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Sinful Dreams




Chapter 1

London, March 1787

Sinjin was almost finished dressing, his movements swift as he tied the fine cambric of his neckcloth with deft efficiency. The pungent scent of lovemaking permeated the overheated, scented chamber, overlaying the signature lilac fragrance of the Duchess of Buchan.

Lying nude in the shambles of the bed, the Duchess briefly considered taking offense at her lover’s abrupt departure and casual indifference. Only a moment of contemplation was necessary for her to decide against such foolishness. Not only would her anger be wasted on London’s most profligate rogue, but Sinjin was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen: tall, lean, muscled and dark as sin, his sunny sky blue eyes offering seduction boldly with teasing, hot-blooded effrontery. And if classic physical perfection weren’t enough … in terms of amorous expertise, he was sheer perfection. No one could make her feel the way Sinjin did or bring her to orgasm with such intensity.

Sighing, she half-turned on the bed so her reclining pose would be more provocative and said, ‘When will you be back?’

Interrupting his search for his coat –  hastily discarded somewhere between the doorway and the bed in carnal urgency several hours ago –  Sinjin took in the Duchess’s lush, opulent pose, the extravagant fullness of her breasts, the supple curve of her hips. He recalled briefly how Cassandra could nibble on him with such attention to detail and, instead of lying, said, ‘In five days.’

‘Come and see me.’

Sinjin St. John, Duke of Seth, Marquess of Fowler, Earl of Barton, Viscount Carvernon, normally was settled in at Newmarket for the entire race season, his passion for horseflesh, everyone knew, surpassing even his acute interest in female flesh. But he was making a swift trip into London five days hence to pick up an Irish filly being sent over from his cousin’s holdings in Waterford. Pausing for a small moment at Cassandra’s soft entreaty, he suddenly smiled, his starkly modeled features transposing instantly into a boyish charm.

‘I’d love to … but I won’t be able to stay long.’

‘How long?’

‘An hour.’

Cassandra was the Duke of Buchan’s second wife, an ornament acquired after his first wife conveniently died before he was entirely too old to fully appreciate a woman of Cassandra’s voluptuous beauty.

‘How long?’ she softly repeated, languorously twisting her supple body in such an ingenuously erotic way that Sinjin began immediately reconsidering.

‘Longer than an hour,’ he answered with a rakish grin.

With Buchan very close to seventy, Sinjin wondered how the old Duke was able to withstand the sheer physical demands of his wife’s passionate temperament. Someday, no doubt, Buchan wouldn’t. And then Cassandra would be a very wealthy and young Dowager Duchess.

‘You won’t forget …’ she murmured, sliding a finger into the damp cleft between her legs.

Sinjin took a small breath, glanced at the porcelain clock on the mantel and debated the importance of his arriving at Newmarket on time for the briefest of moments before exhaling and reaching down for his burgundy coat. The first race tomorrow had his bay up against Stanhope’s grey from Ireland, and even Cassandra’s adventuresome acrobatics in bed lost out to the excitement of that match.

Shrugging into his coat, he said, as if in explanation of his transient internal struggle, ‘My bay’s running against Stanhope’s much touted champion tomorrow.’

‘Good luck then,’ she softly whispered, the rhythm of her finger evident in the sultry hush of her voice. ‘Don’t forget me.’

Not likely, he thought, her erotic image triggering enormous reflexive responses in his tall, powerful body. And if Sinjin St. John hadn’t been such a passionate devotee of the turf and a man of such iron will, Cassandra would have had a superior instrument of arousal at her disposal.


Chapter 2

‘Take care of Archer’s whip,’ Sinjin warned his jockey, unbuckling the closures on the woolen horse blanket that protected his thoroughbred from the cutting March winds. ‘He’ll try to strike you and Romulus.’ Stroking the muscular neck of his prize-winning racer, he murmured softly to the huge horse, his deep low voice soothing, familiar to the sleek bay who turned his head to nuzzle gently at Sinjin’s neck. ‘Stay clear of him, mate,’ Sinjin whispered, ‘so he doesn’t savage you.

‘The field’s small, so you’ll have room to maneuver,’ Sinjin went on, turning to his jockey, who was shortening the stirrups another fraction. ‘Romulus looked prime on his warm-up this morning.’ Sinjin grinned. ‘All you’ll have to do is sit there.’

‘Don’t I always with this flashy beast? He hates the cold, though. I hope they get under way soon.’ So saying, Fordham took a leg up from a groom, settled into the saddle and, glancing down at his employer, added, ‘You’ve got me bet now?’

‘It’s with mine at Randall’s. We’ll both be richer men at the end of Rowley Mile.’ Sliding his finger under the bridle leather, Sinjin checked to see that the bit was lightly set. Romulus disliked a heavy hand. He was the kind of horse who ran for the sheer pleasure of running and scarcely needed a jockey. ‘Bring it on home, now,’ Sinjin softly said, giving a last gentle pat to Romulus, then stepping back so Fordham could move through the small host of grooms toward the starting post. He paused for a prideful moment, surveying his prize-winning horse.

A short time later, Sinjin stood on the balcony of his viewing stand, Newmarket’s Rowley Mile spread out before him, the open expanse of green downs rolling beyond to the horizon, a brilliant sun appropriately glorifying the beauty of the scene. As he gazed out over the course on the first day of the spring meet –  the beginning of the race season –  a familiar excitement gripped him. He loved the sight and smell and sound of Newmarket, the beauty of the horses, the bustle of the spectators, the provocative lure of betting, the overpowering thrill of winning.

Since buying his first racer at sixteen, he’d been committed to developing the best racing stable in England –  in the world, grumbled those disgruntled bidders unable to match the prices the Duke of Seth was willing to pay for prime bloodstock. After coming into his majority and gaining access to his own funds, he’d won most of the important races of the last decade and, perhaps more important, held the record for winning the most prize money.

His love of racing had been encouraged by his mother, whose Irish family were breeders of champion racers and hunters. She’d taught Sinjin to ride at age two and always took him with her in her carriage to watch the races at Newmarket. Born with the blood of Irish horsemen in his veins, he’d grown up amidst the flurry and bustle of the race course.

His red brick viewing stand stood at the crest of Abingdon Hill, close to the finish line, its balustraded flat roof and balcony thronged with guests. Vintage champagne and a sumptuous buffet attested to the Duke of Seth’s reputation for hospitality, but Sinjin and his friend, Nicholas Rose,1 stood slightly apart from the festive camaraderie, their attention focused on the horses at the starting post.

The two dark-haired men were remarkably similar in height and muscular build, their long hair tied at the nape of their necks with identical black silk ribbon, their aquiline features tracing descent from a classical ideal. Only their coloring differed. Although Sinjin was tanned from an outdoor life, he was several degrees lighter than his Seneca companion, while his startling blue eyes would never be mistaken for those of a red Indian.

Sinjin St. John had notable eyes, beautiful eyes –  too beautiful, many said … for a man. They were a genetic gift from his mother, who as The Matchless One had caused a sensation when she’d come to London. The dazzling Miss Bourke had taken the Ton by storm, disconcerting all the hopeful plans of mamas with marriageable daughters. The fair-haired beauty from Waterford had had her choice of all the noble lords.

‘We’re going to win everything this year,’ Sinjin cheerfully noted, racing his passion and content. His smile was boyish, open, the brilliant blue of his eyes alight with pleasure.

‘You always do.’ His friend and factor’s voice reflected the calmness of his disposition.

The two men differed in temperament as well. Sinjin exuded a powerful vitality, as though the startling sapphire of his eyes reflected an inner combustible heat. Women saw other things in his eyes –  a tempestuous sensuality or teasing delight or hot-blooded passion.

But never calmness.

‘How much did you wager?’ Sinjin’s voice was businesslike, crisp. Betting on his horses was an art and a methodology. And a profitable enterprise.

‘A few ponies.’

‘Go higher. I’ll cover you.’ His swift calculations were almost evident in his concise diction. ‘You heard Ohm this morning. Romulus is in top form.’ Sinjin’s trainer had bet a hundred pounds on this race, indication of his confidence in the horse.

‘With the quality of your racing stable, I make an extremely favorable profit without going higher.’ Nicholas believed in moderation in betting. His plans to return to his tribe required a great deal of money, and he chose not to take chances.

Sinjin negligently shrugged. ‘Suit yourself.’ Moderation was a concept outside his purview, in betting or otherwise.

‘Soon I’ll have enough to set myself up like a lord in the wilderness,’ Nicholas noted, his tone facetious.

‘I’ve more than enough for both of us, dammit, Seneca, and you know it,’ Sinjin grumbled, using the familiar nickname by which Nicholas was known. He’d offered his friend carte blanche years ago with his fortune. This argument was of long standing.

Nicholas Rose had come back with Sinjin after the losing campaigns of the Army of the North in the colonial war in America, bereft of family after the massacre of his longhouse village by revolutionary troops. Sinjin understood him like a brother. He also understood his scruples, although he didn’t personally believe in scruples.

‘Archer was a last-minute change for Stanhope,’ Nicholas remarked, curtailing a fruitless discussion.

‘No doubt with ulterior motives,’ Sinjin murmured. ‘I only hope Fordham can stay clear of Archer’s notorious whip,’ Sinjin went on, as though neither had mentioned America. Leaning forward on the balcony rail, Sinjin sought a better view of the starting line. Fordham and Archer were both winning jockeys, but complete opposites in style. Archer believed in physical riding, while Fordham preferred distracting his mount as little as possible. And Archer had won a number of his races with questionable tactics.

The gusty breeze tugged at Sinjin’s hair as he leaned out past the protection of the porch. It loosened unruly curls from the ribbon at his neck and ruffled the leather fringe on his beaded jacket. He often wore an exotic Seneca jacket, the ornate beauty of the beadwork pleasing to him; he also found the supple leather eminently suitable as working attire at the race track. His hybrid ensemble of fringed jacket, doeskin breeches, exquisitely polished Hessians, snow white shirt and neckcloth set him apart from his aristocratic friends. But then, he was unconcerned with conforming, nor had anyone ever considered him conformable. Among his titled peers, he was, however, not only well liked, but a roguish role-model for many of his class, and a source of envy to those less adventuresome. While he loved England, Sinjin had traveled the globe; there was a world beyond the confines of Brookes, Whites and Boodles. Beyond the season of the Ton. Beyond, particularly, the restricting duties of his title.

‘Damn him. Archer jumped the flag.’ Sinjin’s gaze narrowed against the sun, contemplating the disposition of Fordham and Romulus in the muddle of mounts.

There had been a false start, and the horses were massed now in complicated confusion, the air thick with stable rhetoric. When the entanglement unraveled itself moments later, a curved line spread over the course; the center surged forward, offering, for a fraction of a second, a well-dressed front.

The red flag dropped, and with a flurry of colored silks, the eight sprinters were off. Not a large field for the principal two-year-old race of the year, but many owners who would have started preferred keeping their horses at home with Seth or Stanhope sure to win.

Sinjin’s bay colt, Romulus, was quick out of the slips for a big one and for the first fifty yards held a decided lead. Then Fordham steadied him and Stanhope’s grey rushed to the front, forcing a record-setting pace. Three other racers pulled nearly level with the two horses in the lead, while the Earl of Sutherland’s horse was wide on the right. The other two horses were in difficulties already.

Descending the Abingdon Mile hill, to the consternation of Romulus’s backers, he faltered and lost his pace. Fordham seemed to call on him without success, and six to four on the field went begging at the betting ring. As the field approached the bottom of the dip, Romulus began to pick up speed. But there was something wrong with his shoulders. Fordham appeared to give the mighty bay a startlingly savage shake.

‘One hundred to two against Romulus!’ shrieked one of the bookmakers. Sinjin, who had seen Romulus at his morning run, complacently took the new odds. Raking glances swiveled up from the crowd on the ground. At those impossible percentages, the young Duke of Seth could lose a fortune if Romulus didn’t win.

‘Fordham’s waiting for the hill,’ Nicholas said.

‘And he hasn’t asked Romulus for speed yet,’ Sinjin quietly replied. ‘It’s going to be close, though.’ His voice trailed off softly at the end, his blue eyes trained on his bay and Stanhope’s grey three lengths ahead. Stanhope’s jockey was whipping his mount, urging it to more speed. Fordham hadn’t touched his whip, but he was hunched low over Romulus’s neck, talking to him, the reins almost slack. Sinjin found himself holding his breath, waiting for the customary response from the young colt, waiting for the huge bay he’d helped train to recognize the critical need in Fordham’s voice.

There. Finally. Sinjin exhaled in satisfaction. Romulus’s stride had widened, the muscles that drove his long, beautifully formed legs rippling in awesome power beneath his glistening coat. His ears were slightly laid back, his strong legs tackling the ascent effortlessly. Gaining on his adversary, Romulus flew uphill as though he were on the flat, coming abreast of Stanhope’s grey to the roar of the crowd. The two horses were locked together for a few moments on the strenuous uphill finish –  too close for comfort, Sinjin thought, too close to Archer’s reach –  and then Romulus broke away as if the two horses weren’t sprinting for the finish at a record-breaking pace. And he left the Irish grey behind in a burst of speed.

‘He’s got it,’ Sinjin breathed on a soft sigh. ‘What a beauty …’

‘A thousand guinea prize and Stanhope’s enmity,’ Nicholas Rose noted with a cheerful grin as Romulus swept past the finish post six lengths in the lead.

‘Fifty thousand guineas,’ Sinjin corrected, adding his winning wagers to the prize money, ‘and Stanhope’s enmity has nothing to do with horse racing.’

‘A woman then,’ the tall Seneca remarked, the second constant in Sinjin’s life an obvious choice.

‘A long-ago bet over Mrs. Robinson; Stanhope’s a poor loser.’

Even a Seneca from the American colonies knew of the notorious and beautiful Mrs. Robinson, although she had curtailed her availability for love of Colonel Tarleton years ago. And all of the Ton knew of the five thousand guinea wager written in Brookes’ betting book at the time, between Sinjin and Stanhope, over who could first waylay the fair Perdita and lure her from her friendship with the Prince of Wales. In a drunken temper, Stanhope, it was said, accosted Sinjin the next morning as the young Duke of Seth was leaving the lady’s dwelling on Berkeley Square. And when Sinjin had refused his challenge because Stanhope’s inebriated condition made a duel tantamount to murder, Stanhope had further reason –  when he sobered –  to be humiliated.

With a wide grin, Sinjin acknowledged the cheers and congratulations of his guests as he moved swiftly through the crowded viewing stand to the stairway. Taking the steps in a leaping descent, he made his way through a continuing barrage of congratulatory greetings. Nodding and smiling, shaking hands, accepting the familiar accolades with his customary modesty, he strode across the green downs.

Twenty feet away Romulus caught his scent and whinnied. Ignoring the officials and Lord Bunbury, who stood with the winning King’s Plate, Sinjin first offered his hand to Fordham with praise for his superb riding and then, slipping his fingers into his jacket pocket, extracted sugar lumps for Romulus.

‘Well done, my beauty,’ he murmured, extending the sugar lumps on his open palm. He stroked the dark bay down the length of his fine nose. ‘You left the field behind.’

Like the legendary Eclipse, Romulus won all his races in the same manner: Romulus first, the rest nowhere.2

The remainder of the day went swiftly. In the afternoon of racing, Sinjin’s horses took all the firsts. Sinjin actively participated in the racing, doing groom’s duty with a casual disregard for his consequence, helping tack up, giving instructions to the jockeys, rubbing down the mounts after their races, playing nursemaid at the end of the meet to his black racer, who had injured his foreleg in the last furlong of the day. At first there was concern the leg might be fractured, but after hours of heated poultices, the sleek grandson of Herod was moving more comfortably on the injured leg.

Leaving two grooms and a stable lad with the black in his paddock, Sinjin took his leave. The sun had recently set; the twilight air was cool, the wind diminished now as if readying itself for the night’s slumber.

Sinjin’s fatigue was minutely visible in his languid swinging gait, in the lazy downward drift of his dark lashes. He’d been up at dawn to ride out with his jockeys when they took his racers for their morning warm-up on the downs. The afternoon had passed at a frantic pace –  exhilarating and victorious, but draining. And with his house filled with friends and a bevy of women brought up from London to entertain them all, he’d only slept a few hours last night.

On the perimeter of the course, at the edge of a small copse near the far paddocks, his carriage waited, his driver dozing at the reins. Approaching the rig, he reached up and, grasping his driver’s ankle, gave his leg a shake. ‘Home, Jed, finally,’ he said with a smile as the young, gangly, brownhaired man came awake with a groggy mumbled response. ‘Go slowly. I’m tired.’


Chapter 3

His fingers still gripped the handle of the carriage door when he first noticed the figure inside.

‘They say you’ll … fuck anything in skirts.’ The woman’s soft voice came from the shadowed interior.

Intrigued, he smiled faintly, put a booted foot on the wrought iron step and, balancing for a moment with the vehicle dipping under his weight, entered his luxurious black lacquered coach. Pulling the door shut behind him, Sinjin settled into the soft cushions of the seat opposite the woman just as the carriage began moving.

He didn’t, of course. Fornicate indiscriminately. He had a very selective eye. But he was aware of his reputation as a libertine, as he was equally aware, with his vision becoming accustomed to the diminished light inside the carriage, that the young lady across from him was very young and very beautiful.

‘And so?’ he quietly said in response to her provocative, unusual greeting, the beaded decoration of his jacket catching the light in twinkling display.

‘I want you to fuck me.’ Surely that would be plain enough for the Duke of Seth, who was said to bed women in casual and conspicuous quantity.

He hadn’t been offered an invitation in those exact words before, because the ladies he dallied with were generally more refined. Or perhaps simply more polite, he considered, recalling numerous non-aristocratic females who’d shared his bed.

‘Your invitation charms me, of course,’ he said, his voice amused. ‘But I’m late for a party I’m hosting at my racing box.’ Sinjin smiled his celebrated smile in courteous apology.

‘It won’t take long.’

His brilliant azure eyes narrowed faintly in added curiosity, taking in the golden-haired young woman sitting bolt upright with her hands clenched together in her lap. This was obviously not a female desperately pining for his company.

But desperate she appeared to be, he thought, his gaze resting for a brief appreciative moment on her well-developed bosom. If he hadn’t been so late, and if he didn’t already have a houseful of cyprians waiting to entertain him and his friends, he might have considered her blunt proposition.

She was, after all, very lush in a dewy, opulent way, despite her ramrod-stiff spine. And his reputation as a libertine did have a decided basis in fact. Her full pouty mouth and enormous dark eyes particularly enticed him. She reminded him spectacularly of Romney’s best portraits –  sensual somehow in spite of her ingenue youth.

‘I’m sorry, my dear, to have to decline.’ Even as he spoke, a small, less practical voice inside his brain was taking issue with his refusal.

‘You can’t!’

The woman’s blurted words seemed to hang suspended for a crystalline moment in the shaded small distance separating them.

There, his small voice said with equal insistence. You see?

But he was dead sober and touched with weariness, too, after the long day with his horses and jockeys and grooms, after five races … after the past two hours in which he’d helped his racing crew keep heated poultices on his black’s damaged right fetlock. Spring Fellow had come in limping after finishing his race with the gutsy courage so much a part of his nature. Their initial fear that his leg was fractured had only been put to rest after the past hours of treatment.

‘Do I know you?’ he asked, thoughtfully rubbing the dark stubble beginning to shadow his lean cheek. What was impelling her insistence?

‘We haven’t been formally introduced, although I know of you.’ The Saint –  an ironic pet name, considering Sinjin’s propensity for sin –  was notorious throughout England, which was why Chelsea had selected him to deflower her. He was by repute the leading womanizer in the Ton –  outclassing even Prinny’s outrageous record. He was also conveniently at hand here at Newmarket.

‘My name is Chelsea Amity Fergusson.’

‘Duncan’s sister?’ Sinjin’s heavy dark brows rose fractionally. A proper young lady was propositioning him. Or was she … proper, that is? The brilliant blue of his eyes narrowed into a glinting scrutiny. At twenty-eight, he’d escaped the marriage trap numerous times … and a natural suspicion was now permanently ingrained in his psyche.

‘Yes. He doesn’t know.’

I should think not, Sinjin reflected, knowing what Duncan would do to them both if he did. She seemed ingenuously sincere. And genuine. ‘You should be home,’ he gruffly charged, shifting lower in his lazy sprawl, his long black hair pulling out in loose disarray from the silk ribbon at his neck as his head slid over the blood red velvet upholstery.

But his small voice reminded him perversely that he hadn’t said more expressly, ‘Go home.’

‘You probably want to know why.’ She spoke matter-of-factly, as though she were discussing the state of the roads, her eyes –  a deep exotic purple, he noted now that his vision had adjusted to the dim light –  very direct, like her voice.

No was his first reaction, swift and masculine. If she were Duncan’s sister. No, he didn’t want to know –  regardless that she was exquisite. His experienced eye had taken note in the intervening minutes of the exact measure of her beauty: splendid, extravagant breasts; a diminutive waist; the obvious attractive length of her legs under the plain brown serge of her riding habit; the frothy beauty of her untamed burnished gold hair, only partially restrained by her small shako; and a luscious cherry red mouth made to be kissed.

‘Tell me,’ he said, better judgment arbitrarily jettisoned as it was so often in his life, feeling less tired suddenly with the vivid softness of Miss Fergusson’s mouth the focus of his attention.

‘They’re intent on marrying me off to Bishop Hatfield –  who’s a blackguard disgrace to the church even if it’s the godless Church of England –  to cover their horse-racing bets.’ She spoke in a rush of words this time, obviously perturbed. ‘My father and brothers, mostly my father,’ she added in clarification since the Duke’s face had taken on a sudden intent look. ‘And he’ll never marry me, the prissy stick, if I’m not a virgin. Pious bastard.’ The last two words exploded into the confines of the carriage with paradoxical invective.

Gazing at the delicious young beauty seated across from him, her lavish bosom still rising and falling in captivating agitation, Sinjin rather thought Bishop Hatfield would marry her under any conditions.

She was dazzling.

And George Prine, third Viscount Rutledge, Bishop of Hatfield, was a lecher of the worst kind –  a Machiavellian, depraved one.

‘Where the hell did George see you?’

‘At the house we rented.’

What he meant was, why haven’t I?

‘The reptile came over to look at a hunter we had for sale.’

‘You’re not out yet.’ That must be the reason he hadn’t met her before. An enchantress like Miss Fergusson wouldn’t go unnoticed.

‘Not for another year.’

Good God, she was seventeen. Not that her age was an enormous stumbling block; the country girls and servant lasses he tumbled were probably not much older.

‘Please take my virginity,’ she softly pleaded. ‘I’d be so very grateful.’

When one looked like her, Sinjin thought, one need not implore. He could already feel himself beginning to rise to the occasion, the soft doeskin of his breeches stretching to accommodate his arousal.

While gossip had rated the Duke of Seth not only hot-blooded and disreputable, but the most bonny of men, hearsay hadn’t fully prepared Chelsea for his stark, utter beauty. And licentious rumor had failed to note the magnetic splendor of his eyes, the awesome power of his tall, muscled form, the peculiar grace of his slender fine-boned hands –  a horseman’s hands. Nor had it mentioned, other than citing him as handsome, the divine perfection of his features: dark arched brows shadowing those seductive eyes; cheekbones modeled by the hand of God; a straight fine nose, mildly disdainful, as now –  what was he thinking? –  and a gently curved mouth she found herself wanting to touch to see if it was cool or warm. What would it taste of? she wondered, smiling.

When she smiled like that, open and warm and unconstrained, Sinjin mused, she lured one like the sirens of old.

‘Duncan’s a friend,’ he said as if the words were buffer to his feelings, her perfume insinuating itself as further invitation into his nostrils. Attar of roses unadulterated by any secondary fragrances seemed to suit her: heady, sweet, frankly sensual.

‘He’ll never know. With your experience, it can’t possibly take long. Here, I’ll help.’ She began unbuttoning the braid frogs on the jacket of her habit.

‘No!’ Reaching across the carriage, he stopped her fingers from their task, his action bringing him uncomfortably close to the luminous, disturbingly lovely purple of her eyes.

‘Aren’t I attractive enough?’ she murmured. ‘You prefer dark-haired women like the Duchess Buchan?’

Good God, the entire nation must know his amorous activities if this young girl from the north spoke of Cassandra with such casualness. And no, he wished to say in answer to her artless question, I prefer luscious rosy-cheeked country maids like you who look sweet enough to eat. But he said instead, ‘You’re enchanting, my dear Miss Fergusson. But entirely too young.’ There, that was well bred and virtuous. Letting his hand drop away from her, he leaned back again in his seat, struggling to maintain his emotional distance as well.

‘I’m seventeen and three quarters, older than my mother was when she married,’ Chelsea protested, rebuffing Sinjin’s attempt at gallantry.

The word ‘married’ was sufficient to instantly check any unchaste impulses the Duke of Seth may have harbored. ‘I’ll take you home,’ he gruffly said, his libido damped by the disquieting word. ‘Where are you staying?’

‘At the Priory Cottage on the Duke of Sutherland’s estate, but I’m not leaving.’ And so saying, she threw herself at him, bowling him over with the surprise of her attack, landing atop his sprawled body with soft delicious impact, pinning him beneath her on the carriage seat.

He could, of course, lift her away effortlessly, but Sinjin lay for a moment, enjoying the sensation of her delectable body pressed intimately to his, vividly sensitive to the scented silk of her hair brushing his face, susceptibly aware how very close her mouth was, wondering selfishly, a second later, how much he valued Duncan’s friendship.

It was the devil’s own dilemma.

Chelsea kissed him then, a light, untutored butterfly of a kiss. But breathy too and inquisitive, he sensed, just before his perceptive conscience reminded him he could gratify his carnal urges with any of the dozen women waiting for him at his hunting box. Chelsea Fergusson’s offered virtue, tempting as it was, might come at a prohibitively high price.

But his body responded on cue to the female body pressed to his –  a fact immediately evident to the young lady advancing her suit.

‘There, you see, you don’t mean no when you say it,’ she whispered, her breath warm on his lips. And flushed with success, she impetuously tested the power of her attraction by moving her hips against his arousal.

His libido as impetuously reacted.

‘I promise I won’t cry out no matter how it hurts, no matter what you do. I won’t, really …’

His erection, perversely impressionable to such lewd carnal suggestion, increased sizably. But when her small hand moved downward past the tangled fringe of his jacket to the waistband of his breeches, he stopped it firmly.

‘No,’ he breathed on a suffocated exhalation of air, his fingers curled over her hand. He sensed imminent disaster in this innocent young miss, and terrifying images of marriage curtailed even the urgency of his sexual hunger. ‘No, no …’ –  a deep fortifying breath –  ‘no.’

Deliberately pushing her away, he sat up and, lifting her in his arms, deposited Chelsea Amity Fergusson –  a maiden of extravagant sexual allure –  back on the opposite seat where she belonged.

‘Find someone else to rupture your maidenhead and keep George Prine at bay,’ he tersely ordered. ‘I’m not interested.’ Heated anger infused his voice, a reaction to the curtailment of his violent desire.

‘I’m sorry,’ Chelsea whispered, tears beginning to well up in the purple radiance of her eyes. ‘It wasn’t fair to you …’ She was sitting upright again, like a young child reprimanded for untoward behavior, twin paths of tears beginning a flickering journey down her flushed cheeks.

‘Oh Lord … don’t cry,’ Sinjin murmured, uncomfortable and strangely discomposed himself. For a man of normally facile repartee, he was momentarily nonplussed. Perhaps her spirited innocence touched his sensibilities. Perhaps, more likely, he was touched by the exquisite display of poignant female beauty.

Reaching for his handkerchief, he drew it out and, stretching across the small distance, gently wiped the tears from her face. ‘They can’t make you marry George … can they?’ Not a novice in the ways of the world, he understood, of course, her father could. ‘If it’s just a matter of money …’ he began, not exactly sure how to offer her monetary salvation. He was a very wealthy man. ‘Maybe I could talk to your father,’ he heard himself saying, appalled even as he heard the words pronounced that he was involving himself in the family controversy of relative strangers. He’d spent a lifetime protecting his independence, not only from his own family, but from any susceptibility to involvement. He avoided attachments of any kind; he was comfortable with his life. Having traveled extensively since he’d come into his majority, when his father could no longer control his trust, he liked his carefree existence.

Even after his father died and the title had fallen to him, he continued in his peripatetic ways, knowing his younger brother was fully capable of taking over the dukedom should something happen to him. Actually Damien would probably have served as duke with more distinction; he was upstanding, sensible, married already with two heirs to his titles and the certain possibility of many more. There were times actually when Sinjin had considered turning all the ducal obligations over to his younger brother. Like now, dammit. When he was faced with being responsible and well bred and considerate. How the hell had he gotten himself into this wretched predicament?

By being a byword for carnal seduction, his presumptuous small voice said. If you want to know the damnable truth.

‘He wouldn’t take money from you, Your Grace,’ Chelsea murmured. ‘You’re not family.’

Unconscionably, Sinjin felt blessed relief at her words, delivered from his rash promise of help. ‘I’m sure if you make him understand the intensity of your aversion to George,’ he said, the hypocrisy of his statement obvious to them both even as he spoke, ‘perhaps he might reconsider …’ His voice trailed away.

‘Yes, Your Grace.’

He didn’t care at the moment that her answer was as fraudulent as his; he was only relieved to be removed from any further obligation.

He wouldn’t have been so relieved had he known Chelsea Amity Fergusson was still determined to accomplish her mission. She fully intended to surrender the lucrative marriage prize of her virginity in order to save herself from wealthy lechers like George Prine. And now that she’d actually met the notorious Duke of Seth, his notoriety no longer figured as his principal allure.

If she was going to relinquish her virginity to gain her independence, it might as well be pleasantly done.

And Sinjin St. John, beautiful as a god, would be an exceedingly pleasant agent of her need.

‘With my … er … reputation,’ he suggested, as his carriage rolled along the quiet lane toward Oatlands, the Duke of Sutherland’s estate near Newmarket, ‘you’d best not be seen with me. I’ll have Jed drop you off at the gate.’

‘Being alone with you might be compromise enough,’ she cheerfully declared, elated suddenly with the notion of achieving her end without participating in the actual physical deed. ‘I could simply tell my family and the Bishop I was alone with you in your carriage for a lengthy interval.’

‘I’ll deny it,’ he harshly said, not about to be made anyone’s scapegoat. ‘And your virginity’s intact.’

‘Ummm,’ Chelsea murmured, not in discouragement but in contemplation.

Which intonation made Sinjin acutely nervous. ‘I won’t be party to this, damn your sweet hide!’ Did no one have control over this beautiful chit?

‘No, of course not, Your Grace, you’re absolutely right,’ she said with an agreeable sweetness that should have put him instantly on guard.

‘Good. We understand each other then,’ he replied, beguiled by the novelty of her innocence. Young maidens were entirely outside his realm, since they possessed neither of the qualities he was looking for in a woman –  availability and sexual expertise.

‘Thank you so much for taking me home,’ Chelsea amiably declared as the gateway to Oatlands came into view.

He wished he could have done more for her, satisfying her desires and his as well. But even he wasn’t reckless enough to walk into that entrapment, no matter how luscious the prize. Sinjin St. John may have earned his sobriquet The Saint for unsaintly sexual excess. But not with virgins. He had no intention of getting married; avoiding virgins protected him from that peril.

He knocked on the forward panel, indicating for Jed to stop.

Their goodbyes were civilized and well bred.

And blessedly final, Sinjin thought, relaxing against the soft velvet of his carriage seat some moments later, Oatlands receding in the distance. Thank God.
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