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A Taste of What's to
Come

“May I offer the lady a
hand?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Lady Claire
Waterhaven.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Lady Claire’s head was spinning, making it
difficult to pick her way through the forest. Coming home from a
season in London should have been a routine trip. She had made it
many times in the company of Mama and Papa. This year had been
slightly different, due to Papa taking ill at the last moment and
choosing to stay in London a bit longer, until his lungs no longer
ailed him. Mama had stayed with him, of course, but Claire had
chosen to come home early.

London had exhausted her. Her third season,
she seemed destined for a life of spinsterhood. Wallflower and
bluestocking were some of the nicer names she’d heard on the lips
of her peers. The graceful, elegant, and charming young ladies the
gentlemen of the Ton flocked to, rather than the tall and curvy
girl with watchful brown eyes and a quiet demeanor.

“Focus, Claire,” she said
aloud to the darkened forest. At least a full moon provided some
illumination this evening, but fog was mitigating that to a certain
extent. It had been the same fog that caused her carriage to veer
off the bumpy road, she assumed, jostling her about the interior as
they rolled. Her head had bumped into the metal roof, leaving her
dazed and bloodied.

When the carriage had stopped, and she had
managed to extricate herself from the wreckage, she had discovered
the driver was dead from the accident. The horses had been
skittish, and she feared one had been grievously wounded, but she
had managed to free them from the harnesses. It was only after they
had scattered in their fear that she had realized it would have
been smart to try to keep one for her use.

With little alternative, Claire had set out
among the unfamiliar territory. She had made the trip to London and
back to their country home many times, but had always stayed in the
carriage except for the stop halfway through, where they always
stayed the night at a clean and restful inn her mother favored.

She had no idea where she was, and the fog
was getting thicker. It rose higher off the ground and obscured her
feet. That forced her to go slower, to avoid falling or stepping
into a hole. If she incapacitated herself severely it could mean
death, with her parents unaware she was missing, and the servants
at the country house not expecting her before tomorrow, at the
soonest.

She froze in mid-step at the sound of a
distant wolf’s howl. Claire wrapped her arms around herself,
shivering more from fright than the coolness of the late August
evening. As another wolf answered, sounding closer, she started
moving a bit brisker than was wise, but was compelled to do so.

Losing track of time, she continued walking
as the ripe moon rose higher in the sky. The forest was dark and
eerily silent around her, save for the howls of the wolves. The fog
was thicker than ever, rising to mid-thigh. Though she feared
stopping, it was becoming dangerous to keep going as well. Perhaps
she could slumber in a tree until the sun rose?

Mama would have been horrified at the
thought, but it seemed like a sound notion. Claire paused before a
large tree with branches at her shoulders. Could she hoist herself
up? Her silken slippers were maddeningly impractical for the task,
but they matched her traveling dress and cloak, and her maid had
laid them out for her earlier in the afternoon, before she
departed. She had worn something similar for many trips in the past
and wouldn’t have thought a thing about it if not for current
circumstances.

Wishing for her riding boots, she grabbed
hold of the branches and lifted herself as far as she could. Claire
managed to maintain the position for a moment as her feet scrabbled
to find purchase on the trunk. The rough bark irritated her feet
through the thin slippers, but she kept trying.

Suddenly, a pair of masculine hands cupped
her buttocks in a brazen way, lifting her slightly.
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The man before her did something most
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presence, and she found herself torn between curiosity and
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no further explanation or titles for the men.
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