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Chapter 1


His hand slipped beneath my gown to slowly glide up my leg. The muted sounds of the party came through the library door, and I knew we risked being discovered. But I simply did not care

Memoirs of a Mistress by An Anonymous Lady






When we chose this book to read, I had no idea it would be soexplicit, murmured Carolyn Turner, Viscountess Wingate.

She clutched her slim, leather-boundand much perusedvolume of Memoirs of a Mistress and glanced around her drawing room at her three guests, who, along with her, comprised the Ladies Literary Society of London. All three faces, she noted, bore scarlet blushes identical to the one scorching her own cheeks. Quite understandable, as one of her guests was only newly married and the other two were virginal innocents.

Virginal, yes. Innocentsno longer, thanks to the Memoirs.

Of course, in spite of having been married for seven years, she herself still had never dreamed of, let alone experienced, half the things described in the scandalous book that had recently taken Society by storm. Before her beloved Edwards untimely death three years ago, shed believed they shared every conceivable pleasure with each other.

Based on her reading of the Memoirs, apparently not.

Her sister Sarah, the new Marchioness Langston by virtue of her recent marriage, cleared her throat. Well, the entire point of forming our little Ladies Literary Society was to forsake the classics for more forbidden fare.

True, said Lady Julianne Bradley, whose normally porcelain complexion now resembled a fiery sunset, but there is forbidden, then there is this. She held up her own copy of the book and Carolyn noted that many of the pages appeared decidedly dog-eared. Julianne leaned forward, and although they were alone in the room, she lowered her voice. If Mother ever discovered Id read such shocking things, shed Julianne briefly squeezed her eyes shut. Oh, I cannot even imagine it.

Shed fly into the boughs as she always does, chimed in Lady Emily Stapleford with her usual forthrightness. Shed demand her hartshorn, then, once recovered, I wager shed confiscate your copy in order to read it for herself. Emily grinned at Julianne over the rim of her teacup. In which case youd not only be confined to your bedchamber for the remainder of your natural days, but youd never get your book back. So make certain she doesnt find out.

Juliannes color deepened, and she quickly added another sugar lump to her tea. As Ive absolutely nothing to which I can compare anything Ive read in the Memoirs, I cant help but wonder if half the things the author describes are even

Anatomically possible? finished Emily. Yes, I wondered the same thing. Her gaze bounced between Carolyn and Sarah. Well?

Sarah pushed up her spectacles then fanned herself with her napkin. Im hardly an expert, as Ive only been married two months. But from what I can tell

Her voice trailed off, and Emily leaned forward so far she nearly tipped from her chair. Yes?

Everything she describes ispossible.

Emily sat back and whooshed out a long breath. Never say so. Her amazed gaze shifted to Carolyn. Do you concur?

Carolyn pressed her hands against her book, which rested in her lap. Snippets from the scorching story of the Anonymous Ladys sexual exploits sifted through her mind and she felt as if the pages set her gown on fire.

Certainly possible, she agreed, even though she wasnt quite positive. But really, werent most things possible?

But are theyenjoyable? asked Julianne, her blue eyes round. Because I must say, some of them sound rathermessy.


An image flashed through Carolyns mindof Edwards handsome face hovering above hers, his flesh buried deep inside her. The indescribable joy of that intimacy.

Definitely enjoyable, Carolyn and Sarah said in unison.

Even what she describes on page forty-two? Emily asked in a breathless voice, rifling through the pages of her book.

Carolyn didnt need to look at page forty-two to know what was described thereshed read the highly sensual passage so many times she could recite it by rote. Still, she fell in with the group and opened her book. Her gaze fell upon the Anonymous Ladys vivid description of a quick tryst in which her lover took her against the library wall between courses at a dinner party.

Possible, Carolyn murmured, picturing the carnal image of the ladys legs wrapped around her lovers hips while he thrust into her, hard and deep. Although Edward had never made love to her in such a rough andungentlemanly way, she supposed it was possibleprovided the gentleman was quite strong and vigorous, the lady quite agile and filled with stamina, and they were both quite determined.

And, um, definitely enjoyable, added Sarah.

Three gazes immediately flew to Sarah. Surely her sister hadnt

But one look at her sisters dreamy expression glowing behind her spectacles made it clear that Sarah knew of what she spoke, a fact that unsettled Carolyn in a way she didnt quite understand.


Emily cleared her throat. Isee. Well, what about that bit on page fifty-three? Surely a man wouldnt do that would he?

And the other on page sixty-one? added Julianne. Surely a woman wouldnt do that would she?

Again Carolyn knew precisely to what her friends referred without looking at the book. Her face flamed hotter and she found herself shifting in her seat from the same disconcerting sensations that had plagued her during her entire reading of the Memoirs.

Readings, her inner voice interjected, emphasizing the plural.

She shot her pesky inner voice an inward frown. Very well, readings. Many, many readings. Alone in her bed, her mind overflowing with carnal images that left her overheated.

Although she again had no personal knowledge of the shocking goings-on described on pages fifty-three and sixty-one, she had no reason to doubt the word of the Anonymous Lady who clearly knew her way around a boudoir. And a library. And the stables. And even the dining room.

For starters.

Carolyn shoved the sensual images aside and stated, According to the rumors, everything in the book is completely true.

Sarah cleared her throat. Yes. Men do do those things. Um, women, too.

Carolyn blinked. Surely Sarah hadnt done that. Yet another quick look at her sister made it quite clear she had. And that she was deliriously happy about it. An odd mixture of delight and envy suffused her. Delightthat Sarah, who for so long had been overlooked because she wasnt classically beautiful and her interests tended toward scholarly pursuits, had found a deep and abiding love with Matthew Devenport, the Marquess of Langston. And envybecause Carolyn so profoundly missed the deeply satisfying relationship shed shared with Edward, one she knew in her heart and soul could never be duplicated. Shed been fortunate to find her one true love. And sadly, had lost him to a sudden and unexpected illness.

After three long years of widowhood shed finally accepted the fact that the ache of missing her beloved husband would never completely go away. So she kept him in a special corner of her heart where his memory burned brightly and always would. She might have remained forever in her state of mourning, isolated from everyone except her family and few closest friends, but several months ago Sarah had taken her firmly in hand and all but dragged her out, encouraging her to discard her solitude and black gowns and join the living again.

At first Carolyn resisted, but shed slowly come to once again enjoy being out in Society, attending soirees, socializing with old friends, forging new acquaintances. She behaved a proper lady at all times, determined to never do anything that could besmirch Edwards memory. Achingly lonely though the long, silent nights remained, her days were now pleasantly occupied with visits and shopping excursions with Emily and Julianneher two dearest friends, and of course Sarah, her dearest friend of all. Still, she had a great deal of free time on her hands here in London and wished to find something to occupy herself. Something useful. A project of some sort. Most days she felt as if all she was doing in life was taking up space.

Not wishing to dwell any longer on her increasingly somber thoughts, nor on the more salacious parts of the book, parts that had reignited desires shed thought long buried, she said, I recently learned that the Memoirs, in addition to being the latest scandal, is also responsible for a new rage sweeping the ton.

Emily arched a brow. Oh? Making love in a moving carriage?

Or in the billiard room

No, Carolyn said with a laugh, cutting off Juliannes guess. Its the notes the author describes.

Oh, yes, the mysterious unsigned missives the Anonymous Lady received from one of her lovers, Julianne said in a breathless voice. Shed arrive at the time and place in the note and theyd engage in a tryst.

Exactly, Carolyn said. Last night at Lord and Lady Lerners musicale I heard several ladies say theyve received such notes. And the results were very satisfactory.

I would imagine so, Sarah said, her nod sending her spectacles sliding down her nose. Id very much like to receive such a note.

Indeed? asked Emily, her eyes twinkling with mischief. From whom?

Sarah blinked and pushed up her glasses. Why, Matthew, of course. In fact, I told him so over breakfast this morning.

Julianne heaved a long, dreamy sigh. I would love to receive such a note. Its sodashing. And romantic.

Such a note would ruin your reputation, Carolyn said gently to her overly romantic friend.

Yes, but to be desired so strongly Julianne heaved another sigh. The Memoirs have taught me so many things. Things Mother certainly never told me.

No ones mother would ever tell them such things, Carolyn said with a smothered laugh of horror. Certainly her mother never had. On the eve of her wedding, her mother had only offered the troubling and cryptic advice for her to close her eyes, brace herself, and recall that the ordeal would be over in a matter of moments.

Clearly Mother did not know of what she spoke, because her wedding night had been a beautiful, tender experience that marked the beginning of her and Edwards deeply satisfying and intimate bond.

My mother has never spoken of such things with me, said Emily. Indeed, if it werent for the fact that she gave birth to six children, Id be tempted to say she didnt know how we were conceived. I think it very fortunate that an Anonymous Lady wrote the Memoirs to drag us all from behind the shroud of ignorance. Someday soon some lucky, handsome, wealthy man will have the good sense to fall in love with me, and he will be very happy that Ive read the book.

Carolyn glanced up at the portrait of Edward that hung above the fireplace and a flood of sadness swept over her. Love and intimacy were over for her. Edward had been such a wonderful, honest, kind and loving man. To this day she considered it a miracle that the very eligible, very handsome Viscount Wingate had singled her out for his attention. Indeed, if her father hadnt been a physician and the viscount hadnt happened to injure his hand in the same London bookstore where she and her father were browsing, they most likely never would have met. But from that first moment, shed felt as if she found a piece of herself she hadnt even realized was missing.

Blinking away the memories, Carolyn forced a smile and said, Well, perhaps well hear of more notes being received at Lady Walshs masquerade tonight. It is rumored to be a gala event.

I heard more than three hundred guests are expected, reported Sarah. Matthew told me this morning that Lord Surbrooke is arriving in London today and will attend.

For reasons she neither understood nor cared to examine, Carolyns pulse jumped at the mention of her new brother-in-laws closest friend. Shed met Lord Surbrooke several times over the years, as Edward had known him, but she herself had only become better acquainted with him earlier this summer during a house party at Matthews country estate.

At first shed categorized the handsome, charming earl as nothing more than another shallow aristocrat, spoiled by too much money, free time, and fawning women. Yet when he believed himself unobserved, his dark blue eyes turned pensive and seemed to harbor sadness. It was an emotion she understood well, and she couldnt help but wonder if some manner of tragedy had befallen him in the past.


But there was something else in his eyessomething that disrupted her calm and made her insides flutter in the most unsettling way. Something she wasnt quite certain she liked.

She was saved from commenting when Julianne chimed in, Mother told me that Mr. Logan Jennsen will also attend the party.

Emily wrinkled her nose. Im certain hell be easy to spot in the crush. Hell no doubt be garbed as a serpent. Or perhaps a wolf.

I dont understand why you dislike him so, Sarah said. Hes very entertaining.

I simply cant credit that hes invited everywhere, Emily said with a sniff. Has no one besides me noticed hes an uncouth American?

Hes invited everywhere because hes obscenely wealthy, Julianne said. No doubt hed like to find himself a peers daughter to marry to ease his way into Society, and with his vast wealth hell surely succeed. She gave Emily a teasing nudge. Best watch out or hell cast his eye upon you.

Hed best not, unless hed like to lose his eye. Perhaps hell cast his net in your direction.

Hed be wasting his time, as Father would never consent to a match outside the peerage, regardless of the gentlemans wealth. And theres not enough hartshorn in the kingdom for Mother to consider it.

Carolyn had no doubt Juliannes assessment was true. Juliannes mother, the formidable Countess Gatesbourne, was overbearing in regards to her only child in a way that made other overbearing mothers seem like tame kittens. She was determined to see Julianne make a brilliant marriage. On the basis of her stunning looks alone, Julianne could attract any man. Combined with her sweet disposition and her familys vast wealth, she was one of the most eligible young women of the ton. And sadly, very much under the crushing weight of her mothers heavy thumb. Carolyn prayed that Juliannes gentle, romantic nature wouldnt be trampled by some philandering, jaded peer, but shed seen enough of the breed to know that men like her Edward were rare amongst the species.

Her gaze shifted to Emily and sympathy filled her. Emily had recently confessed that her family was suffering severe financial difficulties, thanks in part to her fathers excessive gambling. She feared her father planned to arrange for her to marry some old, creaky lord with nothing to recommend him save a great deal of much needed money. Carolyn dearly hoped such a fate wouldnt befall her lively, spirited friend.

In order to break the silence that had descended, Carolyn asked, What sort of costumes are you all wearing?

Youre not supposed to tell, said Emily, shaking a finger.

But how else will we find each other in the crush? asked Julianne. I need to know who to look for in case I get an opportunity to escape Mother.

Matthew and I will be attired as Romeo and Juliet, said Sarah, except in our version of the story clearly neither of them die, as we are older than the teenage lovers. And besides, I cannot abide unhappy endings.

Emily heaved a sigh. I shall be the tragic Ophelia. I wanted to be Cleopatra, but Mama said twas too scandalous. She grinned. Perhaps I should go as the Anonymous Lady.

Yes, Carolyn said. For a costume you could wear your skirt ruched up about your waist and carry a copy of the Memoirs.

They all laughed. Ill be dressed as an angel, said Julianne.

Very appropriate, Carolyn said.

And boring, Julianne said with a sigh. But Mother insisted.

Wait until you see Carolyns costume, Sarah enthused. I helped her choose it.

Carolyn shot her sister a mock frown. More like you ordered it, had it delivered here, then demanded I wear it. She looked at her two friends. Since her marriage shes become very domineering and demanding.

My husband likes me that way, Sarah answered tartly. If I hadnt helped you with your costume, youd have dressed as a shepherdess.

Most likely, agreed Carolyn. I certainly would not have chosen Galatea.

Juliannes eyes lit up. Oh, the beautiful ivory statue that comes to life. Youll be stunning, Carolyn.

And feel as if Im only half dressed.

Be happy that youre wearing anything, Emily said with a devilish grin. Galatea was nude, you know.

Carolyn shot Sarah a frown. I think you should go as Galatea and Ill go as a shepherdess.

Heavens, no, said Sarah. What on earth would Romeo want with a Greek statue? As Julianne said, youll be stunning. There is nothing the least bit improper about your costume.

Of course not, agreed Julianne. Indeed, based on some of the costumes worn at Lady Walshs ball last year, youll be overdressed. She lowered her voice to impart, A shocking number of women dressed as harem members.

And nearly as many men were attired in togasmen whose rotund figures most assuredly should not have been draped in sheets. Emily gave an all-over shudder.

Im almost sorry I missed it, Carolyn said with a smile.

With a few minor adjustments we could turn you from Galatea into Aphrodite, Sarah said to Carolyn with a speculative air. The goddess of desire is who I wanted you to be to begin with.

Absolutely not, Carolyn said firmly. What would people think?

Sarah reached out and lightly clasped her hand, her brown gaze serious as it rested on her. That you are a young, vibrant woman who deserves to enjoy herself.

Im a thirty-two-year-old widow who is too old and too sensible to parade about in an unbecoming fashion. She said the words softly, to take any sting from them. She knew Sarah meant well, and truly she appreciated her sisters efforts on her behalf. But ever since shed reentered Society, she sometimes felt as if in her determination to get on with her life everything was moving too quickly. As if she were losing part of herself, of the person shed been for the last ten yearsEdwards wife. She occasionally had difficulty recalling images of him that used to be so clear in her mind. Couldnt precisely recall the sound of his laughter. The warmth of his touch. The slow leaching of those memories confused and saddened her. And frightened her. For if her memories of Edward faded away, shed have nothing left.

There is nothing unbecoming about you, Sarah said gently, squeezing her hand. Then she smiled. And we are all going to have a grand time this evening.

Carolyn returned her sisters smile, although she wasnt as optimistic. The idea of a costume ball had sounded exciting when she received the invitation, but now that the day was here, she felt decidedly less enthusiastic. Shed allowed Sarah to talk her into the Galatea costume, because as her sister pointed out, Galatea was brought to life, just as she herself wanted to be brought back to life. What she hadnt pointed out to Sarah was that the statue of Galatea was only brought to life because Pygmalion, the sculptor, fell passionately in love with his work of art. Love had brought Galatea to life. At one time, love had done the same for her, but she knew in her heart it would not, could not, happen again.







    

Chapter 2


The note read only, Midnight, the stables. I instantly knew who it was from. Heart pounding with anticipation, I arrived at the appointed time. He stepped from the shadows and without a word pulled me into his arms

Memoirs of a Mistress by An Anonymous Lady






Standing in a shadowed corner of the crowded ballroom, Daniel Sutton, Earl Surbrooke, was about to sip from his glass of champagne when he saw her. His hand froze partway to his lips, his drink forgotten as he stared at the Greek goddess garbed in pure ivory across the room. Flickering light from the dozens of candles in the overhead crystal chandeliers cast her in a soft, gilded glow. Her costume left both slender arms and one shoulder bare. His avid gaze drifted over the exposed creamy skin, and his imagination instantly conjured his fingers skimming along the silky smoothness. His lips tracing a trail along her delicate collarbone. Her name whispered through his mind and he had to clamp his jaw shut to keep from saying it out loud.

Carolyn

Desire, hot and fierce, gripped him. Even with her honey-colored hair powered white and a mask covering most of her face, hed recognize those perfect, lush lips, that slender neck, the curve of her cheek, that regal posture anywhere.

She stood alone, scanning the crowd. He would have given a great deal to be the person she sought, but he knew shed be searching for her sister Sarah or one of her close friends, Lady Julianne or Lady Emily.

Someday very soon youll be looking for me, his inner voice promised. Yes, her gaze would seek him out just as his did her at every opportunity. He intended to see to it. For hed wanted her with a bone-deep intensity from the first instant hed laid eyes upon her.

To this day he recalled that moment with such vivid clarity it could have happened ten minutes ago rather than ten years ago. Hed seen hera vision in a blue gownacross the ballroom during a party hosted by one of his Eton friends, Edward Turner, Viscount Wingate. For a few brief seconds it felt as if time had stopped. Along with his breath. And heart. A ridiculous, inexplicable, visceral, and unprecedented reaction. True, she was beautiful, but he was accustomed to stunning women. Of course, hed prevailed upon his friend to introduce him. And Edward had obliged, presenting Miss Carolyn Moorehouse. Theyd exchanged pleasantries, and Daniel fell more deeply in lust with the blushing beauty with each passing momenta state of affairs he couldnt understand, as innocents were not at all to his taste. But something about her grabbed him by the throat and wouldnt let go. He wanted her, in his bed, naked and trembling with desire, and by God he was determined to have her.

Perhaps the fact that she wasnt an aristocrat was what he found so utterly refreshing and alluring. Regardless of the reason, hed never been so wildly and instantaneously attracted to any woman. He was about to begin his seduction by asking her to dance when Edward requested everyones attentionthen announced that Miss Moorehouse had consented to be his wife.

Now, a decade later, Daniel still recalled his dumbstruck reaction. It was as if all the color had leaked from the room, leaving everything painted in dull, dismal shades of gray. After shaking himself from the stupor into which the news had thrust him, he saw what hed been too stupefied to observe earlierthat Edward adored Carolyn, and she clearly felt the same about him.

Hed attended their wedding two months lateran occasion that left him feeling empty. The marriage was obviously a love match, and Edward was a friend. And while Daniels actions didnt always fill him with pride, he drew the line at cuckolding friends. He therefore forced Carolyn from his thoughts and kept his distance from the happy couple as much as possible, reminding himself that he had no real interest in her other than bedding her, and there were plenty of other beautiful women available to slake his passions.

But the truth was that every time he found himself in the same room as Carolyn, he had trouble concentrating on anything other than her. The sensual fantasies she inspired confounded him for his inability to dispel them. Luckily she and Edward didnt attend many soirees, so he rarely saw them. Hed gone on with his life and finally convinced himself that his inappropriate lust had been an aberration.

After Edwards sudden death three years ago, Carolyn had gone into seclusion, retreating from Society entirely. He was therefore stunned several months ago to learn she was to be a guest at a country house party at the estate of his best friend, Matthew Devenporta party Daniel was instantly impatient to attend. Before he arrived at Matthews estate, he reminded himself that the oddly fierce attraction hed experienced all those years ago was an anomaly. That hed no doubt take one look at her and yawn. Still, not wanting any distractions or possible encumbrances, before leaving for the house party he amicably ended his brief yet steamy affair with Kimberly Sizemore, Countess Walsh, knowing the gorgeous widow would quickly move on to the next man.

When he arrived at the house party, however, it only required one look at Carolyn to bring all the lustful urges shed once inspired roaring back. Her mere presence rendered him befuddled and bemused and tongue-tied in a way he might have found amusing had it not been so utterly irritating, uncharacteristic, and bewildering. He didnt lack for expertise or confidence when it came to women, yet somehow this sedate, petite woman made him feel like a bumbling lad in knee pants. It required all his finesse not to simply gawk and babble in her presence.

He learned through their conversationsduring which he managed not to gawk and babble too muchthat she remained devoted to her dead husbands memory and had no desire to ever marry again. Which only made her more perfect, as the last thing Daniel wanted was a wife. No, he wished only to bed her, and determined then and there to do what he hadnt when he first met herseduce her. A challenge indeed, given her continued worship of her dead husband. But he was a patient man and hed never wanted a woman more, his every nerve ending heating with anticipation at the upcoming game of enticing her to his bed, where the fire shed ignited ten years ago would finally be extinguished. Theyd enjoy a quick, mutually pleasurable affair, unmarred by messy emotions, then theyd each go their separate ways. Hed established a nice rapport with her in the country, and now that they were both back in London, he was prepared to begin his seduction in earnest.

Starting right now.

He handed his untouched champagne to a passing footman, but before he could move, a man costumed as a pirate approached his quarry. Daniels eyes narrowed when, after several seconds, Carolyn extended her hand to the masked buccaneer and smiled. He didnt know who the bloody bastard was, but realizing that he had tarried here in the shadows too long, he set a determined pace toward Carolyn. It was his intent to prod the pirate alongusing the point of the bastards own sword if necessaryyet before he took more than half a dozen steps, a feminine hand curved around his arm.

You make a very dashing highwayman, darling, said a throaty voice he instantly recognized. He turned and found himself the subject of a thorough perusal through Lady Walshs mask. His gaze flicked over her. Garbed in a revealing outfit, Kimberly looked wickedly desirable and stunningly alluring. And he wanted nothing more than to escape.

Still, she was his hostess and a former lover, and protocol demanded he be polite. It certainly wasnt her fault he was in a rush to cross the room. Cleopatra? he guessed, lifting her hand to brush a light kiss over her fingers.

Indeed, she said, her voice a sensual purr. I was hoping youd come as her lover, Marc Antony. Did you not receive my note suggesting you do so?

He had, but ignored the missive. Theyd parted amicably before he left for Matthews country house party, and he intended to keep things that wayamicable, and parted.

I only arrived in Town this afternoon and didnt get all the way through the mountain of correspondence awaiting me, he replied, assuaging his conscience by reminding himself that it was the truth.

Are you enjoying yourself?

Very much. Your parties are always entertaining. His gaze flicked over Kimberlys shoulder and he tensed. Carolyn was still smiling at the pirate, who was handing her a glass of champagne. Bloody hell, prodding the bastard along at sword point might be too subtle. Perhaps hanging him from the yardarm would be better.

Im glad. Kimberly leaned a bit closer and he caught a whiff of her exotic scent. Her hand discreetly brushed across his thigh and his attention snapped back to her. Through her mask, her emerald eyes glittered with sultry invitation. I can think of something else youd find entertaining.

He forced a smile and bit back his impatience. Perhaps at some other time or place he might have taken her up on her offer, but he simply wasnt interested. Still, he had no wish to offend her. Indeed, he prided himself on remaining on friendly terms with his former lovers.

He bowed over her hand then gave her a quick smile. Im certain you could think of several dozen entertaining things, but I wouldnt dream of depriving your other guests of your attention. Give my regards to his grace, he added, referring to the Duke of Heaton, the man rumored to be her latest paramour, and one reputed to be extremely generous with his lovers. No doubt Kimberly would garner a number of expensive baubles from that liaison.

Someone else claimed Kimberlys attention, and Daniel took the opportunity to melt into the crowd. He headed directly toward Carolyn and the soon to be rousted pirate. Strains of music drifted over the cacophony of voices and laughter as he made his way through the crush. He lost sight of the couple for several seconds and paused. The crowd in front of him shifted and his hands clenched. That bloody pirate was leaning close, as if whispering in her ear. And she was bloody well laughing at whatever he was saying!

It required every ounce of his control not to shove people aside and stalk over there. To make like his highwayman costume suggested and steal away with her.

You look as if you just bit into a lemon, said a familiar, amused voice beside him.

Turning, he found himself the subject of a costumed Romeos perusal. This is supposed to be a bloody costume party, Daniel muttered, his voice laced with the irritation rippling through him. How is it that everyone recognizes me so easily?

I wouldnt have known you at all, Matthew-as-Romeo said, except for two things.

Which are?

One, you told me you intended to dress as a highwaymanrather a dead giveaway, that.

Yes, I suppose, Daniel murmured, his attention firmly fixed on the laughing couple standing at the edge of the dance floor.

And second, the icy glare youre shooting at Logan Jennsen made it clear. I must say, as much as I appreciate your enmity toward him on my behalf, it is no longer necessary. Now that Sarah and I are married, he wouldnt dare look at my wife with a lustful gleam in his eye. In fact, Im considering a business venture with him.

Daniel slowly turned his head to stare at his friend. That pirate is Logan Jennsen? he asked slowly, in a low voice that even to his own ears resembled a growl. He didnt care if Jennsen had saved him a great deal of money by advising him against an investment that had ultimately proved unsound. In spite of Jennsens financial acumen, before this moment he hadnt particularly liked the brash, wealthy American who seemed to turn up at every social function. As of now, however, he most particularly disliked the man.

Matthew Romeo raised his brows. Are you saying you didnt know? He looked toward the pirate then stilled. He slowly turned back to Daniel. No.

No what?

Matthews lips pressed into a thin line and he jerked his head toward the corner. Muttering an oath, Daniel followed his friend to the less crowded area.

Lowering his voice so they couldnt be overheard, Daniel repeated, No what?

If you didnt know that was Jennsen, that can only mean you were simply staring daggers at whoever was conversing with Carolyn.

Daniel didnt bother to pretend he didnt know the goddesss identity and met Matthews gaze straight on. What of it?

Damn it, I suspected something of the sort at my house party, but I was so involved in my own affairs I didnt pay much attention. Matthew blew out a long breath. Shes not the right woman for you, Daniel.

Again he didnt pretend to misunderstand. Perhaps Im looking for the wrong woman.

Shes not the type you usuallyconsort with.

And what type is that?

The jaded, bored sort. The sort who wanders from one liaison to the next. He lowered his voice further. Shes a decent woman.


A combination of irritation and hurt rippled through Daniel. Are you insinuating Im not a decent man?

Of course not. Actually, youre a much better man than you give yourself credit for. But when it comes to women, youre

Fond of shallow, short-term liaisons based solely on physical pleasure? he provided helpfully when Matthew seemed at a loss for words.

Precisely. And so long as that makes you and your partner happy, its perfectly acceptable. However, it is not the sort of arrangement that would make Carolyn happy.

Perhaps we should leave that for her to decide.

Matthew studied him for several seconds then said quietly, Shes Sarahs sister and I dont want her hurt.

What makes you think Id hurt her? The only way a person can be hurt is if their heart is involved. Shes made it abundantly clear her heart belongs to her dead husband.

Then why bother?

Daniel shook his head. Obviously your marriage has cast everything you see with a rosy glow. This situation with Carolyn offers the best of everythingan affair with a woman I need not worry will attach herself to me like a bothersome burr, yet theres no actual living man to take it into his head to challenge me to pistols at dawn. He watched her and Jennsen tap the rims of their champagne flutes and an unpleasant sensation that felt exactly like jealousy seared him. Well be discreet and no one will get hurt. Except, perhaps, for that pirate bastard Jennsen. Yes, he might find himself in the privet hedges. Head first. Or walking the plank. Into shark-infested waters.

Shes agreed to this arrangement? There was no missing the surprise in Matthews voice.

No. Not yet.

I thought not. I hate to be the one to break this to you, but I think youre in for a disappointment. In fact, Im certain of it. From everything Sarah has told me, coupled with all Ive observed, Carolyn is not the sort of woman to engage in a casual, torrid affair. There are dozens of other women who would welcome your attentions.

At the risk of sounding conceited, there are. As you well knowor at least you did before you wrapped the matrimonial noose about your neckbeing pursued by women comes with the territory of being titled, wealthy, and not hideous in appearance. Actually, being titled is really the only requirement. The other two are merely whipped cream on top of an already frosted cake.

I always look forward to the cynical pearls of wisdom you cast before me.

Any cynicism I possess is founded upon unvarnished truth gleaned from acute observations of human nature. And clearly someone needs to drag you down to earth. He shot his friend a speculative look. Good God, youre practicallyglowing.

Thats called happiness.

How leg-shackling yourself to the same woman for all eternity could induce any sensations other than dyspepsia and nausea is beyond me.

You say that because you havent met the right woman.


Of course I have. Many times.

By right I mean a woman with whom you can share your lifenot just your bed.

Ah. Obviously our definitions of right differ greatly.

As recently as a few short months ago I might have agreed with you, but no longer. Youll feel differently after you fall in love.

Are you foxed?

Not a bit.

Daniel shook his head. My dear bedazzled, bamboozled, besotted friendjust because you plunged into the sticky quagmire that is love doesnt mean I plan to succumb.

Ah, but that is where you shall meet your nemesis, because as I discovered, falling arse over backwards in love isnt something you can planor not plan. It justhappens.

Perhaps to you. I, on the other hand, am extremely adept at sidestepping all manner of unpleasantness.

Including sticky, messy emotions.

Absolutely. If youd kept your head about you, youd still be an eligible man about town.

Yes. And Id be missing out on sharing my days and nights with the most amazing woman Ive ever met.

And where, pray tell, is your amazing woman? Why is she not keeping you occupied so you dont torment me?

She is chatting with Lady Emily and Lady Julianne, no doubt concocting some scheme or another.

My sympathies.

On the contrary, I find Sarahs schemes most entertaining. Especially one she mentioned to me this morning.

And what is that? Daniel asked without much interest.

It concerns a note she wishes to receive from me, one that simply states a time and place.

Good God, women request the most ridiculous things. For what possible reason would she want such a missive?

So we can meet at the appointed time and place, where Illremind her how glad she is to be my wife.

That got Daniels attention, and he turned toward his friend. Intriguing. Wherever did she get such an idea?

Some book she recently read which is apparently very popular with the ladies. A note of that sort was mentioned in the story and is now all the rage.

Daniel returned his gaze to Carolyn then said in his blandest tone, Perhaps your wife suggested this little game because shes grown bored.

I doubt it. I keep her quite busy. You, on the other hand He made tsking noises.

What?

Do you even know how to seduce a woman?

Daniel swiveled his attention back toward his friend then leaned forward and sniffed. How is it that you dont reek of brandy?

I told you, Im not foxed. On the contrary, Im perfectly sober, and perfectly serious. Obviously youre experienced in the bedchamber, but have you ever had to actually work to get a woman there? From what I can tell, youve never needed to expend more effort than to crook your finger toward a female to entice her to do your bidding. One look at your exceptionally handsome visage, your devastating smile, and they fall at your feet like raindrops.

Daniel blinked, nonplussed. Bloody hell. Of course hed had to charm and convince women to become his lover. Surely he had. Of course hed been the instigator. Many times. Exactly when, he couldnt quite recall at the moment, but that didnt mean he hadnt.

Shooting his friend a glare, he said, Why I converse with you remains a mystery, as I already have two annoying younger brothers.

Rather than looking abashed, Matthew grinned. Neither of them possess my charm. Besides, youve clearly forgotten that Im older than you.

By a fortnight.

Admittedly a narrow margin, but one that renders me older nonetheless. Which would actually cast you in the role of the annoying younger brother. Lucky for you Ive always considered you a sibling.

Yes, lucky is precisely what Im feeling right now. As to your question, of course I know how to seduce a woman. And as soon as I manage to shake loose of you, I intend to get on with it.

I dont believe Ive ever seen you quite so undone. Matthew chuckled and clamped a hand on his shoulder. You know, its going to give me a great deal of pleasure to someday say I told you so while watching you slip into the sticky quagmire.

Absolutely, positively, not going to happen.

Hmmm. Isnt there some saying about pride going before a fall?


Yes, but it doesnt have any bearing on this situation.

Matthew smirked. I disagree. Care to make it interesting?

Daniel narrowed his eyes. How interesting?

Twenty pounds says youll be betrothed by the end of the year.

Daniel stared, struck momentarily mute with amazement. Then he threw back his head and laughed. Oh, by all means. Only please lets make it fifty pounds.

Very well. Fifty pounds.

Daniel grinned, held out his hand, and they shook on it. This is going to be like taking a sweet from a child.

Amusement glittered in Matthews eyes. Clearly youve never actually attempted to take a sweet from a child. I wish you luck.

That fifty pounds is as good as mine already.

We shall see. Now, if youll excuse me, Im going to ask my wife to dance.

Chuckling, Matthew moved off. Daniel turned toward Carolyn and Jennsen, but before he could take a step, a costumed Julius Caesar blocked his path.

I heard youd be garbed as a highwayman, Surbrooke, said a familiar male voice in a slurred undertone that hinted of bitterness. How appropriate, considering all you stole from me.

Daniel resisted the urge to step back from the brandy fumes that pelted him with Lord Tollivers every word. Hed heard the earl had taken to drinking heavily since his shipping venture failed, and clearly those rumors were true. Ive no idea what youre talking about, Tolliver.


Of course you do. Been told you had a meeting with that bastard Jennsen just before you pulled out of our deal. Id wager hes the one who told you not to invest with me.

My decision was my own. And a wise one, as it turns out.

Tollivers eyes narrowed behind his mask. I know you, Surbrooke. Know all about you. Youll be sorry.

Daniel shot him a cold glare. Blackmail and threats dont become you. Although youre so foxed you most likely wont even remember this unfortunate exchange. God knows I intend to forget it.

Without another word, he moved away from Tolliver. He could feel the earls stare boring into his back, but Tolliver made no move to follow him. Daniels attention returned to Carolyn and Jennsen, who stood less than twenty feet away. Determined not to be waylaid again, he headed toward the woman whod ignited his fantasies for far too long.

Let the seduction begin.







    

Chapter 3


His seduction began with the simplest of words: Good evening, my lady. By the end of the evening my appetite had been well and truly whetted. And thus commenced what would prove to be my complete and utter capitulation

Memoirs of a Mistress by An Anonymous Lady






Carolyn stood near the edge of the dance floor with the dashing pirate. Shed recognized Logan Jennsen by his distinctive American accent the instant he spoke to her, and now she couldnt help but laugh at his disgruntled words and expression about donning a costume.

Utterly ridiculous, he said, shaking his head and waving his hand to encompass his pirate garb, complete with tall boots, rakish hat, and a long black cape. Wouldnt be caught dead wearing something like this in America.

It could be worse, she replied in an undertone, nodding toward a rotund frog passing in front of them.

He tossed back a generous swallow of his champagne. Good God. He turned toward her, and she felt the weight of his regard. You, however, are stunning, Lady Wingate. Indeed, seeing you looking so lovely is about the only thing making this soiree bearable.

Carolyn blinked at his use of her name. Thank you, Mr. Jennsen.

He winced. I suppose my American accent gave me away?

She smiled. Im afraid so. But I have no such accent. How did you guess my identity? I believed myself quite unrecognizable.

Oh, you absolutely are. If your sister hadnt told me what you were wearing, I never would have known this exquisite creature was you.

Because I normally look so unexquisite? she teased.

On the contrary, Ive never seen you look anything less than stunning. However, you are normally lessuncovered. His gaze skimmed down her gown, which left one entire shoulder bare and hugged her body to her hips before falling in a straight column to the floor. There was no missing the appreciation in his eyes. Your ensemble is extremely becoming.

Heat flooded her cheeks at his admiring assessment and compliment, followed by a sense of relief that he wouldnt have recognized her. She felt disconcertingly bare in her costume and had no wish for people to know that the normally demure Lady Wingate would don such a revealing outfit. Botheration, she should have dressed as a shepherdess. If she had, surely Mr. Jennsen would not be eyeing her in such a speculative manner. Although she couldnt deny the unexpected frisson of feminine satisfaction at his open admiration.

Thank you, sir. And although you might not care for masquerades, you make an excellent pirate.

His eyes gleamed behind his mask. Thank you. Perhaps because Ive spent a fair amount of time on ships. He returned his attention to the swirling couples. Forgive me for not asking you to dance, but I havent yet learned the intricacies of your English steps. I would only embarrass myself and bruise your toes.

No need to apologize. Pirates are more renowned for their sea legs than their dance legs.

In truth, shed been relieved to skip the dance. Despite her determination to move on with her life, she hadnt yet ventured onto a dance floor since Edwards death, and she feared the first time she did so might prove emotionally draining. But she was enjoying Mr. Jennsens company, as she had at Matthews house party where she first met him. He was unpretentious, outspoken, and sprang from humble beginnings, as did she.

The first strains of a waltz lifted over the crowd, and Carolyn craned her neck, despairing of ever locating her sister, Emily, or Julianne in the crush.

You mentioned seeing my sister, she said. Where was she?


I saw her outside, before I entered the house. A carriage bearing the Langston crest arrived just ahead of mine. If not for that, I wouldnt have recognized her, either. He smiled. Although, the fact that Juliet wore spectacles over her mask was a rather broad clue.

Carolyn laughed. I suppose so. Given his imposing height, she was about to ask Mr. Jennsen if he might be able to see a costumed Juliet, Ophelia, or an angel when a deep, masculine voice behind her said, Good evening, my lady.

Although only four words had been spoken, the way her heart tripped over itself and a warm tingle skittered down her spine made her suspect theyd been said by Lord Surbrooke. Shed wondered if they would encounter each other this evening. Indeed, while searching the crowd for her
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