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A Taste of What's to Come

“May I offer the lady a hand?”

She froze, her heart racing with fear. The man speaking had the accent of one of the Peerage, rather than a ruffian, but she couldn’t bring herself to feel relieved. A gentleman wouldn’t be touching her so intimately. “Release me,” she demanded, hoping to sound confident and insistent. The note of timidity in her voice didn’t suit her at all.

At least he released her, but only after lifting her from the tree and setting her feet firmly on the ground. A strange reluctance paralyzed her, making her dread turning to face the man behind her. Mouth dry, she spun slowly, glad to note her head was no longer spinning, and faced him.

He was a beautiful man. It was a strange term to apply for such a masculine specimen, with his broad shoulders, sculpted muscles, and stunning emerald-green eyes framed by wickedly long dark lashes. Apt though. She had never seen such an exquisite male before. Licking her lips, she couldn’t quite summon her manners as she stared at him.

She soon realized the man was naked. It filtered through her scattershot brain a snippet at a time—the bare chest covered with a dusting of dark hair that matched the hair on his head. The flat plane of his stomach. The jutting length of his manhood...

A gasp escaped her as she caught sight of it before quickly jerking her gaze away. That was when she discovered they weren’t alone. Two other men stood slightly behind them. They were also impressively built, though one was stockier and the other was leaner. She was able to discern their builds easily because they also wore no clothes.

Fear accelerated her heartbeat. Were they highwaymen? She had never heard of naked robbers, but polite society wouldn’t discuss such things. Why weren’t they dressed?

“Are you well, m’lady?” asked the nearest one, whose voice was rich and smoky.

Without thought, she touched the bloodied patch on her forehead. “My carriage...an accident...the driver is dead...”

The man before her did something most peculiar. He leaned closer, much closer than propriety allowed, and inhaled deeply. After a moment, he nodded. “You are only lightly injured and shall recover quickly.”

She frowned. “How can you know that? Are you a physician?”

His lips turned up in the faintest trace of a smile. “No, I am Ian Carlton, The Viscount of Shelford.”

Her mouth dropped open slightly, and she took a step back, pressing against the rough bark of the tree. The Shelford estate was quite far from theirs, but rumors had reached her ears even there. Rumors of madness, strange debaucheries, a reclusive lord of the manor, and all manner of evil. The rumors never detailed exactly what was so wicked, at least not in her presence, and she found herself torn between curiosity and terror.

“And you are?” he prompted as the silence lengthened.

“Lady Claire Waterhaven.”

He nodded. “Your father is Sir Nolton Waterhaven?” At her nod, he smiled slightly. “You are a long way from home, Lady Claire.”

“Yes, sir.” She cast a quick glance at the two men who had gotten closer. “Who are your companions, Lord Shelford?”

“Emil and Oren.” He offered no further explanation or titles for the men.

She nodded in their direction, careful to keep her gaze averted from their nudity. “I thank you for coming to my assistance, Lord Shelford.”

He smiled, and it provoked a curl of heat to unfurl in her belly. “Oh, my dear Claire, we have not come to rescue you.”

She swallowed down hysteria. “I beg your pardon, my lord?”

The sensual smile turned decidedly wicked, and his eyes gleamed with lust. “We are here to ravish you.”
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