














Our Bodies Entwined


Susan Johnson writing as


CC GIBBS


[image: ]




First published in the United States in 2001 by Bantam as Seduction in Mind


This ebook edition published in 2012 by


Quercus Editions Ltd


55 Baker Street


7th Floor, South Block


London


W1U 8EW


Copyright © 2001 by Susan Johnson


The moral right of Susan Johnson to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 1 78206 366 7


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk





ABOUT THE AUTHOR


CC Gibbs was born and lives in the USA. She is the author of over 40 romance and erotica novels, including the recent bestsellers Knight’s Mistress and Knight’s Game. Many of her novels were originally published under the name Susan Johnson.




Don’t miss any of CC Gibbs’s
tantalizing novels


AT YOUR MERCY
A STORM OF DESIRE
SURRENDER TO YOU


BURNING TOUCH
A SEDUCTIVE FLAME
FORBIDDEN PLEASURE
RAPTURE


SINFUL DREAMS
WICKED FASCINATION
THE SWEETEST TABOO
TOUCH OF SIN


MISTRESS AT MIDNIGHT
WHEN SOMEONE LOVES YOU
AT HER COMMAND
ONLY FOR YOU
SECRETS AND SINS
INTENSITY LAID BARE
VENUS LAID BARE
TEMPTATION LAID BARE
DESIRE LAID BARE
PROMISE LAID BARE


Available at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk





Chapter 1


London, June 1878


‘It’s the same luscious female,’ Lord Ranelagh murmured, surveying a painting of a scantily clad odalisque in the Royal Academy show. ‘I’d recognize those breasts anywhere.’


‘She had more clothes on in the painting you bought in Paris,’ the young Earl of Airlie said, his gaze intent on the splendid female form. ‘It looks as though she’s become even more – er – emancipated.’


Samuel Lennox, the Viscount Ranelagh, heir to an earldom of great fortune, rich in his own right, cast his friend a skeptical glance. ‘As if all models aren’t bohemian by nature. More to the point – since Leighton’s painted her, I wonder if the pretty vixen’s in London?’


‘Why not ask Leighton? Since the painting’s not for sale, he might have a special interest in the model.’


‘Do you know him?’


‘Not personally, but my cousin attends his musicals. I’ll have George introduce us.’


‘Now?’


Edward McDonal frowned. ‘I thought we were going to the Marlborough Club.’


‘How long can it take to stop at Leighton’s and find out her name? Besides, I want to buy the painting.’


‘There’s a Not for Sale sign prominently displayed under the title,’ his friend pointed out.


A faint cynicism raised the viscount’s dark brows. ‘Everything’s for sale, Eddie. You know that.’


*

An hour later, an imposing butler ushered them into Frederic Leighton’s studio, despite the inconvenient hour and the artist’s custom to receive by appointment only, despite the fact the artist was working frantically because he was fast losing the sun. The butler knew that Leighton, ever conscious of his wealth and position, particularly now that he’d been knighted, cultivated friendships with the aristocracy.


The room was enormous with rich cornices, piers, friezes of gold, marble, enamel, and mosaics, all color and movement, opulence and luxury. Elaborate bookshelves lined one wall, two huge Moorish arches soared overhead, stained glass windows of an Oriental design were set into the eastern wall, while the north windows under which the artist worked were tall, iron-framed, utilitarian.


Leighton turned from his easel as the men entered, and he greeted them with a smooth urbanity, casting aside his frenzied air with ease, recognizing George Howard with a personal comment and his companions with grace.


Lord Ranelagh hardly took notice of their host, for his gaze was fixed on Leighton’s current work – a female nude in a provocative pose, her diaphanous robe lifted over her head. ‘Very nice, Sir Leighton,’ he said with a faint nod in the direction of the easel. ‘The lady’s coloring is particularly fine.’


‘As is the lady. I’m fortunate she dabbles in the arts.’


‘She lives in London?’


‘Some of the time. I could introduce you if you like.’


‘No, you may not, Frederic. I’m here incognito for this scandalous painting.’ A lady’s amused voice came from the right, and a moment later, Alexandra Ionides emerged from behind a tapestry screen. She was dressed in dark blue silk that set off her skin to perfection, the front of the gown still partially open, her silken flesh that had an alluring warmth about it, as though she’d been in the heat of the sun, quickly disappearing from sight as she closed three sparkling gemstone clasps.


‘It’s you,’ the viscount exclaimed softly.


Her eyes were huge, the deepest purple, and her surprise was genuine. ‘I beg your pardon?’


‘Alex, allow me to introduce the Viscount Ranelagh,’ Leighton said. ‘My lord, Alexandra Ionides, the Dowager Countess St. Albans and Mrs. Coutts.’1


‘Mrs. Coutts?’


‘I’m a widow. Both my husbands died.’ She always enjoyed saying that – for the reaction it caused, for the pleasure it gave her to watch people’s faces.


‘May I ask how they died?’ the viscount inquired, speaking to her with a quiet intensity, as though they were alone in the cavernous room.


‘Not in their beds, if that’s what you’re thinking.’ She knew of Ranelagh, of his reputation, and thought his question either flippant or cheeky.


‘I meant … how difficult it must have been – how distressing. I’m a widower.’


‘I know.’ But she doubted he was distressed. The flighty, promiscuous Lady Ranelagh had died in a riding accident, and very opportunely, it was said; her husband was about to either kill her or divorce her.


‘Alex and I were just about to sit down to champagne. Would you gentlemen care for a glass?’ Leighton gestured toward an alcove decorated with various colorful divans. ‘I reward myself at the end of a workday,’ he added with a small, deprecating smile.


A bottle of champagne was already on ice atop a Moroccan-style table, and if Alexandra might have wished to refuse, Leighton had made it impossible. Ranelagh was more than willing, Eddie had never turned down a drink in his adult life, and George Howard, like so many men of his class, had considerable leisure time.


Sam made sure to seat himself beside Alex, a fact she took note of with mild disdain. She disliked men of Ranelagh’s stamp who amused themselves in ladies’ beds. It seemed a gross self-indulgence, when life offered so much outside the conventional world of aristocratic vice.


‘Meeting you this afternoon almost makes me believe in fate,’ he said softly. ‘I came here to discover the identity of the exquisite model in Leighton’s Academy painting, and here you are.’


‘Whereas I don’t believe in fate at all, Lord Ranelagh, for I came here today with privacy in mind, and here you all are.’


He smiled. ‘And you wish us all to Hades.’


‘How astute, my lord.’


He’d never been offered his congé by a woman before, and rather than take offense, he was intrigued. Willing females he knew by the score. But one such as this … ‘Maybe if you came to know us – or me – better,’ he added in a low voice.


Their conversation was apart from the others, their divan offset slightly from the other bright-hued sofas, and the three men opposite them were deep in a heated discussion of the best routes through the Atlas Mountains.


‘Let me make this clear, Lord Ranelagh, and I hope tactful as well. I’ve been married twice; I’m not a novice in the ways of the world. I take my independence very seriously and I’m averse, to put it in the most temperate terms, to men like you, my lord, who find amusement their raison d’être. So I won’t be getting to know you better. But thank you for the offer.’


Her hair was the most glorious deep auburn, piled atop her head in heavy silken waves, and he wished nothing more at the moment than to free the ruby pins holding it in place and watch it tumble onto her shoulders. ‘Perhaps some other time,’ he said, thinking he’d never seen such luscious golden peach skin, nor eyes like hers.


‘There won’t be another time, my lord.’


‘If I were a betting man—’


‘But you are.’ Equal to his reputation as a libertine was his penchant for high-stakes betting. It was the talk of London at the moment, for he’d just won fifty thousand on the first race at Ascot yesterday.


He smiled. ‘It was merely an expression. Do I call you Mrs. Coutts or the dowager countess?’


‘I prefer my maiden name.’


‘Then, Miss Ionides, what I was about to say was that if I were a betting man, I’d lay odds we were about to become good friends.’


‘You’re too arrogant, Ranelagh. I’m not eighteen and easily infatuated by a handsome man, even one of your remarkable good looks.’


‘While I’m not only fascinated by a woman of your dazzling beauty, but intrigued with your unconventional attitude toward female nudity.’


‘Because I pose nude, you think me available?’


The merest smile appeared on his lips. ‘So blunt, Miss Ionides.’


‘You weren’t interested in taking me to tea, I presume.’


‘We’ll do whatever you like,’ he replied, the suggestion in his voice so subtle, his virtuosity couldn’t be faulted. And that, of course, was the problem.


‘You’ve more than enough ladies in your train, Ranelagh. You won’t miss me.’


‘You’re sure?’ he pursued. ‘I can’t change your mind?’


‘Absolutely sure … and no,’ she declared firmly.


‘A shame.’


‘Speak for yourself. I have a full and gratifying life. If you’ll excuse me, Frederic,’ she said, addressing her host as she rose to her feet. ‘I have an appointment elsewhere.’


The viscount had come to his feet. ‘May I offer you a ride to your appointment?’


She surveyed him slowly from head to toe, her gaze coming to rest after due deliberation on his amused countenance. ‘No, you may not.’


‘I’m crushed,’ he said, grinning.


‘But not for long, I’m sure,’ she replied crisply, and waving at Leighton and the other men, she walked away.


Everyone followed her progress across the large room, and only when she’d disappeared through the high Moorish arch did conversation resume.


‘She’s astonishingly beautiful,’ George Howard said. ‘I can see why you have her pose for you.’


‘She deigns to pose for me,’ Leighton corrected his friend. ‘I’m only deeply grateful, because she models infrequently and according to whim. Although, Alma-Tadema has intrigued her with his newest project.’ He offered the men a self-deprecating smile. ‘We’re currently competing for her time.’


‘I’m surprised a woman of her magnificence isn’t married again.’


‘She has notable wealth from both her family and husbands and she prefers her freedom,’ Leighton offered. ‘Or so she says.’


‘From that tone of voice, I’m surmising you’ve proposed,’ Eddie observed. ‘And been refused.’


Leighton dipped his handsome leonine head in acknowledgment. ‘At least I’m in good company. Rumor has it she’s turned down most everyone.’


‘Most?’ Sam regarded the artist from beneath his long lashes, his lazy sprawl the picture of indolence.


‘She has an occasional affair, I’m told.’


‘By whom?’ Ranelagh’s voice was very soft. ‘With whom?’


‘Kemp seems to know. I believe he’s acquainted with Alex’s maid.’


‘With whom is she currently entertaining herself then, pray tell.’ The viscount moved from his lounging pose, his gaze suddenly intent.


‘No one I know. A young art student for a time.’ He shrugged. ‘A banker she knew through her husband. A priest, someone said.’ He shook his head. ‘Only gossip, you understand. Alex keeps her private life private.’


‘And yet she’s willing to pose nude – a blatantly public act.’


‘She’s wealthy enough to do as she pleases … as you no doubt understand,’ Leighton noted with an urbane smile. ‘While a model is generally nameless anyway, particularly in cases like this, where a lady prefers a degree of anonymity.’


‘Like a Madame X.’


Leighton shrugged again. ‘Something like that, I suppose. Although, keep in mind, Alex is also an artist in her own right. She views the nude form as quite separate from societal attitudes.’


‘Toward women,’ the viscount observed.


Leighton’s expression was unreadable. ‘I wouldn’t venture a guess on Alex’s cultural politics.’


‘You’re wasting your time, Sammy.’ Eddie waved his champagne glass toward the door through which Alex had exited. ‘She’s not going to give you a tumble.’


The viscount’s dark brows rose faintly. ‘We’ll see.’


‘That tone of voice always makes me nervous. The last time you said ‘We’ll see,’ I ended up in a Turkish jail from which we were freed only because the British ambassador was a personal friend of the sultan’s minister. And why you thought you could get through the phalanx of guards surrounding that harem, I’ll never know.’


‘We almost made it.’


‘Almost nearly cost us our lives.’


‘You worry too much.’


‘While you don’t worry at all.’


‘Of course I do. I was worried Lady Duffin’s husband was going to break down the door before we were finished last week.’


‘So that’s why Charles won’t speak to you anymore.’


The viscount shrugged. ‘He never did anyway.’





Chapter 2


Alexandra didn’t have another appointment. Rather, she’d felt a desperate need to escape.


Notwithstanding her disapproval of men like Ranelagh, something alarming had happened a few moments ago, and try as she might to disparage the viscount’s blatant sexual magnetism and his infamous use of it, she’d found herself not only drawn to him but, more terrifying, tempted. She drew in a calming breath, her emotions in chaos, her nerves on edge, an unusual agitation gripping her senses. Not only were all the stories of the viscount’s allure true, the man was fully aware of the effect he had on women – damn him.


Intent on repressing her alarming reaction to their meeting, she reminded herself he was just another man and she wasn’t a missish young girl whose head could be turned by a seductive glance and a charming smile. Nor was she some tart who could be bluntly propositioned as though he had but to nod his handsome head and she would fall into his bed.


In spite of the fact that seductive power was his hallmark and he was notorious for inspiring carnal longing in legions of women, she didn’t intend to be added to his harem of eager and willing females. She’d spent too many years struggling against conformity, trying to find a role outside the societal standards for women of her class, and she relished her hard-won independence. Surely, she was strong enough to resist a libertine no matter how sinfully handsome or celebrated his sexual expertise.


Regardless of the fact that she’d been celibate since a recent disastrous affair with a man who didn’t understand the meaning of no.


Reason, perhaps, for her current agitation.


But after Leon, she’d vowed to be more prudent in her choices.


And Ranelagh would be not only imprudent but – if his conduct at Leighton’s was any evidence – impudent as well.


Inexhaustible in bed, however, if rumor were true, a devilish voice inside her head reminded her.


She clasped her hands tightly in her lap, as though she might restrain her carnal urges with so slight a gesture. Impossible, of course, with the stark images of Ranelagh lodged in her brain – his tantalizing smile, the boldness of his glance, the overwhelming sense of power he evoked. He was tall, dark, breath-takingly handsome at close range, and all honed muscle and brute strength beneath the gloss of his fine tailoring. She’d never met such a man before, his presence one of sheer physical force. The purity of his finely modeled features only enhanced his image of physical perfection, while his brooding black eyes and sensual mouth suggested impassioned sensibilities beneath the consummate male animal.


And his hands were so very large – which meant – 


Good God – she was carrying on like an infatuated adolescent.


Perhaps she should spend a few hours with young Harry and assuage her sexual urges, she tersely thought; he was always so grateful for her company. But boyish gratitude didn’t hold much appeal when Ranelagh’s virile maleness was in the forefront of her brain. Nor did young Harry’s sweetness prevail over the unabashed impatience in Ranelagh’s eyes.


‘No!’ she exclaimed, the sound of her voice shocking in the confined space of her carriage, as was the flagrant extent of her desire.


She really, really needed to talk to Rosalind. Her friend was always the voice of reason … or at least one of caution to her rash impulses.


*

Lady Ormand was entertaining at tea and Alex had to sit through a long, tedious hour before the last guest finally departed. ‘How do you stand it?’ Alex exclaimed as the footman closed the door on the Viscountess Compton. ‘The conversation was solely of frocks and gowns. Do those women have a life beyond visiting their modiste?’


‘Gwendolyn brought Emily and May today since they’re in town, and you know how—’


‘Shallow they are?’


Her friend smiled. ‘Indeed. But consider, you learned how to get Brussels lace for half price from Honitons.’


‘If I’d been listening after the first five minutes, I might have.’


‘I commend you for your courtesy, then. I doubt they noticed. So tell me, darling, what brought you here at such a dangerous time of day? I know how you dislike teatime.’


‘I needed your counsel or advice’ – Alex paused – ‘or perhaps only a sympathetic ear.’ And she went on to explain the tale of her introduction to Ranelagh.


‘You have to admit, he’s the most heavenly man in London.’ Rosalind shrugged her dainty shoulders. ‘Or England, or the world, for that matter.’


Alex offered her friend a sardonic glance. ‘Thank you for the discouragement.’


‘Forgive me, dear, but he is lovely.’


‘And he knows it and I don’t wish to become an afternoon of amusement for him.’


‘Would you like it better if it were more than an afternoon?’


‘No. I would prefer not thinking of him at all. He’s arrogant and brazenly self-assured and no doubt has never been turned down by a woman in his life.’


‘So you’re the first.’


‘I meant it facetiously.’


‘And you’ve come here to have me bolster your good judgment and caution you to reason.’


‘Exactly.’


‘And will that wise counsel suffice?’


Alex exhaled softly. ‘Perhaps if you’re with me day and night,’ she muttered.


Rosalind’s pale brows rose. ‘He’s said to have that effect on women. In fact, Allison still trembles at the mention of his name, and her stories of his prowess are quite – unbelievable.’


‘And it annoys me immeasurably that I’m feeling as beguiled as all the mindless Allisons he amuses himself with – and don’t look at me like that … you know Allison prides herself on never having read a book.’


‘While in contrast to Ranelagh’s host of houris, you wish your intellect to be in control of your desires.’


‘I insist on it.’


‘Is it working?’


Alex shoved her teaspoon around on the embroidered linen cloth for a lengthy time before she looked up. ‘No.’


‘So the question becomes – what are you going to do?’


‘I absolutely refuse to fall into his arms.’ She glared at her friend. ‘Do you understand? I won’t.’


‘Fine. Are there matters of degree, then?’


‘About what?’


‘About falling into his arms. Would you fall, say, after a certain duration, or never in a million years?’


Alex shifted uncomfortably, tapped her fingers on the gilded chair arm, inhaled, exhaled, was silent for several moments more. ‘I’m not sure about the million years,’ she said finally.


‘Ah.’ Rosalind scrutinized her friend with a benevolent gaze. ‘Then some measure of compromise will be required.’


‘How do you possibly compromise with a man like that? Women have been flinging themselves at him his entire life.’


‘But you haven’t.’


‘Not yet.’


Rosalind leaned back on the settee, her expression amused. ‘That would be a first, wouldn’t it? But as I see it, you and Ranelagh are very much alike.’ At Alex’s instant pique, she added, ‘Honestly, darling, you have to admit, men have been flinging themselves at you with similar abandon ever since you left the schoolroom. Not that you’ve taken up with many of them, but they’ve certainly tried. So, do you think you simply dislike Ranelagh’s audacity? Or would you prefer he beg?’


‘I would prefer not having met him. I don’t like feeling this way … as though I were simultaneously breathless with longing and in peril.’


‘Then refuse him.’


‘I intend to. I’m probably making too much of a casual meeting anyway. Ranelagh, no doubt, propositions women every day.’


‘No doubt. Are you feeling better now that you’ve reconciled sense and sensibility?’


Alex laughed quietly. ‘Marginally, at least. He is spectacularly male, unfortunately.’


‘And you’ve been avoiding men since Leon insisted you marry him not long ago.’


‘Which is the problem, I tell myself. Ranelagh’s handsomeness is only incidental to my frustrated sexual urges.’


‘Certainly frustration could be a consideration,’ Rosalind said kindly.


‘At the moment, I should be entirely too busy to be frustrated,’ Alex returned. ‘Both Leighton and Alma-Tadema have appealed to my goodwill, and in a weak moment I agreed to pose for them – when my schedule is already overcommitted.’ She glanced at the clock. ‘Which reminds me, I must be at Alma-Tadema’s by six. Larry’s working on a painting in which evening shadows are required.’


‘A painting that will garner all the usual praise of both his skills and your beauty. At times, I envy you your freedom. Sidney would never let me be so modern, even though everyone is nominally discreet.’


‘You’re not as insistent as I, darling.’


‘Nor independently wealthy.’


Alex grinned. ‘I won’t argue the advantages of my fortune. I’m well aware I’m allowed liberties that only wealth bestows. And there are advantages as well to being an artist. One’s eccentricities are looked upon with a certain tolerance.’


‘And it pleases you to pose nude.’


‘On occasion. If I like the artist and the work. I paint nudes as well. What artist wouldn’t?’ She rose with a smile. ‘Thank you for letting me talk. I’m feeling quite in control of my feelings once again. And Larry always has all the latest gossip. My evening should be amusing.’





Chapter 3


you’re boring the hell out of me,’ Eddie grumbled, reaching for the brandy bottle at his elbow.


Sam looked up from his putt. ‘Go to the Marlborough Club yourself.’


‘I might.’ Refilling his glass, the earl lifted it in salute. ‘As soon as I finish this bottle.’


‘After you finish that bottle, you’ll be passed out on my couch,’ the viscount said, watching the ball roll into the cup on the putting green he’d had installed in his conservatory.


‘You don’t miss a night out as a rule,’ Eddie remonstrated. ‘Did the merry widow’s refusal incapacitate you?’


‘Au contraire,’ Ranelagh replied, positioning another ball with his golf club. ‘I’m feeling first rate. And I expect she’s in high mettle as well.’


‘She turned you down, Sam.’


‘But she didn’t want to.’ He softly swung his club, striking the ball with exquisite restraint.


‘And you can tell.’


The viscount half smiled. ‘I could feel it.’


‘So sure …’


‘Yes.’


‘And you’re saving yourself for her now?’


‘Dammit, Eddie, if you want to go, go. I don’t feel like fucking anyone right now, and I drank enough last night to last me a week.’


‘Since when haven’t you felt like fucking someone?’ his friend asked, his gaze measured.


‘What the hell are you insinuating?’


‘That you fancy the voluptuous Miss Ionides with more than your usual casual disregard.’


‘After meeting her for ten minutes?’ Ranelagh snorted. ‘You’re drunk.’


‘And you’re putting golf balls at seven o’clock when you’re never even home at seven.’


Sam tossed his club aside. ‘Let’s go.’


‘Are you going out like that?’


The viscount offered his friend a narrowed glance. ‘None of the girls at Hattie’s will care.’


‘True,’ Eddie muttered, heaving himself up from the leather-covered couch. ‘But don’t do that to me again. It scares the hell out of me.’


Sam was shrugging into his jacket. ‘Do what?’


‘Change the pattern of our dissolute lives. If you can be touched by cupid’s arrow, then no man’s safe. And that’s bloody frightening.’


‘Rest assured that after Penelope, I’m forever immune to cupid’s arrow,’ Sam drawled. ‘Marriage doesn’t suit me. As for love – I haven’t a clue.’


‘I’ll drink to that,’ Eddie toasted, snatching up the brandy bottle as Sam moved toward the door.


*

But by chance, their route took them past the studio of Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema, an artist as celebrated as Leighton, and a small carriage parked at the curb caught Sam’s eye. He recognized it from Leighton’s. Knocking for his driver to stop, he turned to Eddie. ‘I’ll meet you at Hattie’s in a few minutes.’


‘Why are you getting out here?’


‘I need some air.’


‘Why?’


Sam was already swinging down from his carriage. ‘No special reason,’ he said, pushing the door shut. ‘I’ll see you in ten minutes.’ Glancing up, he gave instructions to his driver.


‘You’re sure now?’ Eddie looked perplexed.


‘You’ll be entertained at Hattie’s with or without me, but I should be there shortly.’


‘You’re acting very strangely tonight.’


‘You’re drunk,’ Sam replied pleasantly, and nodded to his driver.


The carriage pulled away.





Chapter 4


But Eddie was right, Sam realized as he stood on the curb before the commanding entrance to Alma-Tadema’s pseudo-Pompeian palace. He was strangely out of sorts tonight, or curiously ruminative, or, more precisely, in rut for the tantalizing little bitch who had turned him down that afternoon. And he wondered for a moment if his vanity was involved, if he wanted her simply because she’d said no.


But he wasn’t so crass, nor was he vain. Although he had no explanation for his motivation other than lust. Or none he could comfortably accept. So lust it was that made him stop – and propelled him toward the door.


Alma-Tadema was feted in society; they’d met before, but Sam had never crossed the threshold of his home. Taking note of the dearth of other carriages, he wondered if the artist’s wife was out of town and he might be intruding on a tête-à-tête. His consideration was fleeting, however. He really didn’t care.


Unconsciously straightening his cravat, he walked to the huge double doors, lifted the polished brass lion’s-head knocker, and let it drop.


A young servant girl came to the door. No one so pretentious as Leighton’s Kemp was there to greet Alma-Tadema’s guests. Her curtsy was unpolished, her face scrubbed and rosy, and Sam decided that in spite of his wealth, Sir Lawrence was considerably more natural a man than the head of the Royal Academy.


He asked to see her master, and when the maid inquired whom she should say was calling, Sam said, ‘If you don’t mind, I’d like to surprise him.’ Offering her a warm smile, he placed a twenty-pound note on her palm, winked, and added, ‘Miss Ionides and I are friends.’


She didn’t hesitate; the sum represented several months’ salary. ‘Right up the stairs, sir, and turn to your left,’ she directed, taking the hat and gloves Sam handed her. ‘His studio be those double doors at the end of the hall.’


When Sam reached the doors, one of them was ajar, revealing a portion of the studio and a fascinating view that brought his erection surging to life. A golden twilight bathed the room, gilding the naked flesh of the woman who had consumed his thoughts. Miss Ionides was languorously disposed on a large sable rug that was draped over a running course of marble plinths. The backdrop represented the partial ruins of a Roman temple – Alma-Tadema’s speciality in history painting, as was his virtuoso depiction of female flesh. An alabaster bowl of white lilies at the lady’s feet was no doubt meant to be metaphorical, or perhaps paradoxical, because this was no innocent maiden lying before him.


Miss Ionides embodied a flamboyant wantonness. Lying partially on her side, her supple body was flexed faintly at the waist so the curve of her hip was thrown into provocative silhouette. Her head and one shoulder rested on a sumptuous pile of plum-colored brocade pillows, the small feather fan she held over her mons the only nod to modesty in the flagrantly sensual pose. The contrast of her warm, glowing flesh against the cool marble backdrop and the luxurious fur was riveting, as was the voluptuous splendor of her body. Her breasts were enormous and plump, dangling like delicious ripe fruit with the slightly forward twist of her torso, her waist was hands-span narrow – which enchanting thought added dimension to Sam’s arousal. As for her slender, shapely legs, he reflected, his gaze traveling leisurely down her form, surely they were made to be wrapped around him.


He was so hard, he was aching, the eroticism so explicit and palpable, he was hard pressed not to stride up to her and carry her off like some marauding barbarian at the gates of Rome.


Suddenly aware he might not be the only man on the scene so inclined, Sam shot a glance at the artist, who was applying paint to the canvas with a decided ferocity. Moved to action by the sight, Sam shoved open the door and strode in. ‘Forgive me for intruding.’ His voice was too curt for true apology. ‘I have a message for Miss Ionides.’


Masking her shock, Alex didn’t know if she should be gratified or angry at Ranelagh’s intrusion. Her second irrelevant thought was that he hadn’t changed, as though it mattered a whit that he still wore his day clothes when she wore none. She sat up as Sir Lawrence moved to intercept Sam’s progress.


‘We’re busy, sir,’ the artist said gruffly, standing solidly in Sam’s way. ‘You must leave.’


‘This won’t take long,’ Sam replied, coming to a stop, glancing at the man’s crotch. Either Alma-Tadema had enormous restraint or was a eunuch, he decided. His affability restored, Sam’s voice took on a new degree of courtesy. ‘My compliments on your painting of the lady, Sir Lawrence. Could I buy it?’


The artist hesitated, wondering if he’d imagined the rude glance. Sam’s expression was completely benign. ‘I’m afraid it’s already sold,’ he finally said, giving the viscount the benefit of the doubt.


‘To whom?’


‘Mr. Cassels.’


‘A shame. It’s very beautiful.’


‘Alex is an exceptional lady.’


‘How so?’ The words were suddenly abrupt, cool, all traces of amiability stripped away.


The painter squarely met the displeasure in Sam’s gaze. ‘I don’t see that it’s your concern.’


Both men were large, fit, and obviously disinclined to back down, Alex suspected, if their pugnacious poses were any indication. Since she had no wish to become the center of an embarrassing altercation, she said quickly, ‘Never mind, Larry. I’ll speak with Ranelagh.’


‘You see?’ Sam nodded a cool dismissal at his opponent.


Sir Lawrence cast a searching glance at Alex.


‘I’m fine,’ she asserted. ‘Really.’


As Sam approached the dais, Alex tried to curb the heat rising to her face. He seemed larger than she’d remembered, and disconcertingly more handsome. Forcibly tamping down the flush of excitement that gripped her senses, she said crisply, ‘You shouldn’t be here, but since you are and since I prefer you not grapple with Larry, kindly state your business and be on your way.’


It took him a fraction of a second to answer because the view at close range was glorious.


She’d considered covering herself with the fur rug when he’d walked in, but it seemed too exaggerated and dramatic a gesture. She wasn’t some innocent maiden. She’d posed nude before and she was comfortable in her skin. ‘If you’re done looking …’ she said coolly.


Reminded of his manners, his gaze traveled to her eyes and he smiled. ‘I saw your carriage outside, and I was hoping you might be free tonight.’


‘I’m sorry, I’m not.’ Temperate, imperturbable words.


He gave her high points for poise. She might have been refusing an invitation to tea … and, more to the point, been fully clothed. But his equanimity had been honed in the school of debauch, and it was impossible so tame a circumstance would extinguish it. ‘Tomorrow, then?’ he said with an equivalent dispassion.


‘I’m afraid I’m busy tomorrow as well.’


‘You’re not actually afraid, are you?’ Was it possible beneath the cool gaze?


She shook her head, and a fortune in diamonds swung from her earlobes. ‘I’m simply not interested.’


‘Could I convince you somehow’ – his voice dropped a half octave – ‘to become interested?’


In the deepening shadows, the unadorned grace of his face and form almost took her breath away – her artist’s eye in awe of such stark, sensual beauty. She’d been trying, with difficulty, not to take notice of his splendid looks and, more particularly, of his sizable erection lifting the soft wool of his trousers. ‘I believe we’ve had this conversation before, and my feelings haven’t changed.’ She kept her tone neutral with effort. His arousal was fascinatingly large.


‘I could contrive to mend my ways.’


A rush of heat spiked through her body at his wicked smile. ‘You don’t mean it, my lord. We both know that.’


But a faint equivocation in her voice quickened his senses. Did she mean no or not? Or how much did she mean it? His nostrils flared as though he might catch scent of the truth. Then a singularly familiar fragrance drifted into his nostrils, and his understanding was no longer in question. He recognized the redolent perfume of female arousal. Glancing downward, his gaze settled on the juncture of her thighs.Her auburn curls melted into the soft sable fur, and she was getting wet for him.


‘What if I really did mean it?’ he said, heated and low, his gaze returning to hers. ‘What then?’


The lust in his eyes excited her, stirred and thrilled her, when she should despise a man who made love only for sport.


But he moved a step closer, leaned in, and whispered in a velvety tone, ‘We’ll do whatever you want to do … you set the limits – you give the orders.’


For a reckless moment, she wanted to clutch the heavy black silk of his hair, pull him close, and kiss him hard – in prelude to what he so temptingly offered. Clenching her fists against the rash impulse, she said instead, ‘I don’t want to give orders.’


‘Better yet.’


She shivered faintly at the implication.


‘If I were to touch you … there’ – he gestured languidly at her mons, and she found herself gauging the length of his long, large fingers – ‘I guarantee you’ll change your mind.’


‘If you dare,’ she said tersely, feeling as though she were suffocating, ‘you’ll never touch me again.’


Her phrasing gave him pause, her ‘again’ tantalizing – a myriad of possibilities instantly reverberating through his brain. ‘Tell me where or when or how’ – his smile was carnal and lush – ‘or we could leave now and you could … show me.’


A clamorous ringing crash shattered the heated ferment.


Sam didn’t turn his head. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ he breathed.


But Alex looked, and like a sluice of icy water rushing in, the world intruded. Larry was reaching down to pick up the fallen container and scattered brushes from the puddle of linseed oil spreading over the floor.


Leaping to her feet, Alex shoved past Sam before she lost her resolve and jumped from the dais.


He could have stopped her if he’d wished, but no one could accuse him of being gauche. And he understood with a libertine’s expertise, it was only a matter of time before the skittish Miss Ionides yielded. Watching her stride away, Sam admired her beauty and nerve, not to mention the silken sway of her hips.


She was going to be one hot little piece, he thought pleasantly.


When she disappeared from sight, the studio was eerily silent.


Moving toward Alma-Tadema, Sam issued a well-mannered and self-possessed smile, as though he’d not just tried to seduce the artist’s model. ‘Do you think Cassels might be talked into selling your painting to me?’ he inquired, the cultivated world of the aristocracy in every smooth syllable.


Alma-Tadema shrugged. ‘Who knows?’ Alex had escaped; he could be urbane as well.


Sam’s mouth curved into a rueful smile. ‘You dropped those brushes on purpose, didn’t you?’


The painter’s expression was bland. ‘You’ll have to do your courting on your own time, my lord.’


‘You’re her champion, I presume.’ Sam’s gaze narrowed as he approached the man. ‘Or are you more?’


‘That would be for Alex to say.’


‘Your wife doesn’t mind?’


‘I’d say ask her, but you probably would. And I’m not obliged to suffer rudeness in my own home.’


Sam sighed. ‘My apologies. Miss Ionides has put me out of countenance.’


‘You and a good many other men. You’re not alone, if that’s any consolation.’


‘It’s not,’ Sam replied curtly.


Sir Lawrence smiled for the first time. ‘My condolences.’


‘Amusing, I’m sure.’ Sam bowed stiffly. ‘I’ll bid you good night. My compliments on your talent. The painting of Miss Ionides is superb.’


And he intended to own it just as soon as he found Cassels.


*

But much later, as the first light of day fringed the horizon, Lord Ranelagh walked away from Hattie Martin’s luxurious brothel pervaded with a deep sense of dissatisfaction. What had previously passed for pleasure seemed wearisome now, a jaded sense of sameness enervated his soul, and sullen and moody, even the glorious sunrise failed to please him.


Walking home through the quiet streets, he was plagued with thoughts of the bewitching Miss Ionides, wondering where she’d slept or, like he, not slept – which rankling thought further lowered his spirits. And by the time he’d reached his town house, he’d run through a mental list of any number of men who might be her lovers, the image of her delectable body in the arms of another man inexplicably disagreeable.


It shouldn’t be. He should be immune to the nature of her liaisons. He hadn’t even met the damned woman a day ago and there was no earthly reason he should care who the hell she slept with.


He snapped at the hall porter when he entered his house, immediately apologized at the man’s stricken expression, and after making some banal excuse, pressed ten guineas into the servant’s hand. When he walked into his bedroom a few moments later, he waved a restraining hand at his valet, who came awake with a start and jumped to his feet. ‘Go back to sleep, Rory. I can undress myself. In fact, take the day off. I won’t be needing you.’


His young manservant immediately evinced concern. The viscount was accustomed to being waited on, his family’s fortune having insulated him from the mundane details of living.


Recognizing his valet’s hesitation, Sam said, ‘I’ll be fine.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘Why not take Molly for a walk in the park,’ the viscount suggested, knowing of Rory’s affection for the downstairs maid. ‘She may have the day off as well.’


‘Thank you, sir!’


‘Go, now.’ Sam waved him off. ‘All I want to do is sleep.’


*

In a more perfect world he might have slept, considering he’d been up for twenty-four hours; but Miss Ionides was putting period to the perfection of his world and to his peace of mind. He tossed and turned for more than an hour before throwing aside the blanket and stalking over to a small table holding two decanters of liquor. Pouring himself a considerable amount of cognac, he dropped into an upholstered chair and, sliding into a sprawl, contemplated the injustice of Miss Ionides being so damned desirable.


Half a bottle of cognac later, he’d decided he’d simply have to fuck her and put an end to his lust and her damnable allure. He further decided his powerful craving was just the result of his not having what he wanted – her. And once he made love to the delectable Miss Ionides, that craving would be assuaged. Familiarity breeding contempt, as they say, had been the common pattern of his sexual amusements. In his experience, one woman was very much like another once the game was over.


But this particular game of seduction was just beginning, and glancing out the window, he took note of the position of the sun in the sky. The races would be starting soon at Ascot, the entire week scheduled with prestigious races, the Season bringing all of society to the track.


Including Miss Ionides, if he didn’t miss his guess.


Rising from his chair, he walked to the bellpull and rang for a servant. He needed a bath.


His butler walked into his bedroom a second later, not in response to his summons – with a message instead.


‘There’s someone to see you, sir.’


Owens’s tone was such that Sam’s gaze turned wary. ‘Who?’


‘Your mother, my lord.’


‘At this damned hour?’ Already bad-tempered and moody after his dissatisfying night, the last person Sam cared to see was his mother. ‘Does she know I’m home?’


‘She saw your hat and gloves on the console table.’


The viscount swore. ‘I don’t suppose you could tell her I was sleeping?’


‘She ordered me to wake you, sir.’


The viscount swore again. ‘Don’t send her up.’ His voice was brusque. ‘I’ll come down.’


‘She’s in the breakfast room, sir, having her breakfast.’


‘While she’s ruined mine,’ Sam said.


The butler glanced at the glass of cognac the viscount held in his hand, his expression bland. ‘A shame, sir, but she wouldn’t be deterred.’


‘Is she ever?’


It wasn’t a question that required an answer, or certainly not one by a servant.


‘Tell her I’ll be down in ten minutes,’ Sam said curtly.


*

When the viscount entered the breakfast room a half hour later, bathed, dressed, and more tranquil for the three additional drinks he had imbibed, he was able to say ‘Good morning, Mother’ with a modicum of courtesy.


‘Your chef burned my toast,’ his mother noted irritably.


‘I’ll have him fired on the spot.’


‘I see your caustic sense of humor is undiminished.’


‘You’re up early,’ he replied, not about to trade insults. He and his parents agreed on very little; they saw each other less. And if his mother was calling on him at what was for her the crack of dawn, she brought trouble for certain. He remained standing.
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