty lips pursed at him.
“So, you decided to come back. Looking for a show?” Her voice wasn’t friendly, but not entirely hate-ridden either.
He couldn’t find the words he longed to say to her. His throat had closed, his mouth was dry.
“Hmm, husband?”
She stood from the bath, her perfectly round buttocks glistening from the water. He longed to reach out and caress their plumpness, press himself against her.
He cleared his throat, and moved quickly to hand her a robe, his hand deliberately brushing hers. “No, my lady.”
He thought now was as good a time as any to prove he wasn’t just a rutting stag, even though at that moment he sure felt like one.
She turned towards him, her sultry demeanor gone as she wrapped herself up and stepped from the tub.
“Then what are you doing here?”
She moved to the blazing fire and sat in a chair. Ryder’s eyes never left hers. “I thought we could talk,” he managed.
She didn’t respond but her hand flitted to the chair opposite her. He didn’t wait for her to change her mind but went to collapse into it.
He leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees as he stared at her averted face. “I want you to know how sorry I am for all the pain I’ve caused you.”
She only nodded, refusing to look at him. He could see in the twinkling light of the fire that her eyes glistened.
“If I’d known I was to be away for so long, I wouldn’t have accepted the assignment. I hope you know that.”
She turned to him. “As a matter of fact, dear husband, I don’t know that.” Her words stung, and Ryder swallowed back a retort. “I had no word from you for almost a decade. I imagined you lying at the bottom of the sea, or buried deep in a foreign dungeon.”
She turned her head back to the fire, and he caught a glimpse of single tear trickling down her cheek.
“Please don’t cry.” Ryder clasped the sides of her face, and turned her towards him. He hoped his eyes conveyed the regret and sorrow he felt. He slid from the chair and knelt before her, kissing her forehead, cheeks and nose. His thumbs wiped away the trickle of tears that could no longer stay in place.
His arms encircled her, and he lifted her from the chair, settling her on his lap in his own seat, pulling her head to his chest as he rocked her, stroking her hair. The sweet scent of her soap wafted around him. He breathed in her essence, his heart lurching; he’d missed her so much.
“I’m sorry, so sorry,” he whispered over and over into her ear as she sobbed.
“Why did you not return my letters?” She said quietly from her spot.
Ryder sighed, his heart feeling as if it was ripping from his chest. “Oh, sweeting, I never received your letters.”
“I don’t understand.” Corinne looked up, her confusion evident.
“I cannot explain everything. It is a secret so sensitive only a select few know of it. But because it was of such a delicate nature I was not permitted to communicate with the outside world, nor receive communication in return.”
He kissed her lightly on the lips, just a feather brush, but it still shocked his senses. He pushed her head back to his chest so he wouldn’t ravage her mouth as his body screamed for him to do.
“But why?” She begged for the knowledge he couldn’t give her.
“The only thing I can say is, it would have put my crew in great danger.”
“Oh.”
He knew she wouldn’t be able to conceive how dangerous his mission could have been. He couldn’t truly conceive of it himself.
“I am here to stay, Corinne. I will not leave you again.” His voice was serious, determined. Ryder hoped she would believe him, open up more to him. Trust him again.
“But what if the king needs you? You must be extremely important to him if he would have you leave for so long.”
“Aye, you are correct, but I have spoken with King George.”
“What does that matter?” Bitterness filled her voice again, and he rushed to sooth the rebuilding of her anger.
“I have retired.”
“Retired? You mean you are no longer a ship captain? What about your crew, won’t they be disappointed?” She turned her head up to face him again. Her eyes, clear blue pools of emotion, stared straight into his as if she would absorb his mind, know for sure that he told the truth.
“Yes, I am no longer a Captain in the Royal Navy. I am simply Ryder your husband and Earl of Stafford.” His eyes were bright now as he gazed into hers. “My crew has had me long enough, it’s your turn now. It should have been your turn from the beginning.”
A little inkling of hope began to simmer on the surface of his doubt. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so hard to win her over. But the reminder that he was now earl, and Peter was no longer here saddened him. He wouldn’t have come back for who knows how long if his brother hadn’t passed.
“It sounds strange coming from you, the Earl of Stafford. I am so used to speaking with Peter…” her voice trailed off, and her eyes snapped with anger again as she pushed off of his chest. “I thought you were dead! And when Peter died, it was more than I could take. He was my last link to you.”
Ryder pulled her back into his arms; she didn’t resist.
“I mourn the loss of my brother, Corinne, but I mourn the loss of your love more.”
She turned up to look at him and he could no longer ignore his urge to consume her pouty lips. Ryder crushed her to him, kissing her hard on the mouth.
She clung to him, kissing him just as fiercely in return. He was filled with a hunger that seemed insatiable.
Corinne’s hands, which had rested steadily on his arms, walked their way up to bury themselves in his hair. She tugged him closer to her, and he more than complied. He would take any piece of affection she offered him.
Ryder caressed the small of her back. Dare he let his hands roam further?
He dared.
Ryder massaged his way down to her buttocks, massaging its firm roundness. He gripped her tight and pulled her into his hard shaft. Corinne moaned into his mouth, causing him to harden further. It had been so long…
“I missed you so much.” His voice was filled with desire. Ryder caressed her neck, flicking the soft flesh with his tongue. Gooseflesh rose along the length of her neck as he laid one shivery kiss after another. The way her body reacted to him, showed that her desire for him hadn’t waned.
Ryder soared with male pride, now more confidant than ever that he would win her back. He was sure she wanted him, just as much as he longed for her.
Corinne’s hands gripped his shoulders tight, as if she never wanted to let go. He held her just as tightly against him, his fingers massaging circles on her back, her arms, her waist. They were everywhere, he couldn’t get enough of her either, and she moaned in contentment.
“Make love to me, Ryder. I need to feel you inside me, holding me,” she whispered in his ear, nipping at his lobe.
He captured her mouth with his. Urgency and the need to explore this beautiful stranger enveloped him. Corinne matched his persistence with her own lusty, unsated needs.
Ryder slipped an arm under her knees and another behind her back. With ease he carried her to the bed and laid her down, taking a moment to stare down at the lovely vixen upon the bed he’d shared with her. It seemed like a lifetime ago.
He leaned over her and undid the tie of her robe. Letting the rich fabric fall to the side, he trailed a hand from her collar bone to her navel. Softness collided with his sea-roughened hands. The sensation of her warm silky skin was pure rapture to him.
Ryder sucked in his breath not only at the beauty of her body, but the expression on her face. Her eyes were glazed, her cheeks flushed pink, lips full and red. Her curly chestnut hair, which had been pinned up almost severely, now fell around her face. Her long slender neck led to creamy smooth shoulders and perfectly shaped and lifted breasts. Her flat stomach swelled into curvaceous hips, which ended in long shapely legs. In the juncture of her legs were identical chestnut curls, now dewy with desire.
“Now that you’ve looked your fill, it’s my turn.” His eyes widened at her demand.
“Remove your clothes.”
He did as ordered and never took his eyes from her. Corinne’s gaze locked on his movements as he unbuttoned his shirt the rest of the way and flung it to the floor.
Her eyes devoured his body, and he had to touch her. Ryder began to walk towards Corinne but she held up her hand to him.
“Your trousers please.” A teasing smile covered her lips.
He quickly pulled off his boots and trousers.
She crooked her finger at him and he needed no other invitation. He fell into her arms, his mouth crashing down on hers, demanding to taste her. Corinne readily obliged, her tongue flicking in and out of his mouth. She easily wrapped her legs around his hips, grinding her soft wetness on his hard shaft. The sweet musky scent of her slick folds surrounded him like a spicy aura. Oh, God, how he’d missed this.
Ryder tore his mouth from hers to taste the sweet skin of her neck then lower to take a begging nipple into his mouth.
The provocative pants and moans escaping her lips aroused him further. His hands moved from her silky waist to massage her backside. He wished he could take her now.
But he had to take it slow. It had been so long for the both of them. He wanted it to be special. He wanted to show her that he cared, that he wasn’t here just for himself.
“Ryder, please…”
He was no longer able to control his raging desire, with her pleas. Ryder lifted her slightly at the hips and thrust into her.
Corinne’s back arched, her head fell back and she cried out in unison with Ryder, their voices bursting with ecstasy. His hands gripped her hips as he drove into her. His mouth moved up her neck to claim her luscious lips again. His pace was steady and rhythmic. Let this nirvana that was making love to his wife never end. His precious half, his soul-mate.
He slid his arousal out of her sweetness, the tip quivering on her opening, before slamming back inside. Corinne’s lips nuzzled his neck. Her mouth on his skin was almost more than he could take. Her hands gripped his shoulders, kneading the muscles that worked with his movements.
Ryder dipped his head letting his lips and breath glide over the top of one breast and then the other. He barely breathed on the pebbled nipples, until she gripped the back of his head, forcing him to take one into his mouth. She tasted sweet and salty. Her skin, softer than satin, amazed him. He’d forgotten how different her skin felt in comparison to his. Needing to assess further, his hands gripped her bottom tightly, massaging the plumpness of her cheeks. Her hot moans in his ear were making him dizzy. He was floating, his body only feeling the ecstasy she brought him.
Ryder’s tempo accelerated as the thrilling sensations of her legs tightening around his hips, her core squeezing his length, pushed him over the edge. She moved quicker against him. Her mouth was open, her breathing hard, eyes clenched shut.
“Ryder!” she cried out, as her body shuddered under him.
“Oh, my darling, I love you,” he whispered in her ear as he pulsed inside of her. He’d never felt such sweet surrender.
He rolled to the side, pulling her with him. He tucked her head under his chin, and held her close. “Dear God, I have missed you. Tell me you love me, Corinne.”
She sucked in her breath, and instead of saying the words, she kissed him tenderly on the lips. Even without hearing her say it, her kiss showed him she did.
He understood that perhaps she wasn’t ready to give her whole heart away yet. He had only just returned. He would give her time to break down the wall of protection she’d built up.
~Chapter Eight~
Corinne woke to an empty bed. She bolted up-right and reached for Ryder’s pillow, where a slight indent told her he had slept there with her.
Had he left? Gone back to the ship? Was his tale about retiring all a ruse to get her into bed, and now that he had he was out at sea once again?
How could she let this happen? Corinne had resolved not to give into him, and all he had to do was go and whisper a few words in her ear, and she was jelly in his hands. She clenched her teeth in anger.
There was no way she was going to let him get off that easy. She wouldn’t be sharing a bed with him again, that was for sure. Not until she knew he wasn’t there just to get her with child.
Yes, he’d retired from the Royal Navy, but he’d been the best. If he wanted to go back, all he had to do was whisper the idea, and he’d set sail within the blink of an eye.
She would march straight to the dock if he had left and give him a piece of her mind. She wasn’t going to go through this again.
Corinne hurriedly got ready for the day and ran to the dining room. It was empty, but Ryder’s teacup sat still steaming at his chair. She looked around for a moment but didn’t see him.
Sitting down, she waved to the waiting footman for tea.
“Where is Lord Stafford?” she asked, pretending to not be interested.
“He didn’t inform me, only that he would be returning shortly.” The footman stood straight. “His lordship did ask me to give you this.” He handed her a copy of The London Daily Post. “Would you care for some eggs and toast?”
Corinne stared at the paper, perplexed. Why did he want her to read the newspaper? “Yes please.” She waved away the footman, now totally engrossed in what she saw printed on the page.
A Loving Husband Doth Return, read the title. What in the world was this? She continued to read, her teacup seemingly forgotten as it hung from her fingertips in mid-air.
Let it be known that a loving husband returns to his ever faithful and humble wife, Lady Corinne Montgomery, Countess of Stafford.
What a hardship it has been that instead of having the companionship and love of friends and family, she has been made to suffer. For shame while her devoted husband was away serving England and his Majesty, she should be made an outcast in society.
Corinne’s hand began to tremble and she looked vacantly at the teacup that sloshed its contents onto her gown. She set it down and bit her lip as she continued to read the now blurry words through tear filled eyes.
Let it be known to the lady in question, that her husband plans to stay by her side for the remainder of his time on this earth, and for all eternity in Heaven. Let it be known to this sweet angel he has pledged his life to her, and will forever protect her and offer adoration, constancy and his gratitude for her continued faithfulness and love.
Let it be known to those of you who have made her suffer that it will not be tolerated, and amends need to be made from this day and henceforth afterward.
Lord Ryder Montgomery, Earl of Stafford
Corinne set the paper down, her hands trembling, tears flowing freely. When she looked up her handsome husband stood in the doorway leaning against its frame.
Part of her felt love flow from her veins towards him, but the other part of her was furious that he would publish such a thing for all to read. As if the humiliation he’d already caused her wasn’t enough.
She would never be able to go anywhere in public again. For sure, she would be the laughing stock of the ton. She’d suffered so much already, had tried to put it behind her, and now this.
“How could you?” she asked through clenched teeth.
Ryder’s pleased smile faded to an expression of bemusement. His brows wrinkled. “How could I? Are you not happy?”
“Happy?” Corinne’s voice turned exasperated. “How could I be happy? You have humiliated me.” She stood abruptly from the table, the force of her movements knocking her chair to the ground.
Ryder pushed off the doorframe and walked towards her. “I had no intention of humiliating you. I only wanted to show the world that I love you. That I am here to stay, and that they should be ashamed of their treatment of you.”
Corinne backed away from his advancing movements. “I will never be able to face society again, with this now hanging over my head. They will all laugh at me, that my ‘loving husband doth return’ to me!”
Anger burned through her veins. Ryder looked truly crushed. She wished to rush into his arms, tell him it was lovely and how grateful she was he would do such a thing, but she couldn’t. She was too mortified that all of London was reading his tribute to her. How they would laugh!
“You mock me? I put my heart on the line, tell the world I am a loving and devoted sap, and you mock me?” The muscle in his jaw clenched, and anger now burned in his eyes.
“You brought this on yourself.” She turned to walk out of the dining room.
Ryder grabbed her arm and whirled her to face him. His face was only a few inches from hers, and his eyes flickered from anger to desire and back again.
“What must I do to convince you?” The heat of his breath washed over her face. “You have become a bitter wench in my absence. Will I never see a sweeter side?” He dropped her arm, nearly flinging it back to her.
The beginnings of guilt welled in her belly at his words. Her mouth went dry, and she suddenly felt queasy.
“It is not I who has abandoned you, my lady. It is you who have abandoned me.”
Ryder’s expression of disappointment hit her in the pit of her stomach and sank to the inner most parts of her bones. She felt weak, as if she couldn’t hold up her own weight. His words had rung true.
She was glad for his retreat as she sank into a chair, her heart twisting into knots.
*~*~*~*
A knock pulled Ryder from his musings as he sat brooding in his office.
“Enter,” he called.
“My lord, forgive me, Captain Cruise is here to see you,” Giles the butler announced.
“Send him in.”
Perhaps Captain Cruise would have news for him about his brother’s death. After meeting him at sea, when he was summoned back to the shores of England, the captain had promised to help him in his investigation.
Prior to that, no one knew anything. No one had even dug around a little bit to find out. It had simply remained a mystery.
Lord, he hoped the man had some news.
*~*~*~*
Nearly a week went by with Corinne and Ryder barely speaking. She felt horrible about her behavior towards him and his attempts to apologize and make things well between them. But she also couldn’t forget eight years of pain that easily.
An abundance of invitations to this ball and that picnic came day after day. Corinne declined them all. She was still feeling too humiliated by Ryder’s public announcement.
His anger at her cold reception towards him was still obvious as he avoided her at all costs, only speaking of the weather and the cook’s delightful talents while they dined together.
Corinne could no longer endure it. While she still couldn’t completely trust him, she didn’t want their marriage to end up as dreary and miserable as the first eight years had been. If this was going to work, she would need to try just as hard as he had.
If Ryder was being true to her, and he was here to stay, then perhaps she ought to let him prove it to her. She would attempt to keep her skepticism to herself. She wouldn’t let herself get too attached, either. If it turned out he had been playing with her, then she wouldn’t be heartbroken.
Corinne promptly scribbled two notes and went to find Margo.
“Margo, please deliver this to Lord Stafford immediately, and see that this is delivered to Lady Covington.”
*~*~*~*
“May I have the pleasure?” The familiar voice whispered against Corinne’s neck, sending shivers down her spine.
“The pleasure is all mine,” she said, turning to her husband and letting him escort her to the dance floor. His wicked grin warmed her through and through.
“I intend for it to be,” he said with a wink.
Corinne laughed from pure delight as he twirled her about. She had fretted that her plan wouldn’t work. She’d worried Ryder would still be so angry he wouldn’t show up. She’d risked all the whispers behind fans as she alone entered Lady Covington’s ball, the place where it had all begun.
“I enjoyed your note, my dear wife, but why the mystery? You could have simply asked me to escort you.”
His firm grip on her body comforted her. She was now fully aware of the open stares they were receiving.
She gazed into his glowing hazel eyes, and sighed with contentment. “I wanted to show you that I was willing to put myself on display as you had with your note in the paper.”
She sucked on her lower lip, nervous now that maybe he wouldn’t understand. She hoped bringing up his written devotion wouldn’t anger him.
Ryder lifted her chin with a finger. His eyes showed she was wrong on both counts. “Thank you,” he whispered and lowered his lips to hers. It was only the faintest brush of lips on lips, but it still sent chills spiraling up her spine.
His eyes darkened as he stared into hers, desire emanating from their depths. Her belly warmed, and every nerve in her body thrummed in response to his fiery look.
“Shall we say goodnight, then?” she whispered.
“Indeed.”
~Chapter Nine~
Once inside the carriage, Corinne couldn’t hold back another minute. She’d been without Ryder for far too long and had a lot to make up for. She didn’t care who heard or saw. She needed him and she needed him now.
When he turned towards her, she flung herself into his arms, her lips crushing against his, as she lifted a leg over his thighs. As if sensing her urgency, he lifted her hips, pushing her skirts out of the way to settle her, straddling upon his arousal.
Their first coming together since being reunited had been slow and loving. This was anything but.
Teasingly, he rubbed his length against her place of desire, and she rubbed right back, loving the feel of such raw masculine arousal against her. She didn’t know how it was possible but his intimate part was bigger, thicker and longer.
Ryder’s mouth tore from hers to explore the silky skin of her throat, and he groaned into the crook of her neck.
She was out of control, giving into the supplication of his ardor. Moans of ecstasy escaped her as Ryder lapped at her breasts, his hands shoving the fabric of her gown lower to take a nipple into his mouth.
“Oh, Cor, you’re so beautiful,” he moaned as he shifted from one nipple to the other.
“Mmm…” was all she managed as she tugged on his breeches, freeing his enlarged phallus. God, he felt so good in her hands. A shudder passed through her as he grew thicker.
Ryder gripped her buttocks, massaging the cheeks as he moaned into her breasts. Pushing her petticoats aside, Corinne guided his erection towards her opening, rubbing the tip through her nether lips and then slipping it inside her. She pushed down on his thickness, taking him in deeper. He filled her, stretching her and she moaned at the sensation. Her head fell to his shoulder as he gripped her hips, rocking her back and forth, up and down. He smelled spicy sweet, would he taste just as delectable? Her tongue flicked out savor his flavor.
“Mmm…Ryder…”
“I’ve gone to Heaven,” he groaned.
As they rocked back and forth the sensations built within her. Shockwaves of pure delight shot through her body. She was getting closer and closer to the edge. His hands slid to her rear, squeezing, massaging. She bucked against him wildly, unable to get enough.
Ryder’s hips thrust upwards entering her deeper still. He’d been gone so long, Corinne thought she could make love to him all night. She just couldn’t get enough.
She rode him harder, faster, tasting his skin, feeling him everywhere. His momentum quickened and Corinne moved her hips faster, sensing he was almost there. The feel of his thick sex pulsing within her, combined with his moan of pure ecstasy, pushed her to fulfillment.
Her shriek of pleasure permeated the carriage as she climaxed. Corinne ground herself into him until the waves died down. She collapsed onto him, holding him tight to her.
“I think all of London knows you are a pleased woman tonight,” he chuckled into her ear.
*~*~*~*
They barely made it to Corinne’s bedroom before Ryder couldn’t control himself any longer. The quick romp in the carriage, although extremely satisfying, hadn’t sated him. He was ravenous for her. She opened the door to her chamber, and as she moved ahead of him, his fingers began to undo the laces of her gown. With only the top unlaced, he reached his fingers inside to trail his fingers along her exposed spine, as he kicked the door shut.
Before he could finish his task of undressing his lovely wife, she turned around, her arms flung around his neck as she devoured his lips. Ryder growled low in his throat, letting his tongue duel with hers. He was elated they were no longer quarreling.
His fingers continued their exploration, up and down her back, threading through the strings of her corset, until he could reach inside and caress the dip at the base of her spine.
Ryder ripped his mouth from hers and turned her around.
His lips descended onto the back of her neck, exploring her spine with his tongue and his lips. Kissing, suckling on her skin. He had been away so long, he wanted to taste every inch of her. As his mouth traversed the satiny length of her shoulders, he worked the dress away from her. His mouth traveled the skin of her sensuous arm and his hands slipped into the front of her corset finding the two plush globes that begged for his touch.
He massaged them both, his thumbs teasing the taut nipples, before he slipped the gown and corset completely from her body, turning her to face him. Corinne’s eyes were clouded with desire. His tongue ran over his lower lip and he sucked in his breath. Ryder swore his eyes must be deceiving him. How could it be that his wife was more beautiful now than when he had left? How was it he had let her go for eight years?
Corinne’s slender finger traced where his tongue had been. He flicked his tongue out to tease the tip of her sexy digit. She shuddered as he then took the length of her finger into his mouth. Her entire body quivered and he wasn’t sure how much more he could take.
“I love you,” he whispered.
Corinne pulled her finger from his mouth as she removed her petticoat and stepped away from the spilled clothes. She stood gloriously nude in all except garters, stockings and slippers.
Although she didn’t return the words, Ryder could see on her face, she felt as he did. When she held out her arms for him, he nearly cried out, his emotions were so strong.
*~*~*~*
Ryder sat at the table in the dining room when Corinne entered, a note in his hand. His expression looked dire, and dread immediately spread through her. Her stomach cramped up, and her breath escaped her.
“Ryder what is it?” She couldn’t help the terror in her voice. “You are not leaving, are you?”
He looked up at her and smiled, easing her fears, but only slightly.
“No my dear, I have just received some news, ‘tis all.”
“What news?” Would the king ask him back, ask him to go on a short mission? Come to work at the office of the admiral?
His eyebrows lifted at her curiosity, a slight smile on his face.
“Please tell me, you are making me nervous. You seemed so disturbed while reading.”
She took her seat, and Ryder motioned for the footman to serve the wine and soup.
“My apologies, my love. I understand. I will be happy to tell you about my note.” He waved his hand to the servants, and they immediately cleared the room. Ryder lifted his glass and swirled its contents. “‘Tis good to be home.”
Corinne smiled at the handsome man opposite her. “Yes, I am very pleased that you are back.” She would be even more pleased if she could know for certain he wouldn’t be going out to sea ever again.
“Another ship captain found me at the king’s request for me to return to London. At the time, Captain Cruise said they didn’t know how my brother died.”
“Yes, that’s true. They simply found him on the floor of his office. They never determined whether he died of natural causes or if it was poison. Although the surgeon thinks he was poisoned. I cannot fathom why anyone would want to harm dear Peter.” Corinne took a gulp of her wine and forced her tears to recede. Perhaps his news had nothing to do with the sea or a ship, and his being on it.
“That is also what I heard. Captain Cruise offered to look into the matter for me so I could return here and spend some time with you.”
Relief began to ebb its way through Corinne’s veins. “And? Did he write the note? Does he know something?”
Ryder took a swallow of his soup. “Cook does a wonderful job.”
“Ryder!” Corinne said, exasperated, knowing he was toying with her.
His laugh was deep in his throat, bringing back memories of the times she used to hear that rich laugh often. Now it seemed like a rare gift. It made her think she hadn’t really laughed in a very long time. She missed being happy, jovial and not having a care in the world.
“The note is from Captain Cruise. He says he may have some news regarding Peter’s death and he will be calling on me tomorrow evening.”
“My goodness.” She swallowed hard on her soup. She was relieved the note had nothing to do with Ryder leaving her again, but she was a little unsettled that perhaps someone had murdered her brother-in-law. “That means he was poisoned?”
“Now let’s not jump to conclusions, but it does have me a little concerned.”
“Why would anyone want to murder Peter?”
“That is what I intend to find out.”
*~*~*~*
So the bloody Captain had returned.
The Assassin’s lips broke into a wide cruel smile. His plan was working. He couldn’t wait to watch the Captain take his last breath. He’d missed that when he’d killed the earl. Only had to wait and see if his little bit of poison had worked on the bloke.
He took another long swig of his ale, and tossed aside the paper with the flaccid sop’s torrent of love written on its pages.
He stared at his vulgar company. He hated hanging around these common people, but he had to keep a low profile. Swirling the piss-flavored liquid in his mouth, he reached below the table and stroked his hard prick. Soon it would be her hands stroking him. He imagined her mouth on him, sucking. His prick grew harder. Looking around the dirty establishment, he knew he wouldn’t be noticed.
The Assassin let free his member, stroking it vigorously all the while thinking of the sweet chestnut-haired beauty. When he came, he imagined it was her hands the hot liquid spilled into.
Soon. He would be with her soon.
~Chapter Ten~
Burning heat enveloped her and Corinne slowly opened her eyes. Ryder lay between her thighs, his tongue swirling circles around her most sensitive spot.
“Mmm…” she moaned, letting her hand slide down her belly to grip his hair.
“Good morning,” he said.
His tongue flicked up and down, and she moved her hips against the sweet sensation. Lifting her legs onto his shoulders, she spread them further apart to allow him better access.
It was a good morning indeed. Her body was a bundle of firing nerves as pleasure shot through her. His hands slid up her hips, caressing her stomach, reaching for her breasts, gooseflesh following his every move. He tweaked her nipples, causing her to moan from the stimulation.
Corinne’s head turned to the side and her eyes closed with the fiery pleasure he provided her. The scent of their lovemaking from the night before still filled the room.
She hoped to wake up this way on many more occasions.
Ryder moved lower, softly caressing her opening with his finger before pushing his tongue inside. Her eyes flew open and she bucked against his mouth. She wanted him deeper inside her. She tugged on his hair, pulling him into her.
Tendrils of heat flooded through her body settling at the very core of her. Her muscles tensed as his tongue drove in and out of her while his lips massaged her sensitive nub. Just when she thought she’d absolutely die of pleasure, the first sparks of orgasm began to rock her body. She squeezed her thighs, and her hands tugged on him viciously as she cried out from her release.
“Oh, Ryder!”
“I love it when you call my name.” He winked at her devilishly before sitting up, spreading her legs wide, and moving between them.
Corinne smiled at him just as wickedly as her fingers lightly caressed the engorged staff that stood ready for pleasure. He moaned at the feather light touches of her fingers as she gripped him.
“My turn,” she said coyly. Rising up on her knees, she pushed him back into the twisted sheets.
Ryder sighed as she gently kissed her way from his lips to the tip of his length. She’d never ventured that low before, and was excited to please him as he had her. Taking her time she slid her tongue from base to tip, again and again. Her fingers ran gently up and down his thighs. His body quivered, and he moaned softly as she teased his skin. If he liked what she was doing now, how would he like…
“Oh, Cor…” he moaned as she sucked the length of him into her mouth. He liked it a lot, she surmised.
She quickened her pace, and Ryder’s hips gently rocked with her movements. Corinne never realized how arousing this titillating act could be. She flicked her eyes towards his face. Her body instantly responded to his expression of raw ecstasy.
“Enough,” he growled, flipping her over and moving again between her thighs.
He kissed her gently, then drove his enflamed length into her already wet furrow. Her core pulsed, and sparked again, already building for her next crescendo.
“I will never get enough of you.” His mouth came down on hers for a possessive kiss. She could taste herself on his breath, his tongue, and his lips. She kissed him eagerly, hungrily. The flavor of their lovemaking surrounded her, drowning her.
He pumped into her vigorously, then slowed, pulling his hips back, letting his shaft almost come out of her. He teased her with the tip before pushing back in. She lifted her hips to catch him each time, the muscles of her core sucking him in deeper.
Their mouths clung together, a swirl of tongue, wetness and lips. Each time they joined together she felt her guard dropping, bringing her closer to him.
“Tell me when,” he whispered seductively in her ear. “I want to know when you come.”
Corinne moaned deep in her throat. His sensual voice pulled her to new heights. She’d thought their lovemaking ten years ago was decadent, but now, oh… it outshined even their most potent couplings.
Her skin tingled where his breath touched her. She lifted her legs higher, hooking them around his back. Her hands slid from his shoulders to his back, caressing, gripping, until she reached his backside. The muscles of his rear were taut, hard, and clenched with each thrust into her. The feel of him moving in and out of her was so erotic.
He groaned deep in his chest as she gripped his buttocks, and the familiar flames started within her, gripping her.
“Yes! Now…” she moaned, her voice choking with desire.
“Oh God,” Ryder growled into her ear.
His tongue snaked out to tease the lobe, only heightening the waves of static heat erupting from her. Wave after wave shook their bodies.
Ryder collapsed onto her, and she clung to him, savoring the heat of his body. He was really here. They had really spent the night together. He had awakened her in the most pleasurable of ways.
“It’s so wonderful to wake up with you,” Corinne said, smiling. She hadn’t felt so fulfilled and complete in years.
“It will be this way for the rest of our days.”
“Yes,” she said turning from him, so he wouldn’t see the doubt etched on her face. She was trying as hard as she could to make things work between them. Would this nagging dread stay with her for the rest of her life? She couldn’t handle it, if it did.
Ryder gently rolled from her and stood. “I have some business I must take care of.”
Immediately skeptical, she tried to hide her disappointment. “Shall I see you at lunch?”
“And every meal thereafter.” Ryder swooped in and devoured her mouth, ridding the doubts in her mind for the moment.
A dreamy smile lifted the corner of Corinne’s lips. She had loved this man before, but he had changed so much. When she looked back on the youth she’d married, he had been arrogant, conceited. At the time it had amused her, consumed her. Now it seemed he was a sweet loving man. A man concerned for her, for her needs. Was he truly changed for good, or would he only be like this for a short time? As long as it took for her to become with child?
*~*~*~*
“Do you know who your brother associated with in the country or in town?” Captain Cruise asked, his demeanor stoic.
“I’m afraid I do not. My wife may have a better idea.” Ryder looked to Corinne, urging her to answer. The corners of his eyes crinkled showing his stress at not knowing himself.
“I’m afraid Lord Stafford kept quite to himself. He didn’t visit with me too often.” She paused, her face heating up. “He was afraid it may start rumors rumbling that he visited me.”
Captain Cruise only nodded. “If you can think of anyone in particular, it would be most helpful.”
Corinne nodded. She truly wished she could help, but she had no idea about Peter’s friends, his comings or his goings. She never bothered to pay attention. She’d always been too busy wallowing in her own self-pity to pay much attention to anyone else.
“Don’t fret about it. From what I could dig up through some connections the late Lord Stafford was a bit of a loner.” Captain Cruise directed his comments at Corinne and then turned to Ryder. “He spent some time at White’s while in town, and a few of the people who are regulars recalled a certain incident that happened after you left on The Caledonia.”
“Eight years ago?” Ryder asked, his incredulity showing on his face.
“Yes. Do you know a Viscount Cranborne?”
Corinne gasped at the name. She had not heard the name in years. Not since she’d left London. Ryder frowned in her direction and she looked down.
“I do. What does he have to do with this?” Ryder gave his attention back to Captain Cruise for a moment before turning back to stare in Corinne’s direction. His gaze burned, and she tried hard not to look at him.
“He and Lord Stafford had a heated argument after your departure. Several men had to step in and break them apart. Your brother challenged him to a duel, but Lord Cranborne never showed. He has been in hiding since.” Captain Cruise turned to Corinne. “Do you know something?”
Corinne stared from one pair of questioning eyes to the other. She wished she could melt into the floor.
“I don’t know anything about Lord Stafford and Lord Cranborne.” She sighed, embarrassed but supposing she had better get it over with. “Lord Cranborne asked my father for my hand the day of Lady Covington’s ball. He didn’t have time to ask me about the offer, and then well…” she trailed off.
“Have you had any contact with him since?” Ryder asked, his eyes burning into hers. She sensed jealousy from him. Did he think she had an affair with Lord Cranborne while he was gone? Her anger swelled. How dare he? For all she knew he had bedded hundreds of women while he was away. Eight years was a long time for a lusty man…
“He sent me a rather scathing note after you left, about how much better off I would have been with him, and that I had—” she sucked in her breath. “That I shamed myself with you. I saw him at several social functions over the next few years. He spoke little to me, just as everyone else tended to avoid me. I have not seen or spoken to him since I left London.”
Ryder’s eyes had grown dark, his jaw muscle ticked furiously, and his lips thinned to a firm line. Corinne openly glared at him. He might as well come out with it, tell her he thought she’d had an affair. How dare he! She would most definitely correct him about it later, for now she had to remain calm in the Captain’s presence.
“I don’t like the sound of this. Perhaps my brother had heard of Lord Cranborne’s behavior towards my wife. Do you think it is possible Lord Cranborne has held it against him all this time?”
“It is possible. There is one more alternative.”
Both Corinne and Ryder turned to stare at Captain Cruise.
“A Marquess of Haven has been asking questions about your return.”
Ryder crinkled his brow. “Marquess of Haven?”
Corinne didn’t recognize the name. From Ryder’s expression, he didn’t either.
“I take it you don’t know the man?” The Captain asked Ryder.
“I have never heard the name before.”
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