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Dedication
For my dad, Robert McFalls, a wonderful father and proud WWII veteran. I know you would have loved this story.
And for Jim, who has been the glue in my life these last few months.
I love you both dearly.
* * * * *
However rare true love may be,
it is less so than true friendship.
~ La Rochefoucauld
* * * * *
Prologue
May 1814
Lord Nathan Wynter peeled open one eye and then the other. His body felt sated and heavy like he could sleep forever, so what had woken him up? He strained his ears in the silence of the dark room. Nothing.
Curious. He rarely woke in the middle of the night for no reason. He gently pushed aside the slender, pale arm draped across his bare chest and slipped from the large canopied bed.
A draft of frigid air struck like a fist in the gut. It must be late indeed for the coals to have cooled so completely. Though it was nearly summer the nights at Dundas Manor, just a half-day’s ride north of Edinburgh, were still cold enough to make a man fear for his private parts.
Nathan would have escaped to a warmer clime more than a month ago if not for the smoldering, though sometimes coarse, Mrs. Jane Sharpes who’d inherited Dundas Manor and did a wondrous job keeping him warm beneath the sheets.
Jane stretched like a lazy cat and murmured in her sleep. She was only half-covered by the bed’s heavy blankets. The cold never seemed to touch her. Her long, shapely left leg was exposed. The creamy flesh appeared to glow in the gloom. Her raven black hair pooled around her head like a dark silky halo. A tug of lust hardened him.
Good heavens, he should be exhausted beyond repair, not thinking of new ways to savor every blessed inch of her. As it was, Jane had an insatiable appetite for lovemaking. She was always teasing his body into a frenzied state, Lord love her, several times a night. It was a wonder that Mr. Sharpes hadn’t died in this very bed after twelve years of marriage to Jane.
Sharpes instead had had the ill manners to collapse in the middle of a ballroom in London, dead on the spot. It had been quite a spectacle, elevating his rather overlooked wife to a popularity rivaled only by the Prince Regent himself.
Ah, winning the lovely, rich widow had been no easy task. Every rogue in London had set his cap for her. Nathan had used all his rakish charms to lure her to him, shocking many of the matrons of the ton along the way. One notorious night, he’d acted a little too outrageously and was caught in a rather compromising position with Jane in the Earl of Davenport’s portrait gallery. As a result, both Jane and Nathan had felt compelled to flee north to her husband’s estate—and shiver in the chilly air while the London Season wound down.
According to a letter he’d received a few days ago from Viscount Evers, the gossiping town tabbies had sunk their teeth deep into the scandal. His name was still being bandied about at teas and soirées, tearing apart what little good he had left to his already thoroughly debauched reputation.
His father, a stickler for propriety, must have been having fits.
Nathan would have chuckled at the thought of his crusty old papa huffing about the rambling Callaway Abbey, red-faced, if his lips weren’t so damned cold. He tugged on a heavy velvet dressing gown and thrummed his hands against his arms.
“Come back to bed, my pretty young pet,” Jane said. Her baritone voice was deepened from sleep and desire.
Nathan’s body instantly tightened, ready to take another tumble with Jane in her bed. Yet, his troublesome mind balked.
My pretty young pet she’d called him. Such endearments were falling with disturbing regularity from her full, red lips, as she demanded his attentions in her bed and in her house. During the last few days, he had begun to feel like a male version of a mistress. A kept man.
The thought was lowering.
“You aren’t still pouting over the cross words I spouted this evening, are you?” She propped herself up on one elbow. “I’ve already apologized for speaking to you like a servant. But really, pet, this is my estate. You shouldn’t have tried to interfere with its management.”
Nathan gritted his teeth to keep himself from saying something they would both regret and moved closer to the cool air gathering around the window. Damn her seductive ways, his body was truly aching for what Jane was offering to give him.
“I heard an odd sound, I think,” he said and peered out into the darkness. A dull orange glow from the full moon managed to peek through the heavy clouds and shine its soft light on the gardens and park surrounding the manor house. In a moment, he’d return to bed and give in to his baser needs. He’d worry about his self-respect in the morning.
He was making his way back toward the bed when a movement among the trees caught his eye. “What’s this?” He nearly pressed his nose to the cool glass to get a better look. A lone rider was approaching the manor at breakneck speed. There was a blur of the horse’s legs and the rider’s arms in the bleak night.
He turned back toward Jane. “Who could it be at this hour?”
Jane shrugged elegantly and rose from the bed. “I suppose we’re about to find out,” she said with a dramatic sigh.
She gave him her most tempting pose, as she stood in all her glory, no doubt knowing he’d burn and turn as hard as the bricks lining the fireplace. He swallowed down a lump of lust and tossed a pearly silk gown in her direction. Her lips pursed into a frown that threatened to singe his eyebrows while she slipped the gown on over her slender shoulders.
Ten minutes later, Jane’s sleepy-eyed maid appeared in the bedchamber. “You rang the bell, Mrs. Sharpes?” the girl asked around a wide yawn.
Jane tapped her toe on the floor. “Go find out who has presently arrived and disturbed all our sleep.”
“Yes, Mrs. Sharpes,” the young girl said. She gave a shallow curtsy before disappearing back into the dark hall.
“I would have gone down myself,” Nathan said. “You didn’t have to wake the entire household for this.”
“But I am awake. And unhappy, since you have fled my bed. Why shouldn’t the servants be roused?”
“Why, indeed?” he said dryly.
When had her haughty manner ceased to charm him?
The sleepy maid soon returned. “‘Tis a messenger, Mrs. Sharpes.” She bobbed a quick curtsy before handing a neatly folded foolscap to Nathan.
“For me?” he asked and bit his lower lip while giving the maid a roguish smile. He accepted the silver candleholder with its flickering taper from her slender hands and held it aloft so he could study the paper. The letter bore no identifying mark but was sealed with a simple blob of red wax.
“Whatever are you gaping at? Be gone with you, you foolish girl,” Jane said rather petulantly.
The maid blushed deeply and lowered her gaze. She curtsied as she rushed away, nearly tripping over her own feet.
Nathan wondered at the girl’s queer behavior until he noticed his dressing gown had slipped open. The maid had been given an unobstructed view of the entire length of his bare chest and a little below. He felt close to blushing himself.
He hadn’t even thought to don a pair of trousers or a nightshirt before her arrival. Had his wickedness really made him so immune to the sensibilities of others?
Ah, well. A bitter chuckle escaped his lips. There was no hope for it. Such was the life of an unredeemable rake.
He broke the wax seal to read the letter. No doubt, some interesting news detailing the ton’s reaction to his latest fall from grace.
“Yes?” Jane glided toward him but stopped just short of peering over his shoulder. She reached around and caressed his chest. Her wandering fingers dipped lower and lower with each tantalizing stroke.
“Good Lord,” was all Nathan could say at first. He pushed Jane away and read the letter from beginning to end again.
His father’s man of affairs had penned the words. Not his brother, nor his mother. His father’s blasted man of affairs had written Nathan because no one else deemed it important he knew—and it would soon be too late.
“I have to go home,” Nathan said. His head suddenly felt as cold as his heart. He couldn’t seem to tear his eyes away from the letter. “I must leave at once. My father…my father may be dead.”
* * * * *
Chapter One
July 1815
Lady Iona Newbury rushed down the hallway with a handful of her light blue muslin skirt tucked between her fingers. She was thoroughly shocked at herself for being late to tea. The afternoon had slipped away without her notice, which was most unusual. She was almost never late.
Of course she had an excuse. Her family had only moved into their Georgian-style townhouse on the Royal Crescent the day before and after helping her lady’s maid unpack she’d spent the afternoon taking baskets to several widows who resided in town year-round. A low murmur of voices rose from behind the closed parlor door. Iona sucked in a deep breath. From the sound of things, all of Bath had chosen today to pay a friendly call.
But of course they would. Her father, the Duke, was an enormously popular figure in the rather staid town.
She slowed her step and smoothed out her skirt before turning the parlor’s oval, rosette-encrusted, brass doorknob. She hadn’t opened the door more than a sliver when she heard her name clearly spoken from within.
She froze.
“You cannot pretend to defend your sister, Lillian,” a lilting voice belonging to Miss Frances Cuthbert, the daughter of one of the local gentry, said. “Six seasons and still unwed. It begs to be said. Your older sister is lovely. Her blonde locks shine like silk. It’s her stubborn nature that has put her quite on the shelf.”
On the shelf? Iona closed her eyes and tried to draw a calm breath. The air wedged in her throat seemed to be stuck there.
Surely three-and-twenty was years away from being considered a spinster!
“She is rather like a soggy milksop, isn’t she?” another of Bath’s youthful society ladies said with a giggle. “No, don’t take offense, Lillian. We only mean to assist her. You must try to make her more daring. I daresay it is not your sister’s stubbornness that is keeping the eligible bachelors at bay but her utterly dull manner.”
Iona curled her hands into a pair of tight fists and found her breath. Propriety and courtesy were important traits for a woman to display, weren’t they? As daughter of a duke, her behavior reflected directly on her family’s honor. There could be no other way for a dutiful daughter to act.
Surely no man had ever been frightened away by her naturally quiet demeanor. Those ladies, nothing more than vain gabble-grinders pretending to be such close and personal friends to Lillian, were wrong. Her personality lacked for nothing. It wasn’t her fault she’d simply never found a man worthy of her interests.
Moreover, a woman didn’t necessarily need a man to bring her satisfaction and passion in her life. She could find those things all on her own.
“Lady Iona?” A familiar voice brimming with good humor sailed down the hallway. “Whatever are you doing with your ear pressed to the parlor door?”
“I…uh…I…” She jerked away from the door with such speed that she nearly tipped over. A solid hand grabbed her elbow and held her steady. She raised her head up and up the length of the man’s body until she set her eyes on the sparkling azure blue gaze belonging to none other than the very wicked Lord Nathan Wynter.
A crooked grin landed on his lips. “Take your time, my lady,” he said as she continued to stammer.
His cream pantaloons hugged his legs like a second skin, which no proper lady should of course admit to noticing. A high-collared Wellington brown coat that pulled across his broad shoulders gave only a hinting glance at the lime green waistcoat underneath. His cravat had been tied with such elegance that the greatest arbiter of taste and refinement, Beau Brummell, would surely applaud at the sight of it.
He stood with his legs parted just so, leaned his free arm against the wall and waited while she composed herself. He was so very much in command of himself, a gentleman at ease in his own skin.
Two summers ago they had grown to be close friends. His surprise appearance at her side now utterly pleased Iona. She nearly lost her senses and tossed herself into his arms. A warm smile formed on her lips and she almost gave in to impulse when, stopping herself, she remembered the horrid rumors surrounding his reputation.
Although their friendship had been perfectly proper two summers ago, he was now considered a wild rake, one of the worst of the ton, living the last two years of his life with no apparent regard for moral constraint. Whispers of his debauched deeds circulated every tearoom and rout.
A hot blush traveled up her fair skin to burn her cheeks. He was not a man a proper lady should be happy to see. She cleared her throat and raised her chin a good inch.
“I beg your pardon. I was about to enter the parlor before you startled me.” She gave a dismissive nod to Myers, the family butler, who stood stone-faced behind the dashingly handsome blue-eyed lord.
Myers gave a deep bow and disappeared around a corner.
“You were eavesdropping,” Lord Nathan countered as playfully as a puppy in search of a game. An untamed blond curl drooped on his brow. He stood with his hand still in possession of her arm and pursed his lips in a wholly unnecessarily provocative manner.
Merciful heavens, two seasons ago, nearly every young lady had been more than half in love with Lord Nathan and Iona had considered herself lucky to be able to call him a dear friend. Until… Oh, why had he turned into an untrustworthy mongrel?
“You-you are mistaken,” she managed to whisper. “I would never—”
“Shhh…” He pressed a gloved finger to her lips and tapped the tip of his champagne blackened hussar boots on the marble floor. “Let’s not add lying to your growing list of sins.”
Her heart thundered in her throat.
It was also two seasons ago that Miss Nancy Harriett had accused Lord Nathan of seducing an unnamed young innocent. The gossipy miss, whose parents lived just a day’s ride from Nathan’s family estate, had doggedly insisted time and again that, several years before Miss Harriett was even old enough to make her comeout, Nathan had ruined a mysterious girl who lived near Miss Harriett’s village. He’d ruined the poor girl so devastatingly that she had no option but to take her own life. Miss Harriett, finding herself suddenly the center of the ton’s attention, had swiftly embellished her story, adding that Lord Nathan had also attempted to seduce her in a London hallway. A hallway very similar to this one.
Iona’s gaze flicked across the length of the empty hall.
She could scream but his warm finger was firmly pressed to her lips. It became very hard to breathe. She tore her gaze away from his. Was that a lustful gleam she’d seen sparking in his eyes?
Oh dear, what if the rumors were true? Very few in society had believed Miss Harriett’s wild tale until he’d run off to Scotland with the widow Sharpes. His sudden absence had raised new questions and spawned a string of fresh rumors. Even the refined ladies of the ton were caught up in sharing, in parlor room whispers, the sordid details of his thoroughly debauched exploits.
Would an unredeemable rake be able to stop himself from trying to steal a kiss? His lips were dangerously close to hers. She could almost feel his warm breath on her cheek.
What would his kiss feel like? Two years ago she’d asked herself that question more often than she felt comfortable admitting. Two years ago she’d been tempted to fling herself into his arms and steal the first kiss herself.
She struggled to draw a calm breath as a new worry bothered her trembling mind. What if he wanted more than a kiss? He wouldn’t dare try to ravish her here, just outside her father’s parlor, would he?
And to think she once considered him a friend…
His grip on her arm tightened as he drew her toward the heat of his wicked chest.
She whimpered.
“Now, now,” he said, drawing his finger along her tingling lips. “Don’t you swoon on me. I was only teasing about your sins. I’m sure you’re as irritatingly proper as ever.”
He tilted her chin up with his thumb. In place of his usual dazzling smile sat a deep frown. His brows creased with visible distress.
He’d left her lips quivering, longing for a kiss. Instead of breathing a sigh of relief, she only felt an odd sort of empty disappointment twisted in her belly.
“You aren’t planning to seduce me?” she asked.
He set her away from him with lightning speed. “Seduce you?” Color drained from his cheeks. “Lady Iona? I-I—” He dragged a hand through his hair.
“Surely you understand. The rumors—” she began.
“I expected more from you.”
“But-but your reputation—”
“I can’t listen to this right now.” He spun on his heel. “Accepting your father’s invitation was undoubtedly a mistake. Good day, my lady.”
A fresh wave of embarrassment rose up her cheeks. She pressed the palms of her hands to her face.
“Oh dear.”
“Iona?” Her mama, a vision of brown, silky hair and a smooth, youthful face, opened the parlor door and stepped out into the hall. “Wherever have you been?”
“I-I—” She stammered, just like when Lord Nathan had questioned her. What was the matter with her? She never stammered. “I was about to enter.”
The Duchess’s cool gaze settled upon Iona’s heated face after taking a critical survey of the pale blue promenade dress Iona was wearing with a royal blue silk sash tied just beneath her breasts.
The Duchess gave a quick nod of approval. “You are late,” she said stiffly, using her rounded, regal tone. “And your father had requested you meet him in his study over an hour ago. You will simply have to forgo the tea and attend to him straightaway.”
“Yes, Mama.” Iona grimaced as she bowed her head. How foolish of her to have forgotten. Rarely did such important matters slip her mind.
Papa had requested the meeting just that morning as she nibbled on toast smeared with a sugary strawberry jam. She’d readily agreed of course and apparently just as readily let the appointment slip from her mind.
What better time to inform her father of her new plans than now?
Oh dear!
She would stand her ground and finally tell him that she would not marry. She would instead become an independent woman. A sculptress, perhaps.
He would understand…wouldn’t he?
She pushed the door open after giving two quick knocks.
“Ah, there you are, poppet,” her father said. He waved away Iona’s rushed apologies and motioned to a leather chair near the fireplace. He turned back to the sideboard and poured a glass of brandy.
After running her fingers along her father’s smooth green marble sculpture of a wild horse leaping in the air, she sat with her hands neatly folded on her lap and fought an urge to fidget with the pearly ribbons hanging from her gown. Her stomach twisted. Her nerves were still all jangled from her surprise encounter with Lord Nathan, and now this.
She feared she already knew the purpose for her father’s attention. She wasn’t a ninny, of course she knew. Still, somehow she managed to hold onto her naturally placid composure—at least on the outside.
“You will see, Iona, this is for the best,” her father said, his smile tightened. He hadn’t taken his usual place in the empty burgundy chair across from her. They often sat face-to-face next to the fire to speak on…well, trifling matters.
“The best,” she whispered. Her head turned colder than the wettest, chilliest winter’s day London could ever have offered.
Summer was well upon them. The Newbury family moved from London to their Bath townhouse every summer so Mama’s health could benefit from the water’s restorative properties.
They had barely unpacked.
“You are three-and-twenty,” her father said and paused. His pale robin-egg blue eyes settled on her and a smile creased the corners of his lips. “Three-and-twenty.”
Her father, the rather austere Duke of Newbury, was tall, lean and very blond. Her aunt had often commented—with a deep sigh—how his three daughters were naught but female versions of his handsome self.
His quiet adoration filled Iona’s heart, making what she wished to tell him all the more difficult. A young lady was expected to marry. And the daughter of this Duke was expected to marry a titled gentleman of considerable standing.
She had no desire to disappoint him. Yet—she took a deep breath—she also had no desire to marry any man. She opened her mouth to explain her decision when he cleared his throat again.
“Yes,” he said and set to pacing, “three-and-twenty years. A woman grown.”
“And nearly firmly set on the shelf,” Iona’s mother said from the doorway. She slipped into the study and closed the door behind her with a snap.
Several silent, tense glances flew between the Duke and Duchess.
“I have a right to be present,” the Duchess said finally. The Duke gave a sharp nod and turned away.
Iona’s clasped hands tightened, her nails digging into her skin.
Had Papa not noticed how she’d visited the British Museum to sketch the marvelous assortment of marble figures nearly every day of this past social season in London? Had he not seen how she’d become ever more restless in her current life?
Certainly there was no need for her toes to be quaking in her leather kid boots as she watched her mother stride toward her and settle into the empty chair generally reserved for her father while he remained on the other side of the room to splash another goodly amount of brandy into his finely cut crystal glass.
He took a sip. His frown deepened. “This past season in London nine very eligible and well-bred gentlemen each paid me a visit. Each begged for your hand in marriage. I would have been pleased to call any one of them son-in-law.”
Iona’s chest tightened. Her father had never appeared bothered when she’d refused the many offers of marriage presented to her. In fact, she’d sensed he’d been pleased by her stubbornness. Why the change in manner now?
“I fear for your happiness,” he said.
“You are fast gaining a reputation as an emerging spinster,” the Duchess said. “It is most embarrassing.”
Her father sighed. “As much as I wish it, you cannot remain my dear, little poppet forever. Like a baby bird, you have to leave the nest in order to learn how to fly.”
“I agree, Papa,” Iona said. Now was the time. She would tell him all about her newfound love of sculpture. He would understand her decision to move into a modest London cottage and study with one of the local artisans, for her father loved her and truly wanted her happiness. And she would be happy, for she would have her independence and, at the same time, never be too far from her family. “I believe I should—”
He held up his hand. “I know what is best,” he said briskly. He flicked a sharp gaze toward the Duchess before hurrying on. “And I have made a decision that will serve our family’s interests as well as provide you with a stable future.”
“Yes?” Iona asked in the long silence that followed. Her voice wavered. “A-a stable future?”
“Don’t look so worried, poppet. I’m not about to sell you to the highest bidder.” The smile that grew on his lips didn’t go anywhere near his worried eyes. “I’ve contacted Lovington and he’s most agreeable to the match.”
“The match?”
“You and Byron will marry at the end of this summer,” the Duchess said.
Her father waved his hand in a large arc over the expanse of the heavy oak-paneled room. “Lovington will one day inherit all this. And more importantly, you will become the next Duchess of Newbury.”
The light in the room grew willowy white, too bright for her buzzing mind to handle. She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes and was very glad to be seated.
“I shouldn’t be surprised,” she muttered. Such matches occurred all the time. They were expected. They made perfect sense. And she loved her cousin, Lord Byron Lovington. But it was a sisterly kind of love. No spark of passion—not at all the kind of heartrending love portrayed in the romantic paintings and statues she’d studied—had ever flared between them. They’d been practically raised together.
Of course, since both of Iona’s brothers had died during the first years of her life, Byron Lovington was legally her father’s heir. The ducal title and estates were destined to one day go to him.
“Lovington is quite busy dealing with his shipping company. What, with Napoleon’s defeat last month, he has had his hands full dealing with all the changes in the import business. He won’t be able to join us here in Bath for a fortnight.” Her father’s comforting hand stroked her back. “We will hold off making the official announcement of your engagement until he has arrived. That should give you ample time to become accustomed to the idea.”
“Of course,” she said, stiffening her spine.
She managed to raise her head from her hands and blink away much of the blurriness. This marriage was what her father wanted. As his daughter, it was her place to obey his wishes. She was the good daughter, the obedient one.
Her parents hadn’t even asked her opinion. They simply expected she’d abide by their decision.
She forced a smile to her lips. “Of course,” she repeated. “This will keep the ducal title within our immediate family.”
“And you will be happy.” Her father clapped his hands together with that announcement. “I almost forgot, poppet. There was something you wished to tell me?”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. Her dreams of independence drained away like water from a leaky bucket. For a brief moment, Lord Nathan’s face flashed in her memory. There was a rogue brave enough to live as he pleased.
And he was as different from her as night was from day. The thought of what her steadfast obedience had wrought threatened to make her ill. Her fist clenched and unclenched in her lap as her mind raced with agitated thoughts that urged her, nay, compelled her to—
In a blind panic, she snatched a colorful oriental vase from the tiny table beside her chair and smashed it along with its purple lilies against the fire grate. Her mother gasped.
“No, Papa! I will not agree to this.” Iona leapt up from her chair and planted her fists on her hips, echoing a stance her younger sister often favored when disagreeable. “I will not be led to the altar like a lamb. I am your daughter! I deserve better!”
Stark silence answered her. Her father had drawn back, his expression empty. The Duchess steepled her fingers in front of her lips and fluttered her eyelashes.
“Why, Iona, where has this come from, child?” she said at last.
Tears flooded Iona’s eyes. Her heart beat a sickly tattoo against her throat. “Papa, I have made plans to use my dowry and move to a small London cottage, to—”
He held up his regal hand. His lips tightened into a grim line as he swallowed deeply. “I daresay you should go to your bedchamber and compose yourself. You have two weeks to become accustomed to the marriage. You will be happy with Lovington.” The last sounded like a royal decree.
“But Papa—”
“This is for the best.” He turned away from her. The discussion was over. She knew from watching him deal with her sister’s tantrums that no amount of tears or pleading would be able to pry another word from her father’s lips.
Head bowed, she crept from the room. There was truly no hope for it—she’d simply have to pack her dreams away. That was what any obedient daughter would do, dash it all.
But still, there had to be another way…
* * * * *
“Let me help you,” Nathan shouted. His stubborn father, the Marquess of Portfry, should—at the very least—lean on his shoulder as they prepared to make their way from the carriage and across the pavement toward the elegant Bath townhouse. The townhouse was one of thirty identical stone terrace houses—the Newbury household being one of them—that formed the exclusive Royal Crescent. Nathan’s father, whose major concern was making a proper impression, had meticulously picked this particular home to rent for the summer.
Nathan had arrived in Bath several days earlier to ensure that all was ready. And despite all his father’s foul grumbling, Nathan truly wanted to help.
His father’s skin appeared shockingly pasty after the long carriage ride. He shouldn’t have been up and walking.
Where had Edward disappeared to? Their father needed all the assistance he could get. He was still much too ill, too weak to be trudging across the sidewalk, much less up a flight of stairs without an army’s worth of assistance.
Though not so weak that he didn’t have all the footmen quaking in their boots and keeping a good arm’s distance away. The Marquess’s voice boomed violently as he countermanded Nathan’s order directing the footmen to lift the Marquess from the carriage and carry him in their arms into the townhouse.
Though the servants might be cowed by his father’s bluster, Nathan wasn’t. His determination remained firm. He had to protect his father from a relapse, even if he had to haul the stubborn goat inside and up the steps alone.
“Leave off, you insolent pup. Do stop tugging on me.” It was the kindest thing the Marquess had said to Nathan since his homecoming. He couldn’t help but smile as he looped his arm around his father’s back. He used sheer force to make the old codger accept his assistance as they stepped away from the carriage.
“Blast it, you are the bane of this family!” the Marquess shouted in front of the gaping servants not two steps later. And in front of three ladies—their faces hidden behind outrageously wide bonnets—who had the misfortune to be strolling on the wide sidewalk in front of the townhouse at that very moment. One lady, dressed in a peacock blue gown, paused and lifted her head. Her small mouth formed a moue. A feeling of recognition kicked low in Nathan’s gut as his gaze brushed hers.
Lady Iona.
“Untamed. Unschooled. My deepest shame, boy. I rue the day you were born. I rue it!”
Nathan tightened his jaw and turned away from Lady Iona, staring instead at the Royal Crescent’s façade of giant Ionic columns. His reputation was already so battered he doubted his father’s ravings could do much harm. Even so, a shudder of shame coursed through him.
He’d considered Lady Iona a friend once. But now, like all the other proper ladies of the ton, she apparently felt compelled to guard her virtue against a rogue like him.
More’s the pity.
He trudged across the sidewalk and into the townhouse with his father leaning ever heavier on his arm.
It had been a long year, watching his father struggle with his illness. The Marquess had simply been too cross, too stubborn to let the Angel of Death haul him off that late spring day a little more than a year ago.
Nathan couldn’t have been more relieved. His father’s recovery had handed him a second chance, of sorts. Not that his homecoming had been an easy one.
“So you’ve come,” his older brother, Edward, had said with a curled lip the evening Nathan had finally returned home to Callaway Abbey. He’d met Nathan in the front foyer with his legs braced and arms held tightly across his chest. “You’re not welcome here. I don’t know whether to bash you into the ground with my bare hands or have a footman do the deed for me.”
Edward had done neither. Hadn’t had a chance, really. For the very next moment a maid had sobbed loudly, sending both Edward and Nathan charging up the stairs, taking two steps at a time and dashing into the Marquess’s bedchamber.
Their father thrashed in the middle of his giant canopy bed. Displaying a ghastly shade of greenish-gray, he gasped a weak breath that appeared to be his last and had become very still. His eyelids dropped open to let his cloudy eyes stare fixedly at the ceiling.
A death stare.
Nathan curled his hands into fists, thinking he’d arrived too late. Minutes late but late all the same.
His mother was kneeling beside the bed, keening softly. Her cheeks stained from a steady flow of tears.
So the old codger was to leave the world, Nathan thought, just like that, without even a word of goodbye or a plea for forgiveness. What a great joke. Had his father ever even tried to love him, the younger son? Was there truly nothing left over after heaping all that affection on his firstborn?
“Damn you,” he spat out. The curse left Nathan’s lips without thought. After a moment’s consideration, he repeated it, louder and with much more conviction.
“Damn you!”
The Marquess’ seemingly dead eyes shifted.
“You…dare…curse…me?” Like a death rattle, the words rumbled from the Marquess’s thin lips. He drew a ragged breath.
Time seemed to stop and wait. The Marquess drew another breath, deeper and steadier than the first. Nathan’s mother pressed her hands to her lips. Edward’s jaw dropped.
The Marquess lifted a shaky finger and pointed it toward Nathan. “A bitter disappointment.” Color flooded his wan cheeks. “I’m ashamed to claim you as my seed.”
His eyes fluttered closed then and the old man slept. He slept through the night, waking the next morning in a terrible temper. But alive.
Too angry with his youngest son to die, Nathan supposed.
Now, more than a year later, Nathan was only too glad to help his father settle in Bath for the summer. He lowered his panting father, who’d quite literally wasted his breath with his fussing, into an overstuffed brocade chair in the townhouse’s front parlor. One servant rushed off to fetch a pot of tea and another in search of a lap blanket.
Nathan’s mother, Lady Portfry, and Edward’s wife, Maryanne, arrived in the second carriage. They swept into the brightly decorated cream-and-red-striped front parlor and immediately took over the Marquess’s care. Maryanne literally pushed Nathan out into the hallway.
“Go find Edward,” she ordered. “He should be here with our father, not you. Lord knows what you must have said to my husband to run him off like this.”
Satisfied he was leaving his father in good hands, Nathan offered his sister-in-law a brisk nod. With a sunny smile, he scooped up his hat from a mahogany side table and escaped into the bright afternoon sun. Edward was a smart cove. He could find his own way home.
So instead of setting out in search of his older brother, Nathan started toward the center of town and home. He’d rented a small apartment a few blocks away on the busy Lansdown Road.
The weather was excessively pleasant that summer day. The sun winked at him from behind a sprinkling of high, fluffy clouds. The green lawn of the adjacent Crescent Fields sparkled as if they’d been encrusted with emerald dust.
Since he was in no hurry to return to his cramped living space, he veered across the road to wander through the greenery. There, in the distance, he caught a glimpse of a peacock blue skirt swirling in the light breeze.
Lady Iona. She and her two companions were strolling at an utterly proper and sedate pace on the gravel walk that cut through the grassy Crescent Fields. They appeared to be headed toward the heart of the city as well.
A tinkling of laughter rose in the air. And Nathan couldn’t help but pause and stare when Lady Iona tilted her head back and smiled at one of her companions.
A man would be hard put to find a paragon of grace and virtue like her in all of England. Such a lady would fit into his plans for Bath quite nicely.
He jammed his shiny beaver hat onto his head and took off in pursuit. He wouldn’t harass the lady. Oh no, that wasn’t his style. He’d only take a closer look—for now. A scheme of this importance would naturally take time to accomplish.
This conquest would be much different from any other he’d ever attempted. And the task much more difficult thanks to his already scathing reputation. For the first time in his life he was on the prowl—not for a mistress—but for a wife.
* * * * *
Chapter Two
“Mary Wollstonecraft, Mary Wollstonecraft! If I hear you quote one more thing by that fool woman, I vow I will scream,” Lady Lillian said, her voice rising with a shrillness that quickly stilled Iona’s tongue.
Iona knew from harrowing experience how her younger sister’s threats were often acted upon and the bustling Great Pulteney Street that they were strolling along toward Sydney Gardens was certainly not a proper place for a duke’s daughter to lose her temper.
She gave a nervous glance toward Miss Amelia Harlow, a young giggly lady Lillian had invited to be a summer guest in their Bath townhouse. Amelia had forged a few steps ahead of them to greet her brother, Mr. James Harlow. Neither appeared to take any notice of Lillian’s outburst.
“I am simply saying a woman’s fulfillment doesn’t need to come from her husband,” Iona said softly. Too late. And to the wrong ears.
“Oh!” Lillian howled. “You’re quoting that woman again.”
“Please strive to keep your voice down,” Iona scolded, her voice softer than before. She hooked her arm through Lillian’s. Thankfully her sister knew nothing about her recent wedding engagement. If no one were to know…well, perhaps she might still be able to find a way to please her father without actually having to marry her cousin.
“You cannot possibly believe what you say, Iona,” Lillian said. Her shrillness had fortunately subsided. “Ladies such as ourselves are expected to attract the finest bachelors and make grand marriages. This talk of independence will only bring you trouble.”
For once Lillian appeared utterly serious. She lowered her voice to a near whisper and slowed her step as she turned to face Iona. “Ladies are beginning to talk. After six seasons on the marriage mart this stubbornness of yours has set tongues to wagging. Is there a man out there you are secretly holding out for? The entire ton is wondering.”
Was there a man somewhere in the world who could make her heart thrum and the days feel too short? Iona had often wondered, had often dreamed of meeting such a man, and had once thought that maybe…
But it was too late for such lovely fantasies.
She closed her eyes and tried to draw a calm breath.
“Don’t be silly, Lillian,” she choked on the words. “Why, Mama didn’t marry until she was five-and-twenty.”
“It took Papa that long to come to his good senses,” Lillian finished. “But you haven’t even one prospect. You’ve spurned every man to show an interest in you. Two summers ago I thought you’d developed a fondness for Lord Nathan. A shame about him. I vow he will soon come to a bad end.”
Iona gritted her teeth. “I’m sure we cannot believe everything we hear about him.” Still, the memory of her recent encounter with the wicked lord quickened her heartbeat. What had changed him? They had once been friends. What had made him turn feral and dangerous?
“Come along, Amelia is outpacing us by at least a block. We wouldn’t want her to finish the labyrinth before we were even to begin.”
After making their way through the popular Sydney Hotel, which stood at the entrance, they entered the fragrant gardens. Sydney Gardens, like Vauxhall in London, was a subscription pleasure garden that offered a brilliant array of entertainments, musical and theatrical. Unlike Vauxhall, the actual plantings in Sydney Gardens boasted a dizzying variety of flora and colors.
A lazy serpentine path drew Iona forward into the flowering canopy of a copse of black poplar trees. She adored the untamed feeling of wandering beneath the trees. Distinct from the stark order imposed on most English gardens, Sydney Gardens celebrated the wilderness, albeit in a safe well planned-out manner.
Iona and Lillian found Amelia and her brother, Mr. James Harlow, waiting for them not far from the entrance. They were standing under a shady bower of flowering Catalpa trees with another gentleman Iona recognized immediately.
“Lord Grainger.” She inclined her head in the dark-haired gentleman’s direction. He was dressed in the most fashionable manner, with fawn-colored pantaloons, shiny riding boots, a red-and-white-striped waistcoat that matched the nearby camellias, a flowing cravat and an olive-colored single-breasted coat that fit like a second skin.
“Ladies.” Lord Grainger Talbot bowed with a Corinthian’s flair. As he rose, his silver gaze latched onto Iona’s. “Perhaps I might be permitted to join in your stroll through the labyrinth? I am a great lover of all beauty, you see.” There was a laugh in his voice.
He’d playfully pursued Iona’s hand all season in nearly the same manner. She rarely took him seriously. Yet his sudden appearance in Bath caused a niggling of doubt to flare. When most of the Fashionables summered in Brighton, enjoying an endless string of routs and balls, had he chosen the much more reserved Bath because of her?
She nearly blurted out how her hand was already spoken for—nearly.
“The more the merrier,” she said instead, took his arm and led the group down a pathway that meandered through a bed of waving snapdragons alive with tiny yellow butterflies.
In one week and five days all of England would know of her fate.
Unless…
No, she must obey her father’s wishes. That long night of tears after she had openly defied her parents had made her realize one important thing. Keeping her parents’ love was more important than chasing after the flighty hope that she might one day stumble upon her heart’s passion.
Unless…
Was it her imagination? She glanced over her shoulder when the path led them around another wide corner to take a second look. Was that the wicked Lord Nathan on the path behind them? She licked her lips as she wondered what mischief he could be searching for in Sydney Gardens.
There was the secluded grotto, rumored to be a popular spot for lovers. Would he dare attempt a dalliance in broad daylight? But why shouldn’t he? He had a particularly clever and scheming head on his broad shoulders. Besides, even if he were caught, how would it hurt him? Iona couldn’t help but think how a tattered reputation such as his must be terribly freeing.
Her spotless name had left her locked in a gilded cage. Oh bugger, why had her father come up with his brilliant idea that she marry her cousin the same day she had finally gathered enough courage to tell him of her plans for independence? Perhaps she should take lessons from the wicked Lord Nathan.
“What is that mischievous look?” Lillian asked, her pretty forehead creasing. “What are you plotting?”
“Nothing,” she said. She freed her arm from Lord Grainger’s.
“Lady Iona plotting?” Lord Grainger said, causing the group to laugh.
Lillian naturally turned the subject back to fashion by the time they entered the labyrinth. Never had Iona acted impulsively or in a manner that would raise an eyebrow. She was after all, as she’d overheard whispered on several occasions, an utterly obedient and dreadfully dull young woman.
If only there was some way she could change that.
Gentlemen flocked to Iona like flies to honey. Why shouldn’t they? Her sunny smile and delicate complexion had captured the breath in Nathan’s throat the first time they’d formally met.
This afternoon, he followed her through the twisting green labyrinth like a besotted puppy. Every so often he’d catch a glimpse of her. He rounded a corner and once again spotted her through an opening in the labyrinth’s hedge.
This time she noticed him too. She turned and stared right back at him. A curious look of determination sparked in her eyes.
He crossed his arms and held his place, half expecting her to direct the attentive Lord Grainger Talbot or Mr. James Harlow to march over and warn him off on her behalf. But she didn’t. Her pink lips curled into a wry smile. She dipped her head in a mock bow and, sending the hem of her blue gown fluttering, disappeared.
Encouraged, Nathan picked up his pace. He had to guess at the turns to take in the blasted leafy labyrinth, not at all sure what he would do if he caught up to Iona and her group of friends. They would surely give him the cut direct, pretending to not notice his presence. That’s what proper young women were taught to do when found in the same company with a dangerous rogue.
More’s the pity.
He turned a corner, thinking he was steps from the center of the maze and discovered he’d reached a dead-end.
“Are you lost?” a sunny voice asked.
He whirled around.
Iona, pretty as a spring flower in the nearby garden beds, blinked up at him. Her peacock blue dress shimmered in the afternoon sun as if it had been sprinkled with dew. A smile lit her face. She tilted her head and studied him without a blush of shame.
“Where is your gaggle of friends?” he asked. He looked beyond her shoulder and saw no one.
“They took a different path. I made a small wager with the others that a group couldn’t find their way to the center of the maze before an individual.”
He glanced at the dead-end alcove where they were both standing and then back to her. “It appears you are about to lose your wager.”
She took a bold step toward him. “I never wished to win in the first place.” She took another bold step, closing the distance between them. It was improper for an unescorted maiden to stand so close to him, a renowned rogue. “I wished to steal a few moments alone with you.”
“With me?” He swallowed hard.
He couldn’t think of one reason a proper lady would want to meet with him alone—unless that lady was overly bold and in search of a dalliance.
Good Lord, could it be true? Could women be seeking him out thanks to his reputation? Not that he had any trouble picturing the lovely Lady Iona sprawled out underneath him. Naked. Willing. And eager to please.
That was probably one of her most alluring traits. She had an eagerness to please others. Every member of the ton knew how she’d sacrificed her happiness time and again for her sister’s benefit. Once he convinced her to become his wife, he’d reward her eagerness to please by filling her nights with sensual bliss.
The bodice of her peacock blue walking dress was cut daringly low, as the latest fashion dictated. His gaze was drawn to the exposed tops of her plump virginal breasts. He fiddled with his tan gloves feeling every inch the big bad wolf society believed he’d become.
It would be easy enough to act on the urges that were suddenly banging around in his head. With a few carefully worded compliments, he could easily lure her away from prying eyes.
But blast it! This was Lady Iona, the paragon of propriety. Did she truly wish to—
“Surely you’re jesting.” He retreated from her until his backside was pressed into the prickly hedge. A branch snapped.
If he were to take advantage of her desires—or his—he’d destroy any chance at repairing both his reputation and his relationship with his family. No. No. No. Not even for a chance to sate his long-repressed hungers would he take such a risk.
“I rarely jest,” she said softly. She reached out and placed her slender, lacy-gloved hand on his chest.
He raised a brow. He didn’t enjoy feeling like a fox being run to ground. “Why are you seeking me out like this?”
“I have a request.” Her chin jutted upward. “You and I have grown as different as the East is from the West.”
“We have,” he agreed, unwilling to guess the nature of her request. Guessing was only getting him overly hot. To do any more would only lead to trouble—the kind that generally ended up with him staring down the barrel of a revolver.
“I wish to—” She paused and blinked heavily, turning her gaze skyward. Her lips twitched and she looked ready to burst out into a puddle of tears. She drew a loud, steady breath. “You have lived your life, Lord Nathan.”
“Some would say I’ve lived it too heartily.”
“Indeed,” she muttered.
“What is it that you wish, Lady Iona? Have you come in search of that kiss I failed to steal from your lovely lips two days ago?”
A pretty blush colored her cheeks. “No,” she said without hesitation. “No, I wouldn’t dream—I mean, I apologize for insulting you. I wish to make amends. In fact, I want to renew our friendship.” She let out a huff. “Two years ago, we successfully conspired to help our friends find love. Lord Nathan, I come to you now with a similar task.”
“You wish to play matchmaker again?” He laughed at the thought. It came out sounding bitter. Two years ago he’d helped his friend, the crusty Viscount Evers, find his heart and nearly lost his own in the process. “I am sorry, my lady. I cannot help you.”
“You misunderstand me,” she said and grabbed his arm before he could skirt around her. “I want you to help me recapture that feeling of excitement when we were plotting and scheming.” She sighed and added breathlessly, “And truly living each day. In short, I want you to teach me how to be more like you.”
He stared at the delicate hand curling around his arm. He tried to convince himself that the warmth he felt, radiating out from where she was touching him, was because the day was warm and nothing else. “You don’t understand what you are asking.”
She licked her glossy lips. Her pale blue gaze pierced his heart. “I think I do.”
“I couldn’t.” He peeled her fingers from his forearm, caressing each one in turn before releasing her hand. With large strides, he took several steps down the narrow passage and away from her.
“I suppose then I will simply have to ask either Mr. Harlow or Lord Grainger to teach me their roguish ways.”
Nathan froze in his step. “You wouldn’t.”
“I will if I must,” she said. Her voice had hardened with resolve.
He was acquainted with both men though he’d not call either friend.
Harlow was a fop, a young one with absolutely no sense at all. He’d muddle things, leading the reserved Iona into a situation that would surely ruin her reputation.
Talbot, on the other hand, was older and more careful. Iona might escape an encounter with the rogue with her reputation unscathed, for he’d be discreet. But Nathan wouldn’t trust Talbot alone with an innocent like her. He’d seduce away her innocence and leave her heartbroken. Much like himself, Talbot was a wolf, naught but a wild animal that should never be trusted with the sheep.
Nathan grabbed Iona’s arms. “No,” he said. “You won’t pursue this crazed idea with any gentleman. I will pay a visit to your father if forced.”
Fire flashed in her cool gaze.
“You don’t understand,” she whispered. “You don’t know what it feels like to temper every action, to be the obedient one.”
She might as well have slashed him with a sword. She represented everything he wished to become. She was the daylight to his perpetual nightmare. Ladies like her were to be protected, shielded from the darker side of life.
But if she wanted to spend time with him, even for such a nefarious purpose, perhaps he could use her folly to his benefit.
“Very well,” he managed to dredge out from behind his clenched teeth. “However I will choose how the lessons go—”
“What is this?” Talbot’s voice boomed just before a large hand grabbed Nathan’s shoulder and turned him around. “When you failed to reach the labyrinth’s end I grew concerned, Lady Iona. That concern, I see, was not unfounded.” Talbot curled his right hand into a fist and drew it back. “Tell me he tried to harm you. Just say the word.”
“Stop this!” Iona squeezed between them and held up her hands. Her rounded backside pressed up against Nathan. He groaned.
Grainger must have noticed the flare of lust. His frown grew and he began to swing his fist.
Iona held up her hands. “There will be absolutely no hitting in my presence.”
Not quite the defense Nathan had hoped for from her. She had sought him out, after all. Still, relief swept through him. In no way did he wish to become embroiled in a public brawl.
“I shall call him out on your behalf,” Talbot proclaimed and whipped off a glove. “I shall champion your honor.”
Nathan rolled his eyes. This popinjay was laying his bravado on a little thick. He knew Iona. She wouldn’t appreciate any man dueling because of her. Duels weren’t proper. In fact, they were downright illegal.
She’d never stand for such a thing…he hoped.
She held her tongue longer than Nathan thought wise. A killer’s gleam had begun to darken Talbot’s features. The man slapped his glove against his thigh. Was this what she wanted? Surely she didn’t understand that blood and death were frequently the outcome of duels.
Needless trouble, duels were, foolish endeavors all too often pursued by cuckolded husbands.
“You have no claim on Lady Iona,” Nathan said. “You have no right to champion her.”
“Enough of this idiocy,” she ordered just as Talbot opened his mouth to argue. “I hear Lillian approaching. I’ll not have her involved in a scene.” She took Talbot’s arm, swung him around and gave his back a goodly shove toward her sister.
“I will hold you to your word,” she tossed over her shoulder as she followed Talbot, her slender hips swaying.
Nathan remained in the alcove. He closed his suddenly gaping mouth.
“Was that Lord Nathan?” he heard Lillian ask, as the trio turned a corner. “Please vow to me he didn’t turn wild and try to ravish you.”
Nathan groaned. It seemed he’d let society paint a sordid picture of his character for far too long. With all the members of the ton wary of him, winning Iona as a bride promised to prove much more difficult than he initially imagined.
* * * * *
Several hours later, Nathan tossed back a shot of whiskey and nearly toppled out of the wobbly wooden chair. Or perhaps it was the floor that wobbled? No matter, he didn’t plan on going much further than the rug at his feet anyhow. The young Mr. James Harlow had already collapsed onto the deep-hued Aubusson rug and was snoring loudly.
“Drink up,” Lord Grainger Talbot slurred. He splashed more single malt whiskey into both their glasses. Quite an obliging chap, that Talbot.
Not more than an hour ago, Talbot and Harlow had showed up at the small apartment Nathan had rented. The two men had barged inside without a by-your-leave, fully prepared to bash Nathan’s head into the floorboards.
He would have been a bloody lump of bones and flesh if the two hadn’t gotten themselves into an argument over which one had the right to defend Lady Iona’s honor. Harlow insisted Iona harbored a secret passion for him, which had sent Talbot into a rage.
Thanks to Nathan’s quick thinking and the bottle of fifteen-year-old whiskey he’d produced from his private stash of smuggled spirits, all violence had been averted.
Nathan raised his cup and studied the distorted setting sunlight as it streamed through his cramped parlor’s spotless window and curled like a colorful rainbow of orange and red hues through his finely cut crystal glass. “Lady Iona needs to marry,” he said.
“Yyyess,” Talbot drawled. “The gel is too damned stubborn for her own good.”
“Doesn’t matter.” Nathan slammed his glass onto the table. A goodly portion of his drink sloshed onto the already sticky desktop. “A woman with her partenagg…partenshash…umm…pedigree could serve a man well.”
“A man like you, I suppose?”
“She could do worse,” Nathan said.
“Next you’ll tell me you believe in the wee fairies. Too drunk to know what’s real, you are. Perhaps you should go ahead and pass out.” Talbot gave Nathan’s shoulder a nudge.
Instead of falling on his face, Nathan launched out of his chair. “A bloody nuisance,” he shouted. “That’s what we bloody are. You and you—” He gestured toward the unconscious James Harlow on the floor. “And me. Second sons. What good are we? Alive only because our older brothers might kick off this mortal coil before producing heirs. My father splits his time between wishing me to the devil and pretending I was never born. And my damned brother already has a son of his own. So what use can I be to him? I’m a bloody nuisance, that’s what.”
“Speak for yourself, Wynter,” Talbot said after draining his glass of whiskey. “My father is pressuring me to complete my studies and take up a position in the blasted clergy. Wants me to become a damned productive citizen. Can you imagine me—me delivering a sermon on the evils of vice? I’d pay a year’s allowance just to get my father to ignore me.”
Harlow snorted from the floor.
“You’re lucky,” Nathan grumbled. “I came to Bath thinking I might be able to—” He waved a hand in the air and nearly lost his balance. “Never mind. I can’t gain entry into any of Bath society’s dull functions thanks to his—” He batted away the angry thought as the room spun around him. “Never mind. Who would want to go to a damned tea or ball anyhow? Drink up. This is a fine whiskey and the beginnings of a fine night. Neither should be wasted.”
Talbot grunted his agreement and drained his cup.
Nathan reached for his own glass but ended up grabbing his head to ward off the loud, painful sound that was pounding on his ears. Perhaps some mischievous goblin had crawled inside his head and was banging on his skull from the inside out. Damn and drat. He’d pay a pretty coin to get that thumping to stop.
“Someone’s knocking on the door,” Talbot said. “Don’t you have a valet to chase unwelcome guests away, Wynter? This bottle is nearly drained as it is. Send them away! Send them away!” He tossed an arm in the air. “We haven’t enough to share!”
“My valet has the day off.” Truth was, Nathan sent his efficient servant away. Freddie would scold like a fishwife if he were to witness his master in such a sorry condition.
The cursed knocking resumed.
“Well, someone needs to send them away,” Talbot said.
Harlow groaned and tossed an arm over his head.
“Very well.” With the help of the top of his sturdy desk, Nathan managed to stand. He tugged on his coat to straighten it. There was no hope for his cravat. The starched muslin was wrinkled beyond any hope of repair. No matter, he planned to open the door only long enough to send the cove with the relentless knuckles on his way.
“Please,” he barked as he tossed open the door, “stop that infernal knocking.”
A ragged street urchin quickly lowered the fist he’d been using to practically pound the blasted door down. “Would you ‘appen to be Lord Nathan Wynter, sir?” the lad drawled.
Nathan nodded, which set the world to wobbling again. “Damn and blast, who the devil wants to bother me right now?”
The lad didn’t answer. His eyes grew to the size of a pair of wide saucers as he dug around in a deep trouser pocket. After a moment of frantic searching, the boy produced a crumpled piece of foolscap. He pressed the grimy note into Nathan’s fingers and scampered away.
Nathan pushed the door closed, leaning against it while he stared at the paper sitting in the palm of his hand.
“Who the bugger was that?” Talbot shouted the question.
Nathan unfolded the note and read the flowery scroll. Tonight. Eleven o’clock, outside the Lower Assembly Rooms a feminine hand had written. It was signed with a flourish Your eager pupil.
“A bloody heap of trouble, that’s who,” he said.
* * * * *
Chapter Three
He was late.
Iona moved deeper into the shadows, keeping to the far corner of the grand portico fronting the entrance of the Lower Assembly Rooms. She tapped the glass of her dainty pocket watch. Six minutes after eleven.
A couple of the lower gentry were leaving the dress ball early. Their laughter tinkled through the cool night air. Iona pressed her back against the marble wall, worried someone might notice her. She’d slipped away from her family a few minutes before eleven o’clock, thinking she’d be able to return before the night’s final dance at midnight. If Lord Nathan delayed much longer, he wouldn’t have enough time to teach her much of anything.
Visions of him shamelessly enjoying a liaison with another woman sprang to her all-too-vivid imagination. She kicked the tip of her pink satin slipper against the pavement.
The rogue. If he didn’t intend to come, he could at least have had the decency to send a note.
Did he care so little for her good name? What if she were discovered lurking in the shadows without a proper escort? Eyebrows would be raised. People would whisper behind their hands.
A shadow moved beside her. She caught a distinctive whiff of honey and pine.
“You are unforgivably late,” she whispered.
“A thousand pardons, my lady.” He moved closer and draped a dark cloak over her white crepe pelisse. “In this particular instance, I felt discretion was vastly more important than timeliness. Shall we go?”
He offered her his arm. He’d dressed the part of a dangerous rogue. His clothes were black from head to foot. Even his cravat was fashioned from the darkest muslin. His hat sat low on his head and was tilted forward toward his nose. A person would have to take a long, close look to recognize him.
Under different circumstances, she’d surely mistake him for a highwayman or a smuggler.
A thrill of fear surged in her gut. What did she truly know about him? She fingered the heavy cloak he’d laid over her shoulders. The dark color was necessary to serve as a disguise, she supposed.
“I won’t tease you if you wish to change your mind,” he said, staring down his long aristocratic nose at her. His blue eyes looked as dark and vast as the night sky. “It’s a considerable leap of faith on your part to put your reputation in my hands like this.”
“My mind is set.” She lowered the cloak’s hood over her head, careful not to disturb the throng of pink daisies threaded through her hair. She placed her hand on his arm. “Please, lead on.”
A look of mischief danced in his eyes. His lips curled into a thoroughly wicked grin that sent her heart tripping.
Iona licked her lips. “I have less than an hour before I am missed. I hope that will not be a problem.”
“This first lesson in debauchery shouldn’t take very long at all, my lady,” Nathan replied. She could have sworn she heard a soft laugh hiding under his curiously formal tone.
She gripped his arm tightly as he led her in silence through the Bath streets. He kept them cloaked in the darkest shadows near the buildings as they hurried past several familiar faces. She hadn’t realized how many people promenaded the streets after dark. She lowered her head and touched her hand to the brim of the hood. Her heart thundered in her chest.
This was madness. She would be caught. Her father would glower in silence. Her mother would shriek. And she would forever lose her status as their dear, obedient daughter.
Cecile, her older sister, was the lucky one, happily married and producing heirs for her husband. Lillian, her younger sister, was the beauty of the family. Stuck in the middle, Iona had forever been relegated to playing the part of the good child, the quiet child and later, the pliable young lady.
Lord Nathan pressed a finger to her lips as he led her past Abbey Street and toward the King’s Bath. Light reflected from the streetlamps sparkled in his eyes like stars. A smile tugged on the corner of his lips.
“In a moment we shall test your mettle,” he whispered. He clamped his warm, gloved hand over hers.
They came upon a man with a tweed cap atop his greasy head slumped at the King’s Bath entrance. He perked up at their approach. Without a word, Lord Nathan slid a handful of coins into the man’s outstretched palm.
“I ‘ad the place opened up, just as you requested, my lord,” the stranger drawled.
Lord Nathan gave the man a friendly pound on the back as he passed into the front room of the King’s Bath. His grip on Iona’s hand tightened. He led her into a dimly lit passageway.
“Have you ever taken a dip in the waters?” he asked.
“Not in a public bath.” She had once dipped her toes in Bath’s sulfuric waters when keeping her mother company at one of the private bathing facilities.
The King’s Bath however was open to all who could pay the fee and the bathers were on display for anyone strolling on the terrace or visiting the Pump Room.
He guided her down a few steps and opened a door. Moonlight poured into the corridor. The fine mist rising off the green waters appeared to glow.
“You don’t expect me to actually step into the water?” Panic fluttered in her belly. “I-I would be dripping when you returned me to my family at the Assembly Rooms. And I would ruin my evening gown.”
He chuckled and then removed the cloak from her shoulders. “I don’t expect you to wear your gown in the water, my lady.”
A scorching blush pricked her cheeks.
“You-you expect me to strip in front of you?”
“It is what any rogue would do.” He proved his words by shrugging out of his evening coat and pulling off his cravat. When he started to unbutton his shirt, she whirled around.
“This isn’t proper.” Her legs suddenly turned watery.
“No, it isn’t,” he agreed. He lightly touched her arm. “Teaching you to be more like me is more than improper, Lady Iona. It is wrong.”
She drew an unsteady breath. Her gaze latched onto the dark waters. Was her freedom waiting for her in the bath’s shadowy depths? Tossing off her dress and diving into the steaming puddle wasn’t something she’d ever dreamed of doing. Perhaps that was the problem in her life.
“Very well,” she said.
He breathed a deep sigh. “I will escort you back to the Assembly Rooms then.”
She spun around. “No.” She grabbed his hand before he could button up his shirt. Her gloved fingers brushed against the hard plain of his broad chest. Touching him so intimately nearly unraveled her resolve.
“I will do as you instruct.”
“You’re not serious.” He peeled her fingers from his hand. “You fail to understand what you seek to learn.” His nimble fingers worked the buttons on his shirt.
She blinked. Had he chosen this task knowing she’d be too shocked to try it? Did he truly believe she lacked the spirit to…to…
Jumping in the King’s Bath in the middle of the night was foolhardy. Her heart pounded as if it was about to burst from her chest. She closed her eyes. Drew a deep breath. Then peeled off her gloves. And with several quick twists and turns, managed to untie her pink ribbons, kick off her slippers and wiggle out of her gown and corset.
“Iona, wait!” he shouted a moment before she charged down the steps into the bath wearing nothing more than a thin linen chemise that hung no lower than her knees and a pair of pink stockings.
The blistering water stung every inch of her body.
She couldn’t remember ever feeling more alive.
Nathan had expected the reserved Lady Iona to blush and stammer in the face of his outrageous suggestion. Not even in his world of fantasies did he expect her to tear off her virginal white gown and…
Heavens above, a deep blush heated his cheeks!
He’d chosen this late-night dip in the bath with full confidence that she would refuse. He wanted her for a wife, not a partner in debauchery. This path she’d set herself on was fraught with danger and ruin—not freedom. He knew the truth of a rogue’s lifestyle only too well.
His plan was to push her into seeing, really seeing, the harm she was asking him to do to her. He’d been confident that he’d chosen a task that would send her rushing back to her delightfully proper life.
That confidence had been bolstered when he’d met her outside the Lower Assembly Rooms. She appeared as pure as a girl fresh out of the schoolroom. She wore a proper white crepe gown that was banded just under her pert breasts with a pale pink satin. Miniature daisies trimmed the sleeves and hem. The pink daisies adorning her blonde hair matched the flowers on her gown and were the same shade as the slippers on her dainty feet.
If he hadn’t known better, he would have taken her for a chit experiencing her first turn on the marriage mart. It was out of the bounds of reality to picture her splashing into the steaming water like an unschooled hoyden.
Lust kicked low in his gut. He watched as she floated on the surface like an exotic water lily. Her icy blonde locks and short white shift glistened in stark contrast to the dark green waters.
The strangely erotic scene struck him as surreal. He rubbed his eyes, losing himself in the sight of how her chemise clung to her delightfully plump breasts. He’d never seen anyone play the part of seductress better. And he doubted she even understood how her display could affect a man.
If anyone else were to happen by and see her displayed thusly, there would be hell to pay.
And ruin.
His reputation was already pitted with so many chinks he doubted it could look any worse. Any member of the ton would merely shake their head, muttering how they would expect no better from the likes of him. But sending her down the very same path he’d taken into hell two years earlier ran cross-purposes to the reason he’d returned to this frightfully dull town in the first place.
His visit to Bath was his first step in his return to society. He had come in humble supplication, hoping to repair his name, not drive the last nail into his own coffin.
Ruin the untouchable Lady Iona, daughter of the highly respected Duke of Newbury, and he’d be lucky if the worst he suffered was lifetime banishment from England.
More likely, he’d be shot.
Why in the devil did she jump into the water in the first place? He had to get her out of that damned bath and back into her family’s care as soon as possible.
“No, don’t thank me. I am only too happy to show you the late-night sights the town has to offer, ma’am,” a young dandy drawled. A group of women tittered with answering giggles. “This here is the famed King’s Bath.”
Nathan’s gaze flew to the terrace that overlooked the bath. Three gentlemen and four ladies were fast approaching the railing. They’d take one glance and it would be all over for him.
Hell and damnation.
Without a whit of hesitation, Nathan dove, fully clothed, into the water.
“Take a deep breath,” he warned Iona and pushed her head under.
She struggled against him. Water bubbled all around him like an angry tempest. Her foot slammed his side with enough force to make him grunt an oath.
“Ho, there,” one of the men in the small group leaned over the railing and called out just as Iona emerged, sputtering for breath, from under the water. “What’s going on down there?”
“Are you trying to murder me?” Iona’s raspy voice was hardly more than a whisper.
“We have company,” Nathan whispered back.
Iona took one look, sucked in a deep breath and dove back under.
“I say,” the man hanging over the railing called out louder this time. “What’s going on down there?”
“Got a little top-heavy from the brandy and tumbled in. Drat my luck,” Nathan shouted back while guiding the twisting and kicking Iona toward the colonnade that covered one side of the bath, doing his earnest best to keep between her and those prying eyes above them.
She fluttered her arms in a flurry each time she started to float to the surface. Thanks to the darkness, she seemed to stay far enough under the water that her white chemise and fair skin remained hidden from view. The daisies that had adorned her hair one by one bobbed up to the surface all around Nathan.
“Do you require assistance?” one of the ladies asked. “There seems to be quite a lot of splashing. I daresay you are not about to drown, are you?”
He wasn’t in any danger of drowning but if he didn’t get Iona up for a breath soon, she would be. He prayed that in her panic she hadn’t swallowed a lungful of water.
“Go on, I beg you. Leave a man to wallow in his foolishness alone,” he shouted.
Thankfully, the steps were only a few feet away and shadowed. Without a backward glance to see if the audience they’d attracted was still watching, he tossed Iona out of the water and onto a stone ledge.
She remained in a motionless heap for a harrowing moment before lifting her head and coughing up a puddle.
He pulled himself out of the bath and found the cloak he’d used to secret her away from the Assembly Rooms. With a quickening breath, he returned to her side and crouched beside her. The poor gel looked miserable. He quickly wrapped the cloak around her sodden chemise.
“Are they gone?” she asked and broke into another fit of coughs.
“I believe so.” He used one corner of the cloak to dab her face dry and then drew her dripping body into his arms. Her heart thrummed like a frightened rabbit’s against his chest.
“Consider ourselves lucky. That group of gadabouts could have spotted you floating around in all your—” He choked on the memory, breaking out into a fit of coughing himself. “All your glory.”
Her glassy blue eyes widened. “Oh my,” she breathed.
“Oh my, indeed,” he answered, feeling suddenly somewhat breathless himself. “You were very brave to hold yourself under the water for such a long time.”
Dark shadows rimmed her unusually bright eyes. The curls, in her once expertly coiffed hair, drooped in hopeless disarray about her face. She dripped worse than a sodden kitten. A frown wrinkled her brows as she chewed her full, lower lip.
She’d never looked more tempting.
Oddly, she’d transformed so many times this evening that it left his head spinning. First she had been all schoolgirl innocence, then she’d tossed off her virginal gown and floated in the water like a siren with the power to seduce a man to his doom.
Yet neither the pure innocent nor wanton seductress appeared as attractive as the soggy Iona he held now in his arms. With all pretensions washed away, she was simply a woman.
An incredibly desirable woman.
And he was a hot-blooded man.
His lips sought hers. The heat growing in the shrinking space between their bodies seeped into his core.
Ah, but those lips weren’t his to take. She was the Duke of Newbury’s daughter, he reminded himself. And she was at her most vulnerable, damp and as close to ruin as he hoped she’d ever be. Still, he couldn’t seem to stop himself from taking a taste.
His lips gently brushed hers. The finest silk couldn’t have felt softer. The sweetest honey couldn’t have tasted sweeter. Even so, he tried to pull away and failed.
She reached out and wound her cool, wet arms around his neck, making it nearly impossible to stop what he’d foolishly started. When her lips parted slightly with a sigh, his conscience lost the battle against his lust. He deepened the kiss, planning to devour her lips like he would a sweet confection.
With agonizing care, he moved. The press of her lips against his sent a spiraling tremor boring deeper and deeper into his essence until every inch of his body throbbed with desire. Their tongues touched just as his roaming hand found the peak of her perfectly rounded breast.
He teased the nipple into a tight nub and lowered her to a stone ledge.
Two years ago, he’d dreamed of kissing her like this. Two years ago, he’d fantasized how she’d move under him. She had utterly charmed him with her quiet grace, a trait his family had claimed he woefully lacked. Her impeccable manners had called to him like an oasis in a desert. Two years ago, he had followed her from Bath to London like a besotted swain, hoping their brief friendship might bloom into something more romantic. Hoping he might finally grasp the one thing he needed to gain his family’s respect.
And then his father intervened…
The Duchess of Newbury had personally visited his apartments to warn Nathan off. “She’s not for you,” he’d been baldly told. He might be the son of a nobleman but his rakish ways had disgraced his family. And she didn’t want the sting of dishonor to touch her dreadfully obedient daughter.
Not for you. The words had sent an icy spike through his heart.
He’d vowed that day to show the ton, and his father, how much disgrace he could heap around his ears. Unfortunately he’d been only too successful.
Now, two years later, Lady Iona lay underneath him, her breath coming fast and short. Her chest rose to meet his hands when he reached out to caress her through her thin linen chemise made nearly transparent by the damp. She was pliable and willing.
It would be so easy to take her, to make her his.
Not for you, the echoing insult taunted.
He pulled away.
Her tongue traced the edge of her dewy lips. Her hips ground against him, inviting him to finish what he’d started. He doubted she knew in her innocence what her body was begging for him to do.
She blinked. “Do you still believe me to be as dull as dishwater and too meek to follow you in your adventures?” Pain laced that question and he found it impossible to stop himself from reaching out and cupping her chin, tilting her head up toward him. He dipped his head and brushed his lips over hers. Tentatively at first, he traced the soft contours of her mouth with his tongue.
Her lips parted with a sigh. Petal-soft, they trembled against his as he nudged her closer until every warm curve of hers was fitted snug against his body.
Yet, despite the desire thrumming through him and the erotic feel of her tongue slipping into his mouth, he was still a gentleman. And she was a woman seeking reassurance, not disgrace and ruin.
This was one prize he didn’t want tarnished by his touch.
Her slender arms draped around his neck and held onto him with an almost desperate grip as he tried to peel away from her.
“Please, please,” she whispered.
He closed his eyes and nearly lost himself as she kissed him with enchanting inexperience. He gave her his mouth while keeping the rest of his body as stiff and still as the statue of Beau Nash in the Pump Room. Though the demons of desire were strong, none could tempt him to take her down with him into his hell. He would not peel away her clothes to find out if the rest of her body tasted as sweet as her mouth.
He could not.
What little honor he had left was far too precious to soil in this way.
* * * * *
Chapter Four
Iona had kissed men before. At three-and-twenty and—according to her mother—apparently on the shelf, Iona believed herself knowledgeable in the subtle games of seduction men and women played. It was the duty of a proper young lady to understand such things so she would be better able to guard her virtue against them, wasn’t it?
Unscrupulous gentlemen would rob a careless maiden of her virtue, if given the opportunity. And according to the whispers in the ton, no gentleman rivaled Lord Nathan Wynter when it came to rakish and unscrupulous behavior. Gracious, and he was living up to his rather scandalous reputation by taking advantage of her damp and nearly naked state and kissing her with a lover’s familiarity.
She wasn’t certain if the erotic things he’d done with his tongue and lips to her mouth could even be called kissing. The way he’d moved his body against her while his lips suckled hers was so very different from anything she had ever experienced that she suddenly felt as unsophisticated as a wide-eyed chit still cosseted in her schoolroom.
While a true gentleman would be inclined to cover her sodden body with a cloak and protect her modesty, Lord Nathan’s roaming fingers had found their way beneath her chemise and had shamelessly teased her nipples. She knew she should feel offended by his actions. In truth, she labored in earnest to conjure up a proper indignant reaction.
And failed.
Excitement along with a mystifying, almost anxious, sense of anticipation raced through her veins. These were new feelings that she wasn’t ready to let come to an end. She reached up and tried to pull him back toward her. Tiny water droplets dripped from his eyelashes like sparkling gems.
“No,” he said, grinding his jaw. “We cannot continue this dangerous game. I should never have brought you into my world in the first place, nor should I have taken advantage of your innocence.”
“I’m suffering no regrets,” she assured him and tugged on his neck. “Come, my lips feel cold without yours upon them.”
He muttered an oath and pulled free from her grasp. With a quick motion, he tucked the dark, heavy cloak around her body, lifted her from the rough stone ledge and set her on her feet in the passageway next to her discarded gown.
He immediately started pacing. “Good Lord, what have I done?” He tugged a hand through his hair. Shadowed and soaked, his blond strands appeared almost black. “This cannot be undone, can it? No, no, of course not.”
Before she realized what he intended, he had taken her hands in his own and pressed them against his chest. “You have no reason to fear for your reputation. I will protect you from the sharp-tongued harpies of this world. Those witches seem to live for nothing more than to latch onto the latest scandal. No matter what happens after tonight, I will shield you from the worst of them.”
She tried to draw her hands away. Whatever could he mean? There was no reason to worry about her reputation. Thanks to his quick thinking, no one had actually seen her taking that exhilarating dip. And even if someone had seen her, the mists rising off the water would surely have obscured her identity.
He’d been right about ending their love-play, however. The last set of the evening would soon commence, if it hadn’t already. And if she didn’t return before the set’s end, her parents would quickly discover her absence and demand she answer a host of difficult questions when she did return. Which wouldn’t do. She simply needed to don her gown and hurry back to the Lower Assembly Rooms.
“Please,” she said and tried again to free her hands from his tight grasp, “we don’t have much time.”
“I will pay a visit to your father this evening,” he said as if he hadn’t heard her. “I can explain the situation in a manner that will preserve your modesty.”
“What are you saying?” She wasn’t daft though. She understood what he was trying to say only too well.
That cursed chivalry to which gentlemen—obviously even the rakish ones—subscribed could not be allowed. She had to put a stop to this right away and get herself put back together before that last set ended.
He stroked her chilly fingers. “I understand you are frightened,” he said far too calmly. He sounded resigned to the course he had set for himself. “But there is no need. I will do whatever is necessary to protect you, even go as far as to insist that your father let us marry.”
“Marry you? No!” With a sharp twist she freed her hands from his grasp and stumbled back away from him, violently shaking her head. “No. No. No. No.”
“This isn’t a death sentence. I vow there are worse things. Salvaging your reputation with marriage can have its benefits.”
Funny, she couldn’t think of one good thing that could possibly result from such a harebrained idea.
“You will not fall on the matrimonial sword for me! Besides you cannot.” Her cousin, Byron Lovington, had already been promised her hand!
“I will be a fair and understanding husband,” he said as if he hadn’t heard her. “Faithful and loving.”
“No! I will not agree. Besides I have no intention of marrying you or anyone else. Ever. Why can’t the blasted men in my life simply accept that? I don’t need some white knight on some blasted steed to rescue me from my spinsterhood.”
“I’m not suggesting you need rescuing, Iona,” he said slowly. Carefully.
She took the cue from him and steadied her voice. “Turn around. I need to strip off my chemise and slip into my gown.” She pushed on his shoulder until he was standing with his back to her. “There isn’t much time.”
Her mind was working in its usual calm, logical fashion by the time she had stepped into the white crepe gown with pink bands and had slid her arms through its sleeves. And, thanks to her ability to think clearly and logically again, she immediately saw the futility of her earlier reasoning. She couldn’t possibly return to the ball without raising quite a few shocked brows.
The fabric on the shoulders of her gown was already growing damp from her sodden hair, which was hanging limply down her back. The elaborate coiffure that had piled her hair on top of her head, threaded with a profusion of delicate pink daisies and a twisting pattern of long, narrow braids, was beyond any hope of repair. And even if it could be repaired, her wet hair would take hours to dry.
Lord Nathan turned around when she huffed. He didn’t say a word, just set about the task of lacing up her gown. Once he was finished he pulled her into his arms and caressed her forehead with a gentle kiss. It was the kind of kiss a friend would give to another. There was no heat or sensuality lingering in the gesture, only comfort. Iona supposed their erotic, heated emotions had drained away once reality had set in.
Well, she supposed she should be happy. She’d been looking for an adventure. And she found it.
She was also looking for a way to escape her marriage to her cousin. It was beginning to look as if she’d found that as well.
If only there was a way to escape this night without having to compel a friend into marriage, especially a friend she’d shamelessly manipulated into taking her on a quest to find excitement within the walls of the King’s Bath.
“Remember when we were helping Evers and the former Miss Sheffers discover for themselves how perfect they were for each other?” he asked, still holding her in a deep, wet hug. “Several times over that summer I doubted they would survive the ordeal. But they did. And they are happier for it.” He stepped back and held her by the shoulders. Bending down a bit, he looked her square in the eye. “We will too.”
“There must be another way.” If only she could think of one. She followed him toward the entrance of the King’s Bath, chewing on the inside of her cheek the entire way. “There simply must be another way.”
The stress of living outside the safe, the known, was giving her a terrible headache. She rubbed her temples, still chewing the inside of her cheek. This situation was impossible, simply impossible. And to top off her misery, her head was beginning to throb with a devil’s vengeance.
That was it! An idea that was so obvious it hit her with the force of a thunderbolt.
She grabbed his arm.
“I have a devil of a megrim,” she happily declared.
“That’s a deuced odd thing to sound happy about.” He patted her hand. “But don’t worry, I’ll get you home soon enough.”
“No,” she said and gave him a shake, “listen to me. I have a megrim. They sometimes come on very suddenly like this one.”
“So?” he asked rather brusquely. He kicked a loose stone with his soggy boot. His patience looked as if it might be running thin.
“So? Don’t you see? I have been known to abruptly leave a party, taking the family carriage home, because of them.”
He raised a brow. “Really?”
“Sometimes without telling but one or two acquaintances I’d chanced to meet on the way to the door.” She gripped her head and rubbed her temples with more force. Her head was beginning to pound while shimmering spots danced in her eyesight. It was looking as if this particular headache was going to quickly bloom into a full-blown, roil-her-stomach migraine.
“Steady.” He caught her when she stumbled on an uneven part of the pavement. “Here, let me help you.” He rubbed his hand vigorously up and down her back. She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply. His strong fingers kneaded her skin. The way he worked the tension from her neck and shoulders felt like magic. A warm tingling spread up her neck, gradually releasing her from much of the migraine’s twinges. She leaned back against his chest and sighed deeply.
“Feeling better?” he asked.
“Mmmmm,” she replied, wishing he would kiss her and caress her in some of those shocking places he’d explored earlier.
He cleared his throat a couple of times before saying, “Then we should go.” He helped her put on the dark cloak.
She groaned when his magical massaging fingers left her neck. But she obediently followed when he stepped around her and led the way through the dark passage and back out to the street.
“I need you to run as fast as you can and deliver a message to the Lower Assembly Rooms for me,” Lord Nathan called to the tweed-capped fellow who had unlocked the gates to the bath for them. He tossed the man a coin. “Tell the Master of Ceremonies that you’ve been given this message a half-hour ago and you only just remembered.”
“Aye, m’lord,” the man said, grinning at his coin. “I’ll be only too ‘appy to oblige, m’lord.”
“Now repeat this exactly as I tell you. Lady Iona, the Duke of Newbury’s daughter, has gone home in her family carriage with a headache. She would like the Master of Ceremonies to inform the Duke of this right away.”
“Newbury, you say, m’lord?” the man said with a tone akin to reverence and took a long hard stare at Iona, his mouth gaping. She lowered the hood on the black cape over her head while stepping back into the shadows.
“You heard me. And there isn’t time to delay,” Lord Nathan said rather crossly.
“No, m’lord.” The man tugged on his tweed cap and took off in a hard run down the carriage-lined York Street.
After making certain the man was running in the right direction, Lord Nathan tossed his evening coat over his shoulders and tugged on his shiny beaver hat until it sat low on his head. Even though he was soggier than Iona, he looked quite the dangerous rogue, which made her long to feel his hands on her body again. Lord, he had touched her shamelessly and in a manner only a rogue would dare, which meant his looks weren’t the least bit deceiving.
“Come along,” he said and rushed her toward his curricle that was waiting for them a few streets away, his boots and her pink stockings sloshing with every step.
The chimes of Bath Abbey began to herald the midnight hour as he lifted her up onto his carriage.
“We must hurry,” he said and climbed up onto the seat behind her. He clicked his tongue and snapped the reins, setting his pair of horses into a hard run.
While he steered his team with an expert hand, he argued with her that she should let him do the right thing. He seemed determined to go with her to the front door and demand an audience with her father. An idea she was adamantly opposed to. She held firm and so, instead of taking Brock Street to the Royal Crescent, he turned and made his way to Crescent Lane, the street that ran along the back property of the townhouses. Rows of long and narrow private gardens, stables and coaching houses lined the way.
Her heart picked up an excited beat as they neared the Newbury residence. It was the only summer home she’d ever really known. Excitement rather than fear bubbled in her gut.
In a few moments, he would help her sneak in the back door. Soon she would be tucked safely in her bed and no one would be the wiser. And wasn’t that, after all, the allure of any adventure?
Danger—whether to her safety, her virtue, or of discovery—was an integral ingredient to the thrill she’d been experiencing. If it had been otherwise, her late-night swim in the King’s Bath wouldn’t have been any more exciting than a stroll through Sydney Gardens.
And it was this surge of danger she definitely wished to experience again—and soon. How and when would she get a chance to taste such a delicious thrill again? She would simply have to convince Lord Nathan that she needed another lesson.
But how?
Her racing heart slammed to an abrupt stop.
She was getting ahead of herself. Before planning any future escapades, she’d have to survive this night first. Iona blinked, unable to believe what she was seeing—or her rotten luck.
Two grooms were guiding her father’s ducal carriage into the rubble-stone coaching house.
“My parents came home early,” she whispered, a lump in her throat.
“So it appears,” Lord Nathan replied.
“Without me…”
The kernel of excitement she’d been relishing flared into a very real throb of panic.
“They returned home without me.” She turned in the seat just as he pulled the curricle to a stop at the gate. “Whatever shall I tell them?”
He heaved a deep sigh before setting the reins on the seat. Stepping over her, he jumped down. His boots sloshed as he landed on the ground. He then reached up to hand her down.
“You will tell them nothing. I shall come inside with you and speak to your father,” he said as his hands settled around her waist, “and do my best to explain.”
“And propose marriage?” she asked, resisting his attempts to help her down from his curricle.
“If necessary… Please, let’s not have this conversation with you shouting down at me. Let me help you to the ground.”
“No,” she said. “I am firm on my decision. I do not agree that you need to offer your hand in marriage over this. Nothing that shocking happened. Besides, despite your reputation, I consider you my friend…and nothing more.”
He winced at the wording but she plodded on. “You are simply a friend who has given me quite a lesson this evening. I’ll not reward you by looping the matrimonial noose around your neck.”
Again, she fended off his attempts to lift her down from his curricle. She’d rather tower over him while having this conversation. He was too tall and too headstrong for her to wage battle on equal footing.
And she hadn’t been shouting. In fact, she never shouted. A forced whisper, a little louder than necessary, was how she’d describe her tone.
“I could run away,” she suggested, lowering her voice even further. “Never return home.”
“Family banishment is never much of an option, Lady Iona.”
“No, I suppose not,” she said and chewed on the inside of her cheek. “You may as well lift me down now.”
Without another word, he lifted her down to the pavement and then led her through the neighboring garden and helped her climb over a small brick wall. Thanks to his keen eye, they made it to the back entrance without attracting any of the servants’ notice.
She supposed she should be pleased that he went along with her charade. She might still be able to pull the wool over her family’s eyes about her evening’s adventure. Yet, the likelihood of her actually doing so was dimming at an alarming speed.
Several lights glowed through the windows of the first floor rooms. Iona tried not to imagine what might be taking place in the parlor or her father’s study, both appeared to be brightly lit. Was her father pacing the study floor? Were his hands locked behind his back in a stance he often took when he wished to hide his emotions? Or was he venting a spurt of anger by upbraiding a hapless servant for some minor infraction?
And her mother, what would she be doing in the midst of this crisis? Iona didn’t have to tax her imagination in order to picture her mother collapsed on the parlor’s settee, howling with tears and on the verge of a full display of histrionics.
Simply imagining the stresses she must be putting her parents through made Iona want to curl up and hide in the nearest rain barrel. But she couldn’t. She was the Duke’s daughter and had been trained to behave accordingly. After bracing herself for the worst, she turned the knob and eased the wooden back door open.
Lord Nathan gave her hand a squeeze. “Don’t worry overmuch. I’ll be by your side throughout.”
That was her biggest worry. She didn’t want him by her side. The only silver lining in this debacle was the slight chance she might so shock her family with her behavior that her father would call off her upcoming engagement with her cousin.
And not give her hand to a different gentleman.
Before Lord Nathan could push his way inside the back foyer of the townhouse, she planted a quick, grateful kiss on his lips that sparked a flock of butterflies fluttering in her stomach and gave his chest a great shove.
“I thank you for everything,” she said in a rush. “You are a dear friend to offer to stand by me but this is my problem and something I must do alone.”
She swung the door closed on his surprised expression and drove the lock’s bolt home.
* * * * *
Chapter Five
Nathan gaped at the door. She’d locked him out. He couldn’t believe it. Despite what most thought of him, he was capable of doing the right and honorable thing. But in order to do that, Lady Iona would have to let him inside the house.
He called her name several times and rattled the door handle. The door was indeed locked. He called her name again, louder this time. He was sure she could hear him. The wooden door didn’t appear to be that heavy.
“Please, just go away,” she whispered rather frantically through the keyhole.
Although a gentleman should abide by a lady’s wishes, this was one gentleman who had no intention of going anywhere. And it was more than simple honor that compelled him to protect her. He knew firsthand the crushing pain an ugly scandal could bring. He knew what it was like to have a mother look straight through him as if he no longer existed. A father who cursed vilely at the mere sight of him, wishing he had never been born. And an older brother who had no right to join in with the rest of his family in turning his back on him.
No matter what, he was determined to shield Iona from suffering any similar anguish from this fool’s outing. He even felt a great desire to soothe her throbbing temples.
The fact that he would win her hand in marriage in a most disgraceful manner, but nonetheless win her hand, was curiously the last thing on his mind.
He raised his fist to bang the door down if need be when the lock’s bolt clicked and the knob turned. The door opened just wide enough for Iona’s younger sister to slide through.
Lady Lillian was dressed in a high-waisted watered silk cream-colored gown with long, tapering sleeves. Her hair, a touch blonder than Lady Iona’s, was styled in a profusion of ringlets and creamy ribbons. She was unquestionably a diamond of the first water. She also had the most unpleasant disposition Nathan had ever encountered.
With a petulant pout, pursing her lips, she tossed her head and set her hands on her hips. “Lord Nathan Wynter,” she said in a withering voice. “What have you done to my sister?”
“I have done nothing to her,” he protested.
“Is that so? And you expect me to believe that my dreadfully proper sister willingly spirited herself away from this evening’s ball in order to spend time, sans chaperon, with a notorious rake like you? I would sooner believe your horse was the Prince Regent!”
“Believe what you wish, my lady,” he said as he tried to skirt around her. “I have no intention of explaining myself to you. That explanation is reserved for the Duke.”
Lillian gave a cry of alarm. She lunged for the door, slamming it closed before he could reach the handle and splayed herself, with her arms spread wide, across the expanse of the door. “Are you dicked in the nob? You will do no such thing!”
“I am quite sane, thank you very much, and you shouldn’t be using such coarse language, Lady Lillian.” He tugged on his soggy waistcoat. A stream of water dripped on the flagstone pavers. “I am doing my duty to your sister. Now step aside.”
“You are making a fuss for no purpose and will cause Iona a great deal more trouble than she has right now if you do not leave immediately.”
From past experience, he had trouble taking Lillian’s sisterly concern seriously. The silly girl was rarely concerned about anything unless it benefited herself in some way. “Stand aside, my lady, or I will move you myself.”
“No! I have the matter well in hand,” she said throwing her arms in the air. “Miss Amelia Harlow, a friend of mine and my summer houseguest, saw Iona leaving the ball with a gentleman—you, I suppose. She came straight to me and I went straight to Mama and told her that Iona went home with a headache.”
“You did?” he could barely believe his—and Iona’s—luck, or Lillian’s seemingly altruistic behavior.
“I’ve spent the last hour keeping my mother and father from sticking their concerned noses into Iona’s bedchamber while Miss Harlow sat at the parlor window and watched for Iona to return home.” She huffed. “You should have fetched her home sooner. I was beginning to worry that my fool sister had gotten herself abducted.”
“And Lady Iona understands that she needn’t confess why she disappeared from the ball?” He wasn’t planning on going anywhere until he was confident that her reputation was indeed safe.
“Of course she does.” Lillian rolled her pretty pale blue eyes. “Miss Harlow was busy explaining all of that to her as she bustled my sister up the back stairs to her bedchamber.”
“Good.” The tight bands of tension pulling on his shoulders loosened considerably. He very properly tipped his beaver hat. “Then I will bid you a good evening, my lady.”
“You still haven’t explained how you pressured Iona into creeping away with you into the Bath night. What manner of blackmail do you hold over her? What power could you possibly wield to sway an avowed prig as my sister to act so uncharacteristically?” she called after him.
Nathan walked away, shaking his head. Lillian was asking the absolute wrong question. What power did he hold over Iona?
Seemingly, very little.
Despite the coil they had gotten themselves into, Iona had remained firm. She’d called him a friend. Nothing more than a friend. And because of their friendship, she’d abjectly refused to let him march through the front door and demand to pay his formal addresses to her father.
Considering how Lillian had neatly covered up Iona’s failure to return to the ball, he was vastly relieved he hadn’t done just that. Doing so would have only further damaged his reputation, a reputation he specifically came to Bath to repair.
How had he gotten himself into such a sticky situation in the first place?
He glanced back at the Newbury townhouse and saw that the lights shining in the first floor windows were in the process of being doused as if this were a normal evening and nothing out of the ordinary had occurred.
Of course nothing out of the ordinary had occurred, except for the Duke’s virginal daughter’s late-night dip in the King’s Bath while dressed in nothing but a white chemise and a pair of pink stockings. He glanced down at his own ruined suit, water still dripping from the hem of his waistcoat, and chuckled. This had been a most uncommon evening. One that nearly ended with a trip to the altar. He couldn’t have set up a situation riper for scandal even if he’d tried.
Perhaps scandal came to him so naturally now that he didn’t have to try anymore.
Instead of listening to his own instincts and sense of honor, he’d let Iona drag him into this madcap scheme and had let her countermand all of his honorable decisions.
Which begged the question, what power did Iona hold over him?
Mere friendship?
Good Lord, no. But if not friendship, then what?
Certainly not love…
* * * * *
The next morning, Nathan prowled within his stuffy apartment feeling more and more cramped and uncomfortable with each step. And his ears were fast growing sore from listening to his valet fret and scold, all because Nathan had returned home late last night with his clothes and boots ruined.
He had told his valet to toss the damned garments out. It wasn’t as if he wanted to keep around reminders of having seen a nearly naked Lady Iona. Freddie had insisted he could salvage them. But not apparently without uttering a score of complaints first.
Which was sorely trying Nathan’s patience. Overnight, the weather had turned blaring hot and humid. With all this blasted heat and his sleepless night—thanks to his recalling only too well how perfectly Iona’s plump little breasts fit in the palm of his hands—his first inclination was to escape from these cramped rooms and go to the Pump Room, a popular morning social venue.
Many of the summer residents visited the Pump Room to drink the medicinal sulfur waters that bubbled out of an ornate marble vase, after being pumped in from one of the many hot springs located in and around the town. Others came to promenade within the handsome portico, listen to the musicians set up on the southern side of the room and socialize with friends.
Iona often accompanied her mother and sister to the Pump Room. And Nathan was most anxious to discover how her nerves were faring after last evening’s adventure. Not that it would be proper to approach her, considering how he’d so thoroughly fondled and kissed her. If he were any kind of gentleman, he would do well to stay far, far away from her.
She probably didn’t wish to see him again. He imagined that his plan to suitably frighten her back to her safe, albeit dull, lifestyle might have worked only too well. She was likely cursing his name and vowing to never again traipse off alone with a notorious rake.
But to never see Lady Iona again? A pit of dread sank into his stomach. Never? That wouldn’t suit his plans at all.
If he were going to use a prim and proper marriage to the paragon of grace and propriety to get back into his family’s good books, he would have to woo Iona in a very public and staid manner. So why wasn’t he rushing over to the Pump Room to do just that?
Because of his father, that’s why. The old goad would be marching around the marble interior, barking commands at the attendants while downing six glasses of the sulfur waters, instead of the recommended three, for good measure.
And his father would try to block Nathan’s interest in any respectable lady, fearing that Nathan might sully the Wynter family name yet again.
If Nathan had any hope of winning Iona’s hand and society’s nod of approval, he would be wise to act without his father’s knowledge. Which made visits to the Pump Room quite off-limits. Still, he couldn’t stay in this sweltering heat and listen to his valet’s complaints a moment longer.
“I believe I will take breakfast at Sydney Hotel this morning,” he said abruptly, interrupting Freddie’s grousing mid-sentence. He stopped his pacing, took a peek in the gilded mirror that hung beside the front door and adjusted the Gordian knot of his cravat.
Mercifully, Freddie remained silent long enough to help him don a snug-fitting olive-colored single-breasted frock on over a sky blue-and-white-striped waistcoat. The round little valet then stepped back and inspected his employer with a critical eye before diving back into his complaints, listing the amount of extra work Nathan had caused him, clucking on and on like an underfed hen, his voice trailing after Nathan as he escaped to the street and made his way toward the center of town.
Twenty minutes later, Nathan had settled at a small table that looked out onto the gardens on the ground floor of the Sydney Hotel. He’d finished eating a couple of Sally Lunn’s teacakes and was sipping on a coffee while reading a newspaper when two gentlemen with red-rimmed eyes crowded around his chair.
“You are a wretchedly difficult gent to find, Wynter,” Talbot said and dragged a chair over from another table and sat himself into it without invitation. “We were looking for you for over half the night. The stakes in Goldsmith’s back rooms were running fast and high. We had a smashing time of it, didn’t we, Harlow?”
Harlow, who looked as if he was suffering from a devil of a hangover, grunted.
“And where were you, Wynter? Off burying yourself in a pretty piece of fluff perhaps?” Talbot asked, nudging Nathan in the ribs.
“Nothing so glamorous, I’m afraid. After finishing off that bottle of whiskey yesterday afternoon, I spent the evening in my bed and frightfully alone.”
Harlow, who’d found himself a chair to lower himself into, propped his elbows on the table so he could cradle his head. “We visited your apartments,” he grumbled. “No one was about. Not even your chubby little valet.”
A wolfish gleam lit Talbot’s eyes as he waggled his brows. “Ah, we have caught our friend in a lie, Harlow. If I remember correctly, a Miss Rose Darly has newly arrived in Bath to play the part of Euphrasia in The Grecian Daughter at the Theatre Royal.”
Nathan rolled his eyes. He knew only too well where this conversation was going.
“Doesn’t the young lady hold a soft spot in your heart, Wynter?” Talbot pressed. “The kind that obliges you to pay her a generous monthly stipend? And shower her with pretty baubles?”
“I cannot image what you’re talking about,” Nathan said, gritting his teeth. The last thing he wanted to do was discuss the talented Miss Darly—not while sensual images of Iona were lingering in his mind.
“Come now,” Talbot said. “The lady travels with a young by-blow that bears an uncanny likeness to you.”
Nathan gave a wordless shrug, unable to deny the charge. The young tot did wear the distinctive Wynter stamp on his face.
“Ha, he does admit it!” Harlow crowed. “Let’s discuss tonight.”
“Tonight?” Nathan asked, wondering why the blazes he was now considered a bosom friend to these young pests. He would have chosen a sound beating over getting foxed with them yesterday if he’d known how closely they’d attach themselves to him this morning.
“Yes, tonight,” Talbot said, leaning forward in his chair, that wolfish gleam still firmly intact and brightening his liquor-reddened eyes. “I need your help.”
“We both do,” Harlow added.
Nathan leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms against his chest and frowned. “With what?” he asked, though he already knew he didn’t want anything to do with whatever scheme they were plotting.
“Not what,” Harlow said, “but who.”
“The glacial Lady Iona, to be precise,” Talbot clarified. He sent Harlow a killing glare. “And I am the one who will be taking the first shot at thawing her.”
“We will have an equal shot,” Harlow argued and then groaned. Apparently he’d upset his aching temples with his own voice. His head landed in the cradle of his hands again. “You hold no prior claim, Talbot,” he whispered.
“Lady Iona?” Nathan raised a brow while trying his damnedest to look bored with the conversation when in truth his hands itched to punch something. If anyone was going to thaw Iona, it was going to be him, not Talbot or that whelp Harlow.
Not that she needed any thawing. Because she didn’t.
He’d burned, tossing in his lonely bed all night after being ignited by her inexperienced but all too honest kisses. Her searing passions had licked his body, leaving him aching and as temperamental as a rutting stallion.
“You have to agree, Wynter, that stubborn gel has been a virgin for far too long,” Talbot said, making himself a very tempting target for punching. “It isn’t healthy. Or fair to us men. You said it yourself yesterday, she needs to marry. A beauty the likes of hers shouldn’t be hoarded, except by her husband, of course. What she needs is a thorough seduction.”
“A seduction?” Nathan’s voice grew tighter.
“No one in all of England is more skilled at seducing the ladies than you. At least that is if we are to believe your reputation,” Harlow said.
“We do believe your reputation,” Talbot assured him as if Nathan cared what either man thought of him. “I’ve seen him in action with my own eyes, Harlow. He is quite skilled.”
“And what is it you want from me? Seduce the lady for you?”
“No! Nothing like that,” Talbot said, clearly shocked by such an outrageous idea. “What we need are lessons.”
“Lessons?” First Iona and now Talbot and Harlow? Good God, perhaps he needed to consider opening a school. An institute for the edification of aspiring adventuresses and hopelessly bungling lovers.
As amusing as the idea sounded, it wasn’t going to happen. Not now, not ever.
“No. Now go away.” He grabbed Talbot’s wrist suddenly and gave it a vicious squeeze. “And stay the blazes away from Lady Iona.”
He’d burn in hell before he’d help either man try and seduce his Lady Iona. Especially considering how she was firmly set in his own matrimonial sights.
Talbot, trying to twist away from Nathan’s crushing hold, doggedly offered to pay for such unusual schooling while Harlow pouted. The whole affair was on the verge of tipping over into the ridiculous when Freddie showed up at the table, huffing and wheezing and with a nervous twitch in his eye.
“I beg your pardon, m’lord,” he said as he struggled to catch his breath. His poor out-of-shape valet must have trotted the entire distance. “I don’t mean to disturb your breakfast, m’lord, but this just arrived by messenger. The lad said it was dreadfully urgent.”
Nathan released Talbot’s wrist and snatched the folded foolscap from Freddie’s stubby fingers just as his heart plummeted straight into his stomach. He stared at the flowery handwriting, frightened of what news the letter might give.
The circumstances suddenly felt too similar to that horrible night a little over a year ago when an urgent message had been rushed to him in the widow Sharpes’ bedroom.
His father. Something was wrong with his father.
The old man had overtaxed himself. Nathan should have been more forceful with him, despite his father’s grumbling. He should have been more determined to coddle him, to protect him against growing ill from the exertion of his travels. The Marquess was still weak from his illness and had no business marching about after such a long trip. Nathan should have probably carried the old man into the Royal Crescent townhouse himself.
If something happened to that curmudgeon before Nathan could win his approval, he knew he would never forgive himself.
Fearing the worst, he broke the plain wax seal and devoured the letter’s carefully penned words.
“What is it?” Talbot asked. “Bad news?” He must have read the concern on Nathan’s face, for he dropped his insistent demand to pay for seduction lessons. He leaned over and tried to read the letter. Even young Harlow lifted his head long enough to grimace with concern.
Feeling a little baffled, Nathan quickly folded the letter and stuffed it into his pocket.
Apparently Iona had woken up this morning more resolved than ever to continue her scandalous lessons.
Which made Talbot and Harlow’s abject interests in her only more dangerous. If he were to deny her wishes, she might recklessly rush into either Talbot’s or Harlow’s less than worthy clutches.
“Nothing is wrong,” he said absently as her prettily penned demand waltzed through his head. Meet me this afternoon at precisely three in the grotto to discuss the circumstances of our next lesson. She’d not signed her name but had scrolled an ornate I.
So she wished to meet him at the notorious grotto, did she?
“Are you sure you are well, m’lord?” Freddie asked. “You look flushed.”
“Am I?”
After last night, he convinced himself that she’d not want to see him again. What she wanted from him was madness. It was pure madness that could only lead to scandal, a scandal that would assuredly drive an irreparable wedge between him and his father.
So why, why was he smiling?
* * * * *
Chapter Six
“Ah, poppet, you look lovely today,” the Duke of Newbury said as he strolled into the townhouse’s front foyer. He patted Iona’s golden hair as if she were a favored pet.
Seeing how he had picked her future husband with the same care he would a mate for Matilda, his hunting hound, Iona couldn’t stop herself from wondering if he viewed her as nothing more than an interesting pet. Which wasn’t a charitable thought. It pained her that she’d even think such a thing about her father in the first place.
“And where are you heading off to this afternoon?” he asked.
It was a devilish task to meet his gaze. “I have several baskets I wish to deliver. Mrs. Tuftly is in bed with the ague again. And you know how the widow Pulteney so enjoys my company. I plan to bring her this bouquet of posies.” She pointed to the basket at her feet that was piled with flowers.
None of what she’d said was quite a lie, she assured herself as she settled her wide-brimmed gypsy hat on top of her head. She did intend to deliver the fresh blooms to the ladies she visited regularly and, if time allowed, spend an hour or so sketching the centuries-old statue of Minerva that had recently been unearthed near the King’s Bath before traipsing off to Sydney Gardens.
“You have such a kind heart, my dear. Lovington will be lucky to have you.” He drew a neatly folded piece of foolscap from his pocket and placed it in her hand. “This arrived from him today. He included a short note to you, expressing his pleasure with the match.”
The letter burned in her palm like a glowing firebrand. She quickly set it on a side table. “I will read what he has to say later,” she said and then gave her father a hard look.
There had to be some way she could make her voice heard. Dynastic pairings had gone out of style with powdered wigs and beauty marks. Such marriages were barbaric echoes of the past. They had no place in modern society.
She cleared her throat. “Papa,” she said. Several years’ worth of reading feminist writings spurred her courage. “Must I marry Byron? Can we not sit down and discuss my future? You making this lifetime decision for me seems so hasty.” She gave a deep sigh. Her father had always doted on her, had always praised her for her easy manner. Her years of obedience, of putting others before herself, should account for something. “To be honest, Papa, I do not wish to marry anyone at all. I—”
“We have already had this discussion and I will not have it again.” The glimmer of warmth drained from his eyes. “It appears I have sheltered you too well. You don’t understand the ways of the world.” He cupped her chin. “I’m not trying to punish you, poppet. In time you will understand…you will see how this marriage will be the best thing for this family and for you.”
“But Papa, you must listen to me. I only wish to—”
“No, Iona.” He drew his hand away. “Spend your time resigning yourself to what your future can be instead of chasing a fantasy that will never happen. Promise me you will at least try.”
She couldn’t make that promise for there was no way she would gladly accept marriage to her cousin. Why wouldn’t her father listen? Why couldn’t he accept that she wasn’t going to be his obedient little pet in this?
Her first wild adventure last night only supported what she’d suspected to be true—that her path to happiness was intertwined with her path to independence.
As Mary Wollstonecraft prescribed in her Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Iona was working on becoming her own person. In order to do that, she had to stop letting the men in her life treat her as if she were naught but a child, unable to make her own decisions. She needed to begin thinking for herself. Which made Lord Nathan’s lessons all the more invaluable. He’d broken free from the expectations his family had placed on him. He lived outside society’s constraints and seemed to be blissfully happy.
And she would too.
That is, as soon as she could figure out how to get her family to listen.
“I-I should go,” she said and worried her fingers with the bow on her bonnet instead of giving her vow to obey his wishes. “The ladies are waiting for me.”
She donned her gloves, picked up her basket and was rushing toward the door when her father, a frown furrowing his brows, called out to her. “Is Lillian not accompanying you?”
“No, Papa, Lillian is spending the day with Miss Harlow. But do not worry, I have a maid as a companion.”
In truth, Lillian had not been invited. Her sister was the last person she wished to have come along. No, that wasn’t quite right. Her cousin Byron was the absolute last person in all of England she’d wish to accompany her on this scandalous errand or anywhere else, for that matter.
At three o’clock, Lord Nathan would be waiting for her somewhere near Bath’s secluded mossy grotto. Her heart skipped a beat with anticipation. In that stolen moment when they’d hide in the shadows, plotting their next adventure, his lips might seek hers. Her lips might answer.
Thanks to an overflow of such heated thoughts last night, sleep had eluded her. She’d risen early this morning, feeling more alert, more alive than she’d felt in ages, with her body still tingling from the exquisite way Lord Nathan had stroked and caressed her.
Anticipation spiked through her veins as she plotted how to set up her next lesson, plotting that included her need to slip past Lillian’s notice. Her sister had already blistered her ears for doing something so utterly reckless, something that might tarnish the shiny family name.
“And where would that get me when I am ready to take a husband?” Lillian had scolded first thing that morning. “You must consider the rest of us before you go and do something so rash again.”
Iona had spent a lifetime acting cautiously and fulfilling the desires of others instead of listening to her own heart. She was tired of watching others find their paths to happiness while she dutifully sat with her mother’s friends and sedately sipped her tea.
It was time she did something for herself.
So without a glimmer of hesitation or guilt, she gave her father a curtsy, wished him a pleasant afternoon and rushed out the door with her basket of flowers on her arm and her maid on her heel, toward what she hoped would turn into a delightfully scintillating and scandalous outing.
She felt wondrously wicked.
* * * * *
The dainty watch hanging from a pin attached to Iona’s dress read nearly a quarter after three by the time she reached Sydney Gardens. After directing her maid to wait for her on a bench near the front of the gardens, she hurried on her way, hoping Lord Nathan had waited for her.
Thankfully he had, though not precisely where she’d instructed.
She spotted him pacing alongside a flowerbed bursting with pale pink candytufts and golden marigolds in a shady area near the labyrinth. Her heart skipped a beat at the sight of him dressed in a corbeau-colored coat that was so dark the green appeared nearly black and a pair of form-fitting sage green kerseymere pantaloons.
His beaver hat had been discarded on a nearby bench and his dusty blond hair was delightfully mussed from the breeze rustling through the trees.
She hung back and watched him as he strolled with an air of a man without a care in the world. It made her heart ache as she longed for a piece of his languid self-assurance for herself.
He wandered among the plants looking no more dangerous than the tiny black kitten that had sneaked into the cook’s pantry that morning. She couldn’t imagine how anyone could believe he would lure a young lady into ruin. Vicious gossips and lies, there couldn’t be any truth to what she’d heard about him. She refused to listen to a word of what was being said about the playful gentleman she’d learned to trust while the two of them had conspired, shamelessly matchmaking their friends, May Sheffers and Viscount Evers.
A special fondness, one she’d never felt toward any other gentleman, warmed her cheeks as she watched him. Which wouldn’t do.
She wasn’t looking to fall in love. And she certainly didn’t need another man in her life.
Her cousin Byron was one too many already.
A smile graced Lord Nathan’s lips when his gaze met hers.
“You are unforgivably late,” he said, mocking the words she’d used in place of a greeting the previous evening. He didn’t appear to be the least bit upset though. With a flourish generally reserved for royalty, he scooped up his beaver hat and dipped into a deep bow. “Late or otherwise, I am humbled at the sight of you, my lady adventuress.”
His ridiculous feint of gallantry so surprised and pleased Iona that she returned his bow with a playful curtsy of her own. “I would have been here sooner but one of the ladies I regularly visit was feeling worse than usual and wanted me to stay by her bedside while she quizzed me ruthlessly about a rosy glow she seems to think has suddenly appeared in my cheeks.”
Nathan crossed the distance between them. Without warning, he cupped her chin in his large, warm hand and tilted her head up so he could take a better look.
“Hmmm,” he said.
Her eyes fluttered closed as his signature scent of honey and pine thrilled her senses.
“This sharp-eyed lady is correct. There is an extra flush of color this afternoon. I daresay the King’s Bath did wonders for that wan complexion of yours. I recommend you consider taking regular dips though perhaps at a more reasonable hour.”
She pressed her cheek into his hand and sighed like a besotted ninny while her lips trembled, begging for his kisses.
She blinked. He was gazing down on her with a look of satisfaction. A crooked grin graced his lips—lips she had trouble ignoring. She jerked her head away from his seductive touch and stepped back.
“I survived last evening,” she said crisply. “No one, other than my sister and Miss Harlow, knows anything about our secret liaison.”
She whipped open her pagoda parasol and gave it a whirl. “I survived despite that little trick you pulled. I gather you suggested a dip in the King’s Bath hoping I would run away from you with my tail tucked between my legs.” She gave him a hard stare. “But I am not running, Lord Nathan. I have no intention of letting you scare me away so handily.”
“Indeed?” he said and crossed his arms, his arrogantly crooked grin holding firm. “I admit I was a trifle confused by the demanding little note you sent this morning. After having a door slammed in my face last night, I had thought you might never speak to me again, what with your stubborn mind set against men and marriage and all.”
If not for her father’s insistence that she marry her cousin fueling her resolve, she would have probably found herself trembling in her kid boots just now. She was in over her head with Lord Nathan. He wasn’t like the overeager gentlemen who followed her around every blasted tea and soirée for the past six seasons, tripping over their own toes to please her.
Lord Nathan, she was learning, wasn’t nearly as predictable. Something about his manner—perhaps it was the way he seemed only too aware of her every movement—made her wary. And all the more conscious of her own body and how she used it.
Lawks, she’d flown with a moth’s eagerness directly into his flame. She was lucky her wings hadn’t been singed off. If she were acting reasonably, she would be wishing Lord Nathan, with his dangerous reputation, a good day and thanking the stars that she’d survived the previous night with her virtue and reputation intact.
That was what any proper lady would do.
But what had a lifetime of reasonable and dreadfully thought-out decisions gotten her? A betrothal to her cousin and her father’s deaf ear, that’s what.
She mimicked Lord Nathan’s easy stance, crossing her arms over her chest while letting her bold thoughts lend her smile a wicked tilt. “My thoughts on marriage are of no account,” she said with a dismissive wave.
“No?” He raised a brow. “Even the most hardened rogue eventually realizes he must one day settle down, or at the very least, slow down.” He leaned in closer. She could almost feel the heat of him brushing her skin. “What is it about marriage that frightens you?”
His question, or rather the implication that she might be frightened by the more intimate consequences of marriage, caused a shiver of anticipation to prickle her skin and bring a blush to her cheeks.
“Very little frightens me,” she assured him, using her chilliest, haughtiest tone. “I would think last night would have unquestionably proven my courage.”
“I’m not sure whether I’d consider what you did last night a mark of courage or a streak of madness,” he drawled. Mischief sparkled in his blue eyes. “Besides, if you are so courageous, my dove, why do you blanch whenever I speak of marriage?”
“I don’t—” But that was a lie. She did blanch at the thought of marriage, especially marriage to her cousin. “We’re wasting valuable time. No matter how skilled a teacher you are, I would hardly think one lesson adequate for my education. I wish to plot our next session.”
At that, his grin deepened. “And what else, my dear lady, does your daring heart desire from me? More seductive kisses? More sensual caresses?” His voice deepened as he advanced on her. A heated look darkened his celestial blue eyes. “Or are you looking to experience something more permanent?”
She held up her hand and retreated a step. “An adventure,” she said rather breathlessly since he continued to advance, stopping only after his chest was firmly pressed against the palm of her upraised hand. “I-I wish to experience another rogue’s adventure. Nothing more than a simple adventure where my fate is in my own hands.”
She couldn’t help remembering how eager he’d been to protect her last night, vowing how he’d make her his wife, if need be.
His wife! After six seasons of carefully avoiding marriage proposals, she could not fathom how she ended up with landing two in less than a week. She needed to be more careful.
Her gaze strayed to where his chest was still pressed against her hand. They were in the middle of the garden where anyone might wander by, see them and wonder what she was doing with this well-known rake. She sent her gaze tripping over the landscape. No one appeared to be paying much attention.
With a huff, she dragged her hand away. “You were supposed to meet me at the grotto so we could plan my next lesson without any danger of being seen together.”
“As you already know, I do not always do what is expected of me, my lady,” he said and took her hand, placing it firmly on his arm. “In this case, I will not let you lead me into a situation where, if discovered, your virtue will be questioned. We will stroll along the canal with the respectable couples.”
But a stroll along the canal wouldn’t give him any opportunities to steal another kiss. Not that she wanted one…because she didn’t. She only wanted her will to win out, she assured herself as she tried her best to dissuade him. “This is imprudent,” she said. “Have you forgotten? You have been banned from nearly all of polite society. The matrons of the ton believe you to be too dangerous around innocent maids such as myself. It is risky for me to be seen with you like this.”
While she argued, he led the way to the canal walk. His determined tread remained steady.
“A true rogue wouldn’t worry about what others might see or be thinking.” He patted her hand. “Consider this your second lesson.”
“A proper stroll in a garden with an unredeemable rogue? It hardly qualifies as an adventure.”
He stopped in the middle of the path and lowered his head until his lips were so close that his warm breath tickled her neck. Close enough that she suspected he was about to kiss her in front of two couples, a finely dressed lady chasing after a rambunctious tot and an elderly gentleman being pushed toward the hotel in a wicker wheelchair. Iona’s stomach did a little flip.
“Adventures can come in any form, Lady Iona,” his voice brushed up against her ear.
She turned her head toward him and found her lips were nearly touching his. Her breath held fast in her throat as she waited, anticipating how it would feel to have his lips master hers again.
“Shall we plot your next lesson?” he asked and pulled away without giving her so much as a playful peck.
Iona allowed herself to be led and chewed on the inside of her cheek, stewing. What game was he playing? She’d given him a perfect opportunity to steal a kiss and he’d ignored it.
Certainly he wasn’t so dense that he didn’t recognize her invitation. He was supposedly one of the most skilled seducers in England and would know without question when a lady was close to begging for his attentions.
She did want his attentions, didn’t she?
Oh, he was ever so vexing. She ground her jaw as she bit back a frustrated shriek that would have been worthy of one of Lillian’s tantrums.
Yes, she wanted the adventure, the excitement of living her life on her own terms, just as he had said. And if that adventure included a replay of the previous night’s intimacies, then that was what she wanted too.
He seemed to understand and accept the rules of their friendly game. Seemed to understand that she wanted to delve beyond the respectable and experience some more of the shocking things in which he seemed terribly knowledgeable—things no proper lady was supposed to admit to knowing.
So why in blazes wasn’t he playing along?
Lady Iona was in quite a charming temper by the time Nathan had steered her down the steps to the canal walk. Her cheeks were prettier than the delicate honeysuckle and sweet-pea blooms draping over the canal’s bricked embankment. She twirled her royal blue parasol faster and faster.
If only she knew how difficult it had been for him to deny her and himself the pleasure of a brief kiss. He silently groaned. No lady in all of Bath, not even Iona’s younger sister, could hope to rival Iona’s quiet allure as she walked beside him, her tread lightening—in sharp contrast to her prickling temper—until her step was so light she could have waltzed across the lily pads.
She was dressed in a lovely white spencer promenade dress Nathan recognized as being the height of this season’s fashion. The empire waist accentuated her slender curves and the satin-rimmed neckline plunged as daringly as some evening gowns, drawing his gaze to the proud pair of breasts he’d so tenderly cupped in his hands the previous evening.
The slightest tug on her gown and he’d be able to bare them for his pleasure. One small tug and he could put his mouth to suckle them.
And she’d wanted to lead him into the darkened grotto. Foolish girl. If only she knew what kind of a hungry wolf lived inside his head, waiting for a darkened moment.
She’d certainly run away from him as fast as her virginal legs could carry her if she could hear his vastly improper thoughts.
This was the lady he intended to make his wife, he reminded himself, not some doxy he hoped to seduce into his bed for a lurid liaison. He plucked a pale honeysuckle bloom and threaded it in the ribbon of her bonnet. She graced him with a smile, her lips still trembling with frustration.
She’d been expecting a kiss.
It had been a dirty trick to deny her.
But sometimes it was better to leave a lady wanting, to make her work to earn his devotion and loving attentions. Since Iona saw him as nothing more than a friend, a thought that still rankled him, he intended to treat her as just that. A friend.
Watching her struggle to hide her temper, while they strolled as a couple in full view of anyone happening to pass by, was heartening enough to give him hope for their future.
“I have been thinking about your next lesson,” he said as if he were discussing nothing more interesting than the afternoon’s warm weather. “If daring is what you’re seeking, we could take two of Bath’s swiftest horses on a blistering ride across—”
She held up her hand. “You picked our last adventure and, as I already pointed out, designed it specifically so I would refuse.”
Nathan gave a self-depreciating smile and shrugged when she looked up at him expectantly. There was no need to lie. Teaching her to be more like him was still a terrible idea.
She believed she’d find happiness at the end of his gilded trail. He knew firsthand the kinds of ugly beasts waiting for her. Emptiness and despair were no substitute for the love and security a family could provide.
“And where do you suggest I take you?” he asked, though he didn’t really want to know.
“I wish to gamble.”
Was that all?
He let go of the breath he was holding. Although gambling was illegal—outlawed by Beau Nash, the Master of Ceremonies who had transformed the city into a leading resort nearly a hundred years earlier—lively card games could be found in nearly every public room and at many private events. It wasn’t unusual for a married lady to join in a game or two, more often than not losing her pin money to the kind of gentleman who turned ruthless when sitting behind a hand of cards.
Although the cards were played fast and sharp, the stakes were relatively tame compared to the gambling hells in London.
“I believe I could work something out.” He would enlist the aid of some friends to make the game exciting without putting Iona at risk of losing her money or reputation. “The card room at the Upper Assembly Rooms always seems to have space for a new player. Do you know the rules for faro?”
“If I wished to waste my time playing cards at the Upper Assembly Rooms, do you think I would be asking you for help? The players who congregate there are more timid than I am.” She stopped in the middle of the path and placed a hand on his shoulder to steady herself as she rose up on the tips of her toes, leaning in close to him.
“I am looking for a truly dangerous adventure,” she whispered a hairsbreadth from his lips. “I have heard of a place in Bath where I can find it. Goldsmith’s. I believe it is the only gambling establishment in town worth visiting.”
Nathan stepped away from her teasing lips and grabbed her wrist. “You can’t be serious. Goldsmith’s? Are you sure that is the name you have heard?”
How in blazes would a young lady even learn the name of such a notorious establishment? Certainly she didn’t understand what kind of place she was asking to visit.
“I understand there is a back room where the worst sort of cutthroat gambling can be found. A man might be shot outright for winning too many hands. And the ladies who are allowed entrance are not the least bit interested in the action on the tables, nor can they be considered ladies, can they?”
Ah, she did understand what sort of place she was asking him to take her to.
“Do you know the place?” she asked. A spark of innocent excitement shined brightly in her cornflower blue eyes.
“Yes, I know of the blasted place.”
“Good.” She slipped from his grasp and latched onto his arm. “Then you will take me there.”
“I would sooner impale myself with a sword!” he protested.
She gave him a hard look that made him suspect she was determined to attempt to breach the Goldsmith’s establishment and carry out her latest madcap idea with or without his cooperation.
“It cannot be done,” he said. “It would be impossible. Goldsmith’s doesn’t admit ladies…only women of a certain sort. And the establishment certainly would not allow a woman to play cards at any of the tables.”
“Do not speak so loudly,” she said in a very proper, very prim tone. “People will hear you.”
“So what if they hear me? Nothing you can say will convince me to help you with this…this…madness.” He wanted to throw his hands in the air and march away from her. If he could guarantee that she wouldn’t go running to Talbot or Harlow, he might have done just that.
Instead he lowered his voice. “If you dare try and do something so foolish, I will go straight to your father and tell him all about this budding rebellious streak of yours.”
“You wouldn’t—” she breathed.
“Don’t tempt me.”
She tilted her head up so he could clearly see her face. Her determination appeared unwavering. It was almost as if he could watch her calculating thoughts flowing through her clever head.
“Goldsmith’s is not a place a lady needs to visit,” he said, softening his voice. “Believe me, it is not because I believe you lacking in any way. It is not that at all. Most gentlemen are wise enough to stay far away from such a den of thieves.”
“I see,” she said tightly.
He had a feeling she didn’t though. For she appeared to be quite set on this ruinous course.
No doubt, his refusal to help her while threatening to go to her father would only drive her to be more secretive, or worse. He could very well be pushing her into a life-threatening situation.
There were too many unsavory characters roaming Bath’s dark alleyways. Like lone wolves, they lay waiting for a sheep to stray from the safety of the pack. One misstep into the wrong area of town at the wrong time of night and Iona would be swiftly torn to pieces. He’d be left with nothing but the memory of how she’d once shimmered like a siren in the moonlight.
He shuddered at the thought.
He should go straight to the Duke and demand he lock his daughter in a tower. But would a doting father do something so severe based solely on the word of a scoundrel?
He doubted it.
But what else could he do to dissuade her—besides make love to her until she didn’t have any energy left over for mischief? For such a seemingly biddable young lady, Iona was fast turning into one of the most stubborn creatures he’d ever met.
“Very well,” he found himself saying and cursing himself for saying it. What kind of man would bring his future fiancée to such a disreputable establishment? He must have lost his mind, he decided. That was it. Spending time with Iona was driving him straight to Bedlam.
But what else could he do but obey her wishes? “I have a strong suspicion you will hie yourself to Goldsmith’s with or without my help. So—against my better judgment, mind you—I will escort you in this folly. You will not however attempt to interact with any of the so-called gentlemen you might encounter when inside.”
Her cheeks brightened. A smile captured the corners of her heart-shaped mouth. “Oh, thank you, Lord Nathan,” she said and impulsively planted a quick kiss on his cheek. “This will be great fun, you will see. I will have to find a pair of inexpressibles and a man’s coat.” She eyed him critically. “You are much larger than me. Your garments would surely swallow me up.”
Lord, it wasn’t his garments that were about to swallow her up right then and there. He did his best to tamp down a desire to toss her slender body over his shoulder and carry her off to his apartment so he could teach her exactly why young innocents should be wary of rakes and rogues.
Perhaps he could lure her into a secluded spot for a bit—conceivably back to the grotto—so he could cover her with kisses and stroke her until she cried out his name and—
“When and where shall we meet tonight?” Iona asked, breaking into his straying thoughts. “I have plans to attend a musicale but I could fall victim to another megrim, if need be.”
“No, not tonight.” Never, actually. “I need time to make plans. I will send a note.”
“I do not wish to wait long,” she warned and slipped away, leaving him standing alone alongside the canal.
Her hasty departure suddenly dampened his cheerful mood. It felt as if a dark cloud had descended between him and the bright sun.
He’d wanted her to leave, to run back to her family, hadn’t he? Already a few heartbeats into his loneliness, he wasn’t sure. Her antics would eventually lead both of them into ruin.
But for the moment, Nathan couldn’t seem to care.
* * * * *
Chapter Seven
Iona had tried to sketch all afternoon. Yet whenever she touched her graphite point to the page, no matter what lines she drew, they formed the same image. With an angry scribble, she scratched out the laughing eyes that stared up at her from her sketchbook and tried to turn her thoughts to something else.
Anything else.
She pressed her nose to the drawing room window. Was that Lord Nathan riding by on a chestnut-colored horse?
“Why the sudden fascination with the outdoors, Iona?” Lillian asked, glancing up from the letter she was penning.
Amelia, who was seated opposite of Lillian at a small gold and ebony writing table with growling lions at the base of its feet, looked up and smiled.
“Your sister is lovesick,” she offered not unkindly. “Has he truly not tried to contact you since the fancy dress ball?”
“Pish-posh,” Lillian said, “my sister would be foolish to have a real interest in a bounder like Lord Nathan. Have you heard what they are saying about him now?”
“I will not listen to idle gossip, especially not about him,” Iona said, turning her attention to the sketchbook on her lap. “Lord Nathan is a dear friend. And with all due respect, Amelia, I am not lovesick.”
“Of course you aren’t,” Amelia said and returned to write in her diary.
Two letters had arrived for Iona in the morning post. They sat open on the cushion next to her. One was from her dearest friend, the former May Sheffers, now Viscountess Evers. May, once an independent spinster, gushed for several paragraphs over the joys of marriage and pleasures of motherhood. Now over a year into her marriage and few months after the birth of her first son, May’s letters were glowing testaments to the bonds of matrimony—a stark contrast to her original scorn of that singular institution.
Iona sighed. May had also written in her letter that she wouldn’t be able to visit until the end of the summer. Unfortunately Iona needed her friend’s advice now.
She needed it most desperately thanks to the second letter. It was from her cousin, Byron Lovington. Though addressed to her father, Byron had included a few short, very business-like paragraphs to Iona in which he asked her to write to him and describe her wishes for their wedding day.
Her fingers ached with a wicked need to write him back, telling him in very clear language that since she didn’t wish to marry anyone, her only plan for her wedding day was to run as far and fast away from him as possible.
A delightful fantasy…
As delightful as her recent hunt to find herself.
It was depressing to realize that no one else had ever bothered to look. Even her cousin, Lord Lovington, seemed more interested in earning her father’s regard than pursuing hers. Beyond his brief inquiries regarding her wishes for the wedding, he hadn’t expressed any curiosity regarding her views or interests. Or whether she wished to marry him in the first place.
He was like all the others, only enthralled with her family name—not her.
Iona pressed her nose to the window again. Was that Lord Nathan? The gentleman on the chestnut horse had pulled to a halt in front the Marquess of Portfry’s rented townhouse and hadn’t moved. He simply sat there, hesitating a long moment before swinging his leg to the ground.
Why hadn’t he sent for her? It had been nearly three full days since their meeting in the garden. Just yesterday, she’d sent him a note, urging him to write her.
In May’s absence, Nathan was the closest thing she had to a trusted friend. Perhaps she should open up to him and tell him the truth about her cousin. He could offer her some advice. Besides her ears ached for the soothing sound of his voice. Nothing seemed to upset his cheerful nature for long. And she could dearly use a dose of that for herself right now.
Her cousin Byron was due to arrive in Bath in a week’s time. Upon his arrival, their betrothal would be announced.
Soon she’d be tied to a man before ever having much of an opportunity to stretch her wings and test out her newly found independence.
What was keeping Nathan from sending for her?
“Have you heard anything about Lord Nathan from your brother?” Lillian asked Amelia in a voice loud enough for Iona to clearly hear. “Miss Frances Cuthbert told me that she heard from her brother how Lord Nathan has been flirting shamelessly with an actress.” Lillian lowered her voice to a stage whisper. “It is said he spends his nights with her as well.”
It couldn’t be true. Iona pressed her fingers to her lips. He wouldn’t do something like that to her. He was her friend. He wouldn’t betray her by running off to some strumpet’s bed.
“Oh my,” Amelia said. She flicked a worried look in Iona’s direction. “I had not heard. James is overly protective sometimes. He rarely tells me anything important.”
“You should press your brother to share this gossip with you,” Lillian said. “Frances says this actress has a by-blow that is the image of Lord Nathan. I would dearly like to see the child for myself. Wouldn’t you?”
Iona rose from the window seat. The steadying breath she drew shuddered in her chest.
“I understand you don’t approve of Lord Nathan, Lillian.” Iona managed to keep the budding quiver of tears from her voice as she spoke. “I also understand you do not want me to associate with him for fear of what others might think. But know this, the gossip surrounding him is untrue. He has always acted the part of honorable gentleman around me. Confoundingly honorable.”
“You call luring you away from the Lower Assembly Rooms in order to do heaven knows what to you, honorable? You are lucky you still have your—”
“Lillian!” Amelia gasped.
“Reputation,” Lillian finished. “I was only going to say she is lucky she still has her reputation. What? What is the matter, Amelia?”
Amelia had turned white as a sheet. She was covering her mouth with both hands and staring wide-eyed at the parlor door.
Iona’s heart leapt up to her throat as she turned around slowly. It was useless to do otherwise. Sooner or later, she would have to face whoever was standing at the door.
“Mama,” Lillian said and rose from her velvet chair. Smiling benignly, she clasped her hands in front of her chest. “How is Mrs. Buckley? Is her temper as foul as usual? You have returned earlier than usual.”
Their mother compressed her lips tightly together. Surely it was her mother’s dove gray gown overlain with a sleeveless black lace zephyr cloak that made her expression look unduly severe.
“Amelia, Lillian, please finish your correspondences later. I wish to speak with Iona alone.”
The two young ladies rushed to gather up their pens, inks and papers. With their arms full, they scampered quietly from the room. The Duchess’s gaze followed as they disappeared down the hall.
“Please, take a seat,” the Duchess said to Iona. She entered the room and closed the parlor door behind her with a snap.
Iona did as she was bid, perching on the edge of an orange velvet sofa. “I do not wish to marry Byron,” she said before her mother could scold her. “I am not pleased with the match you and Papa have made for me and, dash it all, I believe I am of an age to be making these kinds of important decisions on my own.”
The Duchess’s lips thinned further, nearly disappearing from her face. “Instead of dreaming of marriage, you imagine yourself becoming a sculptress? Oh, do not look so surprised, Iona. I have noticed your growing interests in the arts these past few seasons. Hardly a day goes by that you have not visited some obscure art gallery or perused a thick volume of the great masterpieces, or scribbled in one of your battered sketchbooks.”
With the grace of a queen, the Duchess settled in a lace-covered armchair. The tense silence that filled the room threatened to bring tears to Iona’s eyes. She wished her mother would shout, wail, scream. The Duchess almost never favored stony silences over horridly dramatic displays.
Seeing her do so now was frightening.
“Mama—” Iona started to say.
“I know,” her mother said at the same time. “I know you wish to make a love match. But your father is convinced this marriage will make you happy and I stand by him in his decision.”
“Papa is wrong,” Iona insisted. “Byron is like my brother, I simply cannot picture him being my husband. I do not love him. And honestly, I’m not ready to marry anyone.”
“You and Byron are friends though?” the Duchess asked.
“We have always rubbed together well enough. But I do not love—”
“Love will come later. Remember this always—the strongest relationships are built from a foundation of friendship. It was this way with your father and me. And it will be the same for you.”
Iona bit her lip and looked away. “I cannot imagine being happy with Byron, or with any man. Why can you not understand that?”
“You are unable to imagine your happiness only because you have never loved, my dear.”
Iona refused to accept that answer. She knew she could have more than a safe, proper future with a safe, proper gentleman who showed more passion for his business than for her. If only she knew how to fight for what she wanted out of life. A week was not enough time for her to completely change her personality. She needed more time. And more of Nathan’s lessons.
The rustle of skirts alerted her to her mother’s approach. A soft hand brushed her cheek.
“You are still young, Iona, but well past the age when you could honestly argue that you are not quite old enough to marry. Byron is presently looking for a wife and your father dearly wishes you to fill that role,” the Duchess said softly. She stepped in front of Iona and placed her hands on either side of Iona’s face. “Your father should have been firm with you years ago. Alas, he was not. So brood all you want, Daughter. Spend your days crying within your room. I will not harass you about your actions this week as long as you stay away from Lord Nathan Wynter.”
“You misunderstood Lillian, she—”
The Duchess shook her head sharply. “I do not need Lillian to tell me that you have been spending time with him. Mrs. Buckley saw you kiss the bounder in the middle of Sydney Gardens.”
“Lord Nathan is my friend. What Mrs. Buckley saw was a friendly peck on the cheek,” Iona protested even though she felt her cheeks growing hot.
“Stay away from that rogue,” her mother warned. “He is a danger to young ladies.”
“Those are merely ugly rumors. He is above reproach and—”
“No, Iona, I happen to know from his father that the unpleasant whispers circulating in the tearooms about him are true.”
“That cannot be right,” Iona whispered.
“The Marquess has told me himself how, a good number of years ago, Lord Nathan seduced a young lady, a lady who was barely more than a child herself. A few months later, when it was revealed that she was in a delicate condition and unmarried, thanks to him, the unfortunate lady did what any proper girl in her position would do. She killed herself. Please, believe me when I say this, he is not your friend. He is simply a wolf looking for an opportunity.”
“No…” Tears flooded Iona’s eyes. He was not a wolf. None of what her mother was saying could be true. He was honorable. He would never take advantage of an innocent lady. Nor would he do anything that would hurt her.
If only she could have some time alone with him, to talk with him so she would be able to figure out why such wicked rumors existed in the first place. Once she had a little more information, she could defend him.
He truly needed to send for her, and soon.
* * * * *
How could he?
Nathan ground his jaw as he pounded on the front door of the Royal Crescent townhouse. The wooden panels shuddered in their frames. He had been working so damned hard to repair his reputation and regain his father’s respect.
How could his brother be so careless?
Of course Nathan already knew the answer to that question. He didn’t need to come to his father’s home to ask for it. He knew only too well how his brother could do something so utterly thoughtless, so vividly stupid.
Edward was a bounder. A cad. A blackguard.
And selfish…
“The Marquess is presently resting,” Rogers, the family butler, drawled. His long nose wrinkled like an overstuffed sausage as he gave a hearty sniff. “You may as well take yourself off. He will likely remain within his chamber until evening.”
In no mood to be dissuaded, Nathan took hold of Rogers’ shoulders and lifted his father’s snob of a butler, moving him from where he stood blocking the entrance and setting him down in the foyer. He then very carefully straightened the man’s rumpled lapels.
“I am on the hunt for my dolt of an older brother, not my father. And do not give me one of your vacant stares, Rogers. I plan to toss open every damned door in sight until I find him so you might as well tell me where he is hiding.”
“The drawing room would be a prudent place to begin your search, lad,” Rogers grumbled as Nathan started up the stairs, taking the steps two at a time. “I do ask that you strive to keep your voice down. The Marquess is indeed fatigued this afternoon. And having to hear you fight with your brother would stress him fiercely.”
“You won’t hear a word from me,” Nathan vowed. What was a little restraint after the lengths he’d already gone through to protect his father and the cursed Portfry name from his brother’s reckless deeds?
A blinding anger bled into his strangled tone. “Not a blessed word.”
He grabbed the crystal doorknob to the drawing room, the first room at the top of the stairs, and with a crushing grip tossed open the door.
A teacup emblazoned with the Portfry crest, a dragon entwined around a long-stemmed lily, nearly slipped from his sister-in-law’s fingers. A dollop of tea splashed onto her tangerine-colored frock. She swiped at the stain with a crisp handkerchief while serving a killing glare in Nathan’s direction. No warm feelings had ever existed between him and Maryanne. He wasn’t surprised to see that nothing had changed within the past few days.
“Edward,” she said, her voice growing as sharp as a pin, “do something…at least say something.”
The esteemed heir to the Portfry title was standing next to a tray of treats that had been laid out on a side table in the corner of the room. Apparently he’d just stuffed a whole crumpet into his mouth. His cheeks looked as plump as a greedy dormouse’s. With a nod to his wife, Edward cleared his throat and began to chew faster.
Nathan’s mother, the stately Lady Portfry, appeared the least affected by Nathan’s dramatic entrance. She rose from where she’d been sitting next to the front windows on a sky blue settee. A frigid wind sailed straight from her stony gaze into Nathan’s heart.
“Lord Nathan,” she said using a chilled tone generally reserved for unruly servants and shopkeepers, “what manner of idiocy compels you to rush into my drawing room as if you lacked any sort of breeding?”
“Mother.” Nathan gave her a deep bow. “You are looking well today. Please, do not bother to send for a fresh pot of tea or an extra cup,” he said. He knew she would do neither. “I won’t stay long enough to socialize. Edward and I need to have a discussion. In private.”
The hem of Lady Portfry’s bright lemon walking dress snapped to attention as she marched toward her youngest son.
“You will not make trouble in my home or do anything to upset the Marquess,” she said. “Take whatever quarrel you have with my son outside.”
“Of course, Mother,” Nathan said and held onto the lazy smile plastered upon his lips as if his life depended on it. His mother hadn’t allowed him to be her son for many years and yet each time she denied him Nathan still grieved the loss of her love like it had happened yesterday. “If it would not be too much trouble, Edward, I wish to have a civil word with you…outside, if you do not mind.”
“My husband does not wish to speak with you. Go on, tell him, Edward,” Maryanne said before her husband could react. “Tell him how you will not give him any more money. Tell him how he will bankrupt this estate if he continues to run up such extravagant bills, expecting his long-suffering brother to pay them.”
“Indeed?” Nathan raised a brow at that. “Edward, is that what you wish to tell me?”
Edward wiped the crumbs from his chin and stepped forward. “Please, Maryanne, do not be unkind. I always have time for my brother,” he said, grabbing Nathan’s arm with a crushing grip and pulling him toward the door. “We can talk in the back garden, or if you’d wish, I could accompany you to your apartment.”
Nathan held his ground. “Perhaps I should stay and hear more about this money you have spent while nobly trying to protect me from the duns.”
“No—” Edward began and then flashed an angry glance in his wife’s direction. “Maryanne, do not interfere. I have no wish to upset Father.” He gave Nathan’s arm another vicious tug and waved away his mother’s sudden look of concern. “Let us have this discussion elsewhere.”
Since Nathan had only wanted to knock some sense into his brother’s head—not create an ugly scene while doing it—he let Edward lead the way to the gardens at the back of the townhouse.
Stately willow trees shaded the walled space between the townhouse and the brick and timber stables. Nathan chose a spot some distance from the back door and propped his boot on the edge of a stone bench.
“Miss Darly has been in town for several days now,” he said and flicked a piece of lint from his doeskin pantaloons.
“I know,” Edward replied blandly. “I arranged for her to be offered the part of Euphrasia in The Grecian Daughter.”
Nathan knew he shouldn’t be surprised. Still, hearing that his brother had actually sent for the actress baffled him.
“You’re taking her as a mistress again?” Nathan asked, his foot slid off the bench. He started to pace. “She agreed to have you again even after you left her a year and a half ago without so much as a stipend even though you knew she had a child growing in her belly? Your child?”
Edward scowled. “You know I cannot abide continuing relations with a woman who is increasing. The thought of even touching such a woman turns my stomach.”
Nathan felt like he’d just been punched in the gut.
“Good God, are you telling me Maryanne is breeding again?”
Edward had taken up with Miss Rose Darly during Maryanne’s first pregnancy a little over two years ago. Vowing he was in love with the actress, Edward had paid court to her in a very public manner at theatre performances and by squiring her to a variety of soirées while Maryanne rusticated in the country awaiting the birth of their first child.
His success with winning the actress’s regard had won the envy of most of the gentlemen of the ton. Miss Darly was as delicate and lovely as the flower after which she’d been named. Her talents on the stage were also unparalleled. She excelled in the tragic roles, winning the love and admiration of her audiences and stirring men’s chivalrous natures until there wasn’t a gentleman in London who wouldn’t gladly take up the sword for her.
Which was exactly why his brother’s renewed interest in Miss Darly chilled Nathan’s blood.
After Edward left London—leaving behind a brokenhearted, pregnant actress—it had taken a handsome sum of money from Nathan’s own bank account to keep her from entreating some lovelorn swain to ride out to Callaway Abbey and put a bullet through Edward’s thoughtless heart on her behalf.
Nathan had run himself ragged while trying to keep the news of his brother’s cruel treatment of one of London’s beloved actresses from reaching any of the gentlemen’s clubs or ladies’ tearooms. And he hadn’t been able to accomplish the thorny task without further tarnishing his own name in the process.
In the end, everyone assumed Miss Darly’s child was Nathan’s and that Nathan had wooed the beautiful Miss Darly away from his own brother. Only Edward and Miss Darly knew the truth.
“Leave the poor actress alone,” Nathan warned. He’d tie his brother up and stuff him into a carriage heading back to Callaway Abbey before letting Edward put him through such a harrowing experience again. “Her popularity is greater than ever. A host of young gentlemen, all vying for her attentions, have followed her to Bath from London. Let one of them have her.”
“Why should I?” Edward stomped his foot like a spoiled child. “Are you jealous of my ability to attract the cream of the ladies? Is that why you’re trying to dissuade me? Why shouldn’t I take a mistress? Every bloody gentleman in England has a mistress.” Baring his fists, he advanced on Nathan. “I won’t be the only one doing without!”
“Father ruthlessly hammered into our heads that we should rather die than allow a scandal to stain the immaculate Portfry name.” He smacked his brother on the forehead. “How in blazes did that lesson not take?”
Edward stumbled backward, tripping over a tree root. “What in the bloody hell are you talking about?”
“You and mistresses and scandal seem to go hand in hand, that’s what. I’m tired of tidying up your messes for you…and protecting the Portfry name.”
“Is that what has you acting like a prig of a lady with a bee buzzing in her bonnet?” Edward barked a laugh, a deep-bellied, thick laugh that bent him over and had him grabbing his knees. “Such indignation! It sounds ridiculous coming from your lips. Everyone knows you’re the bad seed, Nat.”
“But you know the truth.”
“The truth?” Edward choked a little as he laughed some more, sounding as if he’d just heard the cleverest joke ever conceived. “And who do you fancy yourself to be? The sanctimonious younger brother or the martyred prodigal son? Or…or perhaps both?”
“Neither. Tell me, Brother, are you going to do the reasonable thing and leave Miss Darly alone?”
Edward started to walk away. “You have no right telling me how to live my life. I am the heir to the Portfry title and I am free to do as I please.”
“Very well,” Nathan had to trot in order to catch up to his brother, “perhaps instead of talking about your recklessness with mistresses you can tell me about this missing money from the accounts that Maryanne believes you have been giving me. What’s the truth behind that lie?”
Edward stopped. “Ever since Father’s illness, I have been doing an exemplary job handling the estate accounts. Oh, you may think yourself so clever, having spent your childhood following the estate manager around and asking all those inane questions as if you were in line to inherit the property. It eats at you, doesn’t it? You will never have an estate to call your own and I will.”
It was true. Nathan did harbor an ache, a longing to manage a working estate. Numbers and measures and the day-to-day lives of the common workers had always fascinated him.
“Is it jealousy that makes you think you could manage the lands better than me?”
“Jealousy has nothing to do with my noticing that for the past two years, the income from the estate’s wheat crops has been half of what it should be and that you’re letting the miller charge twice the price he does our neighbors. And the back fields at Holme Crossing fell fallow even though there were willing hands to till them. You need to be more careful. If you’re having trouble, at least rethink my suggestion that you consult with Father or his man-of-affairs regarding—”
“You have no right to question my decisions!”
Nathan shrugged. “If you are covering your losses by telling others you have been paying debts for me, I would merely like to know—”
Edward circled his brother like a hawk closing in on his prey. “You are ever the pleasant fellow, are you not? Gathering friends with that benign smile of yours.”
“And you are dancing around the issue. What is happening to the estate monies, Edward? Since you’re sullying my name, I have every right to know.”
“You have no rights when it comes to this family. Or have you forgotten, you’re not welcome within our ranks anymore.”
Good God, Edward should be grateful for what Nathan had gone through and the sacrifices he’d made. Instead his brother only appeared willing to spew malice.
“I understand only too well my position and how I came to it,” Nathan said, tamping down an urge to beat some sense into his brother.
“I never asked for your interference in my life.” Edward’s cheeks bloomed bright red. “Never wanted your damned—”
“I was protecting our family’s reputation!”
“No!” Edward roared as he stalked back toward the house. “You were doing what you always do. You were trying to steal Father’s love!”
* * * * *
Chapter Eight
If she were indeed holding out for love—as her mother had suggested that afternoon—she wouldn’t be planning a skulk through Bath dressed like this. No, Iona thought to herself, she would be doing something vastly different.
Yet, considering how none of the gentlemen vying for her attentions had ever seen beyond the glitter of her father’s title and wealth, she supposed those swains wouldn’t notice if she were to appear at a tea dressed in these gentlemen’s fineries, sporting a bushy blond mustache.
She peered into her bedchamber’s cheval glass mirror and adjusted the stiff hairs stuck to her upper lip. The thick paste she’d used smelled faintly like gooseberry cake, a dish the family cook liked to bake for special occasions. Smelling it made her stomach growl.
There hadn’t been time for food. The mustache, paste and set of gentlemen’s evening garments had been tucked up in a paper box that had appeared on the family’s back door late that afternoon along with a scrap of foolscap with nothing more written on it than the words eight o’clock.
More thrilling than the most flowery, heart-wrenching love note, those two words promised to fulfill all her desires.
An adventure.
A rogue’s lesson.
And the chance to demand that Nathan explain away those horrid rumors that seemed to follow him everywhere lately.
Not one of these desires suggested she harbored some secret longing to find a man to love her. Her mother had been wrong.
Love would bind her and would trick her into marriage. And marriage would stand in the way of her independence. Without her independence, how in blazes could she hope to pursue her life’s passion—sculpture?
Becoming her cousin’s wife would only lock the door to the gilded cage she’d lived inside all her life. She’d be expected to go from playing the part of dutiful daughter to taking on the role of content and dutiful wife. She’d be forced to tuck away her daring spirit beneath her husband’s title and wealth, to be forever hidden away.
But that was the future. Tonight, she would slip free from the bonds of dependability and caution…with Nathan.
Her parents were out for the evening, dining with friends. Lillian and Miss Amelia Harlow had closeted themselves in the upstairs drawing room where they were steadfastly practicing a duet they planned to sing at the next musicale.
Which left Iona blessedly alone and her mind racing with the delicious possibilities the evening might bring. Would there be danger at Goldsmith’s? She hoped the establishment proved to be worth the trouble. She gave the pantaloons she was wearing a tug. They didn’t seem to fit quite right.
The outfit Nathan had sent over was small enough for a gangly boy. The crisp white shirt, the creamy silk waistcoat and the white muslin cravat hadn’t given her any trouble. But the dark blue form-fitting coat didn’t quite fit Iona’s form. Even though she was tall for a woman, the top of her head barely reached Nathan’s nose, making a boy’s outfit—instead of a man’s—necessary. And still, despite the small size, the clothes looked odd on her. Most likely because she was curvy in many of the places boys weren’t—mainly in the chest area.
With the help of her maid, who’d vowed an oath of silence, Iona had bound her breasts as tightly as possible and stuffed padding in all the appropriate places, including the legs and crotch areas of her black pantaloons, which helped a little.
An old-fashioned wig had been scavenged from the back of her father’s wardrobe. With a mixture she’d concocted from boot polish and tea, she had dyed the wig a burnished brown and then trimmed and combed it as best as she was able to resemble a gentleman’s modern-day style.
“My lady.” Her maid, her wide eyes as jumpy as a rabbit’s, appeared at the bedchamber door and announced, “A carriage has arrived.”
“Thank you, Gracie.” Iona took one last peek in the mirror, adjusted the beaver hat propped precariously on the top of her wig and wiggled her itchy nose.
Heaven’s, she should be sent directly to Bedlam. The men at Goldsmith’s were going to take one look at her and see straight through the disguise. In less than a day’s time, news of her mad attempt to pass herself off as a man would reach every parlor in Bath. It wouldn’t take long before she would turn into the ton’s latest joke and be dubbed as odd as Lady Caroline Lamb.
Lady Caroline, a married lady of considerable wealth, had done the most outrageous things—including wearing men’s clothing—while shamelessly forcing her attentions on that handsome poet, Lord Byron, a few seasons ago. She had so embarrassed her family that they’d banished her to their country estate in Ireland.
Iona’s family split their time between London and Bath, never spending more than a couple of weeks out of the year at the country estate. Being sent away to her father’s country estate would separate her from those she loved the most, her family. Was she really prepared to risk everything in exchange for her freedom?
She adjusted her hat and pinched her lips together, hoping to make herself look more like a man. But no matter how contorted her expression, it was still her own face that stared back at her in the glass.
“Ah well,” she muttered, remembering Nathan’s challenge in the park, “a true rogue wouldn’t give a fig about what her family or society thought of her, or the possible repercussions, no matter how dire.”
“My lady?” Gracie wrung her hands nervously. “Begging your pardon, but if you hope to pass yourself off as a lad, shouldn’t you make your voice a mite deeper?”
“Yes of course, Gracie. I will.” Iona cleared her throat and deepened her voice a full octave. “I mean, I will.”
Gracie shook her head and looked more worried than before. “Please be careful, my lady,” she called as Iona dashed down the stairs and darted out the front door before the rest of the household staff managed to take a close look at her.
A shabbily dressed coachman, with crooked yellowed teeth and great tufts of silver hair growing out of his ears, helped her into a battered old carriage where she settled onto a hard bench. Before she had any time to object, the carriage jerked into motion, leaving her sitting in the dark compartment—alone.
And at the mercy of this hired hack.
She’d never traveled alone before. Men did it all the time she supposed. It was natural, expected even. Being jostled about within such a poorly sprung contraption should be considered a bit of fun. There was no reason to panic.
Even if she had no idea where Nathan could be or why he would send a rather unsavory-looking stranger to deliver her to Goldsmith’s rather than come for her himself, there was absolutely no cause for panic. She simply needed to catch her breath.
No use worrying that someone other than Nathan might have sent the box of men’s clothing along with that cryptic and unsigned note. And there was no reason why her mouth should be turning dry or her stomach should be dancing with butterflies at the thought of spending more time alone with him. He was nothing more than a friend.
Of course she’d never been kissed so thoroughly by any of her other friends. But that was beside the point. It would be wrong to think of him in any other way.
Lillian was mistaken. Nathan was not the kind of gentleman who would trifle with a lady’s affections. And he certainly wasn’t a danger to a lady’s virtue as her mother had suggested.
No matter what others said about him, Iona considered him a very dear and close friend. Who also happened to have the ability to steal her breath with a mere brush of his lips and whose absence had made her absolutely miserable. Well, that certainly shouldn’t be happening.
Although…
Her heart had ached fiercely these past three days while she fretted over his absence. But that shouldn’t mean that she… No, she would not accept it.
She was not falling in love with Lord Nathan.
She simply couldn’t!
The carriage lurched as it came to an abrupt stop. Before she had a chance to untangle her thoughts or straighten her suddenly dislodged beaver hat, the door swung open.
“What a funny-looking fellow you make,” Lord Nathan said, poking his head in the opening. The sparkling gleam in his eyes brightened the gloomy interior. The smile playing on his lips gave her heart a jolt. “Let’s see what we have to work with here.” He gave Iona a thorough look-over, starting from the tips of her toes and following all the way up to the top of her head.
“You don’t set a hat on your head in the same manner as you would a bonnet,” he said and jammed her hat down until the rim banged up against her ears, making them jut out at odd angles. “There,” he said, his smile widening enough to reveal a row of pearly white teeth, “now you look like a proper elf.”
“An elf?” she cried. “What do you mean an elf? I suffered all afternoon, tucking in here and padding there.”
“Oh dear,” he said, putting a hand to his brow, “you had to experience firsthand the torment gentlemen must go through every day in order to present their handsome best for the ladies in our lives.”
Iona rather liked how that sounded. Nathan spending extra time at his toilette, biting his lower lip as he concentrated on getting his cravat to flow with a waterfall’s grace was quite an endearing image. It made her wonder what it would feel like to become one of his beloved garments. To have his fingers lovingly fit her against the hard planes of his body.
His gaze brushed over her again, warming her cheeks. “Tonight, I think an elf is the best you can expect,” he declared. “Your gentle proportions and curvy shape hardly resemble a man’s form.” He took her hand to help her step down from the carriage.
“You shouldn’t treat me as you would a lady,” she reminded him and leapt down to the pavement without his assistance or the use of the steps. She immediately recognized her surroundings. The carriage had deposited her on Cheap Street in the middle of town. A few gentlemen were milling about. No one appeared to be interested in either her or Nathan.
Bolstered by this, she propped her hands on her hips and struck the manly pose she’d been practicing all afternoon. “I am Sir Percival Crumps,” she said, pitching her voice as low as she could manage, and then whispered, “He’s a cousin of mine who never leaves his tiny country shire. No one in Bath should know him personally.”
“Nice to meet you, Sir Percival,” Nathan said and gave her a bruising handshake. “And you only arrived in town this evening?”
“Did I?” She hadn’t thought to come up with a history for Sir Percival.
“You did,” he assured her. He took her shoulders and steered her toward a massive two-story stone building looming up at the corner of the street where a pair of Corinthian columns framed a tall, highly polished oak door. “Perhaps you should let me do all the talking once we are inside. You don’t sound very…um…male.”
She stopped at the edge of the walkway that led up to the building. A vine-enshrouded iron picket fence surrounded the building’s yard. Two menacing stone eagles stood as imposing guards perched above the entrance’s ornate canopy. “So this is Goldsmith’s?” she asked, striving to pitch her voice deeper still.
Two gentlemen with their eyes fixed on the ground brushed past them and hurried up the steps and inside.
“The one and only.” Nathan crossed his arms and looked content enough to stay where they were, standing a few steps away from the gaming hell’s front entrance.
Since he wasn’t in any rush, Iona supposed she didn’t need to be either. “Why did you send a carriage for me? Why didn’t you come for me yourself?” she asked, assuring herself mere curiosity drove her to ask the question. Not some numbing fear of breaching the walls of this very male establishment.
A range of burgundy shades from deep reds to blackish violets spread across the sky as the day gave way to early evening. Nathan leaned against the iron fence and smiled at her.
It was most distracting.
“I sent the carriage—and was kind enough to save you from the rigors of a sedan chair—because you have only just arrived in Bath while I have been here for several weeks and would know well enough that no one hires a carriage to convey them to Goldsmith’s,” he said. His hussar boots shimmered in the waning sunlight. The starched cravat hugging his neck had been tied into an intricate design Iona had never seen before. His shiny hat pitched at a daring angle.
Despite the flawlessness of his garments or the ease with which he wore them, it was the unruly curl of blond hair drooping on his brow that made her heart ache. She returned his smile with a somewhat surprised one of her own.
“You probably shouldn’t smile,” he said softly. “It makes me want to kiss you. Lord knows what it will do to the other men inside.”
She blushed at that and bit the inside of her cheek to squelch the smile that only wanted to grow wider and brighter from his rather shocking compliment.
If she were forced to pick a husband out of all the gentlemen she had ever met, she would undoubtedly choose Nathan. Despite her lifelong expectation of marrying a duke or at least an heir to a dukedom, she found it impossible to imagine spending her life with anyone other than him.
But marriage wasn’t what she wanted for her future, not to Nathan or to anyone else. Ever since her forced engagement to her cousin Byron, her heart had become all the more hardened against the idea of binding herself and her future to a man. Even so, an image of her good-natured Nathan playing silly games with their children danced through her head.
She tugged at her cravat, which suddenly felt as if it were strangling her. “How can you stand to wear this blasted thing around your neck?”
He laughed at that. “You get used to it, lad. Shall we go inside?”
“In a moment.” She did really need to ask him about those horrid rumors.
But what if what Lillian and Mama had said about him was true? A hot flush rose up her chest as she struggled to find the right words.
How did a woman go about asking a man to explain such an intimate matter?
“Mama told me that you once seduced a young lady and ruined her reputation.” Those words, words that had been burning in her head all day, fell out of her mouth before she could think of a proper way to soften them. “And Lillian says you have recently taken a mistress. An actress. Is this true?”
Nathan drew back. “I’m surprised at the content of your family’s conversations. A young unmarried lady shouldn’t have knowledge that such things happen.”
“You forget, Wynter,” she drew her hand down her body clad in a suit coat and trousers, “I am not a lady this evening.”
“Of course,” he said somewhat stiffly, “you are an elf.”
She stomped her boot on the pavement just as a gaggle of young gentlemen passed them, heading straight up to Goldsmith’s large door.
“Are you going to answer my question?” she asked once they were relatively alone again.
“No,” came the short, stubborn answer.
A predatory gleam lit his eyes and his voice hardened. “Do you still wish to visit Goldsmith’s?” he asked. “Or would you rather I accompanied you home…where you belong?”
Iona swallowed down a bothersome lump that had decided to lodge in her throat. Unable to fathom why he would refuse to defend himself against those horrid rumors—unless they were true—she decided not to press him further.
A coward’s escape, she knew, but she truly didn’t want to believe there could be any truth to either of those stories.
He was her Lord Nathan, a safe, reliable friend and the same romantic gentleman who had joined forces with her while playing matchmaker for their friends. He had never ever done anything that would make her fear for her safety.
Of course she really didn’t know him that well, she reminded herself. He could be the devil himself. Except for the few stolen moments at the King’s Bath and the next day at Sydney Gardens, she hadn’t spent much time alone with him. And he hadn’t exactly acted the part of perfect gentleman either time…
With that not so comforting thought making its home in her head, Iona straightened her spine and reminded herself she was in search of another adventure, not a husband. With an extra swagger in her step, she marched toward the imposing Goldsmith’s entrance.
After a moment, Nathan followed, his gaze remaining fixed on her backside. “Not a man at all,” she heard him grumble, “but one damned sensual elf.”
* * * * *
Chapter Nine
This was not how Nathan had pictured escorting Iona to their first public appearance. He’d much rather be taking her to a respectable event such as one of Mrs. Poizzi’s concerts, they were lively affairs given that no one ever knew what the dear old woman or her Italian singer husband would do. Or perhaps accompany her and her family to an afternoon tea at Madame d’Arblay’s where he could introduce Iona as his fiancée. Instead he was bringing his future wife into a den of thieves. If his father were to discover his reckless behavior, Nathan would be forever banned from the Portfry household. If Iona’s father were to discover how he’d been helping his precious daughter in her crazy scheme, Nathan would be shot—if he were lucky.
Despite the danger to his body and his future with his family, he couldn’t seem to deny Iona. The spark of life that sprang to her eyes in face of this grand adventure of hers was enough to melt his cynical heart. And the sight of the rest of her—dressed in those men’s clothes—was doing a hell of a job of burning the rest of his body into cinders.
His gaze raked over her slender form. Her hips, dammit, swayed at a slow, seductive pace. Those pantaloons he’d sent over outlined every delicious curve. Even though she was dressed as a man and wearing that ridiculous wig and mustache, he had to fight like the devil against an urge to drag her into one of Goldsmith’s private rooms and crush her supple body against his. He’d taste her and tease her until she was begging for completion.
But no, she was the pristine Lady Iona, daughter of a duke who deserved to be treated better than a Cyprian.
“Wynter!”
Not in the mood for any more disasters, Nathan ignored the man calling his name.
He’d only just extracted Iona from a buxom, gap-toothed Cyprian who had pounced upon them shortly after they’d given their hats and gloves over to the attendant at the door. The woman, dressed in a flimsy low-cut gown, had tossed her fleshy arm over Iona’s shoulder in an overly friendly manner and offered to teach Iona the secrets of giving a woman pleasure.
While Nathan had nearly burst into flames from embarrassment, Iona had simply tilted her head and politely thanked the woman but declined. She peeled the Cyprian’s arms from her person and presented her, with the most heart-wrenching innocence, with the address of a school that educated the demimonde in various respectable professions.
Which was possibly the worst thing she could have done. The less than grateful Cyprian turned all shades of red and, with her hand propped on her scantily clad hip, launched into a string of ear-singeing profanities.
He had rushed Iona away from the woman’s fuming clutches. They had just passed the overstuffed crimson-and-ebony-striped sofas that filled the front sitting area as if this were an ordinary gentlemen’s club, when he was distracted once again by the shapely thighs Iona’s form-fitting pantaloons were displaying only too vividly. His mind then got all twisted up in imagining how easily he could slide those pantaloons down her slender hips.
“Wynter!”
Damnation! Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted Talbot and Harlow marching across the room toward him. Harlow waved his gold-capped cane in the air.
“Wynter!”
Harlow bounded toward him with a newly whelped pup’s eagerness. Nathan fought an urge to dart behind a post.
“Ho there!” Talbot called. “We were beginning to think we wouldn’t see you emerge from Miss Darly’s bedchamber until summer’s end.”
“You are mistaken about my whereabouts,” Nathan said. He shot a quick glance in Iona’s direction. Why in blazes had he thought this evening at Goldsmith’s was going to be anything but one disaster after another? “I have been busy dealing with a family matter.”
“Did you hear what he just said?” Harlow asked Talbot, nudging him in the ribs with his elbow. “I think we have caught our friend in yet another lie.”
Nathan gritted his teeth. This wasn’t what he needed. Truth be told, he had rather hoped the bothersome pair had lost enough blunt at Goldsmith’s already this week and would be searching for their amusements elsewhere.
He certainly didn’t need anyone, especially not either of those two, adding fuel to Iona’s curiosities regarding his debauched behaviors. Her blue eyes sparkled with a sapphire’s brilliance as she craned forward, only too eager to listen to whatever nonsense might spill out of Talbot or Harlow’s mouths.
“Breaks my heart, it does, to see a man denying what has to be a most wondrous tumble in a lady’s bed,” Harlow said as he swung around a golden-handled cane as if it were a baton.
“Believe what you like. It doesn’t change the truth. I’ve not been seen for the past couple of days because I was busy tending to a family matter,” Nathan insisted.
Harlow pounded the richly hued Aubusson rug under their feet with the tip of his cane. “A family matter with the actress and his by-blow, I’d say,” he drawled with a chuckle. “Say, Wynter, who is the young lad you seem to be trying to hide behind you?” He sidestepped Nathan to take a closer look.
Undaunted, Iona jutted out her chin, which only made her look more elf-like, and struck a languid pose with one booted foot crossed over the other. Without a moment’s hesitation, she sucked in her plump lower lip and scowled back at Harlow.
“Queer-looking fellow,” Harlow said with a snort. “Is he wearing a wig?”
“Don’t matter what he looks like as long as he has a fat purse,” Talbot said. “You do have a fat purse, don’t you, lad?”
Harlow poked Iona’s arm with the end of his cane as if she were some caged carnival curiosity to be teased. “Does he have a name?”
“Sir Percival,” Nathan said. He grabbed hold of Harlow’s cane before he could jab Iona with it again. “Please allow me to introduce my less than refined acquaintances, Lord Grainger Talbot and Mr. James Harlow.” He turned to Iona and gave her a wink. “Sir Percival Crumps arrived in Bath not more than an hour ago. Came in from Northumberland in fact. We only just met outside.”
“Ah, good thinking, Wynter.” Harlow leaned in close to Nathan and said under his breath, “Bringing us a fresh plaything. Pockets that deep, eh?”
“Shut up, Harlow,” Nathan said and pushed the whiskey-breathed fop away.
“And what brings you to Bath, Crumps?” Talbot swooped in on Iona like a starving tomcat stalking a helpless field mouse. “The Bath season will not start for several months yet. Only a few foolish souls still come to take the waters for summer holiday.”
“He is accompanying—” Nathan began.
“Does the odd little fellow not have a tongue, Wynter?” Harlow demanded.
“Yes, Wynter, stop playing mother hen. Let the lad speak for himself,” Talbot said.
Two pairs of expectant gazes pressed down on Iona who remained silent. For a moment Nathan thought she must have lost her nerve. He was about to come to her rescue when she drew in a deep breath.
“I accompanied—” she said in her regular, very feminine voice. Nathan stomped on her foot.
She rubbed her toe and hopped on one leg while glaring at him with a frighteningly feminine pout. He raised his brows and stared back. Her eyes widened. Stroking her bushy mustache, she coughed and cleared her throat. “I accompanied my mother,” she said in a deep, husky tone that sounded too velvety to be masculine. “She suffers from terrible pains in the joints and her doctors prescribed the Bath waters.”
“Ah…” Talbot said, furrowing his brows deeply.
“That is all well and good, but do you have enough blunt to make the evening interesting?” Harlow asked as he leaned heavily on Iona’s arm. “I suffered a run of bad luck two evenings ago and was left with pockets to let.”
“Poor fellow,” she said in her velvety deep voice. A sly smile snuck on to her damnably kissable lips and Nathan dearly wished it hadn’t. She looked much more female than male. Even with that ridiculous mustache pasted to her upper lip, he couldn’t fathom how anyone could mistake her for a lad, or an elf. “I believe you’d consider my pockets to be sufficiently loaded.”
“Then what are we waiting for?” Harlow asked. He waved his cane in broad arc, pointing out the darkened back rooms of the less than proper club. “The tables in the back are waiting.”
“What’s your game, Crumps?” Talbot asked.
“Piquet,” Iona answered much too readily.
When she started to swagger after the two reckless fops, Nathan grabbed her arm. “I thought you said you were only going to take a look around the tables tonight. Not play.”
“I changed my mind.” Iona’s husky voice traveled down his body like a silky caress. Egad, dealing with her while she was dressed in such revealing garments was surely going to unhinge him. “What harm can come from my playing a hand or two of piquet?”
“A prodigious attitude! It is a harmless game, is it not?” Talbot said. He looked ready to lead her toward the back stairs that went up to the first floor where the roughest, highest stake games took place. “There is nearly always a willing player to be found in the upper stories.”
“No!” Nathan protested. “The lad isn’t ready for those sharks.”
“Let him make his own decisions, Wynter,” Harlow said. “And leave us to have our fun. You have done nothing lately but ruin our fine ideas.”
“Fine ideas? What fine—” Nathan started to say.
“Which reminds me, Wynter.” Harlow couldn’t seem to keep his unfettered mouth shut. “I have a bone to pick with you. What happened with those lessons you promised? You gave your word you’d help us seduce Lady Iona and yet you’ve done nothing. When in blazes are you going to begin? I paid court to that silly wench all week, showering her with flowers, attending an endless string of inane soirées and parties and have nothing to show for my efforts. The frigid little creature doesn’t appear the least bit interested.”
“I never promised you anything,” Nathan protested. It was too late though.
Iona suddenly turned as slippery as an eel. She deftly twisted out of his hold and whirled around on her heel until her face was a whisper from Nathan’s. Her nose wrinkled in concert with a petite sneer.
Which was an adorable sight. Despite how her fists were propped on her shapely hips in a manner frighteningly similar to the Cyprian’s angry stance a moment ago, Nathan couldn’t imagine ever witnessing a more alluring or feminine posture. He licked his dry lips.
“Seduction lessons?” she said slowly, dangerously. “Lessons so you can seduce this unfortunate lady to do what?”
“Why? So she will do whatever I wish her to do,” Harlow answered. His expression darkened. “What business is it of yours?”
“Perhaps I am a defender of the so-called weaker sex,” she said advancing on him. “Perhaps I cannot stand to see a lady discussed in such a coarse manner. Calling her a wench indeed!”
Talbot broke out into a hearty laugh.
“And where in blazes in Northumberland are the gentlemen such high-sticklers?” Harlow jabbed Iona in the chest with his cane.
“I have to agree with Crumps, Harlow,” Nathan said. He placed himself so Iona was safely behind him again. Young Harlow had a nasty habit of picking fights. From what Nathan had seen in the past week, the whelp seemed to relish bashing heads with his fists and sometimes with that blasted cane he’d recently started carrying.
Nathan supposed his own head had been equally as hot when he was in his early twenties. At four-and-thirty, memories of his wild youth felt as distant as a hazy dream. “You are acting uncommonly vulgar tonight.”
“Leave off!” Harlow gave Nathan an unfriendly shove that accomplished nothing other than upsetting his own balance.
Several of the gentlemen in the club chuckled as they closed ranks around the unhappy quartet. Money exchanged hands at lightning speed. No doubt wagers were being made as the gentlemen tried to predict the outcome of this confrontation.
Which was a waste of good money in Nathan’s estimation. With Iona, nothing could ever be predicted.
“You promised to teach Mr. Harlow how to seduce me…um…the me…missish Lady Iona?” she scolded Nathan and managed to step into Harlow’s path again. This time, with her back to Harlow, she’d put herself in a frighteningly vulnerable position. “Tell me, Wynter. What is the meaning of this?”
“Yes, Wynter, whatever were you thinking?” Talbot said, still laughing. “Zounds, I am appalled by your disregard of a lady’s sensibilities.”
“Thank you, Lord Grainger,” Iona said using a royally charged tone that, although it sounded quite sedate on the surface, could make even the worst she-dragons cringe.
“I would never—” Nathan started. To think that she would believe he would purposefully help another man to make a play for her heart. She couldn’t be more wrong.
“Duck!” Talbot shouted as Harlow swung his cane at the back of Iona’s head.
Before Iona could react, Talbot lifted her out of harm’s way while Nathan deflected Harlow’s wildly arcing cane with one fist and planted a facer on the upstart’s chin with the other.
Harlow collapsed into Nathan’s arms. A cheer rose from the crowd and money was again exchanged.
“Talbot, please see that this young numskull finds his way home.” When no one moved to help him, Nathan glanced behind him.
“Talbot?”
Neither Talbot nor Iona—disguised as an adorable elf—were anywhere in sight.
Gracious, things were getting a mite out of hand. All Iona had wanted was a little adventure. Not to fill her ears with coarse language or become embroiled in a round of fisticuffs.
At least she now understood why Mr. Harlow had been acting like such an attentive brother to Amelia this past week. Using his sister to get close to her while thoughts of seduction polluted his mind, the nerve of the bounder! She’d certainly have a few choice words waiting for him the next time he offered to fetch her a cup of punch or inquired if she’d like to walk among some garden path with him.
Were all men scoundrels?
Iona was beginning to wonder.
Brimming with a healthy dose of seething anger, she followed Lord Grainger through the growing crowd as he rushed toward the back rooms of Goldsmith’s.
She didn’t need Nathan’s help. She could make her own adventures without him.
A sob caught in her throat. Picturing him in bed with that harlot of an actress or him discussing methods of her seduction with the likes of Mr. Harlow fed a deep pain in her chest that had nothing to do with the tight bindings she wore.
He’d denied both charges but had done so with such a casual shrug and self-depreciating grin that she’d have to have fluff for brains to believe him.
She supposed her mother and sister had been right all along. The bounder was naught but a cad. Tears sprang to her eyes. Why would Lord Grainger and Mr. Harlow say such things if they weren’t true?
Blinking furiously, she cast a glance over her shoulder. The dim lighting in the room created long swaths of shadows and did nothing to chase away the midnight darkness from the room’s far corners. Even so, she searched, hoping to catch sight of Nathan’s unmistakable silhouette emerging from the crowd, dearly wishing he would come chasing after her.
“Where is he?” she grumbled. “Shouldn’t we wait for Lord Nathan?”
“I think Wynter has his hands full enough as it is,” Lord Grainger said. He had a firm grip on her wrist. “He doesn’t need to be worrying after you as well…um…Crumps.”
No, she supposed not. Still, she couldn’t help the way her heart hurt as she let Lord Grainger lead her toward the back door.
“Where are you taking me?” she asked him, striving to keep her quivery voice as low and manly as possible.
“Where you do think?” His grip tightened around her wrist. “You have no business in here…Crumps.” A dangerous look flashed in his eyes.
It was the same hungry look that had darkened Nathan’s gaze a moment before he’d kissed her at the King’s Bath. With Nathan, the heat and expectation she’d seen in his eyes had excited her. Seeing it on Lord Grainger only made her insides quiver with fear.
“I’m taking you home,” he said, giving her a tug toward the back door.
Whose home? Mr. Harlow had said that both he and Lord Grainger were interested in seducing away her innocence. She couldn’t take the chance that he’d seen through her disguise.
“Oh dear.” She pulled away from him and darted up a narrow staircase.
“Wait!” His heavy footsteps pounded on the steps behind her. His grasping hand caught on her sleeve just as she reached the narrow room upstairs. Before he could drag her back to his side, she flung herself into the nearest empty chair at one of the upstairs gaming tables.
A handsome gentleman with dark hair, a narrow, pointy nose and dressed in a natty suit cut from a velvety dark cloth leaned forward in his chair. The small lamp hanging above him illuminated the sly expression that curled on his slender lips.
“Don’t fight me on this.” Lord Grainger gave her arm a nasty tug that nearly flung her out of the chair and to the ground. “Whether you want to or not, you’re coming with me.”
“No. I will not go anywhere with you.” She’d fight him before letting him drag her helpless into the dark alleyway that ran behind this shady establishment.
“Please, you can’t stay here, Lady—” Lord Grainger’s voice rose.
“My pockets are filled with money and I haven’t yet had the chance to play even one hand of cards,” Iona said quickly. She wasn’t about to let Lord Grainger expose her and ruin everything. And following him out into the bleak night was out of the question. She planned to remain seated at this table and to play cards until Nathan came looking for her.
At least she hoped Nathan would eventually come looking for her.
Oh dear, what if he didn’t?
The gentleman sitting across from her perked up at her mention of money.
“Splendid,” he purred. His all too alert gaze raked over her and settled on her lower arm where Lord Grainger stubbornly was holding on to her.
“Get away from here, you young pup.” Her tablemate slapped the back of Lord Grainger’s hand. “Come back when you have a couple of coins to rub together.”
The gentleman’s hard gaze locked on Lord Grainger as he rose halfway out of his chair. “Move your hand from the lad’s arm before I cut it off.”
Iona muttered a small prayer that Lord Grainger would do whatever this gentleman said. She didn’t want another fight to break out because of her.
With a growled warning, Lord Grainger backed off.
The broad smile returned to the bristly face of the man sitting across from her. “A fresh face. Haven’t seen one of those in our ranks in ages.” He puffed on the cheroot trapped between his teeth, sending a cloud of smoke curling about Iona’s face.
She coughed and tried to wave away the fumes. A futile task if there ever was one. Heavy tobacco and cheroot smoke clogged the room’s cramped stale air.
“Sirrah,” she said when, with an evil gleam in his eye, he puffed on his cheroot and sent the white cloud spiraling into her face again, “desist sending that horrid smoke in my direction.”
He stubbed out the cheroot into a filthy crystal ashtray and eased forward until his body was nearly sprawled across the table. The tip of his nose was inches from her face. The sharp scent of alcohol hung heavily on his breath. “You ain’t a man,” he whispered, sounding somewhat shocked.
“I cannot imagine what you are talking about, sir.” She looked around, hoping beyond hope that Nathan would soon come looking for her. Instead she discovered that Lord Grainger had all but abandoned her too. He appeared to be absorbed in an intense conversation with a man sheathed in shadows a few tables away.
“No matter.” The man took up a deck of cards and settled back into his chair. “I’ll take your blunt as readily as a bloke’s. Makes no difference to me.” His graceful long fingers shuffled the deck with a magician’s skill. “I’m assuming you know the rules of piquet.”
When he tossed two cards in her direction she dropped her hand over them and gave him a hard glare. “I believe high card determines the dealer.”
He lowered the cards on the table and gave a shallow nod. “Ah, you are correct,” he said and slid the deck over to her. “You may draw first.”
Keeping her eyes fixed on his shifty gaze, Iona was about to flip over the top card on the deck when his hand crashed down on top of hers. “Let’s see some money on the table first.”
It took a basketful of courage for her to stay planted in her chair and draw out the ten pounds, six pence she had stuffed in her pocket. With much hesitation she placed her small fortune on the table.
It was all the money she had left from her quarterly allowance. If she were to lose it she wasn’t sure what she would do. Unlike her sisters, she’d never spent carelessly or had cause to go to her father with her hand out for charity.
And yet if she were to lose this money she’d be forced to plead her case and beg her father to pay the entrance fee for the upcoming gala in Sydney Gardens, celebrating Napoleon’s recent defeat at Waterloo. The gala promised to be quite a spectacle with troop reviews, marching bands and what promised to be the grandest of fireworks displays.
She shouldn’t take such a risk on a single game.
But if she were able to double what was left of her pin money, she’d be able to prove that she could, on some level, take care of herself.
“I have nothing to worry about,” she whispered.
“What did you say, ma’am?” he asked while he eyed her quite remarkable pile of banknotes and coins.
“I said, sir, I have nothing to worry about,” she replied with renewed confidence ringing in her voice. The game of piquet came naturally to her. Only rarely did she lose a set. Papa often said rather proudly that his little poppet had an uncommon cunning when it came to cards.
There was truly nothing to worry about.
“Whatever you say,” he said and tapped the deck. “You have first draw.”
Iona turned over the top card and was pleased to see the king of spades staring up at her. Only an ace could beat that.
The man’s grin never wavered. In fact he barely glanced down at her card before flipping over the next in the deck.
A sickly dread flooded her gut. What rotten luck.
He’d drawn the ace of hearts and won the deal.
“Now then,” he said as he resumed dealing the cards, “let’s not delay any longer in my winning that paltry sum of yours.”
His confidence, seemingly carved from marble, proved disconcerting. Iona frowned as she watched him deal, his gaze locked on hers. The swiftness of his fingers made her think of shiny-cloaked magicians and country fairs where sleight-of-hand was used to deceive.
She inched her chair closer to the table and watched his movements more carefully.
He started talking about the weather—dreadfully hot, did she not think?—local politics—never will Bath see the heights that Beau Nash once brought to this fair city—and the Lansdown races—a fine filly if ever there was one.
She did her best to ignore his persistent gabbing and the utter nonsense his gravelly singsong voice wheedled into her thoughts. Instead she focused all her attention on his fingers.
Something about the way he was dealing the cards was wrong.
“Sir!” She leapt out of her chair when finally she saw it clearly. “You are dealing your hand from the bottom of the deck. Why, you are nothing but a swindling card monger!”
Silence blanketed the room.
A heavy sigh filled her ears in the long moment that followed. He sucked in another breath and slowly turned his head up until he was staring down his frighteningly narrow nose at her. His black gaze looked dead, lifeless and just about as hard as the stone eagles threatening the front entranceway.
“What did you say?” His lips barely moved as he spoke.
“I saw you cheating me,” she declared, still feeling rather shocked that he would dare do such a thing.
“You’re calling me a double dealer?” he growled.
What was left of the cards in the deck dropped from his hand and scattered on the table. He rose from his chair until he was towering over her by several feet. The amber light above the table flickered fire into his eyes.
“I speak only the truth, sir,” she answered before realizing what an irrevocable gauntlet she had tossed down at his feet. In front of a crowded room she had challenged this man’s honor. And while she might have escaped unscathed if dressed as a lady, the gangly young upstart she resembled was surely due a thorough beating.
Things were spinning out of control. But really, she knew what she’d seen. He had tried to cheat her. She was merely trying to protect her pin money.
Oh, why hadn’t she listened to Nathan and agreed to stay away from the gaming tables in the first place?
Thinking her best option would be to disappear from the room as soon as possible, she reached out to retrieve her pile of money and—
A knife appeared in the man’s nimble grasp. Its long jagged blade sliced between her fingers and through the paper money clutched in her hand.
* * * * *
Chapter Ten
The sharp blade bit into Iona’s skin as it ripped her money from her clutches. She cried out and cradled her stinging hand to her chest.
“Hand that back, sir,” she hissed in a panic. He stuffed what was left of her monthly allowance into his coat pocket. “This is vastly unfair. You cheated me. You have no right to my money.”
Like a flash of lightning, he moved. He grabbed her and pinned her hand to the table. His sharp knife poised to cut into the knuckle of her forefinger. “If you’re not careful, I’ll chop off your pretty finger.” He gave her arm a powerful jolt, sending her sprawling across the table toward him. Her nose nearly banged up against his. His sharp breath curled around her face like a hot storm as he murmured in her ear, “Or perhaps you can convince me to save that finger by trading it for your body. One night. My bedroom. What do you say, my lady?”
Her heart was pounding in her throat. He-he wanted to use her like some common Cyprian? And if she refused, he was going to chop off her finger?
“No.” She tried to jerk away from him but he held on to her hand as if it had been caught in some terrible vise. “Please, no.”
He chuckled and released her, sending her stumbling backward. Her chair toppled over with a great crash.
A roar of laughter rose in that shadowy, smoke-laden room. She spun around in search for a friendly face, an ally who might help untangle her from this nightmare. What she found was a group of men, keeping to the shadows, watching her with the same interest they’d a theatrical production. Several of the so-called gentlemen were even returning to their games as if her fate was no business of theirs. Were there no heroes left in the world? Would no one rush to her aid or champion her?
Only Lord Grainger was marching in her direction, a look of determination stiffening his chin. Suddenly she felt trapped. To run in one direction, she’d end up caught in Lord Grainger’s grasp. And he’d wanted to drag her into a darkened alleyway. He was no different from the lusty card shark who was waiting to trap her and chop off her finger unless she gave him use of her body.
Men! They should all be locked away!
She raised her fists, prepared to fight off any bounder who dared to try and touch her. A doomed battle perhaps, but one she had no choice but to wage.
Her heart shuddered in her chest as she waited. Time seemed to stand still in those harrowing moments. And then it happened. Just as she feared, a strong male hand closed over her shoulder.
“I’ll not fall prey to any of you.” She drew back her arm. With a quick twist at the waist, she turned and punched her attacker in the belly. Only instead of hitting vulnerable flesh, her fist slammed into what felt like a tapestry-covered brick wall.
Two sturdy boots stood toe-to-toe with her much smaller pair. A pair of buff-colored doeskin breeches hugged the man’s powerful legs like a second skin. His stomach, which she’d already discovered to be rock-hard, was covered with a familiar navy blue coat and white marcella waistcoat.
“You’ve picked the wrong lad to fleece this time, Varner.” Iona immediately recognized his voice.
She sighed a deep breath of relief. “Lord Nathan. You won’t believe what this gentleman has asked, nay, demanded I—”
Her indignation froze as she watched Nathan’s expression harden. Violence glittered bright in his fixed gaze. With the bravery of a warrior knight, he stepped in front of Iona and placed himself dangerously close to the villain’s blade.
“You threatened a helpless…um…lad with a knife? And you demanded what?” Nathan’s cool tone left Iona shivering. She latched onto his arm.
“Please,” she whispered.
Varner still had that barbarous knife poised at the ready. If they weren’t careful, he could kill Nathan.
“You threatened the lad and demanded he do what?” Nathan’s voice rose.
Varner spat on the stained deep orange Oriental rug and snarled. He pointed the tip of his blade in Iona’s direction. “That whelp ain’t no lad—”
With the speed of a hawk dropping out of the sky to snatch his prey, Nathan pounced. Using a crushing grip, he twisted the long blade from the man’s grasp.
Varner gave a shout and spewed a string of creative curses involving horse parts, bog slime and a few things Iona simply couldn’t figure out. Spit dripped from the corner of his mouth by the time he was done. “Watch yourself in those dark alleyways, Wynter,” he warned, his face growing deep red. “You never know when someone might stick his point into your gullet.”
Though the threat had Iona’s insides quivering, Nathan didn’t appear to be concerned in the least. With one fluid motion, he drove the knife deep into the gaming table, reached into the villain’s pocket and retrieved Iona’s money.
“Come now, Varner. You can’t possibly hold a grudge against me or the lad when everyone here knows you use a marked deck of cards.” Dipping a mock bow and with a playful smile tripping over his lips, he bid the man a good night.
Iona’s watery legs were barely able to support her as Nathan led her down the narrow back stairs. When she would have liked to bolt from the building with a rabbit’s speed, he held her back.
“Let’s not create any more scenes right now,” he whispered and put his hand on her lower back to help her keep a steady, calm pace. His voice sounded hard again. Cold.
They made their exit from Goldsmith’s, stopping only long enough to retrieve their hats and gloves from the attendant.
Once they were out of the club, Nathan picked up his pace. His jaw muscles tightened. He urged her to trot alongside him down the street until they reached a gravel walk. Their boots crunched over the stones. The walk led them into the Orange Grove Park where a stone obelisk hiding in the shadows of the gothic Bath Abbey greeted them.
For a moment Iona had a devil of a time catching her breath. She leaned up against a fat tree trunk. “These-these men’s clothes are certainly accommodating for running away from villains,” she said, panting lightly.
Nathan shook his head. “Yes, I suppose they are deuced useful considering how you decided to take on one of the meanest coves in Goldsmith’s tonight.”
“Deuced useful,” she echoed.
In the breathless moment that followed, his gaze trapped hers.
“He wanted to take you to his bed?” he asked. His voice was as hard as the pebbles beneath their feet.
She didn’t want to answer him. She didn’t want to admit that she’d let herself get that far in over her head. The whole purpose of visiting a gambling hell had been to prove that she could hold her own—that she didn’t need her father or a husband to watch out for her or take care of her. But she’d failed. Miserably.
If not for Nathan…
She squeezed her eyes shut, desperate to hold back the tears that threatened. In her first attempt at independence, she had nearly fallen prey to two scoundrels. Her heart sank into her boots.
Nathan swore softly and pulled her into his arms. “I should never have let you out of my sight.”
He had no reason to feel as if he’d let her down. She’d been the one who had allowed Lord Grainger to lead her away.
“I admit that I should have never lost my temper and confronted Mr. Harlow…or you,” she said but poked her finger in his chest all the same. “But if you think you are going to school that young fop on ways to seduce me, you better think again.”
“You, for one, should know I would never—”
“Of course you will never—” she shouted over his protest, which was a surprise. She never shouted.
“Shush, love.” Nathan clamped his hand over her mouth and chuckled. “You’ve already caused not one but two scenes tonight. Let’s not try for a third.”
A smile relaxed her lips. She pushed his hand away. “It was rather outrageous how that gentleman tried to cheat me. For a moment I thought I must have been playing with Lillian!”
“Oh my, like playing with Lillian?” His eyes sparkled despite the darkness. “That must have been harrowing.”
“Yes,” she whispered and collapsed against his warm, inviting chest, shuddering with laughter.
“In the future, pray do not abandon me like that again. I-I believe I desperately need you,” she said and pressed her head against him. “You’re such a dear friend.”
From one moment to the next, something in the air shifted. The laughter was replaced with a tension charged with a heat that made her head feel light. His arms encircled her waist, effectively trapping her. He nudged her chin with his.
Her gut tightened as she realized her mistake. The laughter in her throat disappeared. Goodness, she would have been much safer in the clutches of that knife-wielding card monger at Goldsmith’s than in Nathan’s arms right now. Somehow she—or rather her unfettered emotions—had allowed him to gain the upper hand.
It was almost more than she could bear. His fiery stare felt as if it could burn straight through her, threatening to singe her until there was nothing left but a pile of ashes on the gravel walk. She drew a deep breath while listening to the thump-thump of her heart and wondered if he could hear her thundering beats.
A whispered sigh brushed against her cheek and sent shivers tiptoeing down her spine. She drew a deep breath and held it. Her eyes slipped closed as she waited for him to kiss her.
Instead Nathan muttered another curse. “You’re hurt.” It sounded like an accusation. He cradled her hand in his. “You’re bleeding, dammit. Why didn’t you say anything?”
Her hand had been stinging but not enough to cause concern. Yet, even in the dim light she could see the blood oozing from where Varner’s blade had bitten into the soft skin between her thumb and forefinger. The blood was staining her glove.
“I’ll kill him.”
The cold conviction in his voice frightened her. This wasn’t her tame, harmless friend who had the power to lure away her heart. He was as dangerous as the card mongers in Goldsmith’s. More dangerous since she cared for him and didn’t want him getting into trouble thanks to her mad schemes. And more dangerous even still since she suspected this more unpredictable Nathan had the power to snatch away her heart whether she wanted him to or not.
She touched his sleeve and felt the tension in his hard muscles. “Please,” she said, “it’s merely a scratch.”
“That blade was filthy. Your so-called scratch is likely to fester. We need to get it cleaned up.” He gave a frustrated huff. “I’ll have to wait and deal with Varner later.”
He kept his hand on her lower back as he guided her down the street, presumably taking her back home.
“For future reference,” he said tightly, “not that you’ll need it if I have any say—when a gentleman is sitting alone at a gaming table, avoid him. There’s a reason no one is playing cards with him.”
If not for that blasted nick on her hand, she’d still have her back pressed up against that smooth tree and him making love to her mouth. She wasn’t a total innocent. She knew when a man was on the verge of kissing a woman. And Nathan’s lips had been so close to hers that she could still taste the promise of his kiss.
Confound it! She wasn’t ready to go home. Not yet, not when her body was shouting for something to happen. But what? That nagging ache growing between her thighs was seeking a completion she didn’t quite understand.
He should be taking her home. But his apartment was closer. At least that’s what Nathan told himself as he led Iona up the short flight of steps and into his apartment’s tiny front parlor.
He held his breath, waiting for her to sneer at the sight of his modest living arrangements. His rented rooms weren’t a fit place to bring a wife—or future wife—or even a future, future wife. And Iona was accustomed to the most expensive comforts only those living at the most exclusive addresses could afford.
Though he was by no means impoverished, a large chunk of his income was being used to pay for his bastard nephew’s care and to keep Miss Darly silent. And then there were his worries over his father’s estate. He feared he might soon need to bail his brother out on that front as well. If not for his father’s fragile health, he’d stop covering for Edward’s mistakes and force him to start taking some responsibility for his actions.
But his father was still weak and covering up for Edward had almost become second nature to Nathan. Despite all that, he despaired that he couldn’t show Iona that he could take care of her in a manner she would expect. Seeing how he lived, she’d surely forever scorn the thought of marriage to him.
Graceful as ever—even with a frazzled wig, a cockeyed beaver hat and false mustache pasted to her upper lip—she wandered through the parlor with a serene expression pursed on her lips.
“This is where you live?” she asked, not giving any of her thoughts away.
He gave a nod. “I know it’s not much but it’s only temporary. As you know, before my father’s illness I spent most of my time in London.”
“Ah.” She ran her long fingers across the back of a worn stuffed chair as her gaze tripped over the walls cluttered with artwork that had been gifted to him from various London artists he’d made loans to over the years. Her lips curled into a faint smile. “It’s quaint.” She blinked up at him. “I like it.”
“You do?” He closed the front door and leaned against it. With his arms crossed, he watched as she continued to explore the parlor, touching and caressing the furniture. Her beautiful cornflower blue eyes grew wide as she drew her hand across the large, intricately carved oak desk that took up most of the room. His body tightened.
“The desk doesn’t fit with the rest of the furnishings. It’s rather out of place, isn’t it? Too fine, too large for its surroundings. Is it yours?” she asked.
He nodded. His thoughts were on anything but that desk. It took all his willpower not to sweep her up and show her another piece of furniture, a bed he’d set up in the middle of the room adjoining this parlor. A luxurious bed waiting for them, only a few steps away.
Would it really be so wrong? Waking her up to the wonders waiting for her in the marriage bed might even give Iona the push needed to bend her blasted resolve against marriage. True, breaching her maidenhead before making her his wife would only prove that he was the rogue society had painted him out to be.
Out of reach from the room’s pale flickering candlelight, he continued to watch her while he leaned against the now closed and locked door. Even wearing that blasted wig and mustache, she was beautiful and he wanted her more than he’d ever wanted any other woman. Slender as a wren and yet as bold as a tigress, Lady Iona was an uncommonly rare find among the ton. Remembering how she’d accepted him despite the dastardly reputation he’d heaped all around him made his heart thud even harder in his chest.
Regardless of her wishes concerning marriage and whether she wanted to become his wife or not, he desperately wanted to take her to his bed. And that made him feel exactly like the worst kind of lone wolf. One who lurked in the shadows, waiting for an innocent to fall into his clutches.
“It suits you.”
“What?” he asked, not at all sure what she was talking about. Surely she hadn’t seen past his closely guarded expression and read his thoroughly inappropriate thoughts.
“The desk,” she said and quickly licked her pearly lips. “It suits you.”
Their gazes met and for a heart-stopping moment he knew with a certainty that she wanted him as badly as he ached for her. Not knowing what he intended to do, yet fearing it would damn him forever to hell, he took a step toward her.
The narrow side door to the parlor slid open and Freddie, Nathan’s tireless valet, poked his head in the room.
“Will you be needin’ anything before bed, my lord?” Freddie asked around a wide yawn. His dark eyes landed on Nathan, who’d suddenly frozen in place.
Freddie knew Nathan’s stance and could read the look of predatory lust in his employer’s gaze only too easily. Fortunately he’d had enough practice over the past few years to know when to be discreet. He started to back out of the room.
“Beggin’ your pardon,” he said quietly, without even flicking a look in Iona’s direction. “I see you have everything you need for the night already.”
“Just a moment, Freddie.” Nathan needed to clean Iona’s wounded hand. That was the reason he’d brought her to his apartment in the first place. Not seduction. Though seduction might come later, her health came first.
Seemingly unable to help himself, Freddie looked up, his beady gaze drifting over to where Iona was standing. Of course he saw exactly what the blind fools in Goldsmith’s had seen—a lad.
His brows shot up.
“You-you and your…um…um…friend certainly wouldn’t be needin’ me for anything tonight?” Freddie asked, his drawl roughening and his throat working overtime.
Dash it all. Clearly Nathan’s valet’s already poor opinion of his thoroughly debauched employer just dropped a few rungs.
“Sir Percival Crumps has injured his hand,” Nathan explained through gritted teeth while silently cursing the depths he’d sunk to.
It was lowering to realize that even his trusted valet would jump to the worst conclusions about him. He wouldn’t be surprised if all of Bath would be talking about his out-of-control lusts that had him taking anything and everything into his bed—including impossibly shapely and awkwardly dressed lads.
“An injury, my lord?” Freddie’s voice trembled.
“There was an unfortunate incident with a knife at Goldsmith’s. I will need some strips of clean cloth and a basin of hot water to clean the wound,” Nathan said.
“Of course, my lord. A knife fight, my lord. Very clearly a logical reason to invite a youngster like Sir…um… Percival into your parlor. You couldn’t let him stumble home alone after finding himself on the wrong end of a knife. How very noble of you and—”
“The basin of water, Freddie,” Nathan urged.
“Of course.” Freddie rushed back toward the tiny kitchen, relief flowing through his voice and the color returning to his normally ruddy cheeks. “Right away, my lord.”
While they waited for Freddie’s return, Nathan focused his energies on taking care of Iona’s hand—and trying to forget about his desire to strip her naked. Oh, what pleasure he’d take in administering his attentions to not just her injury but to her entire body. With a muttered curse, he shook the thought away.
In the glow of the set of candles Freddie always lit in anticipation of Nathan’s return, he carefully peeled off Iona’s glove and turned her hand over in his own. The flow of blood had stopped. And though the gash needed to be cleaned, it wasn’t nearly as bad as he had feared. She hadn’t been downplaying the injury. It was only slightly worse than a nick.
He whooshed out a breath of relief.
“I doubt anyone will notice this small slice tomorrow,” he said and caressed her knuckles, enjoying the feel of her velvety smooth skin under the rough pads of his fingertips. Soon this woman—a creature as gentle as a sigh and as wild as a kitten—would be his wife…if things went his way.
But very little did go his way lately. And that worried him.
“You will have to start trusting and obeying me, Iona.” He tilted up her chin. “You could have been seriously hurt.”
Firelight flickered in her eyes. She swallowed hard and her lips parted as if she was going to argue. But she said nothing.
He didn’t know whether to be pleased or worried. The wizened part of him whispered that he should be worried. Very worried. This was her second brush with danger and the first one at the King’s Bath hadn’t cooled her ardor for adventure one blasted bit.
“Iona, I’m serious. This game has to stop. Here. Tonight.”
“But—”
Freddie interrupted them. He entered with several clean cloths draped over his arm and carrying a plain, ceramic basin of water. He was whistling a jaunty tune that came to an abrupt halt as he caught the two of them in such an intimate pose. The color seeped out from his cheeks again.
“The-the water, my lord. But perhaps I should come back later?”
Nathan quickly released Iona’s hand and took a step back.
“Set the water here.” Nathan pointed to his desk. While Freddie hovered, he took the clean cloth from his valet’s arm and dipped it into the basin. The steaming hot water nearly scalded his skin. But he knew from experience that the heat would help draw out the dirt and limit the threat of infection.
“This will hurt,” he warned Iona.
She tightened her lips and nodded.
He scrubbed the small wound with the hot, damp cloth. Her cheeks paled but she was brave. She inhaled slowly and turned her gaze to the ceiling. He supposed she was trying to hide the tears that were swimming in her beautiful eyes. Nathan noticed them though. Lately he seemed to be noticing every damned thing about her as if she were a glittering beacon in the gloom that had become his life.
“Freddie, fetch the brandy,” he growled, trying to tamp down the frustration beating through his body. Iona wanted his kisses and yet she still insisted he was nothing more than a dear friend. What he was feeling for her at this moment didn’t feel the least bit friendly though.
His valet murmured softly and rushed from the room.
“I’m fine,” she said once they were alone. “I don’t need a drink. Besides I can’t stand the taste of brandy.”
“Good. It’s not for you to drink,” he said more sharply than he intended.
Cleaning the wound with a healthy dose of brandy was a trick his governess had taught him. Growing up he was constantly coming home scraped and cut to ribbons. At first he thought his governess had been merely trying to punish him with the stinging liquid but, as he grew into adulthood, he realized that whenever he treated his own wounds with the brandy, he greatly reduced his chances of infection.
Despite the benefits of the brandy, knowing what he was about to do made him feel like the very devil. The alcohol he was about to pour onto her wound would burn like fire on her skin though he doubted it could possibly equal the pain he was feeling thanks to her changeable emotions toward him and toward the other men vying for her affections.
“Iona, about our future—” he started to say. But Freddie returned. Avoiding eye contact with either of them, he handed Nathan a small crystal decanter.
“I can handle it from here,” Nathan said, not wanting his valet to watch. If Iona were to cry out, Freddie would easily guess that his strange elf-like guest was actually a lady in disguise. He’d rather endure Freddie’s scowls and low opinion than risk having Iona’s identity revealed, even to old, dependable Freddie.
Once the valet left them alone in the room again, Nathan opened the bottle. “I’m sorry about this,” he said.
“So am I.” Her voice sounded rough.
Certain that, if he waited any longer, he wouldn’t be able to properly clean the wound, he held the wet cloth underneath her hand and poured a healthy draught of the alcohol over the small cut.
She hissed a breath but took the pain as bravely as any man he’d ever seen.
“That’s my girl.” Once he’d dabbed the alcohol from her hand, he drew her close and planted a light kiss on her forehead.
Of course he ached to do more than kiss her with a chaste tenderness he reserved for his favorite elderly aunt. Their bodies fit well together. He tightened his arms around her and enjoyed how her breasts pressed against his chest. She hugged him back and wiggled as if trying to get every last inch of her front into contact with his. His body tightened even more. He was convinced she could feel the solid proof of his desire pressing against her belly. More than likely, she would understand what happened between a man and a woman. Though an innocent, she wasn’t young or stupid.
Only vastly inexperienced.
Nathan groaned when his blasted conscience kicked in. To take advantage of her budding and somewhat uncontrolled womanly desires would be wrong. She didn’t fully understand what she was doing to him. She couldn’t.
He refused to believe she would knowingly tease him so cruelly by wiggling up against him like that. And that’s what she was doing to him quite thoroughly, teasing his body to a point of arousal that made it damnably hard to think.
What he needed to do was turn the tables on her. After all, she’d silently brooded during their entire walk to his apartment after leaving the Orange Grove. All because he’d refused to give her mustached lip a kiss. Served her right.
It frustrated him that their relationship was being relegated to clandestine assignations. This was exactly what he needed to do, wrest the reins out of her hands and take control of their game.
When he pulled away she gave a strangled cry.
“Does the sight of your blood frighten you?” he asked, since she seemed to be staring at her hands. The cut was bleeding a little after being so thoroughly cleaned, though he seriously doubted it was the blood that made her cry out.
She shook her wigged head and leaned forward slightly. “I’m not frightened.”
You should be.
To hell with his short-lived plan of teasing her but not giving in. His heart was pounding wildly against his ribs. He tossed aside the damp cloth, peeled off that blasted mustache she was wearing and removed the frizzy wig.
Taking a virgin, an innocent, to his bed was one line he’d promised himself he’d never cross but, dammit, Iona was going to be his wife. He’d already decided that he’d fight the devil to win her if need be. So why not rush the consummation and enjoy himself now?
Because he cared for her. Of course he’d always been fond of her. And had once believed himself in love with her. But all of those emotions paled in comparison to what he was feeling for her right now. The thought of losing her pained him even deeper than the torment he’d suffered when his family had turned their backs on him, refusing to even listen to his explanations.
For her he would do the right thing—even if it meant not touching her until she agreed to become his wife.
* * * * *
Chapter Eleven
Iona held her breath, praying he’d sweep her off her feet. He had a fevered look that made her belly dance. But instead of drawing her close again or touching her like he had that wonderful night at the King’s Bath, he was pulling away.
He was so infuriating!
Couldn’t he read the signs she was sending? Certainly he wasn’t so daft he didn’t understand that she wanted him as strongly as he wanted her.
And he wanted her. Of that she was certain. She’d felt the proof of his desire pressing against her belly.
They were both adults and far enough away from the prying eye of the ton to be safe. No one would need to know what might transpire tonight with her alone with him in his apartment.
So why was he acting as skittish as a feral cat?
Certainly his priggish behavior wasn’t stemming from an overblown sense of honor. He’d told her time and again that he didn’t care what society thought of him. And that he didn’t let the rigid rules of the ton control his actions.
What would she have to do to get him to kiss her again? At the King’s Bath he couldn’t seem to get enough of her lips but ever since their walk in Sydney Gardens, he appeared to be stubbornly set against the idea.
Maybe if she licked her lips as if she’d just savored a juicy orange, he might change his mind.
“Why won’t you kiss me?” she demanded instead.
“Why won’t I—” He raked a hand through his hair. “I’m not an animal that attacks every piece of fluff it encounters. Regardless of what you may have heard, I can control my urges.”
So that was it, he was trying to be noble. For her sake. Fustian! Her perfect reputation was ruining her life. Even the most disreputable of rakes refused to kiss her.
“I’m taking you home,” he said and grabbed up his hat.
Tears sprang to her eyes. She supposed she should be thanking him.
He paused halfway to the door. His shoulders tensed. Her heart shuddered in the silence that followed. She didn’t want to leave without his kiss and he appeared determined to deny her. He was going to send her on her way like an errant child.
“Dammit, don’t you dare cry.” He whirled around. She stumbled back a step while he advanced on her. In a flash, his arms were encircling her as he pulled her close.
“I have done as you have demanded. I have taken you to Goldsmith’s.” His deep voice caressed her lonely lips. “I have shown you the terrible trouble a gentleman can make for himself. Now you will do something for me.”
She nodded and then craned her head forward, seeking his kiss. “Anything…”
“Anything?” he said, his gaze pressed through her. “And I can hold you to your word?”
She’d give him the moon and the stars if only he’d kiss her. “Anything,” she whispered.
The heat spiraling between them was suddenly gone. And his lips were suddenly nowhere near hers. There was a calculating gleam in his eyes. He looked dangerous, ruthless. “I will escort you to the upcoming Victory Gala at Sydney Gardens where we will be seen together by others in a very proper setting.”
“I-I-I—” This was impossible.
“And you will stroll through the crowds at the gala on my arm,” he added.
Much to Iona’s chagrin, he stepped far enough away from her lips that she suspected that, unless she made a move, there weren’t going to be any kisses for her this night.
“It appears you have suitably composed yourself,” he said, the lack of emotion in his voice chilled her. Without giving her a second glance, he started back toward the door. “I shall walk you home.”
None of this was going as she’d planned. She couldn’t be seen with Nathan in public. Not when the official announcement of her engagement to Lord Lovington loomed a mere handful of days away.
Blast it! She’d given her word of honor she’d do anything for him. When he’d asked for her vow, her mouth had watered, expecting his desires to be directed toward the shadowy privacy of the bedroom, not to parade their attachment under the scrutinizing eyes of society. She’d simply have to talk him out of holding her to her word and pressing her to waltz into the Victory Gala on his arm. It was a terrible idea. Worse than terrible. It would set tongues to wagging.
A gentleman with his reputation being seen with her would be such an odd match that all of Bath would be tittering by the next morning. Word would surely spread across London before the week’s end. She had to talk him out of this.
Before she had a chance to launch into a somewhat heated argument, he set his hands on her shoulders and directed her toward the door.
“You are impossible,” she huffed, fighting an urge to scream at him. He’d so overset her, she teetered on the verge of matching Lillian’s and her mother’s skill in throwing a tantrum.
“So are you.” He sounded as prickly as she felt.
“Good.” She crossed her arms under her tightly bound breasts and glared.
He was too handsome for his own good. He’d tossed off his hat and his blond hair was in an adorable state of dishevelment.
“I’d hate to think I was the only one suffering tonight,” she grumbled.
“Every blasted moment I spend with you, I suffer,” he shot back.
Oh, he was worse than impossible. Why didn’t he simply go ahead and kiss her? Why make them both suffer? Simmering with frustration, she impulsively rose up on her tiptoes and cupped her hands around the back of his neck. She pressed her lips to his, taking the kiss he seemed so bound and determined to deny her.
“Take me to your bed.” She couldn’t believe those words had sprung from her mouth. And yet they felt right. She didn’t want to go home. Not yet.
He drew back and eyed her critically. She could almost see the thoughts spinning in his head.
“You’re serious,” he said finally.
She was terrified. Excited. And suspected what she was asking would lead to a basket load of troubles. Even so, her enflamed body wasn’t willing to let her sedate, dreadfully proper, logical mind talk her way out of this one.
Unable to speak, she nodded.
“You want me to take you to my bed? And do what a husband would do for a wife?”
That was the hitch. Would his dratted sense of honor toward her again leave him eager to fall on the matrimonial sword for her, like it had done the night at the King’s Bath?
He was watching her with an intensity that left her shaking. Did she see a spark of possession gleaming in his eyes? Was he like all the other dratted gentlemen in her life, interested only in wedding the paragon of perfection, the perfect Duke’s daughter?
As much as she ached for him, she feared that he too didn’t see beyond her pretty façade. Her recent reckless behavior obviously confounded him. She’d caught him frowning at her several times this evening alone.
“Well?” he asked.
While her body’s desires were still warring with her logical mind, she couldn’t seem to speak. This moment was too big, too important for words. Despite her fears and worries about his intentions and the consequences of the moment, this was something she wanted. Desperately.
Yes.
She nodded again.
Take me to your bed.
If she were to succeed in convincing her father that she didn’t have to marry her cousin, or anyone else for that matter, she’d soon find herself an ape leader and confirmed spinster. This might be her only chance to experience the pleasures of the marriage bed she’d heard spoken about only in parlor-room whispers. And she couldn’t imagine letting anyone other than Nathan teach her the secrets of passion.
“I need to hear the words, Iona.” There was an edge of panic in his voice. “Tell me what to do.”
“I need you to complete the lesson,” she managed to choke out and then swallowed deeply. “I need you to teach me how to truly live. I’m tired of hiding behind this serene smile and pretending that I’m happy. Take me to your bed.”
With a low growl, he swept her into his arms and carried her across the room. His pace remained steady and determined, not even letting something as bothersome as a door get in his way. He kicked it open and crossed the threshold into the most private of places—his bedchamber.
A sweet and spicy aroma greeted her. She breathed in deeply.
“What is that heavenly scent?” She whispered the question.
“The candles.” Half a dozen candles were scattered throughout the room in ornately jeweled brass and copper holders. Their flames smelled nothing like the tallow candles used in her bedchamber. “I have them imported from China.”
How exotic. It complemented the décor of the room. She’d expected his bedchamber to be plainly furnished, matching the slightly shabby parlor, not a pleasure room more suited for an exotic sultan. Brightly colored silks with elaborate scenes hung on the walls. A crimson silk covered the rather large bed that took center stage in the middle of the room. Dozens of fringed pillows and bolsters spanned across the bed’s headboard.
The silk draping the bed depicted a dark-skinned man kneeling in front of a scantily dressed and equally exotic-looking woman. He was taking the woman’s bared breast into his mouth. The smaller silks hanging on the walls also had exotic men frozen for all time in shocking poses with nearly naked women.
One in particular caught her eye. A young woman, naked from the waist down, was sprawled on her back in a grassy meadow. Her legs were slung over the fully dressed gentleman’s shoulders. And the man’s long, pink tongue—Iona gasped—was licking the tender place between the woman’s thighs. This room was as wicked as…
Her gaze flew to meet Nathan’s determined and lust-clouded blue eyes.
As wicked as Nathan’s reputation. A reputation she’d refused to credit until now. In a state of distress, her mind reeled. What if? What if?
“Why is your room decorated like…like you’re an unrepentant, dangerous rogue?” she demanded to know.
He stopped mid-step and considered the question, his eyes not straying from her body. For the briefest moment, his playful mask slipped and she read regret in those brilliant blue eyes before he gave a negligent shrug.
“This is what society expects of me, isn’t it?”
His reply only caused more confusion. She had a feeling there was a deeper reason behind his playing the part of rogue so completely. And if the persona he presented to society was a lie, she was also beginning to wonder whether everything she knew about him was a lie too.
She was about to press him for answers but he dipped his head and claimed her lips, washing away her straying thoughts and questions. This was Nathan—the Nathan she’d fallen in love with nearly two years ago—not the big bad wolf with a taste for devouring innocent virgins. Although, after seeing that wall hanging, the thought of being devoured by a man was beginning to take on a whole new meaning…
She suddenly felt hot and damp between her legs. Her head was spinning so fast she barely noticed when he dropped her onto his bed.
He climbed on top of her with his legs straddling her. His roaming hands fondled her bound breasts through the layers of clothing while his tongue eased past the barrier of her lips to dip into her mouth. She groaned.
There were too many layers of clothes between them. Her body instinctively ached to feel him against her, flesh against flesh. She wrapped her legs around his hips and pressed herself against the demanding bulge in his pants. Abandoning all modesty, she rubbed against him, thrilling in the pleasure the friction and heat brought.
He growled in her mouth and pulled away. For a frisson of a heartbeat, she worried that her bold, wicked behavior had shocked him. A blush started to sting her cheeks when he pulled her to the side of the bed.
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