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      Lady Mary Callingsbrooke believes she is broken. According to every rule of polite society, she is an aberration, a woman whose body responds to male attention with a scandalous, untameable heat. Mortified and ashamed, she is convinced her reactions are a curse that will lead to her ruin. But her widowed cousin, Charlotte, sees not a flaw, but a fire waiting to be stoked. She guides Mary to a secret London establishment run by the formidable Mrs. Skarsgard, a place where a woman’s vibrant nature is celebrated, not condemned.

      

      Here, Mary’s journey of self-discovery begins with a single, electrifying encounter. The man assigned to her case, Mr. Smith, is a catalyst who proves her body is not the enemy. His touch awakens a fierce, elemental passion she never knew she possessed. Suddenly, the world of hushed rules seems pale and lifeless compared to the feelings he inspires. When he follows her back into her proper world, boldly pursuing her hand in marriage, Mary faces an impossible choice: remain the demure lady she is supposed to be, or embrace the powerful, desiring woman he is determined to unleash.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      LONDON, 1817

      Lady Mary Callingsbrooke’s perspiring hand slipped from the gentleman’s grasp. With an ungainly wince, she crushed her palm into her skirt to wick the dampness away. With as much grace as she could muster, she re-clasped the gentleman’s hand and maintained her footing in their waltz.

      The gentleman sneered at her, making a lie of his honorific. Of course, Sir John Montague, Baron of Cliveshire, would find her moist hand disgusting. Her palm should be dry and warm, like a lady’s. Not too warm to indicate a fire in the blood, of course. That would be unwomanly according to the booklets Mama had made her read. And certainly her skin should never be as clammy as a frog, fresh from a warm bath. And most certainly not hot and wet, like a desperate wanton, whose rampant desires poured through her satin glove.

      The music ended. Cliveshire made a curt bow and walked her back to her cousin Charlotte, then bid her good evening and vanished into the crowd.

      There were so many blank spaces on her dance card, she had rather hoped he’d fill another. Alas, the haste with which he’d delivered Mary to her chaperone put paid to that.

      “I must get my gloves off,” Mary pushed the cuffs down her arms.

      Charlotte stilled her hand and kept her voice low. “You mustn’t do that here. Come outside into the cool, that will help.”

      Mary grabbed Charlotte’s hand as a drowning puppy might latch onto a passing log as they exited the room.

      “Goodness, but you’re wet,” Charlotte said.

      Now away from prying eyes, Mary pulled the gloves completely off, and dropped them into a potted plant. “There is something very wrong with me, isn’t there Lottie?”

      “I’m sure it’s only a case of nerves.” Charlotte said, offering a dimpled smile. Then added, “Cliveshire is rather handsome.”

      “No, don’t brush this off.” Mary shook her head, aware of her failings. “I feel as though my whole body is afire. My dress is clinging to my skin. Feel it.” She grabbed her cousin’s hand and pushed it to her stomach.

      Charlotte’s eyes widened. She stepped back and looked at her again, properly this time. “You’re drenched. I’ll get you a drink.”

      “No, please. Stay here with me. Being away from the dance floor is already cooling me down.”

      Charlotte raised an eyebrow. “Being away from the handsome gentlemen, perhaps?”

      “Is this what men do? Make women turn to water? Tell me, when you were having your season, was it normal when you were … you know … when you were dancing?”

      In the corner of her eye, she could have sworn she saw Cliveshire on the edge of another crowd, chatting to a woman who looked like her own Mama. But that could not be the case. Her mother was at home with a headache, which was why Charlotte had stepped in. If not for her widowed cousin to accompany her, she would have had to stay home this evening as well. All things considered, this may have been for the best.

      Charlotte was about to answer, then she tilted her head as if something else came to mind. “Many balls I attended were a crush, but … if I may ask,” and here she checked to make sure there truly was nobody else around and they were quite alone. Mary also glanced around to ensure the same. Charlotte leaned in. “Aside from your palms and your stomach, where else are you turning to water?”

      “Under my arms, obviously,” Mary admitted.

      “Mmm. And?”

      “My back, of course.”

      “Of course. And how about,” she leaned in to whisper, “Between your legs.”

      The heat of a thousand suns tore through Mary’s body as she nodded imperceptibly.

      Charlotte smiled. “Good. There is absolutely nothing wrong with that. It means you’re a vibrant young woman on the verge of something wonderful. Your future husband will be lucky to have you. If this is how you respond with a dance, you will positively gush in the bedroom.”

      “Great heavens Lottie! Do not speak of such things!” Mary’s face became so hot she stole her cousin’s fan and flapped air over her face.

      Charlotte smiled knowingly and took a card out of her reticule. “Go and see this woman. She’ll do you the world of good.”

      Confusion washed over Mary as she looked at the card. A simple cream square with a hand-written address in Soho, and a name: Mrs Skarsgard.
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      A cool wind blew through the street, flipping Mary’s veil over her head and utterly revealing her face. Botheration! What if someone had seen her? She pulled the lace back into position and walked on, well past the street she should have turned down.

      This was silly. If she kept walking up and down the garden rail of Soho Square, she’d be even more noticeable than if she’d merely turned in when she should have in the first place. She crossed the street, her heart beating in her chest at how daring she could be. For a few minutes she pretended to look in the window of a store, admiring the stationery. Should she get some new calling cards made? They were bound to be useful at some point. And a new pen would be convenient. How she adored a good, smooth pen that flowed evenly across the paper without scratching.

      Stop dawdling and get on with it, she chastised herself. She was here to meet the mysterious Mrs Skarsgard, and meet her she would.

      Courage, Mary.

      It took all her courage to turn her body down the side street and reach the right door.

      She knocked. Oh, goodness, she’d gone that far. Thrills tingled through her body at how brave she could be. What a shame nobody answered at first. Should she knock again? Her lace-gloved knuckle rapped once more.

      A woman with flawless darker skin appeared from another doorway farther along. She called out, “Are you looking for someone?”

      Rooted to the spot, Mary could only croak as her mouth flapped open and shut. For what felt like forever, her voice remained silent, until she creaked out a thin, “Mrs Skarsgard, please.”

      “Come this way,” the woman said.

      Mary followed.

      They reached another door in the side of the building, and the woman opened it, “You have a card, I take it?”

      Mary handed hers over, her pulse crackling in her ears.

      The woman’s deep brown eyes examined the cream square. “Excellent, follow me.”

      Mary followed her into a small, wood-panelled entry way that was little more than a place to hang cloaks and store wet umbrellas. There was a desk but nobody was attending it at this moment.

      After the door to the street closed behind them, the woman opened the next along to reveal an inner sanctum.

      What a display! Golden light from candles in sconces in the walls and the chandeliers above shone over them. Thick drapes covered every window, giving a cosy, inviting feel.

      “Up the stairs and down the hall,” the woman said.

      Obediently, Mary followed.

      Should she introduce herself? Should she ask the other lady her name? She was clearly a lady, dressed in a beautiful day gown, her black hair tucked neatly under a lacy cap indicating her married status.

      Despite her curiosity, Mary voiced none of this as she obediently followed the woman up the stairs and, yes, down the hall, to a room with
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