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Dedication

	To Michael, who helps me build my wings when I leap off high buildings in a single bound. Let’s see if these babies fly, eh? 

	 


Chapter One

	“When you least expect it, everything can change. Isn’t it wonderful?”
—The Ladies Book of Pleasures

	 

	 

	Spring 1814

	Although she had never been classified as a wallflower, there were times Grace, the Duchess of Jameswood, wished she could vanish into the floor and escape the boredom of a party or ball. Tonight—this very moment, in fact—was a very good example. 

	Grace forced a smile as Lady Harldrum continued prattling on about some topic (perhaps it was bonnets?) and tried not to exchange a meaningful look with her two best friends, the Marchioness Lyndham and the Countess of Northfield.

	Of course, neither Isabel nor Jacinda looked as frustrated and annoyed as she felt. But then again, neither of them ever did anymore, thanks to their relatively recent marriages. They were both blissfully happy. And that made Grace happy.

	Mostly.

	“But you must know, Your Grace,” Lady Harldrum said, gripping Grace’s arm with surprising strength. “I’m certain you’ve read the book.”

	Grace blinked and shot Isabel and Jacinda a look of panic in the hopes her two friends would understand she had been woolgathering rather than listening. Isabel seemed to catch the hint first, for she gave a bright smile.

	“I believe Lady Jameswood is more than aware of The Ladies Book of Pleasures. Aren’t you, my dear?” she supplied.

	Grace tensed at the mention of that subject, just as she always did. The Ladies Book of Pleasures was a rather naughty book which had been written by “An Anonymous Lady”. It encouraged women to embrace their desires, to welcome their feelings of need and attraction. Since its appearance on the marketplace, it had taken London Society by storm, inspiring outrage, titillation and more than a few torrid affairs. 

	There seemed to be two camps when it came to the book: those who supported the Lady and said she was a revolutionary, and those who despised her and wished to rip her to shreds, likely in the city square, for what she had “done to Society”. 

	Grace frowned. What did Isabel mean by “more than aware”, anyway?

	Jacinda and Lady Harldrum both stared at her, expecting an answer, and she swallowed hard before she waved the hand that wasn’t captured in Lady Haldrum’s grip.

	“Oh, that book, that book,” she said with a put-upon sigh. “I realize it has supposedly changed lives—”

	Jacinda sucked in a breath. “There is nothing supposed about it.”

	Grace squeezed her eyes shut. Both Jacinda and Isabel considered The Ladies Book of Pleasures to have played a large part in their falling in love with their husbands. Not that they would say something so direct or shocking in front of Lady Harldrum.

	Grace shook her head. “Very well, it has changed lives. But I do wonder when the furor will die down. The book has been out for more than two years now. Certainly something more fascinating has come along.”

	Isabel cast her a strange look, but before the marchioness could say anything, Lady Harldrum laughed rather nervously. “I do not think the interest will pass soon. At least I hope not, for I have planned a coup of magnificent proportions for tonight that has to do with that wicked little tome.”

	Isabel had been staring at Grace, but now her attention focused in on Harldum. “A coup?” she said, her voice quivering with excitement. “Don’t tell me you have uncovered the identity of the author of the book?”

	Jacinda stepped forward, her hands clenched over her heart. “Is she here?”

	Grace’s stomach dropped at the thought and she searched Lady Harldrum’s face. The woman had a vapidness to her that made Grace doubt she could uncover such a secret. But if she used her vast supply of money, could even the most carefully covered trail be unearthed? Was it possible?

	Lady Harldrum’s face fell, putting Grace’s fears to rest even before the baroness said, “No, I’m afraid I cannot boast to that discovery.” She gave a weak smile. “But I do have someone here who might be just as good as the Lady herself.”

	“Who?” Isabel asked.

	“Yes, don’t keep us in suspense,” Jacinda encouraged.

	“I have the publisher of the book here. Connor Sheridan.” 

	Lady Harldrum motioned through the crowd, which parted quite obligingly to reveal a tall, broad shouldered man with close-cropped dark hair and bright green eyes. A very handsome man—which was not going unnoticed by the ladies in the crowd, who were currently cooing over him.

	Grace could hardly breathe as she stared, drinking in the sight of him without blinking. “He—he is the editor of the book.”

	Lady Harldrum cast her a quick glance. “Is there a difference?”

	The question shook Grace from the trance Sheridan seemed to inspire in her. She thinned her lips and looked away from him. “I don’t really know.”

	But that was a lie. She knew the difference between them quite well. She knew Connor Sheridan fulfilled both roles, in this case. Because she was the Lady. And he was her editor. 

	The editor she was seeing for the very first time.

	 

	 

	 

	Connor Sheridan shifted and hoped his expression remained that of a man utterly at ease with the crowd currently surrounding him. That would mean the lie was being fully perpetrated. In truth, he was anything but comfortable in this moment. He had been raised poor in Scotland until his teens. London Society might as well have been another universe.

	And yet here he was, with the rich fobs all falling over themselves to either condemn or celebrate The Ladies Book of Pleasures and beg him to reveal the identity of its mysterious author.

	He smiled at them all, a knowing little expression that said, “Even if I knew, I couldn’t tell you.”

	They ate it up.

	The women were no better. They cooed and flirted and slipped salacious notes into his jacket pocket, but they all seemed to be after the same information.

	Who was “An Anonymous Lady”?

	Connor sighed as a servant handed him a glass of wine. He winced as he sipped it. How could the rich live such a watered-down existence, down to their very wine? This was most definitely not his world, and yet when Lady Harldrum’s invitation had arrived at his office a week earlier, he had not refused it as he had done all the others that had crossed his desk over the past two years. 

	Why?

	Because he had the same question all those around him did. Who was the woman who had written the book of the era? 

	He had never met her, only corresponded with her via post during the editorial process for her book and since its publication and shocking success. He had never seen her face, nor known her name. Her money was delivered, with great secrecy, through a series of solicitors and false identities that never allowed him to trace their ultimate destination.

	So who was she?

	He scanned the room, looking at each woman’s face as he did so. There were many striking women here, their beauty multiplied by the ease of their lives. Was one of them the Lady?

	His Lady, for he had taken to referring to her that way in his mind over the years he’d written to her. He could imagine every swirl of her handwriting, every private joke that had developed between them, every exchange that had ever made him smile or frown or imagine her, his faceless beauty, engaged in the erotic activities she explored in her book. 

	He shifted, forcing the thoughts from his mind so he wouldn’t embarrass himself with an erection in the middle of the ballroom floor.

	Luckily, fate intervened to distract him as Lady Harldrum herself approached with three new ladies in tow for him to meet. He smiled at his flighty hostess.

	“Hello, my lady,” he said.

	“Mr. Sheridan,” Lady Harldrum said with a nervous laugh. “Are you enjoying yourself?”

	He nodded. “I am indeed. Thank you again for including me on your guest list.”

	She motioned to her companions. “There are a few of my friends here who wished to make your acquaintance.”

	Connor smiled at the three ladies and was greeted by two smiles and one blank expression in return. The blank expression was present on the face of a beautiful woman with blonde hair and stunning blue eyes. Her skin could only be described as porcelain perfection. She was taller than many of the women in the room, but she held her height with ease and even accentuated it with the elegant lines of her evening gown. 

	But why did she look at him in such an unreadable way, if she wanted to meet him?

	“May I present the Duchess of Jameswood,” Lady Harldrum said, interrupting Connor’s stream of thought. 

	The woman with the blank expression nodded in acknowledgment but did not extend her hand.

	“Marchioness Lyndham and the Countess of Northfield,” Lady Harldrum continued.

	The other two ladies stepped forward, offering their hands almost simultaneously and laughing together as they did so.

	“Forgive us, Mr. Sheridan,” one of the women said. “I’m Marchioness Lyndham. My friend and I are simply aflutter to meet you.”

	He took the marchioness’s hand briefly, then did the same to the countess. “The pleasure is mine, I assure you,” he said with a smile for both pretty women. Unlike some in the room, neither were overtly flirtatious, but merely friendly. 

	Could either of them be the Lady? 

	While both were staring at him with wide-eyed wonder and friendliness, he didn’t get a sense from either woman that they knew him beyond their attachment to the book he had edited. He certainly didn’t feel a pull to either lady that said she was his.

	Lady Harldrum frowned across the room. “Excuse me, I must find out why the servants are moving the chairs around the dance floor.”

	The other women barely acknowledged her departure, they were all so focused on him. When she had gone, the Countess of Northfield was the first to step closer, leaning in conspiratorially.

	“This is likely a very shocking statement, but I shall make it regardless, because I don’t know that I’ll have the chance again. You must know how deeply your book has impacted me.” The countess blushed deeply. “Us. All of us. The Lady’s words regarding the physical are what so many focus upon, but her ideas about a partnership in marriage, about taking control of ourselves as women…that was what moved me.”

	Connor smiled. “I have often felt the same, my lady. The book is sometimes dismissed by those who haven’t read it and are bound to disapprove, but there is much more to it than meets the eye.”

	Lady Lyndham nodded fiercely. “Absolutely. But I suppose even the Lady’s words about how women should view themselves can be argued with. There are some who do not want women to realize they have legs to stand on, hidden beneath skirts or not.”

	Connor’s gaze again slipped to the duchess, even as he smiled at Lady Lyndham. The duchess could not have appeared more bored by the subject. It seemed she was not a fan. A pity, for she was quite beautiful and perfectly made for the kinds of sin and seduction his Lady had described in her book.

	He blinked. Where had that thought come from? He cleared his throat. “You are correct, my lady. We have even received threats against her at my office.”

	The duchess straightened up at that. “Threats?” she repeated, her eyes growing wide and emphasizing the blue depths.

	So there was a way to attract her attention. 

	“Indeed,” Connor said with a frown as he thought of the ugliness those letters had contained. 

	Lady Jameswood hesitated, shifting before she said, “And does the author, the Lady, know about these things?”

	Connor arched a brow and moved toward the woman a step. “Ah, you are a wily one, Your Grace.”

	She wrinkled her forehead with confusion. “I beg your pardon?”

	He laughed. “You pretend not to have an interest in this topic, and yet you ask the question everyone else has been asking me all night. You disguise it, yes, but there it is.”

	If he had thought the duchess’s face cool before, now she hardened it to a mask of ice. And yet when she shut down, it did not make her less attractive. If anything, her features became more defined in her icy state, like a queen. 

	“I’m certain I have no idea what you are talking about, Mr. Sheridan,” she said in a haughty tone clearly meant to put him in his place.

	He was not offended by it. Instead he smiled, intrigued by the challenge. 

	“You asked me if the Lady knew of the threats. Isn’t that your surreptitious method of trying to determine if I know the identity of the author?”

	The duchess’s eyes narrowed and she opened her full lips to speak, but Connor continued, “And once you know whether or not I know the Lady’s identity, you’ll be able to find a way to obtain that information from me.”

	The duchess snapped her lips shut and glared at him. For a moment, no one else spoke, though the duchess’s friends were staring back and forth between the two in what seemed to be stunned shock.

	Apparently no one spoke to a duchess in this manner.

	Finally, Lady Jameswood cleared her throat. “I assure you, Mr. Sheridan, I have no interest in the theories about the author of your book. I simply wondered if this person shouldn’t know that people are threatening her life so she might protect herself. If that concern seems like a foolish ruse to you, then I suppose there is nothing else to say. Good night, sir.”

	And with that, she turned on her heel and stalked away across the ballroom, her hips twitching provocatively beneath her gown. When she disappeared into the milling crowd, both her friends began talking at once to fill the awkward silence the duchess had left in her wake.

	But even as Connor vaguely listened to the women, he couldn’t help but smile. Whatever the duchess’s motives, she had gotten his full attention. And no one had done that in a very long time.

	 

	 

	 

	Grace all but shoved past the servants who greeted her in her foyer, waving them off while she staggered up the stairs and into her bedchamber. At the door, she tugged on the bell, then began to remove her gloves with jerking movements. She pulled the bell again, calling into the hallway, “Maura!”

	In a moment she heard rushing feet tramping up the backstairs and her maid skidded around the corner. Maura shoved a lock of brown hair behind her ear as she followed Grace into the room.

	“I’m sorry, my lady,” she panted, shutting the door behind her. “I didn’t realize you were home so early. I came as quickly as I could.”

	Grace waved her hand at the girl even as she paced around the room. “It’s nothing. I’m early, I know. Of course you weren’t expecting me. It’s just that he—I never predicted…but how could I? And the way he talked to me—I just—”

	Her maid drew back at the broken sentences that fell from Grace’s lips. 

	“Your Grace?” she said. “I have never seen you like this. You are…are…”

	“Panicking,” Grace filled in for her, putting a name to the twisting feeling which started in her chest and crept up into her throat, where it made it hard to breathe. “Oh my God.”

	Maura rushed to her side and gripped her arm, guiding Grace to a chair where she nearly shoved her down. “What has happened?” her maid demanded in a soft, calm voice. “Are you ill?”

	Grace shook her head, making every attempt to gather her thoughts. “No, not ill. This is not a physical ailment, I assure you.”

	Maura stared at her, dark brown eyes still filled with confusion and face lined with concern. “Then what has happened, my lady? For I have been your maid for a decade and I have never seen you in a state like this.”

	Grace nodded, staring up at her servant. “Do you remember when you…when you found out I was writing a book?”

	Maura blushed and turned away slightly. “Yes. I stumbled upon your notes.”

	“You were shocked I would write those things,” Grace breathed, thinking back to that humiliating day when she’d come upon her crimson-cheeked maid reading over what amounted to a diatribe about sex and marriage. “But once our shock faded at that odd situation, you became so very helpful to me in the entire process that followed. You are the only person in my life who knows the truth, Maura. You are the only person in the world who knows I am ‘An Anonymous Lady’, the author of The Ladies Book of Pleasures.”

	Maura nodded slowly. “I realize that, Your Grace, and I would never betray your secret. But what does that have to do with your current state?”

	Grace wrung her hands. “You have kept that secret well, and I appreciate it, but I fear it puts you in the situation where you must serve as my confidante, for there is no one else I can talk to and I must say this out loud.”

	Maura nodded. “Then say it.”

	“Connor Sheridan was at Lady Humdrum…Lady Harldrum’s party tonight,” she whispered. 

	Maura’s reaction was swift and powerful, and Grace knew she had been right to confide in her maid. No one else would understand what the power of that one little sentence truly was.

	“The Connor Sheridan?” Maura gasped. “Your editor?”

	“One and the same,” Grace admitted, rising to her feet to go back to her pacing.

	With a thud, Maura collapsed in the chair Grace had vacated. “I-I—”

	Grace arched a brow at her speechless servant. “Yes, that was my reaction as well, I fear.”

	“Why was he there?” Maura asked. Then her eyes went impossibly wide. “Did he know you are the author?”

	“I don’t know why he was there. After all, he has been invited to parties for years since the book’s release and has never come. As for me, I doubt it. I was quite cold when I met him and I believe I gave him the impression that I don’t approve of him or his book.”

	Maura’s mouth dropped open. “You met him?”

	Grace tried not to think too hard about that moment and nodded.

	“What was he like?” her maid asked.

	So much for not thinking about the moment. 

	Grace gripped the back of a chair close to the fire and sought words for that instant where her eyes had met with Connor’s. Where he had spoken to her.

	“He’s Scottish,” she whispered.

	Maura’s brow wrinkled. “Didn’t we know that?”

	“It’s one thing to see a phrase in a letter here and there and guess that he’s a Scot, and another to hear the softest, lightest brogue that feels like a caress on every word,” Grace said, her cheeks heating. 

	Maura stared at her, clearly taken aback by her mistress’s words. In truth, Grace was just as shocked by saying them. She didn’t wax poetic over men. Not even a man like Connor Sheridan.

	“And what did he look like?” her maid pushed her.

	Grace shook her head. “He was handsome, very handsome,” she admitted. “I always pictured him as older, but he cannot be five and thirty. He has dark hair and bright green eyes. There is roughness about him, you only have to look at him to know he doesn’t belong in Society, but it doesn’t seem to matter. He has…something about him.”

	Maura nodded. “He made quite an impression on you, Your Grace.”

	Grace sighed. “I suppose he did. And why not? I spent the past three years, more than three years, corresponding with the man, developing what I suppose could be called a friendly acquaintance…wondering about him. Seeing him face to face would make an impression on anyone in that situation, wouldn’t it?”

	Maura nodded. “Of course, my lady.”

	“My greater question is why was he there at all. As I said, I know he has been invited over the years and has refused the invitations. He even teased me last year in a letter about coming to find me, thanks to all the interest. But—” 

	“Perhaps that’s what he is doing,” her maid interrupted.

	Grace caught her breath. “N-no. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. Why would he? Why now?”

	“Because you stopped writing to him?”

	Grace tensed and turned her back on Maura. She wished she hadn’t let Maura know that little fact, for it felt terribly intimate now, even more intimate than everything else her maid was privy to.

	She had stopped corresponding with Connor just a few months before. He had been encouraging her to write another volume in The Ladies Book of Pleasures, and her refusals hadn’t been met with acceptance, but pressure.

	But it was more than that which had caused her to block him from her life. When her husband had died six years before, she had vowed never to care about anyone again.

	And Connor tested that vow. So she walked away.

	“That is silly,” she whispered, finally answering the question Maura had voiced. “He couldn’t care about my lack of response except that he is disappointed in my refusal to write another book. It is a purely financial motive, I assure you.”

	Maura made a sound behind her that didn’t exactly make it seem as if her maid believed her. Grace ignored it.

	“I’m certain he decided to come to Harldrum’s party as a lark,” she mused softly. “Now that he has seen how terribly boring these gatherings are, he’ll return to his normal existence and never give any of this another thought. I’ll likely never see him again.”

	She faced her maid, sending her a look that dared defiance. Maura gave none, but only nodded, although her dark eyes didn’t seem as certain. 

	Truth be told, Grace wasn’t certain either. If Connor had come into Society, he might not wish to leave. And though that thought should have brought her great anxiety, she found instead that a thrill of excitement worked through her. One she vowed to squelch by any means necessary.

	 


Chapter Two

	“The first blush of attraction can be a delicious game…
and can lead to something even more wicked.”
—The Ladies Book of Pleasures

	 

	 

	Four days had passed since Grace last saw Connor, and though she had attended two parties during that time, the handsome Scot had not been in attendance at either. She smiled as her carriage pulled to a smooth stop before Isabel and Seth’s London home. It seemed her worries about continuing to encounter her secret editor were not worth bothering over after all. 

	“Good. It’s better that way,” she murmured as her footman pulled the door wide to allow her exit.

	“I beg your pardon, Your Grace?” he asked as he released her hand.

	She smiled. “Nothing, Pierce. Simply working out a problem in my head.”

	“Very good, my lady,” the servant said.

	She started up the walkway to the large home and fought to keep the smile on her face. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to spend an evening with Isabel and Jacinda and their husbands, Seth and Jason. She adored them all and was greatly happy for her friends’ well-deserved joy.

	It was only that they were couples and she was alone. Recently she had begun to feel that distinction more and more when she spent time with them. Things were changing and now she had to adjust to those changes. That was life, after all.

	And hadn’t she wanted Jacinda and Isabel to be happy…even manipulated events to ensure they would find the love they now had?

	So she couldn’t be jealous or peevish about it now that she was left behind by her own machinations.

	The door opened as she reached the top step, and Grace stepped into Isabel and Seth’s foyer. She exchanged some small talk with the butler as he took her wrap and directed her toward a parlor where the others were gathered for drinks before supper.

	“Shall I announce you?” the butler asked.

	She shook her head. “We do not stand on ceremony, do we, Edwards?” she said with a smile. “I will simply enter.”

	He nodded, not put off by the casualness of the behavior, as it was the way between she and the other women. When they were not amongst company, they didn’t worry much about title or rank or sometimes even propriety. Servants…and husbands…came to accept that.

	Outside the chamber, she stopped and took a breath. She was about to open the door and let herself in to join the merriment when Jacinda came scurrying down the hallway.

	“Grace!” she said, her eyes lighting up. 

	The two women embraced, and when Grace drew back she examined her friend more closely. “There is something…different about you.”

	Jacinda’s lips parted in surprise. “That is a fine hello.”

	Grace wrinkled her brow. Over time, she had honed a keen awareness about those around her, but most especially her friends. 

	“I’m not saying it’s a bad thing,” she said slowly.

	“I changed my hair,” Jacinda said, her gaze darting away from Grace’s. 

	Grace shook her head. There was nothing different about her friend’s locks, nor was she wearing a new dress, which is what she assumed Jacinda would turn to if confronted further. 

	“If you say so,” Grace said softly. “But I hope you will think of me if you need to talk.”

	Jacinda’s expression softened and she reached out to touch Grace’s cheek gently. “Thank you, dearest. I will, when the time is right, I assure you.” Her friend shifted with discomfort. “Until then, why don’t we go inside and see everyone?”

	Grace linked her arm with Jacinda’s as her friend opened the door, and they entered the parlor. But she had no more than crossed the threshold when Grace came to a halt. As she expected, the large, cheerful room contained Isabel and her husband Seth, as well as Jacinda’s husband, Jason. But standing amongst them, looking toward the door as they entered, was Connor Sheridan.

	Tension flooded her, contracting all the muscles in her back and neck. She turned toward Jacinda and, through gritted teeth, she whispered, “What is he doing here?”

	Jacinda stared at her in confusion at her strong reaction. “You know Isabel and I owe so much to The Ladies Book of Pleasures. After you left Lady Harldrum’s party a few days ago, we had a lovely conversation with Mr. Sheridan, and Isabel invited him to join us tonight so we could talk with him more about it in private.”

	“And you didn’t tell me?” Grace hissed below her breath, heat flooding her cheeks because the longer she and Jacinda stood whispering at the door together, the more intense the stares from the others in the room became. Especially Connor’s. 

	“I didn’t think you’d mind,” Jacinda explained, releasing her arm and turning to face her fully. “What is wrong with you, Grace? You have never had a problem with the book. In fact, you encouraged us when Isabel and I were uncertain about it. Why are you suddenly so against it and its editor?”

	Grace opened and shut her mouth, searching for an explanation for her reaction that wouldn’t reveal too much to her friend. But there was none. She couldn’t tell Jacinda the truth—certainly not now, with Connor half a room away, his intense stare focused on her. And there was no lie that her clever friend wouldn’t see through.

	She simply had to calm down. That was the only answer. Shut her feelings away and behave as normal. She had done it before, many times. This would be no different.

	“I’m sorry,” she whispered, relaxing her face and forcing her body to do the same. “I was so taken aback by Mr. Sheridan’s appearance in Society. He is linked to something that is…I suppose infamous is the best word. Of course I’m pleased to meet him again and to get to know him better.”

	Jacinda stared at her for a long moment, then nodded slowly. “Good. But Grace, you told me in the hallway that if I needed to talk I could turn to you. You should take your own advice and turn to your friends every so often. We might be able to help you if you would ever let us.”

	Grace sucked in her breath at her friend’s words and the somewhat hurt expression on her face when she said them. She had never meant to hurt Jacinda or Isabel by withholding some parts of herself. It was just how she had learned to survive.

	But Jacinda didn’t wait for further explanation or discussion. She stepped into the room and addressed the group. “Look who has joined us—Lady Jameswood.”

	Isabel slid from the arm of her husband, Seth, and crossed the room to embrace Grace. “Good evening, my dear,” she said, then added in a whisper, “Are you well?”

	“She’s fine,” Jacinda said, then grasped Grace’s arm and drew her forward. “And you remember Mr. Sheridan, don’t you, Grace?”

	Grace stiffened at the use of her given name, but could only hope Connor would think Jacinda was referring to her title in some way. It was an often confusing mistake to have one’s name and title be so interchangeable.

	“Good evening, my lady,” Connor said, reaching for her hand.

	He had never touched her before. She had not extended her hand the first night they met. Now she had no choice. He cupped her gloved fingers in his bare one, and a jolt of electric heat seemed to flow through her in that moment.

	The sensation multiplied when he lifted her hand to his lips and brushed a kiss across her knuckles. It was an appropriate, if rather formal, gesture, but it certainly didn’t feel that way. Having his mouth on her in front of others seemed decidedly wicked.

	“Mr. Sheridan,” she squeaked out through a suddenly very dry throat. “How nice to see you again.”

	He nodded a response and she was saved from further conversation, at least for a moment, when Edwards opened a side door and announced, “Supper, my lords and ladies.”

	“Excellent,” Seth said as he offered an arm to his bride. “I’m famished.”

	Isabel actually blushed and Grace turned her head in discomfort. Sometimes her friends were a bit too easy to read. Or too happy to hide their absolute obsession with their husbands, both in and out of their bedchambers.

	Jacinda sidled up next to her, holding Jason’s hand rather than clasping his arm. Again, Grace blushed, for that simple gesture seemed so very intimate in comparison to what was proper.

	“Decorum says you go next, my dear,” Jason drawled, motioning Grace toward…

	She stiffened as she forced herself to look at Connor. Of course she would be led in by him. She was the only unmatched lady present and he the only unattached gentleman. 

	He said nothing, but his eyes twinkled as he held out an elbow with far too casual an air. She swallowed hard and slid her hand around his bicep. His very formed, very hard bicep that actually rippled when she touched it and…

	“Shall we?” he said, that Scottish lilt to his voice working its way down her very spine.

	She blinked. Shall we? Shall we what? Oh yes, they were to be walking now.

	She nodded. “Of course.”

	He followed behind Isabel and Seth into the dining room and hesitated at the entrance as he looked at the long table. But Grace felt no such hesitation. She smiled at him, this time not having to force the expression.

	“Come, I’ll escort you,” she said. “I always sit in the same place when I join the family for supper and I would wager you have been placed in the empty seat next to mine.”

	The moment she said it, she wished she could take it back. The words sounded flirtatious, as did her tone. But that hadn’t been her intention. 

	He returned her smile and allowed her to guide him around the long table where she took her seat and he took the one next to her. She arched a brow at Isabel.

	“I assume this is what you had in mind?” she said.

	Her friend laughed. “Indeed.”

	Grace frowned. For a moment Isabel’s eyes had darted down when she asked her teasing question. Her cheeks had filled with just a touch of color. Jacinda also stared at her plate. 

	Isabel was capable of covering her emotions and reactions, though not nearly as well as Grace always had been. But Jacinda? Jacinda was transparent.

	They were not just inviting Connor Sheridan to supper in order to talk to him about her book—their book. They had asked him here for…for her. 

	She jerked her gaze toward the man beside her. Did he recognize their matchmaking desires? But, no, he was busy talking to Seth, seated next to him at the head of the table, and didn’t seem to notice her reaction at all.

	She drew in a breath as she looked again at Isabel and Jacinda. Neither woman looked guilty anymore as they both began the normal actions of a supper together. Had Grace invented their expressions, their intentions, because she knew she and Connor were connected in a way they couldn’t imagine?

	Hell, even he couldn’t imagine it.

	She drew a breath and smiled up at the footman who brought the first course. The party began to eat and to her relief, the conversation between them was benign. There were no references to anything that could be considered inflammatory or shocking or even personal until the third course was brought out nearly an hour later. It was then that Connor turned to face her with a smile.

	“Your Grace,” he said. “Lady Lyndham tells me you have recently purchased an estate in Northumberland.”

	Grace pursed her lips at Isabel. Her friend shrugged slightly, as if to admit to her lack of discretion.

	“Yes,” Grace said. “I did recently purchase Winterbourne End in Northumberland. It’s a short distance from—”

	“Newcastle,” he completed the sentence for her, his eyes wide with surprise. “Yes, I lived in Newcastle after I left Scotland. I know the place well. So old Lord Aldridge sold the place, did he?”

	Across the table, Jason laughed. “I don’t think he had much choice. He’d lost quite a bit of money gambling. Winterbourne End wasn’t tied to the entail.”

	Grace ignored Jason’s explanation, for her gaze remained locked on Connor. “I had no idea you lived in Northumberland. You—”

	She cut herself off immediately. She had almost told him he’d never mentioned it in his letters and her heart leapt with terror. If she ever made that slip, her anonymity would be shattered. 

	“I?” he pressed, leaning closer even as a servant swept away the dishes from the third course and brought in a dessert of poached pear with a rich sauce. 

	Normally Grace loved the dish, but tonight she didn’t even look at it.

	“You…” She searched for something to say, a different way to complete the sentence she had left hanging. “You must have come there very early in your life,” she finally managed. 

	His lips pursed and a dark shadow crossed his face. He turned back toward his food.

	“No, I didn’t come to England until I was fourteen.”

	“Really?” Isabel said, expressing the same surprise Grace felt herself, but covered by taking a few bites of her dessert. “I never would have guessed. Your accent is so light.”

	Connor smiled at Isabel, but Grace saw the tension in the corners of his mouth. “Only after years of having the accent taught out of me, my lady. This was as British as they could make me, I fear.” He laughed. “But they couldna kill all the Scot in me.”

	He said the last with a very strong accent and the table laughed together. All but Grace. She tensed, for even though he was teasing, that heavy brogue seemed to hit her right in the gut, sending a warm heaviness through her that settled between her legs. She clenched her sex, but that only made the heat worse.

	What was wrong with her?

	“What inspired the move from Scotland?” Seth asked.

	Once again, Grace was shocked how easily she was able to spot the tightness around Connor’s mouth at Seth’s question. Normally her friends didn’t pry, but they didn’t seem to realize the discomfort their questions caused. 

	“It’s a long story,” he said after a pause that seemed to drip with tension.

	Grace sucked in a breath. He didn’t want to talk about this. And for some reason, though she wished to know more about his past, she couldn’t allow him to stagger through the uneasiness the subject seemed to cause.

	“And then you went into publishing,” she interjected. 

	He glanced over at her and met her gaze. In his brief smile, she saw his gratitude for her change of subjects. Her stomach twisted with the simple expression and she fought to retain even the barest hint of concentration on what he was saying and not how his lips moved.

	“I did. I apprenticed from a young age under…well, a man I had known for a long time.” Once again the shadow crossed his face and then vanished. “I struck out on my own five years ago and started my own company with a friend.” Connor turned toward her. “Lady Northfield told me you enjoyed the little book by George Swan that my company produced a few years ago.”

	Grace tried very hard not to glare at Jacinda for revealing that tidbit. “When did Lady Northfield tell you that?” she asked.

	“After you left us at Lady Harldrum’s party a few nights ago,” he said, his tone carefully neutral, so she couldn’t tell what he’d thought of how she all but stormed out after their first encounter.

	Grace sighed. It seemed there were no secrets amongst friends. Why did Jacinda have to remember every off-hand comment made over the course of a near decade of friendship? Of course, what Jacinda didn’t know was that the book Connor spoke of was exactly why she had sent her own manuscript to Connor’s publishing house on a whim, never believing they…he would take the project on.

	“I did enjoy Swan’s book,” she admitted. “I thought it a beautiful story and also a magnificent metaphor about love being somewhat like a rebirth after a death.”

	Connor arched a brow at her observation. “I felt the same way, which is why we published it. Only you must be one of less than a hundred people who purchased the work.”

	“I have impeccable taste,” she replied.

	His smile broadened and she tensed at the appearance of a dimple in just one cheek that she hadn’t made note of before. It made his grin delightfully lopsided. 

	“I will say I agree, though I think I might be biased.”

	“I think you both have wonderful taste,” Jacinda interjected and Grace jolted. She had actually lost track of the fact that other people were at the table with them. “After all, Mr. Sheridan, you did publish The Ladies Book of Pleasures. That must have been a great risk to you, it being such a daring book.”

	He shrugged, though the observation was a true one. Grace had always been shocked anyone would take a gamble on the things she had to say, let alone dedicate the time Connor had to honing them, helping her clarify them. 

	“I have always thought that a book should challenge its audience
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