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CHAPTER 1
London, January 1892



OSMOND, BARON LENNOX, was known for his luck at cards. Oz would call it skill, but regardless of the reason, there was no doubt he was on a winning streak tonight. A crowd had slowly gathered round the table as the stakes rose, and Brooks’s members, gamesters to the core, were hazarding wagers on how long Elphinstone would last. Viscount Elphinstone had been losing heavily. While his père could afford it, Elphinstone was clearly rankled. He was slumped in his chair, coatless, disheveled, red faced, and looking pugnacious – although that may have been due to the family’s propensity to breed true on their bulldog features.


Elphinstone’s major opponent at the table was lounging back in his chair, his dark eyes amused, a half smile on his handsome face, nonchalance in every lithe contour of his tall, lean frame. Or rather, indifference some might say; Lennox never seemed to care whether he won or lost.


‘It ain’t fair, Oz. You always get the good cards,’ the young Marquis of Telford groused, staring at his cards with obvious disgust.


Lennox glanced up. ‘Lady Luck’s been good to me tonight,’ he murmured, taking a card from his hand and dropping it on the green baize.


‘As usual,’ Elphinstone growled.


A servant approached and bent to whisper in Lennox’s ear. The baron nodded without looking up from his cards. ‘Your turn, Harry. This is my last hand.’


‘Nell getting tired of waiting?’ Harry Ogilvie waggishly queried.


Oz’s heavy-lidded gaze met his friend’s droll glance for a telling moment. ‘Are you talking to me, Harry?’


The Earl of Airlie’s youngest son grinned. ‘Hell no. Slip of the tongue.’


‘Someday an irate husband is going to have you horsewhipped, Lennox,’ Elphinstone muttered.


‘Only if he’s not man enough to call me out,’ Oz drawled. The viscount’s wife was a pretty little hussy; could he help it if she was in hot pursuit?


A sudden hush greeted Oz’s soft-spoken challenge.


The eyes of the crowd locked on Elphinstone, wondering if he’d respond, or more to the point, how he’d respond. Lennox was young and wild, his temper as easily provoked as his lust, and while he’d been screwing his way through the ranks of London’s fair beauties the last two years, he’d also had more than his share of duels.


With not so much as a bruise for his exertions.


Elphinstone finally growled something under his breath, his nostrils flaring, his narrowed gaze two pinpricks of anger. Then not inclined to end his life or be maimed, he scanned the breathless crowd. ‘You won’t see blood tonight on my account,’ he spat. Turning back to Oz, he snarled, ‘I’ll raise you a thousand,’ recklessly wagering his father’s money rather than stake his life.


Held breaths were released, a collective sigh of relief wafted round the table; Elphinstone wouldn’t have stood a chance at ten paces. Or even a hundred. Ask Buckley, who’d barely survived his recent ill-advised challenge.


Oz almost felt sorry for Elphinstone, who’d no more meet him on the dueling field than he’d satisfy his wife in bed or even know enough to be decent to her. Almost felt sorry. ‘I’ll raise you another thousand,’ he gently said, the cards he was holding as near perfect as the law of averages allowed. What the hell; the ass doesn’t deserve my pity. ‘Make that two.’


*

FIVE MINUTES LATER, much richer and in a hurry, Oz was in the entrance hall and a flunkey was holding out his coat for him. ‘It’s still raining hard out there, sir.’


‘That’s England,’ Oz said with a smile, sliding his arms into the sleeves and shrugging into his grey overcoat. ‘More rain than sun.’ Handing the man a sovereign, he turned and strode toward the door. Standing outside under the portico a moment later, he watched the rain pouring down as though the heavens had opened up, felt the wind tugging at his coat skirts, surveyed the distant treetops tossing in the gusts, and was suddenly reminded of Hyderabad during the monsoon season. Christ, he must have drunk more than usual tonight – too many of those old memories were surfacing. Shaking off the unwanted images, he dashed down the stairs and entered his waiting carriage. ‘Drive like hell, Sam,’ he said, dropping into a seat with a smile for his driver who had been taking refuge from the storm inside the conveyance. ‘I’m late as usual.’


‘I’ll get you there right quick.’ Sam slipped out the opposite door.


As the well-sprung carriage careened through the streets of London at a flying pace, Oz half dozed, his life of late slightly deficient in sleep. With Nell’s husband in Paris, she’d been consuming a good deal of his time. In addition, he had a shipping business to run, he’d been working at translating a recently purchased rare Urdu manuscript, and of course, Brooks’s was a constant lure to a man who loved to gamble.


Once Lord Howe returned from Paris next week, Nell would be less persistent in her demands. He smiled faintly. Not that he was complaining. She had a real talent for acrobatics.


As the carriage drew to a halt before a small hotel, newly opened by a gentleman’s gentleman who had recently retired with a tidy sum, Lennox came fully awake, shoved open the carriage door, and stepped out into the downpour. ‘Don’t wait, Sam,’ he shouted and ran for the entrance.


A doorman threw open the door at his approach. Swiftly crossing the threshold, Oz came to a stop in a small foyer. He smiled at the proprietor behind the counter. ‘Evening, Fremont. Damn wet out there.’ He shook the raindrops from his ruffled hair.


‘Seasonal weather I’m afraid, sir. Would you like a servant to run you a hot bath or bring up a hot toddy?’


‘Perhaps later. Which room?’


‘Thirteen, sir.’


Nell had chosen Blackwood’s Hotel in Soho Square for its seclusion, and they’d been coming here with great frequency the past fortnight. Taking the stairs at a run, he considered his apology. He couldn’t say the game was too exciting to leave; he’d have to think of another excuse.


He strode down the hallway, glancing at the passing brass number plates until he arrived at the requisite room. He opened the door and walked in.


‘You’re late.’


A soft, breathy tone, with a touch of impatience. Knowing well what stoked Nell’s impatience – the randy tart liked it morning, noon, and night – he answered in a suitably apologetic tone. ‘Forgive me, darling, but one of my ship captains arrived just as I was leaving the house.’ Christ, it was dark. Why was just a single wall sconce in the far corner lit? Was Nell in a romantic frame of mind? But then he saw her toss back the covers and pat the bed beside her, and rather than question the degree of darkness, he quickly shed his wet coat, his two rings, and stripped off his clothes.


‘I like your new perfume,’ he murmured as he climbed into bed. Dropping back against the pillows, he pulled her close. ‘Are you cold, darling?’ She was wearing a nightgown.


‘No.’


‘In that case, we can dispense with this.’ Pushing the silk fabric up over her hips with a sweep of his hand, he rolled over her, settled smoothly between her legs, and set out to apologize to Nell in the way she liked best.


A door to the left of the bed suddenly burst open, a gaggle of people trooped in, the bedchamber was suddenly flooded with light, and a portly man in the lead pointed at the bed. ‘There!’ he cried. ‘You are all witnesses to the countess’s base and lewd moral turpitude!’


Lennox stared at the woman beneath him. Not red-haired Nell. A blonde. ‘What the hell is going on?’ he growled.


As if in answer, the spokesman declared with an oratorical flourish to the cluster of people crowded round the bed, ‘If required, you will testify in court as to exactly what you have seen here tonight – to whit … a clear-cut case of moral turpitude and venery! Thank you, that will be all,’ he crisply added, dismissing the motley crew with a wave of his hand.


His eyes like ice, Lennox surveyed the female under him. ‘I don’t believe we’ve been introduced,’ he said with soft malevolence. Obviously he’d been gulled for someone’s monetary gain.


‘Nor need we be,’ the lady cooly replied. ‘You may go now. Thank you for your cooperation.’


Lennox didn’t move other than to turn his head toward the only other man remaining in the room. ‘Get out or I’ll shoot you where you stand.’ He always carried a pistol – a habit from India.


Isolde Perceval, Countess of Wraxell in her own right, lying prone beneath the very large man, nodded at her barrister. Not that he was likely to put his life at risk for her, but should he be considering anything foolish, she rather thought she would prefer to deal with this hired actor herself.


As Mr. Malmsey shut the door behind him and quiet prevailed, Isolde gazed up at the man who’d come to rest between her legs with a casualness that bespoke a certain acquaintance with dalliance. ‘I thought Malmsey explained what was required of you,’ she said. ‘But if you’d like an additional payment, kindly get off me and I’ll be happy to fetch my purse and pay you whatever you wish.’


Oz’s brows rose. ‘Is this some farce?’


‘Far from it. With your cooperation, of course. As Mr. Malmsey no doubt pointed out, your silence is required.’


Silence about what? Through a minor alcoholic haze, Oz speculated on how he’d landed in this bizarre scenario. ‘What room number is this?’


‘Thirteen.’


Then where was Nell? Still waiting somewhere. Merde. ‘Don’t move,’ he said. ‘I’ll be right back.’ His expression was grim. ‘If you wish my silence, I suggest you comply.’


‘There’s no need for belligerence. I’m not going anywhere.’


You had to give her credit. The lady wasn’t easily rattled, although having organized this performance – with witnesses to boot – bespoke a certain audacity on her part. He slid off her and rose from the bed. Lifting his overcoat from the chair on which he’d dropped it, he slipped it on, buttoned it, then exited the room and made his way downstairs to speak to the proprietor.


Isolde debated dressing, but should he return quickly, she ran the risk of being caught in some degree of nudity, and with a forward fellow like this actor, she was safer where she was. Her purse was within reach. Furthermore, there was no doubt in her mind that they could reach a monetary agreement. Malmsey had already paid him for his night’s work, but the life of an actor was one of financial insecurity. So she’d simply ask him what he required to forget that he’d been here and she’d pay it.


Downstairs, Oz was offering the proprietor of Blackwood’s Hotel a rueful smile. ‘A slight problem has arisen, Fremont. Room thirteen is occupied by an unknown person.’


‘My apologies, sir.’ The trim, dapper man quickly flipped through the guest ledger and a moment later glanced up with a genuinely pained expression. ‘My most profuse apologies, my lord. I should have said room twenty-three.’ His face was beet red. ‘I most humbly beg your pardon.’


‘Rest easy, Fremont,’ Oz replied good-naturedly. ‘No great damage has been done. Although, if you’d be so kind as to inform the lady in room twenty-three that I’m unable to meet her tonight, I’d appreciate it. Tell her that a business matter of some importance has delayed me.’


‘Naturally, sir, as you wish, sir.’ Relieved he wouldn’t meet with the baron’s wrath, the proprietor deferentially added, ‘Would you like me to express your regrets to the lady?’


‘I would, thank you. And see that she has a carriage waiting for her.’


‘Yes, sir. Consider it done.’ Fremont gave no indication that he knew Lennox was nude beneath his coat. The baron was a very generous man, his gratuities commensurate with his fortune. Not to mention his forgiving nature tonight was a profound relief.


Oz turned to leave, then swung back. ‘You don’t happen to know the name of the lady in room thirteen?’


‘A Mrs. Smith, sir,’ Fremont answered, one brow lifting at the obvious fraud.


‘Ah – I see. Thank you.’


Not prone to self-reflection after an evening of drink, he gave no more thought to the lady’s pretense. Taking the stairs at a run, he returned to room thirteen, slipped inside, and shut and locked the door behind him. There she was – right where he’d left her. That she’d not taken the opportunity to run suggested this situation was critical in some way. Interesting … as was the lovely lady. Shedding his coat, he walked to the light switch by the connecting door, flicked off the intolerably bright overhead fixture, and moving toward the bed, turned on another wall sconce.


A touch of apprehension appeared in Isolde’s eyes. Even in worldly London, even with an actor from the free and easy world of the theater she’d not expected such shamelessness. ‘What are you doing?’ Seated against the headboard, she jerked the covers up to her chin.


‘Coming to make a bargain with you.’ While he was not entirely sure what had motivated his reply, the persuasive influence of a beautiful woman, opportunity, and considerable liquor couldn’t be discounted. Not to mention that on closer inspection, her charms were even more impressive.


‘Kindly do so once you’re dressed.’


‘You’re not in a position to give orders,’ Oz gently noted, thinking he really must have drunk too much tonight that the alarm in the lady’s eyes was so perversely satisfying. Prompted by his thoughts, he looked around the room. ‘Is there any liquor here?’


‘No.’


But he spied a tray with decanters on a table in the corner. He walked without haste to the table and poured himself a brandy. Returning to the bed, he raised his glass to her. ‘See – you were mistaken. Would you like some?’


‘No, I would not,’ Isolde replied in quelling accents. ‘Kindly inform me of this bargain of yours so we may both be on our way.’


Since his intentions weren’t entirely clear or rather of a chrysalis nature, he climbed back into bed, took a seat beside her, and said, ‘First tell me why I’m here – because clearly the man Malmsey hired is not.’ Lifting the glass to his mouth, he drank half the brandy.


Good God, he isn’t the actor! ‘I have no idea on either score,’ she tersely said, rattled by this unexpected turn of events. ‘If I did, you wouldn’t be here annoying me and some anonymous actor would have long since left.’


‘An actor?’ Oz grinned. ‘Did the poor man know what he was getting into?’


‘I’m sure he did. He was well paid for his role.’


‘Apparently he was,’ Oz drolly noted, ‘considering he didn’t show up for his performance.’


‘Obviously, there was some mistake. But,’ Isolde mockingly added, ‘since you performed well, all turned out in the end.’


‘If I agree to accommodate you.’ The word perform was triggering rather explicit images.


‘You already have.’


‘Not completely.’ This lady along with her story piqued his interest. Or maybe he’d become bored with Nell.


‘If it’s money you want,’ she said with a touch of impatience, ‘just say so and we can stop playing games.’


Oz lifted his glass to her. ‘I haven’t even begun playing, Countess,’ he silkily murmured.


‘I find your innuendo shameless and irritating,’ Isolde snapped, bristling with indignation, her ready temper on the rise. The man was equally shameless in his nudity; he didn’t even attempt to cover himself.


‘Now, now,’ Oz murmured, fascinated by her willful personality, ‘there’s no reason we can’t be friends. Where are you from?’ He hadn’t seen her before, and if she was indeed a countess, he would have met her – and more to the point, wouldn’t have forgotten so splendid a woman. She had the face of an enchantress – sensual blue eyes dark with storm clouds, a fine straight nose, soft, cherry red lips that fairly begged to be kissed, and a stubborn little chin that was infinitely fascinating to a man who knew far too many willing females. A glorious halo of pale hair framed her features, and even with their brief bodily contact, her voluptuousness was conspicuous.


‘I have no intention of being your friend, nor need you know where I’m from.’ She must extricate herself from this unexpected and potentially disastrous predicament – and quickly. Her plans didn’t include someone who might talk out of turn. Everything depended on a nameless lover who couldn’t be found and cross-examined.


‘Then perhaps,’ Oz drawled, ‘I should tell Mr. Malmsey that I don’t choose to cooperate with this scheme and if he persists I’ll sue him for every penny he has.’


‘You’re the one who barged in,’ she argued, more calmly now. This man would eventually name his price; everyone did.


‘And you were the one who said I was late.’ His lazy smile was full of grace. ‘Surely I’d have been remiss to keep a lady waiting.’


‘How very smooth you are. But impertinent, sir.’


‘While you’re quite beautiful,’ he softly countered. ‘Although I expect you already know that. Tell me, is this little drama perpetrated to give your husband cause for divorce? If so, I don’t understand why your lover is willing to expose you to all the prurient interest and scandal on your own. Where’s the scoundrel’s backbone?’


‘So you would assume responsibility if your lover were exposed in court?’


‘Certainly. Any honorable man would.’


‘Why then would an honorable man toy with another man’s wife?’


Oz’s dark brows shot up. ‘You can’t be serious. Or perhaps you live in a cave. Although, if you do,’ he cheekily murmured, surveying the portion of her nightgown visible above the covers, ‘you have a fashionable modiste in there with you. That’s quality silk you’re wearing.’ Anyone in the India trade knew silk.


‘Who are you?’ she asked, suddenly curious about a man acquainted with grades of silk.


Perhaps she did live in a cave; he was well-known for a variety of reasons, some of them actually acceptable. ‘You tell me first.’


She watched him drain the rest of his drink, wondered in passing why her alarm had seemingly disappeared, and wondered as well where he came from with his deeply bronzed skin. ‘Are you drunk?’ Would he remember any of this? How much should she divulge? And how honorable would he be if she related her tale?


He hesitated a fraction of a second. ‘I’m probably not completely sober.’


‘Are you dangerous?’ Even as she spoke, she realized how useless the question if indeed he was.


He shot her a look. ‘To you? Hardly.’


‘I’m relieved.’


He smiled. ‘I’m relieved you’re relieved. Now tell me your name.’


‘Isolde Perceval.’


‘From where – the ends of the earth? I haven’t seen you in society.’


‘I avoid society.’


‘Apparently.’ He dipped his head. ‘Osmond Lennox. Pleased to make your acquaintance, ma’am.’


‘Now that the courtesies have been observed,’ she said, ‘kindly tell me what you want, so we may end this charade and go our separate ways.’


‘You.’


Her eyes flared wide. ‘You can’t be serious.’


‘I am.’ There, certainty – his plans no longer moot – although wealthy noblemen were as a rule unrestrained in their whims. ‘Think of it as recompense,’ he said with a small smile, ‘for the shock to my system. When your witnesses barged in I thought someone was seeking vengeance for my many sins. Or about to horsewhip me.’


‘Well, no one was seeking revenge. You’re quite unharmed. And what you ask is naturally out of the question.’


‘Surely you can’t claim to be a virgin.’


‘I hardly think that’s any of your business.’


‘You’re right of course,’ he drawled. Although, if she’d been a virgin, she would have been quick to say so. Also, a divorce case with witnesses was about adultery. She couldn’t possibly be a virgin. ‘Since you prefer not discussing virginity, at least explain how you plan to use your obviously hired witnesses?’


She chewed on her bottom lip.


‘While you’re deciding on your reply, excuse me while I get myself another drink. It’s been a very odd night’ – he grinned – ‘at least so far.’


She should have averted her eyes, but she couldn’t help watching him as he walked away from the bed in all his nude splendor. Not that she’d ever been overly concerned with the shibboleths of society. Truth be told, he was quite beautiful in face and form – with an unmistakable brute virility beneath his charming manner. He’d threatened to shoot poor Malmsey and seemed quite capable of doing so. She’d have to pay her barrister an extra premium for that fearsome threat.


As he returned to the bed with his refilled glass, Oz was pleased to see that the lady was no longer clutching the bed-clothes to her bosom. ‘Now,’ he began pleasantly, taking his place beside her once again, ‘I think I deserve some minimum explanation.’ He held her gaze for a moment. ‘Particularly if this goes to court and I happen to be involved.’


‘It shouldn’t go to court.’


‘Shouldn’t or won’t?’


She made a small moue. Frederick had threatened a breach of promise suit among other extortion demands.


‘That’s what I thought. So is this about your marriage?’


‘No.’


He shot her a sharp look. ‘No?’


‘I’m not married.’


‘But you were.’ She’d been designated a countess by the barrister.


‘No.’


He softly sighed. ‘I’m not leaving until I know what’s going on, so you might as well tell me. I can stay here as long as Fremont keeps bringing up liquor.’


‘You know the proprietor?’


‘Yes, Mrs. Smith,’ he replied cheekily.


‘He shouldn’t have disclosed that.’


‘I pay him well.’


‘For his silence about your assignations.’


He nodded.


‘So you’re a lothario,’ she said with distaste.


‘No, I’m a man. Now – an explanation.’


His voice had taken on an edge.


‘Very well, if you must know—’


‘I must,’ he brusquely interposed.


‘Then I’ll tell you. I’m a countess in my own right, but as you know in situations such as mine, I simply hold the title as steward for the next male in line to inherit should I die childless. In my case, a cousin has decided he doesn’t wish to wait – I might outlive him, you see, or marry and have children. So he intends to marry me to gain access to my funds.’


‘What of a marriage settlement?’ They were written to protect family fortunes.


‘First, I loathe my cousin and wouldn’t marry him if he was the last man on the face of the earth. Secondly, Frederick’s pursuit has been persistent and very determined since his gambling losses have mounted. I expect coercion would be involved with a marriage settlement. He’s completely unscrupulous.’


‘Have you no one to protect you?’


‘Naturally, I could hire guards, but I’m hoping it won’t come to that. My plan, in which you recently participated, is to so completely ruin my reputation that even Frederick will be forestalled at least in his marriage plans. What other tactics he might employ to make claim on my property Malmsey can handle in court.’ Her voice took on a derisive tone. ‘I doubt he’d be personally moved by this scandal, but fortunately for me he has a domineering mother who prides herself on virtue and decorum.’


‘In the scramble for a fortune, people have been known to overlook even the most egregious scandals,’ Oz drily said. ‘How can you be sure your scheme will serve?’ He really meant, How can you be so naive?


‘I can’t be, of course. Not completely.’ She smiled for the first time. ‘Yet you’ve not met Lady Compton.’


‘Actually, I’ve had the misfortune,’ he replied with a grimace. ‘My condolences on your prospective mother-in-law.’


‘Bite your tongue,’ she retorted. ‘If all goes well, I shan’t be saddled with her or her despicable son. My little drama, as you call it, will be published in all the scandal sheets tomorrow – without naming my partner, of course, only myself. You are quite safe, you see. Now, if you wish payment, I’d be more than happy to pay you. Money,’ she quickly added.


‘I don’t need money.’ As heir to the largest banking fortune in India he could buy a good share of the world if he wished. And he retracted his naive assessment. The scandal sheets could ruin a lady. Although someone with large gambling debts might overlook even that degree of infamy.


She shifted slightly under his gaze. ‘Surely you wouldn’t take advantage of a woman.’


‘I doubt I’d have to.’


Her brows arched. ‘Is that unimpeachable certainty usually effective?’


He smiled. ‘Always.’


‘Such arrogance.’ She glanced at his crotch. ‘And yet – I see no visible signs of your interest.’


‘I was raised in India. I’m capable of controlling my, er, impulses.’ He grinned. ‘Although, if you’d like to see interest’ – he swept his hand downward – ‘observe.’


The transformation was not only instant but also profound. Wide-eyed, she took in the provocative sight.


‘Is that better?’ he said, his voice velvet soft.


She slowly wrenched her gaze from the flaunting display, his enormous erection stretching from crotch to navel, his blood pulsing wildly through the tracery of tumescent veins standing out in high relief on his resplendent length. ‘You’re definitely a flashy fellow,’ she said, meeting his amused gaze, fully aware as well of the soft tremors beginning to flutter through her vagina. ‘Still, I think I’ll restrain myself.’


‘At least keep me company for a short while.’ His voice was well mannered, his gaze amicable. ‘Thanks to you, I seem to have missed my assignation. Surely, that’s not too much to ask.’ He recognized the look of longing in a woman’s eyes. He knew as well that her taut nipples pressing through the silk of her gown had something to do with his erection and her desires – restrained as they might be. Only temporarily restrained if he had his way. ‘Would you like a drink? Fremont set out a nice assortment of liquor.’


The smallest of hesitations.


‘Why not,’ she said, thinking to humor him and better gain her ends.


‘Then I’ll be right back, ma’am.’ He glanced at her over his shoulder as he slipped off the bed. ‘Correction … miss.’ He casually strolled away as if he wasn’t nude and blatantly aroused, she wasn’t a stranger, and they’d be sharing nothing more than a game of whist when he returned. ‘You have a choice,’ he offered, standing at the liquor tray a moment later. ‘Sherry, cognac, brandy, or hock.’


‘Cognac. Just a little.’


‘How are you getting home?’ he asked as he poured her drink. ‘Could I drive you somewhere?’


‘No, thank you,’ she replied, trying not to stare at his enormous erection. ‘I believe Malmsey is waiting for me.’


He nodded toward the door through which the surprise party had entered. ‘Waiting in there?’ He preferred not being monitored.


She shook her head. ‘Downstairs.’


Good. ‘So does Malmsey know Fremont as well?’ he queried, moving back to the bed.


‘I’m not sure. He might.’


At least he does now. Fortunately, Fremont was the soul of discretion; Miss Perceval’s intrigue was safe. Not that it should matter to him one way or the other, yet she shouldn’t have to suffer the unwanted machinations of her cousin. Nor should she be required to resort to such drastic measures to retain control of her title and wealth. ‘Would you like me to call out Compton?’ he abruptly asked, handing her a glass. ‘I could see that he never bothers you again.’ While dueling was illegal, it was privately practiced.


The casual certainty in his voice gave her pause and quite inappropriately, pleasure as well. ‘While I appreciate the offer,’ she more prudently replied, ‘I don’t think it would serve.’


‘It would serve perfectly. He’d be dead – not a great loss if you ask me; the man cheats at cards. Your reputation would remain unscathed and’ – he grinned as he settled back on the bed and rested against the pillows – ‘you might be inclined to thank me in some agreeable way.’


She laughed. ‘I admit there’s a certain appeal to your plan, but, no, I couldn’t be party to something so crass.’ If he could urbanely disregard his erection, she should be able to as well.


‘As if his wanting to marry you for your money isn’t crass.’


She smiled. ‘So bloodthirsty, Lennox. Is it your Indian upbringing?’


‘Hell no. Dueling is a European foolishness wrapped up in a mantle of honor. In India if you want someone murdered, you hire assassins or a poisoner and have the job quietly done.’ He shrugged dismissively. ‘It’s different here.’


‘My goodness. You quite alarm me.’


‘No I don’t. Not unless by alarm you mean something else entirely.’


‘Such as?’


‘Your nipples,’ he said, nodding at her breasts; he didn’t mention her veiled glances at his erection. ‘They’ve been signaling your aspirations for some time now.’


‘Aspirations don’t necessarily equate with actions.’


His lashes lowered faintly. ‘In our case, why not? We’re alone. I’m thoroughly aroused, as you can see,’ he politely said as if she hadn’t noticed several times already. ‘I can tell that you’re not exactly indifferent to me. What’s the point in denying ourselves?’


‘So blunt, Lennox,’ she sardonically observed. ‘No sonnets or odes to charm a lady?’


‘Ah Love! Could you and I with Fate conspire. To grasp this sorry scheme of things entire. Would not we shatter it to bits. And then remold it to our heart’s desire. I could also recite it in the original Persian if you like.’ He smiled. ‘Is that better now? Or would you like more verses to entice you?’


‘I’m not sure I wish to be enticed.’


‘Why not? Making love is one of life’s great pleasures.’


‘Or sorrows.’


He could have asked, but he didn’t want to know. Even while he understood the merits of asking in terms of facilitating a seduction, he didn’t. There was something about her, a kind of intrepid heroine willing to stand up for her rights no matter the consequences that reminded him of things he’d rather forget. Right and wrong had nothing to do with the reality of the world, he’d discovered. You could be moral to the core and right as rain and no one cared.


He had his own sorrows when it came to love.


All he wanted tonight was sex.


And if not with Nell, Miss Perceval would do.





CHAPTER 2



SLIDING DOWN ON his spine, he rested his glass on his chest and shut his eyes for a moment, suddenly struck by a wave of fatigue and melancholy. Maybe he’d been running from the past too long; maybe the heavy rain tonight had brought old memories to the fore. Perhaps he was feeling nothing more than ennui, finding himself as he did in bed with another woman he barely knew.


Or possibly, using sex as a diversion from reality had finally exhausted him.


Was he sleeping? Isolde wondered. Would this be a good time to leave? Or was she obliged to stay so he wouldn’t sue Malmsey or be difficult in some other unknown way? How much did she have to fear from him? And why was he sleeping if indeed he was? Not entirely without vanity, she found herself mildly vexed at his indifference. While she lived away from society, she was not without influence in her country sphere, nor was she without suitors. Heavens! Why was she even considering such nonsense! It didn’t matter one whit whether Lennox liked her or not. She had much more serious issues facing her.


But sensible rationale aside or perhaps because of it – he could prove to be troublesome – she chose not to leave. Although her decision may not have been completely rational – a thought that didn’t bear close scrutiny in terms of good judgment.


As for scrutiny of another kind, however, her companion’s stunning looks were difficult to ignore. Not that she didn’t try. She’d seen naked men before, she reminded herself. There was no need to examine this particular one.


Seated against the headboard, she sipped on her cognac and looked everywhere but at the nude man lying beside her. She counted the squares on the Greek fretwork molding above the fireplace twice, uselessly estimated the number of roses on the chair upholstery, followed the Byzantine maze design on the carpet with her gaze, and was about to tally the medallions on the mirror frame when temptation became too great.


She turned and looked.


My lord, he is gorgeous! Silky black hair, fashionably cut, lay on the pillow in ruffled waves. His features were finely formed, stark rather than harsh, austerely male, high cheekbones, firm jaw, the line of his nose arrow straight, his mouth … She paused in her inspection, as if drawn to forbidden fruit. No austerity there – a sensual ripeness to his lips that was explicitly erotic. Quickly looking away, she focused her gaze on the dark slashing line of his brows; no erotica there – a hint of menace instead.


Even in slumber, he exuded a barely suppressed brute energy, as if one was in the presence of a young Mars, God of War – or more likely a heathen god with his deeply bronzed skin and exotic eyes. He was powerfully muscled by any measure, his long-limbed athletic body taut and honed, the capacity for violence only thinly veiled even in the dissolving glow of the wall sconces.


No fashionable, effete beau lay at her side.


Nor was there any suggestion of the more conventional English lord in his manner. No man she knew would be sleeping at this point. They’d be hell-bent on wooing her.


Perhaps Lennox’s indifference intrigued her most, although his great beauty and bold audacity couldn’t be discounted. But whatever the particular or sum total of his allure, she found herself sorely tempted to take him up on his brazen proposition.


Although he might not be entirely indifferent, she decided, surveying the length of his rampant erection – unless he was dreaming, of course.


As if in answer, his grip loosened on his brandy glass and the tumbler began to slide off his chest.


Isolde snatched it up just as it was about to overturn.


Coming awake with a start, Oz’s scowl turned into a smile as he glanced up and recognized her. ‘Forgive me for nodding off.’ He held out his hand for his brandy. ‘I haven’t slept much lately. Was I snoring?’


‘No. Although,’ Isolde lightly said, ‘I thought you might be ignoring me.’


‘On the contrary’ – he offered her a wicked wink – ‘I was dreaming about you.’ He glanced down before meeting her gaze once again. ‘As you may have surmised.’


‘What facile charm, Lennox. I almost believe you.’


‘Believe me, my dear Miss Perceval.’ He was pleased that she was flirting with him, the shift in her behavior gratifying. ‘It was a warm summer day in my dream, you were swinging on a rustic swing high above me, and I was lying on the grass enjoying the view. Considering the weather outside,’ he added with a quirked grin, ‘you can’t fault me for improvising.’


‘Your fantasy does sound rather nice with the rain pounding on the windows and the wind wailing.’


‘I’d be more than happy to let you into my dream,’ he murmured.


‘I’ve been thinking about—’


‘Enjoying yourself?’


Her lashes lowered, and she gave him a considering look. ‘Why would you think that?’ She was still undecided, wasn’t she?


‘As I mentioned before’ – he tipped his glass toward her breasts – ‘your peaked nipples are conspicuous.’ He didn’t say he could smell her arousal, too, for fear of scaring her off, but the familiar fragrance was pungent in his nostrils. ‘Come, darling, what’s the point of playing the innocent maid? You obviously would rather not. As for myself, my interest is clear and it’s a cozy warm bed we’re in on this stormy night. We might as well be equally cozy.’


‘You make sex sound warmly genial.’


‘Why shouldn’t it be?’ She hadn’t tried to argue her indifference, nor could she honestly do so when her body was obviously willing. Suddenly weary of artifice and games when he knew they both wanted the same thing, he drank down his brandy, dropped the glass on the floor, took hers from her hand, and did the same. Turning his head on the pillow to more fully meet her gaze, he smiled. ‘Now then, Miss Perceval, I’m about to touch you, so don’t scream.’


She laughed. ‘Do most women usually scream?’


‘Not at this point,’ he drolly replied, brushing his hand down her arm to her wrist, circling it with his long, slender fingers, lifting her hand to his mouth, and gently kissing each fingertip with the same lazy indifference that so marked his demeanor.


She should resist. Now was the time to say no. Make clear she was not available to him.


But she didn’t. Perhaps because she wasn’t flameproof.


Nor would he have let her. Because he wanted what he wanted.


‘Come a little closer, darling,’ he softly cajoled, unclasping her wrist and reaching up to lightly cup the back of her head in his warm palm. Rising slightly from the pillow in a ripple of taut abdominal muscles, he pulled her head lower, lifted his mouth to hers, and brushed her lips with his. It was a sweet, undemanding kiss – one designed to soothe a lady’s conscience.


‘There now,’ he murmured, ‘that wasn’t so frightening, was it?’ Letting his hand drop away from her head, he lay back. And waited.


He tasted of brandy and lust, a combination that might have been frightening if not for the undisguisedly flamboyant burst of desire that not only burned through her senses but also served to seriously whet her appetite for more. Not that she was completely defenseless against his allure. She still had wits enough to tamp down her skittish passions and cooly survey temptation lounging before her.


He looked back calmly, shameless and assured.


‘I shouldn’t,’ she said, but she half turned and rested her hand on his shoulder as she spoke, and a treacherous little voice reminded her that just because Will had married didn’t require she forgo sexual pleasure.


‘Yes, darling, one always should,’ Oz softly returned, covering her hand with his as it lay on his shoulder. ‘Life doesn’t give one second chances.’


And well she knew, having lost the man she loved. The warmth of Lennox’s hand was strangely comforting, and leaning closer, she no longer weighed impulse or motive, seeking respite instead from the cold and rain outside, from the sense of loss that had been plaguing her, from the evil designs of her relatives – or perhaps it was nothing more complicated than she wished to enjoy this glory of a man smiling up at her. Dipping her head, she kissed him in a much less gentle way than he had her. Too long celibate, or maybe having finally jettisoned equivocation, she was in her own way as audacious as he. Her kiss was restive and high-strung, provocative in its what-do-you-have-for-me silent query.


Oz was more than willing to give her what she wanted.


He’d been waiting to do so since shortly after entering the room.


Lightly gripping her shoulders, he eased her away from him enough so their eyes met, so he could be sure she understood. ‘You have to tell me when to stop,’ he said, recognizing the nature of her kisses but not entirely sure she did. ‘Because I’m in a strange mood tonight’ – he smiled – ‘or you’re the cause of my strange mood.’


‘Should I apologize?’


He smiled at the impudence in her tone. ‘No, darling, you’re perfect in every way.’


Her brows rose faintly. ‘Available, you mean.’


He didn’t say that was a given in his life, nor that she was a saucy little bitch. He shook his head instead. ‘I could be anywhere. But I’m here with you,’ he added with smile. ‘And that’s a good thing.’


‘Along with the cozy warm bed on a cold wet night,’ she pleasantly reminded him.


‘And the lady of my dreams to keep me warm.’ He grinned. ‘Now in terms of getting warmer, are you amenable because I have a night of excess on my mind?’


‘I am,’ she said with candor because her body had shamelessly opened in welcome at the word excess, a night of sexual prodigality suddenly alluring. As recompense for her loss. Or more aptly because Lennox was carnal temptation in the flesh.


‘Good,’ he replied with equal frankness, and coming up off the pillows with muscular grace, he rolled over her, slid her under him with an effortless strength, came to rest between her thighs, and put an end to what had been a record period of politesse for him. Not that he begrudged her uncertainty considering the perilous state of her affairs.


Braced on his forearms, lying lightly above her, he said with a cheeky smile, ‘A last check now, Miss Perceval; if it’s all right with you, I’ll be coming in.’


‘It’s very much – all right, my dear Lennox,’ she breathlessly replied, the riveting display of brawn and muscle she’d witnessed in his swift shifting of their positions, male supremacy – pure and simple. ‘My lord, you’re strong,’ she whispered.


Her words were throaty and hushed, and whether it was fear or not he wasn’t sure. ‘I won’t hurt you,’ he said, sure of that at least.


‘I didn’t mean that. It’s just that you’re’ – she caught her breath as a flurry of longing streaked through her senses – ‘very powerful.’


‘I lead an active life.’ He planned on becoming more active very soon.


‘Doing this, you mean,’ she said, touching him because she couldn’t help herself, lightly tracing the line of his collarbone with her fingers, her skin startlingly pale against his.


‘Partly.’ He was no hypocrite about his amusements. ‘Now if you’re warm enough,’ he unnecessarily said with her cheeks flushed rosy pink, no longer in the mood for conversation, ‘your gown is in my way.’ He reached for the small pearl buttons at the neckline without waiting for an answer and deftly unfastened them while her breathing accelerated. As impatient as she, he quickly rose to his knees, slid his hands under her arms, and pulled her into a seated position. ‘Lift your arms, puss.’


His soft command was the most banal of orders. There was no reason his words should have registered with such force. Yet they did, her overwrought response out of all proportion to his simple statement. With shocking violence, a lustful jolt of desire spiked through her body, slammed into every vulnerable, frenzied nerve ending, streaked up her spine, and left her trembling. When she never trembled. When sex was about euphoria and gratification. Not mindless hysteria. ‘This never happens to me,’ she whispered, unnerved and shaken by her rash, predacious need.


Tossing her gown aside, Oz eased her back down. ‘Life’s absurd, darling,’ he gently said, settling between her legs once again. ‘Everything’s not always rational.’


‘But it always has been.’ Her eyes were wide with bewilderment.


‘Not tonight, sweetheart,’ he gently said. ‘Blame the storm. Because I’m planning on burying myself inside you and staying there til morning. I found my safe haven from the tempest outside,’ he added with a teasing smile.


Still struggling to bring her senses to heel, disquieted by his presumption and her lack of choice in his plan, confused by her body’s instant response to his mention of safe haven, she took issue with his bold assurance. ‘You didn’t ask if I agree.’


‘I already know the answer. But if we’re still playing games, let me put it this way. You don’t have a choice.’ He was beyond teasing foreplay – or whatever she called it.


She stared at him, astonished. ‘You’d coerce me?’


‘I doubt it’ll come to that.’


‘Get off me,’ she ordered with the imperiousness granted those of ancient title and vast fortune. ‘We’re done.’


‘No we’re not.’ A soft, patient reply.


‘Damn you, Lennox!’ she spat out hotly.


‘Too late,’ he said through his teeth. ‘I’m already damned.’


Struck by the sudden bleakness in his eyes, conscious as well that he was more right about her willingness than she chose to admit, she grimaced and sighed and after a lipnibbling pause, finally said, ‘This is insanity, you know.’


‘No, darling,’ he answered in frank demur. ‘It’s simple passion.’


‘Morals aside.’ Although she wasn’t disturbed by morals so much as by her outrageous desires.


He shrugged. ‘If you believe in such things.’


‘You don’t.’


He didn’t answer, although his dubious look was answer enough.


Coming to the conclusion that a splendid man like Lennox was rare, understanding as well that the blissful heat of his body lightly touching hers was an extravagantly lush sensation she’d never come near to feeling before, knowing he wasn’t the only one in search of safe haven tonight, she reached up and framed his beautiful, ascetic face in her hands. ‘Give me pleasure and oblivion, dear Lennox, and I’ll stay.’


Pleasure he could guarantee; he also owned the map to oblivion after years of searching for mindlessness in countless women’s arms. And he’d known all along she was staying. ‘Thank you,’ he politely said as if he’d only been waiting for her sanction. ‘I’ll happily give you both.’


‘Lucky me, you splendid creature.’ She smiled, comforted by his understanding, charmed by the random hand of fate that had brought him into her bed tonight. Strangely enticed by the rarified enchantment he offered.


No tyro at love with her casual reply. How very convenient. Resting easily between her outstretched thighs, instead of anticipating another night of casual amour, he experienced an unaccountable desire to see that she found full measure of the pleasure and oblivion she sought.


He gently brushed his finger over her nipples. ‘I think it’s time I tasted these – if that’s all right with you?’


She smiled. ‘Am I allowed to say no?’


He grinned. ‘You’re not big enough or strong enough.’


‘Do women always yield to you?’


He shook his head and lied. ‘Of course not, but humor me. You won’t regret it,’ he added, capturing one nipple between his thumb and forefinger and squeezing it ever so softly.


‘Arrogant man,’ she whispered, but his arrogance was tantalizing and the pressure of his fingers was beginning to command the attention of her genital nerves, a seemingly direct path from nipple to vagina, encouraging added moisture to flood her tissue. Or was it the compelling presence of his rigid penis crammed against her vulva that incited her body’s response?


‘Not without reason, puss.’ He’d not wasted his time in the boudoirs of the world. Slipping his hand down between her legs, he slowly measured the length of her slippery cleft with his fingertip. Her small gasp was affirmation and permission he decided, and shifting slightly, he lowered his head, drew one nipple into his mouth, and tenderly sucked.


With a soft moan, she slid her fingers through his dark hair and held him firmly at her breast while her breathing changed to soft little pants, a heated glow melted through her body, and she wondered with frenzied rapture and poetic license where he’d been all her life.


Recognizing her soft whimpers meant he’d been given carte blanche, he slid two fingers into her slick sex and gently explored the sleek interior. No virgin. Not that he’d thought she was, but he was gratified not to have miscalculated. Although in his current, highly unusual state of arousal, he would have mounted her, virgin or not. An aberration he deliberately ignored.


It must have been too long since she’d had sex. Surely that was why she wanted him so madly. Why she was so lost to reason. And whether having rationalized away her monstrous desires or simply given into sensation, she surrendered to the piquant incitement of Oz’s mouth and stroking fingers, raising her hips in invitation, signaling her urgency by pressing her throbbing cleft against his palm. ‘I want you,’ she whispered, frantic to feel him inside her, reaching for his erection. ‘I want this’ she said, brushing her fingers over the swollen head of his cock. ‘Now.’


‘Soon,’ he answered, his voice in contrast, serene. They had all night; he was in a rare quixotic mood, poised between genuine emotion and wildness. Also, he’d learned long ago in a culture that equated sexual expertise with spiritual enlightenment that speed was a deterrent to carnal pleasure.


And he was a genuinely enlightened man.


She protested, but he ignored her, and Isolde soon relented, Oz’s versatile skills not only sumptuously satisfying but also incredibly arousing. Not that Will, the love of her life, hadn’t been a tender lover, nor that they hadn’t together explored passion and desire, but Lennox touched her differently. With a sybaritic, refined exactitude, he fondled, stroked, massaged, and sucked with such exquisite versatility that he kept her hovering, suspended in a state of bliss just short of orgasm.


By the time he slipped a third finger inside her, she was literally shaking. ‘Try this,’ he whispered, and applied himself to making her heated cunt even more hospitable. Gently exploring the honeyed passage, he examined every overwrought crevice and fold, plumbing her depth with his long, slender fingers, titillating and tantalizing until flushed and breathless, she reached the volatile point of no return.


‘Are you ready?’ he unnecessarily inquired, his fingers running wet, her body taut with need, her eyes shut tightly against the flame-hot lust scorching her brain.


It took a moment for his words to register, overwhelmed as she was with rapacious desire. And another moment for her to try to find the breath to speak. She nodded instead, incapable of more with the steady, pounding ache between her legs obscuring all else.


‘Do you know my name?’ For some inexplicable reason, he took umbrage at her fevered frenzy, but even as she tried to speak, he mentally stepped back from the iniquitous brink and smiled. ‘Don’t bother, darling,’ he soothed, telling himself to count his blessings. Whether she knew who she was fucking or not, a night of pure excess was not to be disparaged.


Dispensing with further unwanted emotion, he guided his cock into her silken cleft, slowly invaded her, and set about bringing this particular stage of their amorous encounter to an end.


Long past any notion of leisurely sex, Isolde swiftly slid her hands down his back, cupped his firm buttocks, and with surprising strength propelled him forward. ‘More,’ she ordered, as a countess in her own right was wont to do, the single word faint but audible.


Perhaps more familiar with accommodating females or less familiar with demanding ones, or maybe taking issue with her blind carnal need, Oz gruffly said, ‘You want more?’


Her eyes opened briefly at the low, guttural sound.


Not quite sure why he bridled at the lady’s explosive sexuality, nor currently reasonable enough to resolve his peremptory impulses, he instead relinquished further thought, plunged forward, drove into her with barely restrained violence, and gave her what she wanted.


Her scream rocked him back on his heels.


‘No, no, no!’ she precipitously cried, desperately clutching his hips to drag him back.


Quickly scanning her face – although there was no mistaking her fierce grip – he decided she wasn’t in pain. ‘Hush – here, I’m back,’ he whispered, gliding in again, bottoming out in her intoxicating heat, resting engulfed and motionless in her snug cunt while a raw, spinetingling ecstasy bombarded his senses.


Her small, blissful sigh brought a smile to his lips, her soft exhalation strangely touching. Although why it struck him so was a mystery. But not enough of a mystery to alter his irrepressible carnal focus. Grasping her hips firmly, he drove in that slight intoxicating distance more – where the world disappeared and only pure feeling held sway.
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