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Chapter 1

The Cornish Coast

May 1881




He had the look of danger about him.

Kitty Robertson recognized it the moment she spotted him, standing alone on the rocky shore, gazing out to sea, toward the horizon, as though he were daring the sun to rise.

Or perhaps he was commanding it not to.

Because its brightness would surely reveal what the dawn shadows were presently hiding, what had immediately captured her breath and her attention when she’d clambered over the rocks, hoping for a bit of isolated seashore: his perfect, naked form standing proud as though he had been carved from the very boulders on which he stood.

He was truly magnificent. It took every bit of willpower she possessed to stay rooted exactly where she was when she desperately wanted to cross the short distance that separated them and touch him. Trail her fingers over those sculpted muscles that were burning bronze as the sun pushed back the last remnants of night.

She’d never seen anything so glorious—except in that secret, dark corner of her mind where lustful thoughts tempted her with wickedness, shamed her with their clarity. She knew a lady of her upbringing shouldn’t harbor such vivid, carnal images—much less crave the sight of them. And yet she did. Whenever her mind had occasion to drift, it was lured toward perilous thoughts that threatened her purity.

And that was the very reason that this man was so extremely dangerous. Because he embodied every sinful fantasy that she’d ever dared to dream.

As the morning’s light faded from gray, she could see that the thick, black strands of his hair were too heavy with dampness to move much with the breeze that wafted in across the sea. He’d been swimming no doubt, and she marveled that he wasn’t shivering. The waters off the coast of England were cold, not nearly as welcoming as the warm currents that washed in off the Texas coast in summer.

She’d often swum in the Gulf of Mexico, had actually been contemplating a quick dip into these chilly waters.

Until she’d happened upon Poseidon here. The man did truly resemble a god. From the top of his head, along the entire length of his long torso and longer legs, down to his rounded heels. As unacceptable as it was, she wished he’d turn so she might glimpse a full view of him.

A decent woman would have averted her gaze immediately upon spying him; she wouldn’t have ducked back and prayed that she wouldn’t be sighted while she leisurely took her fill of him, cataloging each dip and curve and flat plane that had come together to create such perfection.


Unexpectedly, he twisted and crouched, to retrieve his clothing she realized at the exact moment that his gaze fell on her, holding her captive as easily as his lean body had only moments before. He seemed slightly startled, not overly alarmed, more curious than anything else. And she realized the sun that had so clearly revealed him was now also exposing her.

She spun on her heel, lifted her skirts, and darted back the way she’d come, scampering over the rocks until they gave way to the pebble-and-sand shore. She broke into a full run, the wind whipping her hair in her face, pressing her skirt against her legs. She ran until she reached the path she’d followed to the shore. Ran until she reached a less desolate area, where her passing would no longer be marked. When the brush thickened, she found a place where she could lie on the cool grass unobserved. She curled into a tight ball, wrapped her arms closely around herself, and wept.

Wept because she was as wicked as the woman who had given birth to her without the benefit of marriage. Wept because no matter how hard she tried, she never was as pure as the woman who had raised her.

Wept because her body was hot with lust, and she feared a time would come when the lust would consume her.



Richard Stanbury, the sixth Duke of Weddington, pressed a light kiss to the papery-thin cheek the duchess had turned up toward him as soon as he’d entered the dining room. “Good morning, Mother. You’re up early.”

“Not nearly as early as you apparently.”

Deigning to ignore the tone of chastisement in her voice, he walked to the sideboard and exhibited unparalleled interest in loading his plate with the varied offerings. He was always starving after an early-morning swim. Starving and invigorated.


He was especially invigorated this morning after catching sight of the siren who’d been watching him from behind a massive boulder. He’d wanted to follow her, but he’d hardly been in a state to do so, and by the time he’d thrown on his clothes, she’d disappeared. Not that his damp and rumpled appearance would have impressed her or caused her not to fear him. Still, it might have been worth the effort and the risk. He was trying to determine whether he should be embarrassed, intrigued, or merely amused by the fact he’d been caught—quite unawares and obviously naked—by the young woman.

He sat at his place at the head of the table, set down his plate, and took a sip of the tea that the footman had already prepared and sweetened to his liking.

“I’m not quite certain it’s seemly for you to be going out at dawn,” his mother said.

“It would be more unseemly should I be arriving home at dawn, I should think.”

His mother harrumphed. Deducing that he’d expertly put an end to that avenue of conversation, he enjoyed his first bite of poached egg before opening The Times, which his butler had dutifully ironed and set at Richard’s place before his arrival—exactly as it had been prepared for his father when he was alive. More than sixteen years had passed since Richard had easily, albeit guiltily, stepped into his father’s shoes and inherited the daily rituals and traditions as well as the titles.

“Anne and I shall be leaving for London at the end of the week,” his mother said.

“Jolly good for you,” he responded distractedly, more interested in the country’s news than the social gossip. He couldn’t invest wisely if he didn’t keep abreast of the latest inventions and industrial progress.

“You should join us in making the social rounds this year.”


“I have far too many other important matters to attend to.”

“Nothing can be more important than providing an heir to your titles.”

Tightening his jaw, he lifted his gaze and met the challenge in his mother’s eyes. “I am well aware of my responsibilities, Mother.”

She seemed to shrink before him. “Oh, Richard, I’m sorry. I know you are. You’ve always been such a good lad—except in this one area. You are all of four-and-thirty. It’s high time you took a wife.” She leaned forward slightly, hope in her blue eyes. “Don’t you think?”

Ah, the shrewd manipulator. She’d learned long ago that if she told him what to do, his stubborn nature would insist he stand strong in his defiance against her. Ask him politely, and he caved in like a castle built of sand when the waves washed over it.

“I shall consider it—”

“Splendid!”

“—next Season.”

She pursed her lips in annoyance. “And whatever is wrong with considering it this Season?”

“I am not in the mood for the hunt.”

“The hunt? Dear God, Richard, there will be no hunting to be done. The unmarried women will flock to you like sheep in need of a shepherd.”

“And I daresay that I shall not find a single one of them suitable. I have devised a standard of specific amenable behaviors that I shall expect my duchess to exhibit, and I assure you, Mother, that flocking is not one of them.”

Her mouth twitched, and he knew she was fighting to hold back her smile. She couldn’t properly chastise him if she was laughing.

“By flocking, I simply meant to imply enthusiasm. Surely you want a vibrant woman.”


Vibrant? Most assuredly. He thought of the young lady he’d sighted that morning. She’d been dressed quite plainly, but her attire could have been due to the early hour. Surely she’d not expected to encounter anyone before dawn had welcomed the day.

Her hair had drawn his eyes to her: a brilliant red that rivaled the morning sun with its radiance. The sea breeze had toyed with it, whipping loose strands around her face and shoulders, and an image of her writhing on satin sheets had immediately filled his mind. His lower extremity had quickly hardened. Another reason—besides the lack of clothing—that he’d been unable to give chase. It had been a long while since he’d reacted so strongly to a woman, a reaction more mysterious because he’d been too far away to acquire a distinct impression of her features. A pity that.

He turned his gaze back to the newspaper, but his attention was not drawn to the words, rather it was still trying to make sense of his reaction to the woman. She was petite, slender of form, but he’d gained none of the details he usually required in order to start his blood to boiling. He didn’t know if her breasts would fit snugly within the palm of his hands or overflow. Were her hips and waist as narrow as they appeared, or narrower still, disguised by the drab cut of her dress? Would her eyes draw a man in or hold him at bay? With titian hair and fair skin, would she be powdered with freckles or as unblemished as freshly fallen snow?

Freckles he decided. A ghastly abundance of them since she’d obviously intended to greet the day without benefit of a hat or parasol to shield her face from the sun. Again he thought it a pity. He was not overly fond of freckles, was of the opinion that a woman should take more care with her appearance. Decidedly any woman he took as his duchess would do so. The image one projected to the world held more importance than one’s true self—particularly within the circles in which he walked.

“Good morning, all!” Anne sang out as she strolled into the room, her skirts swishing over the polished wood.

Richard lifted his gaze in time to see his sister bend down and kiss their mother’s cheek much as he had only moments earlier. She’d come late into his parents’ lives, when they’d all but given up hope that another child would grace their family. Anne took great care with her appearance, so she was always a pleasure to behold, a ray of sunshine on the dreariest of days. Her husband would be a fortunate man, a fortunate man indeed.

“You seem in high spirits this morning,” their mother said.

“I have no reason not to be. We shall be off to London in a few days, and it promises to be an extremely interesting Season.”

She fairly skipped over to the sideboard. Even knowing that incessant babbling would soon begin, Richard gave his attention back to his newspaper and the assortment of food on his plate.

“What have you heard?” his mother asked with obvious curiosity.

The two of them could spend hours discussing matters that bored Richard to distraction. While they spoke words, he generally heard only a distant humming. He focused more intently on the article he was reading, as Anne took her place at the table.

“Before I tell you, I have to confess to being terribly upset with Richard.”

“My goodness, what’s he done now?” his mother asked.

“He kept a secret from us. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about Farthingham.”


The humming gave way to clarity, the words on the page blurred, and Richard’s heart beat with such ferocity he heard the pounding between his ears. He slowly lowered his newspaper and looked at his sister. “How did you hear about him?”

“I received a letter from Prissy yesterday, and she told me all.”

Lady Priscilla Norwood, the Earl of Blythemoore’s daughter, and one of Anne’s sillier friends. She had a tendency to begin and end each sentence with a bout of giggling that preyed on the hardiest of men’s nerves.

“Farthingham is your best friend,” Anne continued. “I should have been the one to start the juicy rumors. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”

He shook his head, unable and unwilling to believe the secret was out. “It wasn’t my place to tell anyone anything.”

Then anger took hold. Anger for what his friend would endure, and for the absolute pleasure his sister seemed to be taking in it. Was she so naive that she failed to understand the impact this knowledge would have on his friend’s life? “Besides, gossip is the domain of silly girls who have nothing better to do with their time,” he remonstrated.

“I’m not a silly girl! I’ll have you know that I’m a young lady—”

“Then behave like one for God’s sake!” he roared, coming to his feet. “Can you not comprehend how this knowledge spread throughout England without his consent will ruin his life?”

“Why? Because she’s American?”

Everything within him calmed, his heart slowed, his blood settled. Good God. Was it possible Anne was referring to another secret, a secret Richard had been unaware of, didn’t know?


Narrowing his eyes, he gave his throat a sound clearing and demanded of his sister, “What exactly did Lady Priscilla say?”

“That rumors abound that Farthingham will soon announce his betrothal to an American heiress. That’s all really. But you’ve never liked Americans, have you? Is that the reason you kept this bit of news to yourself?”

He’d kept it to himself because he hadn’t known about it. A part of him couldn’t fathom the notion that Farthingham was taking a wife. Another part of him understood that his longtime friend, by virtue of his rank and birth, had no choice. Richard sat, trying to appear calm, fighting not to reveal exactly how upset he’d become.

He slid his gaze to his mother, who was studying him as though he’d suddenly sprouted a second head. He gave his attention back to his sister, who, at nineteen, had not yet achieved the maturity to be aware of such shifting undercurrents.

“I’m not particularly fond of them, no. The ladies appear to be interested only in securing themselves a title without the benefit of a heritage that can ensure they appreciate exactly what it is they are attaining.”

“I find them fascinating. They are so confident. And so beautiful. Have you ever seen an American lady who wasn’t beautiful?”

“Truthfully, Anne, I’ve paid them little notice.”

“That’s because you avoid the social scene. I have heard some of these ladies have as many as two hundred evening gowns. Can you imagine that? I have only four.”

“Then have another sewn,” Richard suggested as he again picked up his newspaper and strove to give the articles his undivided devotion.

“Richard, you’re missing the point entirely.”

“The point, Anne, is that they are spoiled. They live a life of excess. Why would any woman need two hundred gowns? She wouldn’t. That’s ridiculous. They’re ridiculous.”

“Apparently Farthingham doesn’t think so. If the rumors are true, which I’m fairly certain they must be since Prissy has a reputation for spreading reliable gossip.”

“I find it inherently troublesome that you’re concerned about the integrity of her reputation for spreading gossip when that very gossip has the potential to damage others’ reputations. Do you not see the irony in your thinking?”

“I see that you’re in a foul mood this morning. You’ve yet to take delight in a single comment I’ve made. Is your back troubling you?”

“No,” he answered succinctly. The pain his back sometimes gave him was a reminder of his weakness and failures. It was not something he wished to acknowledge or discuss. “The spreading of gossip troubles me.”

Anne wrinkled her nose at him and turned to her mother. “What do you think, Mama?”

“I agree with Richard that gossip is troubling.” Her eyes sparkling, she leaned toward Anne. “However, it can also be a great deal of fun when it isn’t malicious—as is true in this case, I would say. If the rumors surrounding Lord Farthingham are indeed true, however, I suspect he is more interested in what the lady can bring to the family coffers than the number of evening gowns in her wardrobe. And we may be grateful our family is not in a position that would force Richard to marry an American in order to secure our future.”

“Oh, I do hope you’re wrong on that point and that money is not the reason he’s marrying her,” Anne lamented. “I believe one should marry for love and love alone.”

“That’s because you’re young,” Richard said.

“And you’re cynical.”

“I’m pragmatic.”


“Do you suppose Mother’s right? Do you think it’s her money that has drawn him to her?”

“Probably,” he said quietly.

She pinched off a bit of muffin and popped it into her mouth. “A shame that. I’ve always liked Farthingham. For a while I thought he might even have an interest in me.”

“I thought you wanted to marry for love,” Richard reminded her.

“I do. But I think I could have fallen in love with him.” She laughed lightly. “He’s such fun. You didn’t have a quarrel, did you? He hardly comes around anymore.”

“Of course, we didn’t quarrel. If Lady Priscilla’s rumors are true, then I suspect he has been busy hunting for a suitable heiress. Courtship is a rather troublesome and time-consuming affair.”

“As if you would know. Honestly, Richard, the mamas only express an interest in me because they think I’ll bring you along. You could have your pick of any woman in London.”

“I was telling him much the same thing earlier, my dear, before you came down for breakfast,” his mother said.

“Am I to assume you two will plot against me this Season?” he asked.

“We could have a double wedding,” Anne said. “Wouldn’t that be fun?”

“I think you should have a day devoted exclusively to you.”

She sipped her tea before looking askance at him. “Were you serious? May I have a new gown?”

He laughed. “Of course, you may have a new gown. Order a hundred if it will make you happy.”

“But not two hundred?”

“We wouldn’t want anyone to confuse you with an American, now would we?”


“That’ll never happen. I haven’t their poise.”

“You’re extremely graceful. Lovely. Enchanting. Any peer in England would be fortunate to catch your fancy.”

“I’d rather you say any man in England.”

“Any man then. What’s the difference?”

“Not all men are peers.”

Ah, an undercurrent. The little brat might indeed understand how they worked, because he was certainly aware of one threatening to work itself into an undertow. “Any man you marry will be a peer,” he stated succinctly.

“Why?”

“Because your father was a duke, your mother is a duchess, and by God, you are worthy of a man with a title. To consider a common man is absurd.”

“But what if I cannot love a man with a title?”

“You will learn to love him.”

She released a shriek that damn near pierced his eardrums. “Oh! You are so archaic. You cannot force love; you cannot make it happen. It simply comes upon you, enfolds you in its warmth.”

She had tears brimming in her eyes.

“Don’t be distressed, Anne. I won’t force you to marry a man you care nothing for.”

“But neither will you allow me to marry a man I love if he is not titled.”

He shook his head in frustration. “This is ludicrous. Why do you argue for marrying a commoner when not more than ten minutes ago you were lamenting your inadequate selection of gowns?” He held up a hand. “Two hundred gowns.” He held up the other hand. “Commoner.” He made a great show of trying to press his palms together and never letting them get within an inch of each other. “Conflicting desires. You cannot have both.”

“There is no guarantee I’ll acquire the gowns by marrying a peer. What if he is an impoverished lord like Farthingham?”

“Then I shall make a settlement on you for a yearly sum that will ensure you have the gowns.”

“If I’m to have such a generous settlement, then it matters not whether he is a peer or a commoner.”

“Of course, it matters. Why do you persist in arguing for your right to marry a commoner?”

“I persist in arguing for my right to marry for love!”

“Why upset yourself by debating falling in love with a commoner when it will not happen?”

“Because it very well might have happened already.”

She jumped up from her chair, nearly toppling it over, and rushed from the room. As a general rule, he was not slow-witted, yet he stared after her, unable to make any sense of her words or what exactly had transpired.

“Well, that didn’t go well at all, did it?” his mother asked, pressing her napkin to each corner of her mouth.

“Tell me she has not fallen in love with a commoner.”

“To tell you that would be to lie to you, and to the best of my recollection, I have never lied to you.”

Richard slumped back in his chair. He had an irrational urge to return to the shoreline, find the vixen he’d sighted that morning, grab her, and toss them both off a cliff into the sea. If he was going to drown, he didn’t wish to drown alone.

“How could it have happened?” Richard asked, absolutely dumbfounded. “No gentleman has been calling.”

“Perhaps courtship is not as complicated as you presume.”

He snorted. “If she has spent no time in this man’s company, then she is no doubt only experiencing infatuation. Probably in love with the color of his eyes or some such unimportant drivel.” An image of red hair flashed before him, unsettling him. “Still, it might be best if you leave for London a bit sooner than you’d originally planned. Introduce her around—”

“She’s been seen by everyone.”

“Then she’ll be seen again. I shall make inquiries and find someone to take her mind off this person.” He shook his head. “I suppose I’ll need to be a bit more involved this year.”

His mother’s face brightened. “And in so doing, perhaps you’ll find someone for yourself. I mean, if Farthingham is marrying, then surely it is time for you.”

“As you said, Farthingham is in need of funds. I am not.”

She sighed. “Like Anne, at one time I thought he might ask for her hand in marriage.”

“Be grateful he did not. He would not have made Anne happy. I cannot imagine him making any woman happy. He would try. I’ll grant Farthingham that much. But I seriously doubt he would succeed.”

“Perhaps you underestimate him.”

“I think it most unlikely. But if he must marry, an American is probably an ideal solution for him. For her sake, I pray it is only his title she is after.”

Because he knew Nicholas Glenville, the Marquess of Farthingham, better than most. Well enough to be trusted with his secret, a secret Richard knew would doom any marriage before vows were ever exchanged.







    

Chapter 2




Crouched on a boulder near the top of the heap that storms and nature had delivered without care over the centuries, hidden by the night’s waning shadows, Richard waited in tense anticipation to see if the woman would show. He couldn’t explain his behavior. He’d never sighted her before yesterday and had no reason to believe she would miraculously reappear today.

And yet here he was contemplating the possibility that perhaps she was at the shore on holiday. Or more likely, her employers were here on holiday—considering the plainness of her attire. He was unaccustomed to seeing anyone within this cove. His family had laid claim to it generations before, and the locals were well aware that trespassing was not allowed—another reason he’d deduced the woman must be a visitor in the area.

The possibility also existed that she was demented, not right in her mind, wandering about without benefit of chaperone until she’d stumbled on him, obviously taking her fill of him. He wondered if she’d liked what she’d seen, then chastised himself for caring.

As a general rule, he was not vain. Mainly because he found little about himself that lent itself well to vanity. Without the proper attire of a gentleman, he could easily be mistaken for a dockside worker or a fisherman, a laborer of some sort. He simply did not possess fine patrician features. Rather he looked as though his face had been hewn from rock, chiseled with care to be sure, but never finely sanded into perfection.

So the possibility existed that the lady—on getting a clearer inspection of him when he’d twisted around yesterday morning—had run, not because she’d been spotted—as he’d presumed—but because she hadn’t found his face nearly as interesting as she had his bare back, buttocks, and thighs. For all he knew, she might not have given him another thought once she’d dashed off.

While he had been burdened with the inability to cease thinking of her, of the fiery shade of her hair that had so mimicked the sun. He couldn’t help but believe she would be equally bold, daring, and passionate. Surely God would not give such an alluring feature to a docile woman. It would be cruelty in the extreme, when she so easily captured a man’s attention.

No, indeed. If Darwin’s theory of evolution were to be believed, then women such as she would have no choice but to populate the world with titian goddesses, and men would be powerless to prevent it. Indeed, they would be overjoyed to ensure it.

The more he pondered what he knew of her, the more conclusions he drew regarding what he did not know. He thought it highly unlikely that her features would be unflattering or that he would find anything about her unwelcoming. Within his gut, he’d experienced a sharp primal attraction the instant his gaze had fallen on her. He couldn’t explain it, and yet neither could he deny its existence.

It was the solitary reason he now waited with the uncharacteristic patience of a saint for her arrival when he had no way of knowing if she would even appear. Madness. He was engaged in absolute madness. He should take his morning swim, be done with it, and return home.

Instead he waited as though he did not have businesses to oversee, estate managers to meet with, and preparations to be made for the journey to London. He’d become responsible for all five of his family’s holdings when he was a mere eighteen, and the sea had savagely stolen his father from him. Richard had taken control with a firm hand and a vision his father had argued against, a vision that would serve to catapult them into the next century.

Modern advances were moving forward too rapidly. A man either embraced them or drowned. His father had drowned. Literally.

Richard fought back the images threatening to overcome him. He did not wish to deal with them now, preferred never to deal with them, but they lurked in the corners of his mind, waiting until he lowered his guard, until he was weakest, to pounce. They were the reason he seldom imbibed alcohol and seldom lay down to sleep unless he was completely exhausted. Only a strong, determined will could beat back the memories. And that will he had inherited from his father tenfold.

He forced his thoughts back to the woman who had deprived him of his morning swim. Not that it was too late to take one, but fate would no doubt deliver her as soon as he was too far out to return to shore in time to approach her.

He truly couldn’t understand the overpowering desire to see her again. It wasn’t so much that he wanted a woman as much as it was that he wanted this particular woman. And it was this realization that baffled him.

It had been some months since he’d had a mistress. Having parted on good terms with his last one, he’d been in no hurry to replace her. One did not choose a mistress carelessly for fear one would end up paying more dearly than one anticipated. Richard had a well-planned budget he allowed for such things: a residence, servants, clothing, and appropriate jeweled gifts from time to time. He did not require spontaneity in his life, detested it actually. He expected a mistress to be available when he called, to be reading the same books as he so they could discuss them, to enjoy the same sorts of entertainments he did—in bed and out.

He had a feeling the little sea urchin he’d spotted the day before would not make a good mistress, and oddly, he was not even considering her for the role. Which begged the question: Why was he hiding behind rocks, his gaze trained so intensely on the spot where she’d disappeared as to give him a headache?

She was disrupting his morning routine. He should get on with it, settle for a quick swim, and return home for breakfast and his other morning rituals. But even as he contemplated the foolishness of his quest for the elusive siren, he spotted her silhouette clambering over the rocks that served as a natural barrier to that portion of the coast. His heart slammed against his ribs with a force similar to that of the waves crashing against the shore during the worst of storms.

From his perch, he could discern that she approached with wariness, as though she’d hoped he wouldn’t be there more than she’d hoped that he would be. A pity.

She reached the narrow ribbon of shoreline, set what appeared to be a blanket on the rocks, and gazed out at the dark sea that the sun had yet to unveil. Richard was halfway to his feet, ready to make his presence known, when she suddenly reached down, grabbed the hem of her dress, and brought it up over her head, in what he was certain to her had been quick movements but in what seemed to him to have taken forever to accomplish.

His heart very nearly stopped on the spot.

She was still silhouetted shadows, but what an incredible shadow. Her bared legs were slender and appeared longer than he’d expected they would, considering she did not appear to be at all tall. The hem of her dress fluttered up over her bottom, revealing its perfect rounded shape, and he could well imagine splaying his fingers over each cheek and pressing her hips against his…or coming up behind her and trailing his fingers over her narrow back and the delicate slope of her shoulders, of running his hands up and down her arms, folding them in front of her, and leaning her against him until not even the wind whispered between their bodies.

Her outlined perfection cast her dress onto the shore, before she shook her head, freeing her hair to the gentle ocean-scented breeze. She was more shadow than light, difficult once again to see details, but he was fairly certain her hair stopped short of curling over her bottom. He very much wanted to test his theory, to make his presence known, and discover what possessed this woman to display herself with such wild abandon.

A woman with absolutely no inhibitions—the possibilities astounded him. She would be molten passion beneath his fingers, raging desire beneath his rocking body.

She did not test the water with caution, with the dip of a toe, the tap of a heel, but simply rushed into it, splashing droplets around her. Then she released a tiny screech and disappeared beneath the dark surface.




Merciful heavens! Kitty was taken off guard by the frigid water. She’d known if she didn’t plunge under immediately, she’d retreat to shore before she’d taken two strokes.

Breaking through to the surface, gulping in a great draught of air, she felt invigorated and alive. She thrived in water, sensed its healing value, loved the way she could immerse herself and allow her mind to wander. She’d known returning to the same spot carried the risk of encountering Poseidon, so she’d approached with caution, scanning the rocks and water for any sign of him, as grateful as she was disappointed that he wasn’t there.

She’d had a strange, unsettling dream of him—of them—in the water, without clothes, their bodies intertwined. Only the water was warm, like that off the Texas coast. No, not warm like that. Hotter. Much hotter.

Awaking damp and breathing heavily, she’d thrown back the covers, scrambled out of bed, and rushed to the chair by the window, where she’d brought her feet up and pressed her bent knees against her chest. Chairs somehow always seemed safer, a place where lurid dreams couldn’t take hold.

She’d been unable to go back to sleep, but at least awake she had more control over the images, could prevent them from rushing headlong—

Suddenly tentacles wound around her. Screaming, she bumped against a rock-hard wall, the heat of its warmth in direct contrast to the coolness of the water surrounding her.

“Don’t fight me,” a deep, resonant voice commanded. “You’ll only drown.”

Drowning might be a preferable outcome when compared against what his intentions might involve. Where had he come from? Was it Poseidon? And if so, was he as dangerous as she’d first surmised?


Her heart pounded against her ribs, against the arm with which he’d secured her against his body. Her breath came in short pants, her limbs shaking, her skin tingling. She grew colder than she thought it possible to be while still living. Her mind was unexpectedly cluttered with fear and anger and dread.

She’d scouted the area, thought she was alone, and now she was being hauled to shore by a stranger, a man, a strong man. She stopped fighting because she needed to conserve her strength, to make a concerted effort to escape as soon as her feet touched land.

The water grew shallow and with a sudden ungainly lurch before her feet had an opportunity to touch land, she found herself nestled in his arms as he strode toward the boulders.

“What sort of foolish woman are you?” he asked with a voice devoid of threat and more accurately reflecting true concern.

Before she could respond, he’d set her on a rock, wrapped her blanket around her, and was briskly rubbing her quaking body. Surely his weren’t the actions of a man who intended harm.

And then he became even more dangerous, because she saw him more clearly now, the drenched strands of his dark hair falling across his brow. It was Poseidon.

He was still more shadow than light, the sun only just beginning to peer over the distant horizon. With a trembling hand, she touched his jaw. Bristly and rough. He’d not shaved recently.

He stilled, and with his hands no longer working to dry her, she was more frightened than ever. Not of him, but of herself, of her need to trail her fingers over his face, along his shoulders, across his chest. To have the heat from his body sear her fingertips. To touch in life what she’d only ever touched in forbidden dreams.


She could not explain what drew her to him. She only knew it was wrong, incredibly wrong, the musings of a wicked girl who could not escape her heritage.

Then his mouth was on hers, hotter than she believed possible, shooting sparks through her entire body, sending bursts of fire through her limbs, curling her toes. She plowed her fingers through his hair until they became entangled in his thick strands. His kiss—decidedly carnal, absolutely feral in its intensity—terrified her as much as it drew her in.

She’d never experienced anything like it in her entire life. With each bold sweep of his tongue, he enticed her into contemplating the merits of lying beneath him, of allowing his naked body to serve as her blanket, to feel his velvety flesh in place of the soft cotton.

His guttural groan echoed between them, competed with the sounds of the surf, wind, and birds. His hands tightened their hold on her arms, and she instinctively knew it was not she whom he wished to hold in place, but himself, because her hands wanted to roam over his flesh, wanted to touch all of him—surely he wished to do the same with her.

He broke free, his breathing harsh and rapid. She heard it from a great distance, as though she held seashells against her ears, the constant roar of the ocean replaced with the heavy echo of shuddering breaths.

“Who are you?” he rasped.

A woman on the verge of committing an unpardonable sin. Shaking her head vehemently, she drew the blanket more closely around herself and scooted back.

Slowly he got to his feet, walked to where she’d tossed her dress earlier, and picked it up. She watched as he made his way back toward her. She snatched the dress from him, and when he turned his back to her, she worked the simple clothing over her head, shoulders, and body as quickly as possible. Once again, she brought the blanket around her, because she suddenly felt in need of more adequate protection.

As though sensing her stillness, he turned and extended his hand. He wore no shirt, and she wondered if he’d discarded it before coming into the water. His wet trousers were tight, stretching across his thighs. His feet were bare, making it easier to walk over the rocks and sand, the intimacy of the discovery compounded by the fact that hers were as well.

She knew she was courting disaster, enticing ruin, but she could not deny his invitation any more than she could prevent her lungs from drawing in air. With a deep, shuddering sigh, she placed her hand in his, welcoming the slow curl of his long fingers over hers.

He pulled her up and led her to a spot where they were hidden from everything except the vast expanse of the sea that lay before them and the majesty of the rising sun glinting off the water. With her gaze on the horizon, she allowed her hand to remain in his, nestled between their bodies as though it belonged there, although she knew undoubtedly that it did not.

She sensed his watching her, and it was all she could do not to look at him, not to risk being ensnared by his gaze. He was dark and forbidden—which made him enticingly alluring.

“Why did you return here today?” he asked quietly.

Without the huskiness in his voice that had followed their kiss, he sounded cultured, refined. Nobility maybe. Or a servant in a wealthy household. No, she could not envision her sea king as answering to anyone other than himself. A businessman, perhaps. Like her father. An educated man. A man of wealth who had time for the leisurely pursuits of vacationing at the seaside.


Turning her head, she held his gaze and answered truthfully. “I don’t know.”

In the last remnants of dawn’s shadows, she saw a corner of his mouth curl up.

“You’re American,” he stated, as though the notion had been inconceivable to him only moments before and was now somehow humorous.

Or perhaps he was simply confounded by the fact that they’d shared a searing kiss, and yet he knew none of the little details of her life—or even the important aspects for that matter.

“Texas,” she offered softly with fond memories.

“I might have guessed. I detect a slight drawl.”

A drawl which the finest tutors, abundant traveling, and her vigilant practicing had managed to all but erase. The woman who’d given birth to her was the daughter of a saloon keeper. She spoke with a voice that mimicked that of many cowboys: smoky and drawn-out, the endings of words cut off as though the slow pattern of her speech forced her to make up for it somehow. Her manner of talking had stood her in good stead when dealing with drunken cowboys or when she’d boldly trailed cattle north. But as in all things, Kitty wanted to be associated with the woman who had raised her, not the one who had borne her.

Madeline Robertson was genteel in nature and in actions. She always spoke and acted as a lady should, and Kitty strived to attain her perfection.

Only now she more closely resembled a hoyden, not a woman who had spent countless hours with a book balanced on top of her head while walking, sitting, rising, bending, and bowing. She’d curtsied before royalty, waltzed with a prince. Twice a year she visited Paris so Charles Worth could design her latest wardrobe, each piece always an exquisite work of art designed exclusively for her delicate frame, which he’d called a work of art in itself. He would be appalled to see the dress that hung on her damp body, a servant’s castoff that Kitty had hoarded away and wore on occasions when she needed to escape from the demands of being a wealthy American’s daughter.

“I thought you were drowning,” he said. “I was coming to your rescue.”

How ironic. In the water, she’d not needed rescuing, and now she did. She felt as though she were wading into uncharted oceans, that at any moment she’d have to acknowledge that she was out of her depth, in danger of drowning.

“I’m a strong swimmer,” she said inanely. “I’ve swum the world over.”

“Indeed. Where exactly?”

She angled her head. “Wherever I wanted.”

“Alone and undetected?”

She smiled slightly. “Until today.”

“Then I am grateful for today.”

Holding her gaze, he lifted her hand and pressed a kiss to each of her knuckles, although kiss was too tame a word for his exploration. His lips enveloped, while his tongue stroked and tasted, sending dizzying sensations swirling through her. His gaze was as hot as his mouth.

“I shouldn’t be here,” she whispered, surprised by how breathless she sounded.

“Who are you?” he asked again.

Shaking her head, she averted her eyes, focusing on the horizon, stunned to see how much of the night the sun had pushed back.

Gently he angled her hand until her wrist was exposed, and he continued his subtle seduction. Her eyelids fluttered closed, and she imagined him taking this leisurely journey along the length of her entire body. Was this how the woman who had given birth to her had been lured into a scoundrel’s arms: slowly, tenderly, with only a hint of passion revealed?

She drew her hand free of his hold and folded it up against her body, beneath her tingling breasts. He stirred to life sensations she’d never before felt.

Odd. When she’d danced with dozens of men, spoken with them, flirted with them, batted her eyelashes, and smiled becomingly. She’d done none of that with him, and yet there she was, drawn to him as the tide was drawn to the shore.

As he tucked strands of her hair behind her ear, a shiver shimmied through her, and she turned her attention back to him, realizing too late that he was closer than he’d been before, closer and more dangerous.

The sun had worked its magic, revealing him as one might an expensive gift, slowly, savoring the discovery. His eyes were darker than his hair, almost black, and she thought their shade had little to do with the remaining shadows. His lashes were long, spiked. On closer inspection, she saw tiny lines within his face, lines that marked him as a man who spent a great deal of time outdoors. She thought it unlikely he was an aristocrat. He was a laborer of some sort then. A fisherman perhaps. A sea captain. A man who was accustomed to taking women into his berth, then leaving them ashore.

That would explain his unanticipated kiss. As for her response—it rose from the uncivilized part of her that she fought daily to control. With him she was in danger of losing the battle.

And she cared not—which frightened her more. To have no regard for where this moment might lead was blatant folly, recklessness.

He touched his lips to hers, a tentative exploration this time, like a butterfly testing the welcome of a budding flower. Yet there was nothing fragile or dainty about him or the desire she recognized smoldering within his eyes. He threaded his fingers through her hair, bracketing his palms on either side of her face, and pressed his luscious mouth against hers.

With his tongue, he stroked the outer edges of her lips, the seam that separated them, coaxing her mouth to open, bidding her to allow entry. Then he was exploring more deeply, more intimately, slowly, leisurely, as though the sun would cease to rise farther, as though the day would not give way to the night.

She knew nothing about him except that she shouldn’t be there with him. She’d worked her entire life to be good, to be above reproach, to be the perfect lady, and here she was casting it all aside because of a man who drew her to him with little more than his existence.

She returned his kiss, anxious to know the feel of his lips, the varying textures of his mouth, her tongue darting again and again, frightened by her boldness, disappointed in her cowardice.

With his deep, feral groan, the nature of the kiss changed: It deepened, demanding that doubts be cast aside, and that desire triumph. She lost herself in the searing kiss that seemed to encompass more than simply her mouth. It was as though her entire body participated, savoring each thrust of his tongue, feeling a tension build that cried out for release.

Her body felt as though it needed to be anchored to something, to him. Her hands were grappling, striving to find something substantial with which she could secure herself, while his hands stroked her back, her shoulders, her sides, her rounded backside.

She broke free of the kiss, suddenly realizing that she was straddling him like a wanton woman, her nerve endings humming, her skin sensitive to each whisper of the wind. Her breaths coming in short panting gasps, she was intensely aware of the hardness of his body, of the press of his hips against the hollow of hers.

“Oh, dear God,” she whispered. She scrambled off him, ashamed and mortified. How close she’d come to devouring him, how close she’d come to giving in to the carnal creature living inside her.

She huddled away from him, her shoulders hunched, her chest aching, fighting for control. She heard his harsh breathing echoing around her. He laid a hand on her shoulder, and she jerked away. “Don’t. Please.”

“There is something between us,” he said quietly, his voice a deep and resonating timbre that touched the chords deep within her heart.

She shook her head forcefully. “There can be nothing between us.”

“At least tell me your name.”

Even as she rose to her feet to escape him, she heard her answer wafting on the breeze. “Kitty.”

“Where can I find you?”

“You can’t. I’m leaving for London today, for the Season.”

“I’ll go to London then. I want to see you.”

She looked back at him, to memorize quickly the sight of him on the rocks, to sever the bond between them that should have never existed. “You can’t see me. I’m soon to be married.”

Then she scrambled over the rocks, tears blurring her vision. She did not want to be with this man who called out to the wildness in her. She wanted Nicky. Safe, dependable Nicky.

Her haven from the storm of desire and lust. With him, she would be happy. With him, she could be the lady she’d worked so diligently to become.




Richard swam until the sun had cleared the horizon, until he saw its blinding rays glinting off the water—long, strong, sure strokes that carried him out to sea and returned him to shore. Again and again until his limbs grew heavy, until he collapsed on the ribbon of sand where she’d stood.

He was breathing as quickly and as heavily as he’d been while kissing her. Had he ever tasted anyone as sweet? He thought not. If he had, he had no memory of her or her taste.

His lady of the sea had erased all others from his mind, until she alone remained, taunting him with what she’d given him, teasing him with what she’d withheld.

With his cheek pressed against the sand, he reached out a tired arm and touched the edge of one of the footprints she’d left behind, evidence that she was indeed flesh and not mere fantasy.

I’m soon to be married.

The words seemed to be carried on the wind. He circled the outline of her footprint. He wanted her. He was not a man who denied himself the things he wanted.

He would have her. One way or another. He would go to London. He would find her. And he would do whatever it took to possess her.







    

Chapter 3




Gazing through her bedroom window into the splendid garden of the London town house her parents had begun leasing four years earlier, Kitty tried to find comfort in the familiarity, sought to place herself back on an even keel. It had been three days since they’d arrived in London. Her gentleman by the sea should have become a distant memory, seldom thought about. Instead he haunted her every waking moment, frequented her nightly dreams.

She didn’t know how to purge her memories of him, and yet she knew she must. He wasn’t safe. He made her feel things she didn’t want to feel, caused her to experience sensations forbidden to a decent woman.

Kitty was certain that only lust had driven her actions by the sea. Hers and his. Entwining themselves around each other without conceivable thought, they’d imitated animals on the verge of mating, with their actions based on instinct, not true love or affection. Nearly bared bodies unable to resist temptation.


Their deplorable display of impropriety was the very reason people in a civilized society wore as much clothing as they did—to provide a shield against the body’s instinctual inclination to mate. Inherently disgusting behavior when not controlled. Thank goodness, she’d never again see her gentleman from the sea.

“Are you afraid to get married, Kitty?”

Turning away from the window, Kitty smiled softly at her ten-year-old sister, who was stretched on her stomach on the bed, raised on her elbows, her latest book spread out before her. She was a voracious reader. “No, of course not. Why ever would you think that?”

Emily furrowed her dark brow. “Because you look so worried.”

“I’m not worried. I have no patience when it comes to waiting. It’s worsened by the fact that I haven’t seen Lord Farthingham in weeks.”

“When do you think you’ll get married?” Emily asked.

“I’m not sure. Lord Farthingham and Papa are still working out the settlement. Until the lawyers and Papa are happy with everything, we won’t make an official announcement. Then I want to wait an entire year before we actually get married.” She intended to have a leisurely betrothal, to leave no doubt in anyone’s mind that she was chaste. She wanted no scandal associated with herself or her marriage.

“I wish Nicky would hurry up and get here,” Emily lamented.

Pursing her lips, Kitty gave Emily a hard stare. Emily simply rolled her eyes and her shoulders. “I know, I know. I’m supposed to call him Lord Farthingham.” She giggled. “But he’s so much fun. He seems more like a Nicky than a Lord Farthingham.”

Kitty laughed. “Yes, he is fun, isn’t he?”

“Why didn’t he meet us in Cornwall?”


“Because he had business he needed to attend to in London. A lot of responsibility comes with his title. Some people don’t realize that.”

“You’ll help him when you get married.”

“Of course.” She’d prepared her entire life to take on the role of the wife of a prominent man.

“You love him, don’t you, Kitty?”

“Very much so. He makes me feel safe.”

“So, he’s a hero of sorts.”

“He’s my hero,” she readily admitted. He had been since the first moment that they’d met.

She’d been sixteen. Her family had been in London visiting the Earl of Ravenleigh and his family. Longtime friends, her father and the earl had several mutual business ventures. Too young to attend balls, she’d been standing in the garden, looking in on the grandeur, when Lord Farthingham had passed by her, suddenly stopped, looked back at her, and smiled his devil-may-care smile.

She’d often suspected that he’d been on his way to meet with someone, but whoever it was had been forgotten. He’d danced with her then, there in the garden with her in her plain dress and he in his evening attire, but she’d never felt more beautiful. She’d only recently begun to show an interest in men, and he’d given her a sense of security that had made the strange yearnings fluttering around inside her seem not quite so frightening. With him beside her, she could tamp them down.

From that one fleeting encounter, a friendship had developed and love blossomed. He’d proposed to her this last April, she’d accepted, and then as tradition dictated, he
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