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A Lady’s Agreement

	Unexpected Heirs of Scotland series

	In Regency Scotland, an explorer, a professor and a dispossessed lady find themselves the beneficiaries of unexpected inheritances taking them from gentry to noble or gaining wealth almost overnight. Everything they know in life won’t help them as they enter Edinburgh’s, and Scotland’s, highest levels of society and industry and must find their way in their new positions. If only there was someone who could help them.….

	Lady Clare Logan is quite content with her life now—as a wealthy widow she has the means to carry out her late husband’s plans for schools and training centers for the poor children of Edinburgh and Leith. Determined to establish his legacy, Clare is stunned when a recently-knighted businessman claims the rights to properties that she plans to develop. 

	Sir Iain Buchanan is used to getting his own way—in business, in life and in any endeavor he tries. With plans to expand the headquarters of his burgeoning shipping empire, Iain runs into an immovable barrier known as Lady Clare. No matter what he offers, she refuses it. So, Iain feels no guilt when he resorts to the methods that successfully saved him from the gutters of Glasgow and allowed him to grow his companies until his business was known around the globe. Methods that meet with little success even while his need to seduce the appealing, beautiful, infuriating woman grows with each encounter. 

	What will it take to make this lady see that he will not take nay for an answer? 



	




	Dedication

	This one is for my friend, wonderful writer and travel mate Madeline Hunter. We spent three weeks driving and sightseeing and visiting museums and castles and ruins all over Scotland and we’re still friends – that says a lot! (Especially since I did the driving!)

	This one is for you, Madeline.
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Prologue

	Glasgow, Scotland

	1788 AD

	“I gave ye a simple task t’ do and ye failed.”

	The blow that took him to his knees was not a surprise, for he watched the hand fist and then felt the blow on his head. Freddie understood the rules of the street and knew who was the boss here. And he knew his own position, too. But that second punch, the one that landed him face-first against the slimy cobblestones, was unexpected. “Not once, but ‘twa times.”

	The taste of the mud and filth of the street never changed. It certainly never improved—no matter the amount of rain that washed down from the clouds—and, thank the Almighty for a small favor, it never got worse. As he spat out a mouthful and pushed up to his feet, Freddie wiped the back of his hand across his face to clear it away.

	The tang of horse shite, cow dung, piss, and a mixture of discarded filthy, used water and refuse yet filled his mouth so he spat again. This one was aimed at the foot of the hulking yet stupid man who’d knocked him down the first two times. Old Baxter did the boss’s dirty work and now he raised his fists and took a step towards Freddie, as the man who ran the gang that controlled this part of the Glasgow streets, bawdy houses, and cutpurses stood in the shadows watching. Albert Sanders stared out of those dead black eyes and nodded. His cronies encircled Baxter and Freddie.

	He’d seen this before. Hell, he’d done this before.

	It would not end well for him.

	“I amno’ a bairn-killer,” he said quietly.

	It had taken Freddie the successful completion of hundreds and hundreds of sordid, questionable, illegal, dangerous acts on Sanders’ orders over the last five years since the man grabbed him off the street and took him in to discover he actually did have a limit.

	And he’d reached it with this latest order.

	A whispered order from Sanders stopped Old Baxter in place, but that gave Freddie no sense of comfort, for the glint of fury that filled the bigger man’s eyes screamed out the danger. He’d seen men lose control of their bodies and shite themselves when Old Baxter gave them that look. Freddie must still have some sense of self-protection within himself for he felt like doing just that right now. His stomach clenched and his mouth went dry.

	“Ye are what I make ye to be, Freddie. Ye should not forget that,” Sanders said. “I think ye need a reminder of just who ye are and who ye work for.” He nodded at Old Baxter who clenched his fists as he moved one step closer. “If I tell ye to lift a purse or pilfer a house or a gent, ye do as yer told.”

	Another step as tension grew around him. Not just tension, but excitement in those watching and waiting. Blood lust that smelled just like arousal filled the damp, close air around him.

	“If I tell ye to bugger someone or be buggered, ye will be buggered.” Freddie tried to swallow but could not. Old Baxter took another step. “If I tell ye to kill anyone, ye kill them.”

	The punisher was within an arm’s reach now and Freddie tried to prepare for what was coming. But he really could not. He’d seen the man’s work before and did not believe for a moment that he could withstand the pain coming his way.

	“Take him down a peg, boys. Remind him of his place.”

	His dogs unleashed, Sanders stepped away from the gang, as he usually did, to watch with his cold eyes.

	Sometime later, the strangest thought occurred to Freddie as he lay face down again in the muck of the Glasgow street. Unable to see, his eyes swollen shut from the blows, he tried to lift his mouth out of the puddle where he’d landed. Certain that his nose, his jaw, several ribs, and his left arm were broken, the laugh that escaped him at the momentary realization sounded like the cackling of a raving lunatic. And mayhap he was out of his mind from the pain.

	It was different now.

	The taste of the sludge was different now.

	Blood, his blood, had changed it. Another laugh turned into a gurgling choke as his mouth filled with it all.

	And, on that dark night, as Freddie lay in the street, bleeding out from the vicious beating, he swore that no one would ever lay a hand on him again. That he would answer to no one. That he would be the one giving the orders. He would choose who to kill or bugger or steal from.

	All he needed to do was to survive this. And to escape Sanders.

	For that, Freddie Dubh would have to die.

	And so he did just that.

	 


Chapter One

	Leith, Scotland

	September 1815 AD

	“Lady Clare! Lady Clare!”

	Clare turned towards the excited young voice and smile. A boy of about six approached, holding out his small board for her inspection.

	“What is this, Robbie?” she asked, positioning the boy’s chalk-covered piece of slate so she could more easily see it.

	“’Tis a perfect letter B, Lady Clare!” The boy beamed at his declaration. “Even Mr. MacLaurin said it is!”

	Clare Logan, formerly Lady Clare Napier, eldest daughter of the Earl of Heath, straightened up and nodded at the boy. She’d tried, unsuccessfully at that, to have them call her by her married, now widowed, name. She stopped objecting because here it did not matter a bit. Glancing across the small sea of faces in the classroom, she smiled.

	“Well, if Mr. MacLaurin said that it is, then it must be so, Robbie.” She patted the boy on the shoulder and gave him a small push towards the seat in the second row. “Excellent work, I see.” She slowly walked the aisles, examining each boy’s attempts to master writing their alphabet. Considering their circumstances and their late arrival into education, they were making so much progress.

	“I shall have Mrs. Inglis send along a small treat to reward you all for these excellent efforts,” she said. The boys cheered, for the cook’s treats were well-known. “If that is allowed, Mr. MacLaurin?” The young man teaching the boys here at the Logan School for Orphans and Unfortunates was a kind man and she did not doubt his answer for a moment.

	 “Oh, aye, my lady,” he said with a slight bow. “Cook’s treats would be a wonderful reward.”

	Clare walked to the teacher’s side and spoke in a low voice to him on the matter she’d come to discuss.

	“Thomas has not returned to class?” She glanced quickly around the room and saw the empty seat.

	“Nay, my lady. Three days now.”

	Clare glanced briefly at the empty seat before stepping away from the boys’ teacher. “Advise me if he returns?”

	“Of course, my lady.”

	She made her way out of the small classroom, one which would be replaced by two larger ones soon and drew her notebook from the pocket of her apron. As she’d remembered, Thomas was not the first boy this month to disappear from her school. Indeed, he was the third. The fifth when she added in Molly and Rebecca.

	You cannot save them all, my dear.

	Jonathan’s warning echoed in her thoughts each time another child did not show up for lessons. And it usually was those who yet lived with relatives or family, children dragged back to the realities of living in poverty or working for their keep. Even so, she would ask Mr. Chalmers to seek out more information about the children. He had contacts that her other solicitor and advisors did not, ones who could ferret out what she wanted to know. A shiver passed through her at the thought of the fate facing those missing.

	“My lady?” Clare had not realized she’d stopped in the middle of the corridor and in front of the door of what used to be Jonathan’s office. Her headmistress watched her with a guarded expression in her usually-kind blue eyes. “Have ye forgotten yer appointment with Mr. Garvine? He is in yer office.” A meaningful glance at the closed door before her was a reminder Clare truly did not need.

	“I am on my way there now, Mrs. Dunbar,” she said, smoothing her hands over the apron that protected her day gown in her work at the school.

	She paused for less than a breath before leaving the doorway of Jonathan’s office but got no farther than the end of the hallway. As she passed by the window, with its shutters opened to let the sunlight in, Clare saw her reflection there and stopped.

	This woman was not one she would have recognized even a few years ago. Gone was the carefree daughter of a powerful earl, destined for a good marriage, children, and a place in society. The young noblewoman referred to in glowing terms, one known for her wit and beauty and for being the perfect daughter and all that entailed.

	Lifting her chin, Clare saw flashes of that woman but gone was the naïveté of the young woman she’d been just, what, eight years before? Tucking a loosened lock of hair back in place, she allowed herself an honest appraisal and did not find herself lacking.

	Meeting Jonathan had changed her life, her world, even her soul. Defying her father and relinquishing the life she’d known had been the best thing she’d ever done. And loving Jonathan had given her the strength to do it and she’d looked back in regret only rarely.

	Clare Napier Logan would not begin to now in spite of the temptation to do so. The loss of a child saved by her efforts was as hard to face as the bairns she’d lost in attempts to give Jonathan one of their own. Indeed, it was her inability to bear him children that had inspired their work here among the poor of Leith.

	So, she smiled at her reflection, content with her life and accepting of her losses, and turned away, ready to carry on with the next steps of Jonathan’s legacy. The door leading to her office burst open and Duncan called to her as she approached. Alarm filled the man’s voice and since he’d been Jonathan’s choice to manage their business affairs because of his calm, deliberate manner, it unsettled her. Clare battled to control the worry until she knew the situation they faced.

	Had Thomas or one of the others died? Was it possible? She forced her fisted hands into the pockets of the sturdy apron and rushed inside, surprised and alarmed to find Andrew Lamb, the solicitor who handled most legal actions for the businesses, waiting for her.

	“Andrew?” She waited until Duncan closed the door. “Is there some problem?”

	“My lady,” the older man said, standing as she entered and made her way to her desk. Once she was seated, she waited as he took a deep breath before speaking.

	“Is there some disaster brewing, Andrew? You know I prefer plain speaking to dissembling or vague words.”

	“No disaster, my lady,” Andrew said. He glanced at Duncan several times. “More an unexpected business move.”

	“Gentlemen, pray sit.” Well, at the least, danger was not at their door. She trusted these two men most among those who advised her on the wide range of matters about the various business accounts and interests. They had not given her faulty or less than thorough information in the past and Clare expected that this situation would be no different. “And tell me what has you both so agitated.”

	“My lady, you might remember the offer we received for the land near the dry docks?” At her nod, Andrew continued, “Since you were adamant about the property and your intentions for it, we drew up a response.”

	“And?”

	“Two more offers were received.”

	“Two? So, the first offer has stirred more interest then?”

	The properties involved would be the cornerstone of Jonathan’s, and her, plans to enlarge the school and orphanage to accommodate so many more desperate children. And, truly, no amount of money would change her mind on that. Too many dreams were tied to those particular blocks of land, their location and the buildings that would be renovated to house children in need.

	“Actually, my lady, the two additional offers were from the same company.” Well then, that was unusual.

	“Is there some misunderstanding then, Andrew?” She blinked against the tears that inexplicably threatened. “What is their interest? What company is doing this?”

	A loud knock at the front door prevented the solicitor from explaining and the second banging on the door, a louder and somehow angrier sound, made her gasp and rise to stand. Such an intrusion made no sense. She had the support of the surrounding community in her presence and her work. And in return she helped the businesses and tradesmen and women in Leith. Though this neighborhood was not the best, it was filled with hardworking people who valued family and honor and loyalty.

	Another loud knock on the door shook her from her thoughts and spurred both Andrew and Duncan into action. Both men left the chamber and headed for the voices in the foyer beyond. Clare recognized her footman’s, but not the deeper one, the one that conveyed anger and impatience and privilege and expectation. A shiver rushed through her, from the top of her head to the bottoms of her feet, and she stepped away from the desk intent on discovering the reason for this interruption.

	It was not fear that filled her body and soul at the sound and tenor of that voice. Nay, the fear did not begin until the door opened so quickly that it bounced loudly off the wall behind it. A man entered before anyone could stop him. A man entered was such a tepid term for the person who invaded her office and his manner of doing so.

	Tall, he stood taller than anyone there, even when he removed his top hat and tossed it to the footman trailing his every step. William backed from the chamber after her slight nod.

	The man crossed the expanse of the chamber in but three strides. His black greatcoat floated around him and when he turned, seeking something or someone, she imagined him as some dark angel seeking his enemy. He noticed her, standing at the edge of the desk and strode over to her. His hard breaths stole the air from the room and his intensity chased all thoughts of resistance from her mind.

	“Well?” he said, glancing at her with little interest. “Seek out your master and bring him here now.”

	He was a man used to giving orders and being obeyed. When she did not run, he stepped closer forcing her to tilt her head back to meet his gaze. Her stomach tensed when she did.

	His fierce dark blue eyes, his short hair worn back, his heavy, expensive coat, his lacquered walking stick and all his clothes—from shoes to neckcloth—were relentlessly black. And everything he wore or carried was extremely expensive in cut and quality. Clare’s breath caught in her throat at the strength in his expression.

	“I said go and bring your master back. I will not be kept waiting.”

	So shocked by his arrival, his appearance, his behavior and his orders, Clare could not move or react. But both Duncan and Andrew did, rushing to her side and trying to form a barrier. In spite of their intent and efforts, nothing moved the man away from her.

	“Mr. Buchanan, I must insist you—” Andrew sputtered out the words.

	“Sir.” The man corrected him without breaking his gaze from hers.

	“Sir Iain, you must step—” Duncan was no longer calm. His voice shook with anger, the first time she’d ever heard such a thing. It was in her defense and yet it shocked her.

	“I know the owner of the properties I want to purchase works here on Mondays, gentlemen. I wish to speak to him about the terms of my offer.” Clare noticed for the first time that he’d never raised his voice, even while giving orders.

	“Sir Iain, if you wish to schedule an appointment, I can arrange one,” Duncan offered.

	“I am here. The owner is here. Somewhere. There is no need for another delay. You.” He nodded once more at her. “Seek out your master and tell him I am here.” He tapped his walking stick on the polished wooden floor of her study as if it would hurry her along. The sharp sound echoed through the astonished silence.

	It was clear she could avoid this no longer. This man, this Sir Iain Buchanan, would accept no excuses or be put off in his intentions. She’d not kept her ownership a secret, but it had not been bandied about by her solicitors in their efficient handling of the matters after Jonathan’s death. Indeed, Jonathan’s will had been filed and was on record with her listed as his heir. The ruse of using her initials would discourage only the least of any attempts to discover the truth.

	C. N. Logan could be anyone and she suspected most would think it was Jonathan’s brother or other male relative and not his wife. All his business interests, all the properties he’d accumulated during his short but very successful career were now hers—wholly and completely and undisputedly hers.

	This intruder could be forgiven, she supposed, for mistaking her for a housemaid, what with her apron and plain day dress. With her ever-unruly hair falling about her face. And especially with his misinterpretation of her reaction to his presence and orders. Gathering her wits, she stood up straight, clasped her hands before her and nodded at Duncan without moving her eyes from this Sir Iain’s gaze.

	“Sir Iain, may I present Lady Clare Napier Logan.”

	The man did startle then. Just for a moment, and it was so slight she would have missed it if not for her intent stare. Good. She’d surprised him as much as he’d done her and from that little tell in his gaze, she knew for certain that did not happen often to this man. Not to this force of nature used to making his own path.

	Sir Iain did step back then, only a few paces, but he put enough space between them that he had room to execute a bow to her. It was a pretty one at that.

	“My lady,” he said, as he rose. “I apologize for mistaking you for a servant.” His gaze, imperious on arrival, now filled with surprise and then something that looked like… appreciation took its place there. “I beg your pardon.”

	She replied with only a nod of her head, accepting his bow. The steely glint was back in those intense eyes and Clare was certain this man never begged for anything. A shiver raced down her spine at that realization.

	Clare could not trust her own reaction, that of being overwhelmed by his mere presence, so she did not speak at that moment. Instead, she walked around the desk, sliding her hand along its sturdy surface to regain her control. Duncan walked behind her and held the chair as she sat. Andrew sat in the chair closest to the desk, remaining seated as Sir Iain stood there, walking stick in hand, waiting for her to speak first.

	“Sir Iain, tell me why you will not take nay as an answer to your offer?”

	 


Chapter Two

	God Almighty, she was magnificent!

	His blood, and cock, rose in response to the passion his very flesh recognized in her. He shifted to allow his prick to find a better position within the cut of his breeches. Thankfully, his greatcoat covered the weakness of his physical reaction to her.

	Iain had made an error, something he rarely did, in not knowing that a woman owned the properties he wanted. Granted, his haste and need to firm up his expansion plans had led him to go around his own man of business and seek out the present owner. Hell, Ned and Ben would be insufferable over this when they learned of it.

	But, that owner being Lady Clare Logan was completely unexpected and he could not be faulted for his misstep as he’d entered this chamber. At first, she’d nearly melted into the polished wood of the wall where she stood when he walked in. He should have looked at her closely before assuming her position in the household. His anger at being put off and denied what he was determined to attain had allowed a simple apron and a bland gown in a washed-out shade that nearly matched the color of her hair to mislead him.

	Now, getting a better look, nay, paying heed as he took a closer one, he noticed the graceful arch of her neck and the intelligence in those eyes that were the color of the sea off the western isles. Wild, loose tendrils of mahogany hair framed a heart-shaped face. Iain shook himself free of her enticing features, shocked that anything, anyone, had come before his business.

	“To be honest, my lady, I rarely hear that word,” he admitted. The swift indrawn breath spoke of her surprise. “Especially not when I make a more than generous offer and then increase it twice over.”

	His words were not the whole truth. Actually, he could count on one hand the times that anyone refused his offer and lived to tell of it. Old ways were sometimes the best, but now with his higher presence in society, destroying any object, or person, in the way he used to could not be his first choice. The ways of honorable society must be tried first. Then…

	“Well,” she said, as she rose from her chair, “Sir Iain, I will not be accepting either your first, second or third offer.” She nodded to someone behind him, and he heard the door being opened for his departure. “But I do thank you for taking the time personally to clarify the matter. William will see you to the door.”

	Iain was tempted to stay as he was, standing in the middle of her office making everyone very uncomfortable. As he placed his free hand on top of the one that rested on his walking stick, the very fact he was indeed tempted to stay here made him move.

	“My lady.” He nodded and accepted his hat from the footman now at his side. “Gentlemen. My man will be in touch with you shortly.” He saw the nervous smile on her secretary’s face and noticed the way her solicitor’s mouth firmed into a tight line. They understood the reality and the accompanying danger of her refusal.

	He adjusted his hat and stepped outside, pausing and seeking the clarity of mind that sometimes only the cold Edinburgh air could give. After several slow, deep breaths, Iain headed to his waiting vehicle. His own footman opened the door of his coach and Iain climbed in, seeking the corner he preferred. As the coachman guided the horses into the street and to his next destination, he considered his options and made a mental list of matters to discuss with his own secretary and solicitors.

	The first, of course, would be how they could have missed the not-so-insignificant detail that C.N. Logan was actually the Earl of Heath’s daughter. The disgraced one. The one who married without her father’s approval and who gave up most of the privileges enjoyed by daughters of the nobility. Oh, he studied the Scots peerage and knew who her father was—a ruthless bastard of a man not too unlike himself. He tucked those connections away for now.

	Secondly, he thought just as the coach hit a rut in the cobblestones and forced him to slide to the edge of the bench seat before he could control himself and push back. Secondly, he thought again, his own men would have to answer to the lack of knowledge over the extent and control of Jonathan Logan’s businesses. Iain rubbed his forehead at the first sign of an oncoming headache. Jonathan Logan had managed to forestall Iain’s attention from the properties he wanted from the man for months after he’d been the one to initiate the discussions. Unacceptable delays and then the shocking occurrence—Logan died suddenly.

	Another rut caused the carriage to jostle him once more and he let out an old epithet he’d not spoken in a long time.

	And that concerned him, too. His legendary control—over his temper, his voice, his manners, his past—did not slip often, if at all. Yet it had just now. Two lapses in self-control within just minutes of meeting Lady Clare Logan.

	The carriage slowed as it climbed the incline of the eastern road back into Edinburgh proper and he leaned back against the thickly-padded seat, as the unfamiliar feeling of dread filled him. Forcing his way into that building, into her building, he’d had no idea that his entire world would shift on its axis. He could not blame the unevenness of the road’s surface or the gap in the information provided to him for the anger that filled the empty place deep inside him in this moment. Oh, making an error in front of his adversaries was not something he could accept gracefully. That was not the source of the seething inside him.

	Nay, the truth hit him as he only just now remembered the words on the small sign at the door. He’d seen it and yet he’d not taken notice of it as he knocked and pushed his way in. He had not even truly read it, but the words apparently reached his mind without any effort and lay waiting for him to realize their presence.

	The Logan School for the Orphans and Unfortunates.

	Orphans.

	Unfortunates.

	Black filled his vision and his gut clenched sending bile into his mouth as he fought to force the memories back into the abyss in his soul where they existed. He could not this time and the rage they caused filled him. His belly gave him warning and he hit the roof of the carriage with his walking stick. He could not and did not wait for it to stop before he opened the door and jumped to the street. Emptying his belly along the side of the road did not end the shaking tremors passing through him. When his footman approached, Iain waved him back. The spasms in his stomach finally calmed enough for him to stand. Accepting the flask offered in silence, he swished the first mouthful and spat it onto the stones.

	The second swig burned its way down as Iain gathered the frayed shards of self-control and tried through force of will to reinforce the wall within him that kept his past… in the past. He held the flask out to Boyd with a nod. Glancing around and determining where they’d stopped, he called up to the coachman.

	“Ewan, take the coach back to the house.” He heard the whispers and saw the expressions being exchanged among Ewan and Boyd. “I want to walk a bit, but I have a stop to make first.”

	“Sir?” Ewan asked. “Boyd will accompany ye.”

	“Boyd will return with you to the house.” Iain tugged his pocket watch free and opened it. “Come back for me in three hours.”

	“Here, sir?” Iain reached inside the coach and retrieved his walking stick. After testing the release for the blade within it, he nodded.

	“Our usual place.” Ewan shifted on top of the coach, his body indicating his plan to object. “Our. Usual. Place.”

	“Very good, sir.”

	The coachman watched as Boyd closed the door and climbed to his place on the back of the coach. He urged the horses on, and Iain waited as the coach proceeded for several blocks before turning towards the New Town and home. Then he turned himself in the opposite direction, towards the Old Town and its unsavory people and places.

	When the rage bubbled inside him like this there was no way to completely tame it other than drinking and fighting. Fucking sometimes helped, but this rage was a dangerous one and he could not rely on or risk that physical release would even take the edge off of it. So, the establishment tucked into a close near the bottom of the High Street was the perfect place for him right now.

	Between its sordid, wild pub on the street, the dark private chambers below where the fights happened or the cramped spaces above stairs where other physical tussles happened, the Cock’s Spur was nothing to look at from the outside. But the magic happened once you entered it and, as Iain pushed open the door, he knew he’d made the correct decision. A cup was waiting for him by the time he reached the worn wooden bar.

	Iain slammed it back, not caring what it was, because George, or King as he was called here, gave him what he needed. Iain tapped his fingers on the counter and the cup was filled. He took it in one mouthful, ignoring the terrible burn of the rotgut tearing its way down. Two more followed without pause.

	Sometimes the excellent whiskies or brandies or wines that he could afford now just did not do what he needed. Sometimes though only gin, or this rough whisky—distilled God knew where, by God knew whom—fit the bill. His next signal was ignored.

	“Tess above or the fights below first?” King asked as he took the cup, gave it a quick wipe with a dirty cloth and placed it on the shelf behind him. At his raised brow, King continued. “Ye hiv that look aboot ye, Iain. The one that says ye need to fuck or fight yer way to oblivion.” Another man would never have said such a thing aloud, but then not many others had known Iain as long as King had. “She saw ye come in.”

	The bartender nodded over Iain’s shoulder. Glancing back, he found Tess watching him. Her body arched under his scrutiny, pushing her large nipples against the flimsy fabric of the dress she wore. Tess was known to like a bit of the rough fun and was usually his choice when he needed that. She pushed her long, auburn locks over one shoulder giving him a better view of her voluptuous body. Her hand stroked over her breast, across her belly and stopped when it reached the cleft of her thighs. He imagined the curls there that did not quite match the shade of the hair on her head and smiled. Her fingers played there as he watched, understanding her purpose and her need.

	“Fights,” he said to King. He tossed a rather large gold coin to her as he passed.

	“Mayhap later?” he whispered as he passed her. The pout made Tess’s lips tighten, reminding him of the many talents of her mouth and the relentless pursuit of pleasure they’d always enjoyed. It would be a distraction now, but…

	“Definitely later.” He gave her a rough kiss and spoke the promise against that mouth before walking through the door in the corner that led down to the fighting pits.

	Day or night, there were fights here. And betting on outcomes or injuries. Iain unbuttoned and let his greatcoat slip off his shoulders. A servant trailing him gathered it up and waited on the rest. Walking stick, neckcloth, waistcoat, shirt and even the daggers he kept inside his boots followed until he wore nothing but breeches. Those were the rules here—and they were hard and fast. Breaking them resulted in a brutal punishment, swift and worse than any beating in the fights, which deterred many men from trying to keep an advantage other than their wits and their fists and their feet. He tipped the lad enough to ensure his belongings would be kept safe. Iain did it in spite of knowing his would always be here.

	But with each bit of refined and expensive clothing he removed, a piece of this façade he wore and lived fell away, too. He stripped down to his core—the part of him that knew only kill or be killed. The feral part that understood the ways of predators and that was on watch for any attack. The uncivilized center that lived and breathed every moment of every day, just waiting to be needed.

	Iain knew his way and followed the noise of the crowd to the current bout. These chambers were below the street, in old, long-buried buildings and spaces in the oldest parts of the city. As Edinburgh expanded over the years, before they aimed north and built the New Town, buildings were built on top of others. Even built on top of streets and closes. That resulted in these hidden places, some long forgotten, where activities best done out of sight could be accomplished. A roar told him a challenge had been decided. Pulling the final door open, whispers became shouts as people noticed him and his readiness to fight.

	The roar echoed through him, his heart pounding in anticipation of the coming fight. Everything around him blurred into a strange silence and the only thing he heard now was the sound of his breathing. His hands tightened into fists and his body began changing the way he moved, spreading out his feet to gain a better-balanced stance. When he reached the cleared circle at the center of the crowd, Iain was ready. Pausing only to have his hands wrapped in strips of cloth, he nodded his readiness to the man deemed the referee, while never looking at his opponent. It mattered not at all to him. One was much like another when the fight began.

	Kill or be killed. The fury within him fueled his senses, preparing him to attack.

	Oh, he would get as good as he gave and his body would suffer, but it was the only thing that allowed the anger to ease.

	The fight was called and Iain remembered nothing until he woke in the fair Tess’s chamber, a private one used by the owner when he visited. The taste of blood coated his tongue. His ribs ached. His jaw felt swollen. When he moved his hands, to reach for the glass being held out to him, they were stiff and would not do as he wished.

	“Here now, love,” the lovely Tess whispered. “Let me help ye.”

	Emptied of the burning rage, he lay back and allowed her tender ministrations to ease the aches and pains that were making themselves known. A swallow from the glass brought a smile to Tess’s face, one side of her mouth curved up as she held the glass at his lips. “Yer eyebrow wi’ need some stitching.”

	He reached up with fingers finally loosening up and tipped the glass until the contents poured into his mouth. Though she was quite skilled with needle and thread, it was going to hurt.

	“What time is it?” he asked as she took the glass away.

	“Nigh on half-past three.”

	“Well, then, get to it,” he said, patting her hip and sliding his hand around her shapely flesh and lovely arse. “I fear I can stay no longer.” Tess turned and stared at him, as though he’d startled her in some way.

	“The gent is back in place then?” She lifted her leg, exposing her bare thighs and the glistening flesh between them to his view. Playing her game of temptation, she straddled his legs and traced her fingers along the bruised flesh of his belly to tease his nipples. They tightened, as they always did when she applied her skills to a sensitive place. “Is there something I could do to change his mind?” He recognized the humor and the arousal in her gaze.

	“I fear not, lovely Tess.” Struggling against the pain, he lifted her free of him. “He has several people who are not as accommodating as you are with their time. So, with apologies, no.”

	She did not argue then. Instead, she closed the silken robe over her beckoning breasts and cleft and tied the belt around her waist. It took but a few moments to bring the supplies she needed closer. Good girl that she was, Tess had gathered everything before he came back to himself. They’d been through this before, and would be again, he had no doubt.

	His head spun, the room spun and his vision went dark. And when he looked up at her, he did not see Tess with her curves and luscious softness. He no longer looked into blue eyes or noticed the curling locks of auburn tossed over one shoulder as was her wont to do.

	Emerald green eyes stared back at him. The voluptuous body, fed well on his coin, disappeared and a slim, petite woman replaced it. Long, mahogany hair lay loose around that delicate face. And the hint of a smile tempted him to touch her lips.

	Lady Clare Napier Logan.

	Everything genteel and graceful that was expected in a woman of the cream of society. A woman meant only for the best and highest of men.
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