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One






1819


The woman must be stopped.


Jeremy Vaughn, the Duke of Kilgrath, looked up from his snifter of port with a frown as he watched his friend Anthony Wharton storm around the private room at Worthingtons Club.


What woman? he asked before he took a long puff of his cigar.


David Forster, the Marquis of Chartsford glared at him. Great God, Kilgrath, what do you mean what woman? Were talking about Penelope Norman.


Anthony nodded his head, his scowl deepening. Exactly. The woman is a deuced menace.


Jeremy shrugged, grinding out the remains of his cigar in a sterling silver ashtray as he pictured Lady Norman. With her lithe frame, long, flowing blond hair, and turquoise eyes, Penelope wasnt exactly the kind of woman a man of his appetites could ignore. And even if he could, her recent crusade against the sensual excess of the men of the Upper Ten Thousand was making her the current talk of the ton.


Still, he could hardly believe she was worth all this ruckus. He came to Worthingtons and met with his friends in order to avoid this kind of gossipy foolishness.


How much effect can one woman truly have? he asked mildly.


The other five men in the room all stared at him. These were his best friends. All men of means, aside from Ryan Crawford, whose father had cut him off years before. And all were men of appetites. They enjoyed every advantage their names and wealth afforded them. Especially ones that involved women.


They called themselves the Nevers, a silly name coined by Jeremys younger brother, Christopher, after a drunken night when the group of them had all vowed never to change or falter or love.


So far, only Jeremys brother had gone against that vow. Christopher had married six months before, and was the only one absent from their meeting tonight. Jeremy winced at the thought.


Finally, Anthony gave an outraged snort. How much effect? Are you bloody daft? The woman stole my mistress.


Jeremy bit back a laugh, but only because he knew the subject was a sore one with his friend.


Come, Wharton, Ryan Crawford said as he leaned back into a leather chair. That is exaggerating it a bit. You act as though Lady Norman swooped in and kidnapped Fiona. Fi went of her own volition.


Nathan Ridgemont, the Earl of Dunfield, tipped his head back with a laugh. Perhaps she thought this Penelope could satisfy her more.


Jeremy would have taken a moment to enjoy the spectacular image such a statement put into his mind, but he couldnt. Anthony lunged at Dunfield with a curse, and the room erupted in shouts as various friends grabbed for the scrapping pair. Jeremy caught Anthony by the arms and pulled him back as his friend struggled.


Wharton, he growled. Come on, you know Dunfield is only being an ass.


And you arent the only one who has suffered, Chartsford pouted when Anthony stopped fighting to be free and some semblance of calm returned to the assembly. My wife, who was always so pliable and didnt give a damn where I went or who I went with, is now haranguing me night and day and demanding I give up my mistress. And all because of that wretched woman.


Jeremy released Anthony slowly and backed away. Wharton had become the closest thing he had to a best friend ever since Christopher abandoned him for the pleasures of hearth and home. Jeremy had a hard time reconciling this angry, red-faced man with the normally carefree gentleman he called a friend. Truly, Penelope Norman was more than just a mere annoyance for Wharton. She had come to represent the other mans deepest humiliation.


What do you suggest we do about her? Viscount John Lockwood asked from the corner where he had been sitting quietly, watching the entire exchange. He was the only one who had made no move to interfere with the fight.


Chartsford and Anthony exchanged a look that made clear what they would like to do to Penelope, but said nothing. In fact, it was Dunfield who stepped forward.


There are six of us here, he said with a grin. And we each have a certain reputation. Surely one of us could change her mind, put a stop to her meddling somehow.


How? Wharton snapped with a peevish scowl. What is your plan, if you even have one?


Dunfield shrugged. Seduction is one way. It would open the door to blackmail or exposure.


Seduce her? Chartsford barked with an incredulous shake of his head. Not bloody likely. Shes not called the Ice Queen for nothing.


Tried with her and failed, did we? Jeremy asked as he tipped up his glass and took another slow sip of port.


Chartsford glared at him, but didnt refute the charge. As the other men began to debate the subject, Jeremy let his mind slip, once again, to Penelope Norman.


He had never felt the epithet of Ice Queen fit her. She might appear cold and distant at first blush, but hed observed the young woman many times over the past two years. He saw her watching everyone around her. And sometimes, when she thought no one was looking, he saw a hint of burning lust in her pretty eyes. Unsatisfied desire, even before her husband tipped up his toes a year before.



No, Penelope Norman was no ice queen. Or if she was, she could easily be melted by the right man.


Come on Kilgrath, draw a straw, Anthony barked, stirring him from his thoughts.


Jeremy looked at his friend in wide-eyed surprise. Some time during his private musings, his friend had collected a batch of matchsticks and was now holding out a fistful expectantly.


You are not serious, Jeremy said as he stepped away.


Anthony advanced forward, his fist tightening. Hell yes, I am! That little bitch Penelope Norman stole my mistress, and if she keeps up her crusade against men like us, it could be more than just Chartsford and me who suffer. I want her stopped. One way or another. And we are the only ones who have the balls to do it. Draw.


Normally Jeremy would have made some pithy statement, but since his friend looked so angry and serious, he refrained. Instead, he reached out and pulled a matchstick from the bundle. He winced when he saw how short it was.


Anthony smirked and moved on to Dunfield. Each man in their circle drew a straw, and each one was larger than Jeremys. By the time Anthony opened his fist and revealed the last matchstick, Jeremy had already guessed the outcome of his friends little game.


He stared at the short little stick in his hand, a thin piece of wood that had sealed his fate.


You dont have to take Dunfields ridiculous suggestion to seduce her, Anthony said as he threw himself into a chair and took a swig of whiskey. You could threaten her. Shes alone in the world now that her husband is dead. She only has one other association with any influence and that is her sister, Countess Rothschild. I have heard theyve been estranged for at least as long as Lady Norman has been in London Society.


Jeremy paced to the fire with a shake of his head and tossed the splinter of wood into the flames. I may be many things, gentlemen, but Ive never been reduced to threatening a woman. No, Im sure I can find many more pleasurable ways to convince the lovely Lady Norman that her quest against illicit sensuality is one she should abandon.


He stared at the flames as they devoured a log and thought about what he had been conscripted into doing. Seduce Penelope Norman for the purpose of manipulation.


He waited for a wash of dread or a slap of anger to fill him. But neither one came. Certainly, he normally bedded far more willing partners, but he had never turned away from a challenge.


And Penelope Norman was the ultimate challenge. Beneath her starchy exterior, he guessed there lurked a hypocritical, lustful woman. All he had to do was draw that part of her out. Once she succumbed to her own carnal desires, it would be easy to make her see how wrong she was to meddle in the affairs of others. Or, at the very worst, he could resort to blackmail, as Dunfield had mentioned earlier.


Either way, the entire seduction could be enormously pleasurable. Since Christopher had married, Jeremy had felt quite restless, even bored with his life. Hed parted ways with two mistresses in the past six months and had a decided lack of interest in the numerous opera singers, dance hall girls, and wicked widows who threw themselves at his feet.



Not that he didnt have his pleasure, but nothing felt quite the same. Yes, ruining Penelope seemed just the thing to put the spring back in his step.


So what is your plan, Kilgrath? Dunfield asked as he approached Jeremy with a fresh glass of port. How do you intend to get into the Ice Queens good graces?


Jeremy smiled as he took a sip of wine. My plan isnt complicated, gentlemen. I will simply convert to her cause.





Lady Penelope Norman stood in the corner of the ballroom, staring out at a sea of dancers who were swaying together to the music of the orchestra. Everyone around her looked so happy, so content.


And she was anything but. She feltstretched. Sour. Sort of like an oddity on display. The feeling was entirely unpleasant.


There, you see, Lord Billingham just snubbed you! her mother, Dorthea Albright whispered, loud enough that everyone within fifteen paces heard her. He is the tenth person to do so tonight.


Penelope sighed and didnt look at her mother. Dont exaggerate, Mama, she murmured.


Her mother tugged on her arm and Penelope turned. Dortheas round face was pink with indignation and her blue eyes, the ones that looked so much like Penelopes, were wide.


It isnt an exaggeration! I have been counting. Her mothers fingers tightened around her arm to an almost painful degree. Your behavior is exposing you to some pointed remarks and cutting you away from certain parts of Society.


Penelope pursed her lips. She hadnt even wanted to come to this gathering, but Dorthea had insisted, saying the party was imperative to the future of Penelopes two unmarried sisters, Beatrice and Winifred.


Unfortunately, neither one of them were dancing. Which only seemed to upset her mother all the more.


If you will not think of yourself and your own ability to obtain a new husband, think of your sisters. Your little crusade is hurting them by drawing the wrong kind of attention to you. Her mother suddenly released her and folded her arms across her chest. Men like their wives to be pliable. Men like their wives to turn the other way. Men like their wives never to whisper the word, her mothers voice dropped, mistress, let alone argue with him about having one. Penelope


Penelope rubbed her hand over her suddenly throbbing head. Yes, Mother, I hear you. Half the room hears you, she hissed. Im getting a drink.


She pulled away from Dorthea before her mother could say another word and began to weave her way through the crowd.


How in the world had she become a crusader?


It was a question she asked herself at least once a day. She hadnt intended to become a voice against the sexual excesses of the Upper Ten Thousand. She had simply had a spirited discussion one day with members of her Ladies Aid Society. And then more women had wanted to talk to her about her thoughts on male behavior outside the bonds of matrimony. And then more.


Suddenly everything had snowballed, rolling out of control until she was being called a demon and a savior, sometimes in almost the same breath. There were men of the ton who hissed at her when she passed and women who squeezed her hand and told her how much they appreciated her work.


Penelope shook her head. Well, it didnt matter how shed gotten to this point. The fact was, she was now a voice against infidelity and rampant sexuality. And she believed in her cause.


Shed certainly seen and felt firsthand what kind of wicked power a man could wield with sex. Her life had been altered irrevocably by two men who did just that.


Good evening, Lady Norman.


Penelope stopped walking, frozen in place by a voice she had come to know well, despite all her best efforts to avoid it and the man who owned it. She forced her expression into a chilly mask and turned to face Jeremy Vaughn, the Duke of Kilgrath.


Her breath caught, no matter how much she didnt want it to. That was something that always happened when she saw the man. He was beautiful. There was no other way to put it. With dark hair that curled lazily against his forehead, a harsh, strong jaw, sensual lips that seemed forever curled in a knowing sneer, everything about him was pure perfection.


But the one part that made him stand out, that frightened Penelope to her very core and also made her body shiver with a faint, undesired wanting, were his eyes. His dark brows and long lashes framed eyes that were the most striking green shed ever seen. They were so dark they were almost emerald in color, and they sparkled with a sensuality that represented everything she was fighting against.


This man was sex and sin embodied. And he lived up to the things his handsome face and strong, well-formed body hinted at. Everyone knew his reputation, even the unmarried misses who were generally sheltered from such things. But who could look at him and not see that he was a man of lustful, searing appetites? A man who reveled in the attention of too many women to count.


Ladies of all rank and circumstance had thrown themselves at his feet over the years. There were stories that discreetly circulated about trysts in back hallways, sinful behavior at country gatherings, and even one public coupling on a London stage with a shameless actress when the play she had performed in was over and everyone had gone home.


This was her enemy.


And Penelope shivered as another little surge of desire made her a hypocrite of the highest order. Worse, Kilgrath smiled as if he knew exactly what she was thinking.


Penelope pursed her lips. Good evening, Your Grace.


His smile widened, and the wickedness in his stare doubled as he let his gaze move over her in a lazy sweep. She fought an urge to fold her arms over her chest in protection and instead arched a brow.


I admit I am surprised you are speaking to me, Lord Kilgrath, she snapped out. Most of your friends are on the verge of throwing rotten fruit.


His smile fell a fraction and he tilted his head. Yes, I have heard some whispers. It isnt often a lady of your rank takes up a cause at all, let alone one that affects the conquests of men of title.


Perhaps it should happen more often. She shook her head. Im sorry to be rude, Your Grace, but if you have come to spit hateful words or threats at me, please refrain. Ive heard enough to last me a lifetime. Consider your quarrel with me to be duly noted.


Turning on her heel, Penelope made to walk away, but before she could take one step, a strong hand wrapped around her forearm. She gasped at the feel of Kilgraths touch and immediately spun back on him, breaking the distracting grip of his fingers.


I apologize, my lady, he said softly, holding his hands up in mute surrender. But you have misread my intentions entirely.


Penelope frowned. She had no trust in this man, although his expression seemed totally sincere. In fact, he appeared open and friendly. It was the first time shed seen such a look from a man of his stature since she started her crusade.


Have I? she asked, wary of giving him even a quarter.


He nodded. May we speak privately?


She sucked in a breath. Going anywhere private with this man was tantamount to stripping off her clothing and dancing naked in the middle of the ballroom floor. And he knew it.


I am not some nave little dancehall girl whom you can seduce, Kilgrath, she snapped, putting her hands on her hips. You know the consequences of being seen leaving this room with you. If this is your plan to discredit me, it will not work.


He shook his head. Im not trying to discredit you, Penelope.


She jolted at the sound of her given name coming from his lips. It was as intimate as a touch. But before she could correct him, he continued.


Im trying to tell you that I support your cause.













Two






Jeremy smiled as Penelopes mouth dropped open and she stared at him in utter shock. Such a pretty mouth it was, too. One he could easily imagine closing around his length, or parting with a sigh of pleasure when he touched her in the most intimate ways.


Finally, she arched one fine eyebrow. I dont believe you.


He stifled a chuckle. Damn, but he liked her spirit. No doubt she would bring a hefty dose of it to his bed when he finally had her there. He couldnt wait.


I understand, my lady, he said, keeping his tone somber. I have not given you any reason to have faith in my statement. My behavior has never been the kind that a lady such as yourself could approve of. But I am a changed man.


Indeed. Her tone dripped with sarcasm as she folded her arms, unwittingly drawing his attention to the perfect curve of her small breasts.


He struggled to maintain focus. Perhaps you heard of my brothers marriage six months ago?


She nodded slowly, almost as if she was uncertain if agreeing with him even in this was some kind of trap.


Seeing his marital bliss has changed me, Jeremy continued.


The words tasted bitter, perhaps because there was some truth in them. Christophers sudden and happy marriage had set him out of sorts.


He shook off the thought and kept talking. And though I have tried to continue down the wicked path I was once set upon, Ive found it less and less satisfying. Hearing your thoughts on the subject of sensual excess and marital fidelity altered my view on life. On many things. You are he leaned a little closer. You are quite persuasive, Lady Norman, in ways you may not even fathom entirely.


She rolled her eyes. And yet you say you have changed. You are flirting with me at this very moment.


This time he couldnt help but chuckle. Indeed, I may be. Old habits, you know. But Ive never felt there was any harm in a flirtatious exchange.


Her face suddenly grew hard. Of course you wouldnt see the harm. But I have never known a man who didnt use sex as a weapon.


Jeremy drew back slightly at the heat in her tone. So that was it. She had been used or hurt by a man in the past. Her husband, perhaps? Or some other man? Or both? He would have to ferret out that secret as part of his plan.



He tilted his head in acquiescence. You see, my lady, I need your help. This is exactly the kind of insight I require as I make my transformation into a respectable gentleman.


Penelope stared at him, her blue eyes almost impossibly wide. She was utterly silent for a long time, longer than a minute. Long enough that Jeremy began to wonder if she had been stricken mute with shock. But finally she shook her head.


I do not know what game it is you are playing at, Your Grace. But I will be no part of it. Your transformation is no more authentic than Lord Norwichs wig. She tilted her head. I have no time for your foolishness. Good evening.


She turned away a second time, and Jeremy allowed her retreat with a smile. She was one step away when he said, I shall change your mind about me, Penelope.


She sent a glare over her shoulder and continued into the crowd. Jeremy watched her hips twitch away with the heat of desire curling in his stomach.


Oh yes, he was going to change Penelopes mind about so many things. And enjoy every moment of it.




Penelope stepped into her chamber with a loud sigh. As she closed her door behind her, her ladys maid, Fiona Clifton, entered from the adjoining bedroom. Penelope forced a smile for the woman.


Fiona had once been a mistress. Penelope wagered she was probably a very sought after one at that. With her shiny brown hair, porcelain skin, and light blue eyes, she made a stunning picture to behold. Just watching her, Penelope could feel the sensual power her maid was so very aware of. Fiona knew exactly how to move, to look, to speak in order to gain masculine attention. Half the men on Penelopes staff were in love with her.


But Fiona paid them no mind. Abused by her so-called protector, she had willingly taken a place in Penelopes household after the two women met accidentally at the opera when Fionas angry lover had deserted her after a particularly vicious argument.


Fionas past, what she had been through, were part of why Penelope had started talking to her friends about the sensual excess of the men in their sphere. No woman should be forced to bear what Fiona had, no matter her place in life.


Good evening, Penelope, Fiona said as she stepped forward to start unlacing Penelopes gown.


Penelope winced as the other woman pinched her. A good mistress she might have been, a good ladys maid she most definitely was not. But one did not save another person, then complain about her skills.


How was the party? Fiona asked, and Penelope thought she heard a wistful hint in her maids voice.


She cast a quick glance over her shoulder, but the young woman was focused entirely on the task at hand. Perhaps she had only imagined the longing.


Honestly? Penelope sighed. Quite horrid. I was given the cut direct by more people than not. Even the ones who whisper that they support me will not stand up with me in public.


Fiona wrinkled her brow. Im afraid I know the feeling.


Penelope nodded. She supposed that was true. Fiona had occasionally come to various parties on the arm of her protector before she ran away from him, and she had never been accepted, either. Everyone knew what she was. What she did.



And they punished her for it.


Whats worse is that now some of them are attempting to play me for a fool, Penelope said as Fiona pulled her gown away from her shoulders.


Instead of folding it properly, the former courtesan tossed it aside. In silent dismay, Penelope watched the yards of fine silk crumple into a pile in the corner.


How so? Fiona asked as she came around to the little bench in front of Penelopes dressing table and flopped down on it as if the action of undressing Penelope had worn her out entirely.


I was approached by the Duke of Kilgrath, Penelope admitted with a roll of her eyes.


Jeremy? Fiona asked, straightening up. Her eyes lit up. Oh, I always liked Jeremy.


Penelope went still. She had all but forgotten that Fiona had once been part of Jeremys crowd. In fact, her former protector, Anthony Wharton, was one of the Dukes best friends. She pursed her lips. Was that why Kilgrath had approached her? Was he trying to wheedle his way into her good graces so that he might speak to Fiona? Penelope had never thought of him as the kind of man who would condone violence against a woman.


But perhaps he wasnt acting on behalf of his friend, after all. Kilgrath might simply want Fiona for himself now that Wharton no longer had her. Penelope had heard the small group of men who called themselves The Nevers had shared lovers in the past.


How close were you to Lord Kilgrath? Penelope asked, hoping she sounded nonchalant.


Not as close as I would have liked, Fiona laughed. My, he is a handsome devil, isnt he?



Penelope remained silent. God yes, he was handsome. Too handsome. Just looking at him made her think things she was sworn to fight against. When she smelled that clean, masculine scent of his skin, it made her weak. When he smiled at her, it made her want.


But she also knew he was a complete liar. Especially about his supposed conversion to her way of thinking.


Handsome or not, hes trying to make a fool of me, she said as she slipped her fingers into her hair and began taking her locks down. Normally her maid would perform that duty, but Fiona seemed far too interested in chatting.


How?


One by one, Penelope tossed the pins she was removing onto her coverlet. Kilgrath wanted me to believe that he is no longer interested in the debauched life he has enjoyed for so long. That he has been changed by the things Ive said about the consequences of excess.


Fiona covered a giggle with her palm. Jeremy Vaughn? No, Ive never known anyone who enjoyed his debauchery more. And with good reason. He can get anything he wants, any time he wants it with a mere crook of his finger. Why would he want to abandon that?


He wouldnt, Penelope conceded.


A little twinge of regret made itself known in the pit of her stomach. She frowned. Had she really wanted to believe him? In some tiny part of herself, had she wished he truly were changed and turning to her for guidance?


Stupid girl.


Oh, I completely forgot, Fiona said, rising from her place at Penelopes dressing table and digging in the pocket of her plain gown. She pulled out a letter and held it out to Penelope. The envelope had been crushed by the careless manner in which Fiona shoved it into her pocket.


Penelope sighed. What is this?


Fiona shrugged. It was delivered just after you departed for the ball. I told Smickens I would give it to you when you arrived home. He still despises me, you know.


With a shake of her head, Penelope thought of her very proper butler. He, like the rest of the staff, had a hard time accepting a former lady of the evening as their equal. At least those who werent swayed by Fionas ample charms had difficulty.


He will change his view in time, especially as you improve in your duties, Penelope said as she took the letter. I wonder who this could be from. I do hope its not another threat.


She broke the blank seal that held the pages together and opened the note. She scanned the words within and could not help the sharp gasp that escaped her lungs. The pages in her fingertips fell away, drifting to the floor as she stared at them with a hand clamped over her lips.


Fiona rushed over to gather up the missive. What is it? she breathed, turning over the letter.


No! Penelope yelped, jumping forward.


But Fiona was too quick. She sucked in a breath as she began to read out loud.


My dearest Lady Norman, she read, eyes widening. You do not know me, but I have watched you from afar for many a month. I cannot remain silent any longer. Please allow me to tell you of my admiration. Where shall I start? The lips that a man could easily imagine wrapped around his swollen cock? Or the throat I would spend an evening kissing, if only you would allow it? Your breasts, which would fill my hands. If I stroked my fingers over them, would you cry out? Sigh with pleasure?


Penelope stood frozen as Fiona read the words, the lascivious, erotic words that described in growing detail what the letter writer wished to do to her. It had been one thing to read them in a quick, shocked glance. It was quite another to have them recited to her in the sultry voice of a former courtesan.


Stop, she whispered, surprised at how husky her own tone had become. She reached out a trembling hand and snatched the letter from Fionas fingers.


Her ladys maid stared at her with parted lips. Her cheeks were flushed and her breasts lifted with each breath. Who in the world wrote that?


Penelope shook her head. Someone who is playing a cruel, foolish jest, no doubt. She moved for the fire and held out the note toward the flames. But as she stared at the missive, she found she could not drop it into the devouring fire. Instead, she made a show like she had tossed it in, but in truth she hid it behind her back.


Fiona moved toward her. It goes into great detail if it is only a jest, she whispered. A man who wrote that would have to truly desire you, have truly watched you, to go into such lusty particulars.


The blood rushed to Penelopes cheeks. Want her? She didnt think a man had ever truly wanted her. Her husband had used her body, but for his own means, not because he wanted her particularly. And most of the men of the ton hated her at present, they didnt want to touch her unless it was in violence.



The words in that letter should have made her angry. Disgusted. But instead theythey moved her.


She blushed as Fiona tilted her head and looked at her closely. Penelope?


Penelope shook her head as if to dismiss the topic. I shall not humor that kind of person with a response. Now, I am very tired. Is my bath ready in the next room?


Fiona opened her mouth, but then shut it again, as if biting back a statement. Er, yes. I did forget, but Smickens reminded me. It is ready for you.


Penelope nodded. Very good. I shall bathe myself. You may retire to your bedchamber.


Th-thank you, Fiona said softly, then backed out of the room with a strange expression on her face.


As soon as Fiona had gone, Penelope padded into the bedroom. There, behind a screen next to her bed, was the big tub her servants had filled with steaming water. Penelope approached the basin with a sigh of anticipation. It had been a trying night and all she needed was a good, long soak to put her to rights again.


She set the letter on the silver platter that contained her soaps and slipped out of her chemise and stockings. Then she put one foot into the hot water with a hiss of contentment. Ah, yes. This was what she needed.


The water rolled over her body as she settled back against the tub wall, covering her to the very tops of her breasts. She gasped as the water slapped against her tingling nipples and made her very aware of the ache that had begun in her body. But when?


Was it when she read the letter? No, it had been before that. Probably while she sparred with Kilgrath. As humiliating as it was, her exchange with him had started her body down a path of wanting that she could not allow. She had tried to ignore it at the time, but their exchange had been stimulating in more ways than one.


This was madness. She would not let the manipulations of a libertine like Kilgrath or the perverse scrawl of an anonymous admirer sway her from the morals she held so dear.


She grabbed for the soap on the little tray beside the tub, but her damp fingers touched the folded sheets of the letter instead. She yanked her hand back as if burned and stared at the white linen pages.


Who could have written those things to her? And how much more did that unknown person say? She had only skimmed the first page, which talked of her breasts, of her mysterious admirers desire to see them in moonlight, touch them, strum the nipples until she cried out, lick the delicate curves


Penelope shook her head with a start. Every word that unknown man had written was already burned into her mind. She picked up a fluffy towel from the tray and slowly dried her fingertips, never taking her eyes from the letter. It called to her. Taunting her.


What if the letter gave her some clue as to the author? What if it contained some valuable piece of information? She would be remiss if she didnt read it again. Read it fully.


Wouldnt she?


Her shaking fingers already reached for the missive and she sank down lower in the water as she unfolded the pages. With a furtive glance around the empty room, she began to read.


The familiar words on the first page washed over her just like the hot water in the bath. She lingered over each one, taking her time to absorb every description. And slowly she came to realize that she wasnt just reading the letter, but imagining in detail what the writer described.


She could almost see him now. A faceless man, his body strong and ready, crossing the room to her. Looking at her, watching her as this stranger claimed to have done for many months. Would he like seeing her in the bath as she was now? Her entire body only protected by a clear wave of clean bathwater?


She shivered at the idea of a man seeing her this way. One who wanted her. She imagined him touching her breasts as he had described in the letter. Holding their damp weight in his palms, covering them with his fingers, dragging his thumbs over her already distended nipples.


A little cry of pleasure escaped her lips and shook Penelope from her fantasy. What was wrong with her? What was she doing, allowing some strangers vulgar words to arouse her?


And yet, her gaze fell back to the letter in her hand. Slowly, she lifted the first page away and read the second, the one she had only skimmed for a name earlier.


Have you ever felt your own arousal, Penelope? Not felt it in your gut or as a vague, passing thrill. I mean, have you touched yourself and felt how your body changes? Have you ever let your fingers play along your own skin and touch the slick evidence of your desire? Stroke your folds until you find the little clit hidden within. Played until your body spasmed with pleasure so intense that it borders on pain?


I have imagined you doing so. Longed to see you do so.


Penelope sucked in a harsh breath and shoved the letter away, throwing it back on the silver tray with enough force that the bar of soap there clattered.


Despite the warmth of the bath, she trembled at the words. They awoke memories shed long hidden. Yes, she had touched herself, brought herself pleasure in the faraway past. Long before she saw how far desire would drive a person, she had been open to such activities in the furtive darkness of her bedchamber.


At one time, she had even looked forward to experiencing more sensual delights with some faceless future husband. But her eventual marriage had forced her to realize that passion was a weapon to be wielded. And pleasure wasnt inevitable, but something that could be snatched away at a whim.


And yet, reading her mysterious admirers words didnt only force memory but sensation. Her sheath clenched at nothingness, her nipples tingled fiercely and her thighs clamped together, which served nothing but to increase her desire.


Almost of its own accord, her hand dipped beneath the water, sliding across her skin with purpose. She shut her eyes as she let her fingers graze her nipples, tensing when ricochets of pleasure rewarded her touch. God, it had been so long since she felt like this.


And she wanted more. Even though she knew it made her a hypocrite. Even though it went against the cold faade shed worn so long in public.


Her hand slid over her stomach and finally her fingers slipped through the soft patch of hair between her thighs. She rested her hand against her mound for a long moment, eyes squeezed shut as the frank words the unknown author had written taunted her.



Have you ever let your fingers play along your own skin and touch the slick evidence of your desire?


Slowly, she dipped her hand down and touched the swollen flesh between her legs. A little moan escaped her lips as she stroked along the folds there. They were wet and from more than the mere bath. She pushed deeper and came in contact with the hidden nub of flesh the letter writer had alluded to.


Stroke your folds until you find the little clit hidden within.


Clit. Shed never heard it referred to in that manner before. She circled her fingers around the hard little bud and gasped as a warm wash of pleasure spread from the point of contact through her body. Focused and powerful, the feeling multiplied, widened, until it seemed her entire being was focused on that one tiny spot.


She circled harder, lifting her hips slightly to reach for the pleasure. It felt good, but she wanted more. More.


Shaking, she brought the opposite hand to join the other. Increasing the pressure, she turned her head, bit her lip to hold back the cries that might bring her staff to investigate.


There was something coming. She felt the wall of pleasure building to a crescendo, but she couldnt reach it. It was right there, over the edge.


She opened her eyes in frustration and found herself staring at the letter again. Somewhere in London, there was a man who claimed he wanted to watch her do exactly what she was doing right now. The idea made her hips arch helplessly and the pleasure jumped.


When she shut her eyes this time, she pictured that faceless man. Standing at the end of the tub, leaning over the water. His breath short, his bare, muscular arms straining in an attempt to maintain control. She could almost see him watching her. Waiting until she exploded to join her.


Oh, oh, she couldnt help but groan.


Yet still, it wasnt enough. She pressed her fingers against her flesh, panting in frustration. The pleasure was so keen it was almost pain. She needed relief. She needed more.


She concentrated hard on the image of the man in her mind. What if his hands slipped beneath the water, strong fingers gliding up her bare legs, reaching higher and higher until they tangled with her own? Pushed her own aside.


Grinding down against her clit, she pictured him lifting her hips, spreading her legs wide, opening her body to him. Shed had very little experience with such true passion. Yet it didnt take much imagination to
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