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        April 30, 1820

      

      

      

      I finally know how it feels to be one of the heroines in my poems—compromised and without hope. Viscount Norton would not have caught me had Prudence not gone missing. But she did. And I, of course, went looking for her. Our identical costumes and thick, black veils transformed us into shadows at home in the dark. I had wanted to go as Maid Marian, originally, but Prudence thought dressing as midnight an excellent idea for Bellingham’s masquerade. And I thought so, too. Twin dark ladies who, beneath their thick disguises, look nothing alike. A diversion to heighten the drama of the poem I was to recite tonight. The room had been chosen, abandoned and far from the dancing crush. The select audience had been informed. They knew well how to keep a secret. I had my lines memorized, and I needed only Prudence to help set up the candles. I saw her rush into the garden and followed.

      Norton cornered me in a grotto, ripped at my sleeve, and ravished me.

      Worse yet, I allowed him. I won’t deny it here. If my poems are all fantasy, these pages must remain all fact. I allowed Norton to catch me and kiss me breathless.

      Only—and here is where a cliff to fling oneself off would be useful—he had no idea he was kissing me.

      The veil I wore hid everything above my lips. To his mind, he’d been ravishing Prudence.

      And Mother caught us. Mortification, thy name is Cora.

      He acted the perfect gentleman and made a gallant request of my hand in marriage. I accepted. What other choice did I have?

      Now I marry a man who would prefer to marry someone else.

      I always thought that marriage, if I decided to enter into such a state, would provide a remedy to my habitual loneliness. I see now it will only drive me further into those cold, solitary shadows.
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      May 22, 1820

      

      I married Lord Norton today. Liam. I am a viscountess. My mother is quite pleased. My father is quite foxed. And I am quite worried. At the breakfast, Liam leaned in close. I thought he might give me a kiss, but he patted my hand instead, assured me he would not push me for his marital rights until I was well and ready to give them.

      Is it possible to be relieved and disappointed at once?

      It must be because I am. Where is the Norton from the garden, needy and determined? He disappeared when he discovered I was not who he thought I was.

      We travel to Norton Hall, his country seat, in one week’s time to wait out the gossip caused by the scandal of our union. I am to invite a select group of my closest confidants. For my own comfort, Liam said with a pleasing smile.

      It is very sweet of him to consider my needs, but... I always thought honeymoons were for two. I should never forget I was not made to be part of a two.
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      June 3, 1820

      

      My mother instructed me to lie back and close my eyes, but I did not. I watched Liam’s face in the dim moonlight as he finally came to my bed. He took me rowing on the lake this afternoon, and I told him I was ready. What good is being married, after all, if one cannot experience the amorous arts? I’ve often thought the conjugal act might… bond two bodies, two souls.

      I never thought to have a wedding night, and even when I’d allowed myself to imagine marrying someone, sharing his bed, I had never been able to see his face. Now I see Liam. And I cannot think of the planes of his face without seeing moonlight and shadows playing there. He’s not the most handsome man of my acquaintance, but there’s something restless in his motions, in his eyes.

      All restrained tonight. He was a perfect gentleman. Entering my room in the dark, caressing me and whispering polite words, assurances. Clearly, he thought me an innocent. And I am. Biologically speaking. But, oh the things I’ve read. What would he think if he knew that, instead of a polite exchange which left me yearning for more, I’d rather he fuck me hard, touch me everywhere. If I can’t have the kind of… connection my friends speak of, at least give me this.

      As always, I ask for too much, should expect less.

      He was all restraint, all accommodation for a woman he thinks innocent in every manner.

      But I wish that restless man behind his eyes would slip his cage. And ravish me as he did in the garden.

      Perhaps I will tell him the next time he visits me. He is such a kind man. And in the garden, he showed such passion… I cannot think he will reject my request that we learn to please one another together.

      There I go again—asking for much, expecting more… hoping.
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      June 6, 1820

      

      He left.

      He left.

      I barely know how to write any words but those two. No, I can find three more.

      He found out.

      I can barely breathe. My heart gallops in my chest, and my mind races. See how my shaky hand trembles the ink across the page?

      I did not wish to marry, did not wish to end up like my mother. But here I am, alone, as my husband runs off to a London brothel.

      He found out about the books I read. Erotic books of all sorts, the kind I’m not even supposed to know exist, the kind that teach me words like fuck and how women’s bodies can light up with pleasure if a man takes care to ignite her.

      It is apparent Liam does not care. Now he knows I am no green girl.

      Do I disgust him?

      He disgusts me! Wolf in sheep’s clothing. Gentleman with a rogue’s tattered soul. He will slip into Lady Circe’s Nunnery, and no man will question him. They may, indeed, raise a glass in his honor. He might meet my father in the hallways. But I cannot read a book and know my body. I cannot feel desire and need without earning the world’s censure.

      Then I shall burn the world down.

      Or at the very least, burn my husband to ashes. If he thinks I will accept his roving loins with the same equanimity my mother did my father’s, he will soon learn otherwise.

      I leave for London now, no matter how dim the moon.
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      He’d made a mistake. Nothing new about that. What was new? The number of mistakes he’d made in such a short period of time. He’d stopped counting, in fact. Had to at some point, and apparently that point, for Liam Fletcher, Viscount Norton, was walking over the threshold of London’s most exclusive brothel.

      He paused in the gold and marble foyer, the brawny and bald butler who’d let him in, raking his gaze down his frame. And finding him wanting.

      “Have you visited our establishment before, Lord…?”

      “No.” He should not be here now. He had a wife. A wife he rather… liked. A wife he wished to please. And wasn’t that why he’d come here to begin with? Why he’d galloped away from his wife’s house party in a rage of determination and… humiliation.

      He ducked his head, hiding the heat spreading across his cheeks. More humiliation.

      “I… I think I’m in the wrong place. Apologies.” He nodded and stepped backward through the doorway.

      A hand fluttered on the nape of his neck, and a whisper purred at his ear. “And who are you, good sir?” A woman curved around his side and slunk between him and the doorframe, stepping inside to face him. Red hair and painted lips. Kohl lining her large brown eyes. No way to tell how old or young she was. She grinned, flashing white teeth with a slight gap between the top front two.

      Liam took another step backward and away from her. “I was just leaving.”

      “But you’ve only just arrived. Do come in.” She stepped to the side, allowing him entrance. When he didn’t move, she grasped his wrist, tugged him in. “You look positively ill, good sir. Let me offer you refreshment.”

      He felt rather ill, and he soon found himself in an elegant sitting room on the ground floor of the house.

      The brothel.

      Hell. His father must be spinning in his grave. If he were an apparition somewhere, he’d surely make haunting Liam his priority after this.

      “I must leave,” he said, refusing to take the seat she gestured to. “I should not have come.”

      She untied her bonnet and tilted her head to the side. “Then why did you? Come?” The way she said that last word, wrapping her lips around it, stretching it out. Left no doubt—she enjoyed saying it.

      “I’m a virgin.” Damnation. He’d not meant to say it. Not even true. He and Cora had consummated the marriage. He strode for the door.

      “My good, still-nameless sir.” The woman chuckled. “If that is true, then you are in the perfect place to rid yourself of such an affliction. Let me assign a lady to you. Do you have any preferences?”

      He whipped around, panic lacing through him. “Yes. No! I mean no preferences I can satisfy here. Hell.” He ground his teeth together to stop the inane flood of words. “I am not a virgin. And I have a wife, and…” Well, why not have out with it? “I came here for information, education. Not of the experiential sort, either. No touching. I simply wished to… speak to… an… expert. On matters of… pleasure.” Oh hell, why wouldn’t the ground open up and swallow him? Why couldn’t God strike him down on the spot? He deserved to be smote this very moment.

      He had no idea how to pleasure a wife who possessed more knowledge of the amorous arts than he did. Men were supposed to know, supposed to have the sort of experience denied women. And he had none. Not that he hadn’t tried.

      More humiliation, that.

      Divine retribution would not save him.

      Why had he thought a brothel would?

      He should have asked the American, Mr. Bailey, for advice. He’d been sulking about Liam’s house the past week, courting a wife for himself. Surely the man would know how a husband should woo his wife in the bedchamber.

      But that would mean admitting Liam’s own ignorance, reliving all three of his disastrous almosts.

      He could have found one of those books Cora apparently enjoyed reading. Taught his own damned-to-hell self how to please a woman past simply driving into her and apologizing for any pain he’d given her.

      His head fell back on his neck, and his lips emitted a groan likely heard across the channel.

      The woman ignored it, stripped off her gloves, and slapped them onto a small pedestal table near a couch. One dangled over a porcelain figurine shaped like a…Yes. Definitely shaped like a man’s shaft. Who made drawing room decorations shaped like genitalia? And so elegantly, too. It appeared to have more manners than he did. Might bow and wish him a good day if he stared at it long enough.

      “You are in luck,” she said. “I happen to be just such an expert.” She dipped a curtsy and faced him once more with a wicked grin. “Madame Juliet, proprietress of Lady Circe’s Nunnery, at your service. Will you once more deny me your name?”

      He couldn’t be rude. “Viscount Norton.” But perhaps giving his name was not… circumspect. He’d left London with gossip on his heels. If anyone discovered he’d been here, that gossip would rage louder. Another mistake. “I must return to my wife.”

      “Is she who you wish to please? With an education?”

      “Yes.”

      “Most interesting.” She meandered around the room, flicking curtain tassels and running fingertips down the length of tables, speaking without looking at him. “The men of my acquaintance wish only to please themselves. Are you in love with her?”

      “I... want her to be happy.” He stared at a pastel painting of a cow above the fireplace. Such a mundane subject to grace the walls of a brothel. A cow, a pastoral landscape, in the background a garden bench beneath some trees with a milkmaid sitting on it. She looked rather odd, though, didn’t she? Face twisted as if in pain and her skirts all lumpy. Too many legs, and… oh. Oh. Not all her legs, were they? Two belonged to someone hiding beneath her skirts. Someone who likely caused that twist of pain on her face. Pain? Or pleasure. He should know the difference!

      Considering her reading preferences, Cora probably knew the difference.

      Liam turned toward the doorway. “It’s a husband’s duty to please his wife. And she’s…” What were the right words to describe Cora? She hid much. Clearly. He’d married her not knowing a thing about her. Had to find out from others that she not only read illicit books but borrowed them out to other women of the ton, ran an entire naughty lending library. She’d likely laughed at him after their one and only night together. He’d wanted to touch her everywhere, discover how she tasted, had wanted to make her eyes, gray and soft like a morning fog, glow with pleasure. But he’d reined in his own desire. He wouldn’t ravish her as he had in the garden. He wouldn’t be a beast with such a gentle soul as hers. That impulse had forced her to marry him.

      “She is the sort of unknown I’d like to discover,” he finally said. So restrained yet so free. He wanted to see into her shadows, understand them as well as he understood his own.

      “Interesting. Then perhaps, Lord Norton, you should ask your wife how she can be pleased.”

      The simplest of answers. Hit him over the head like a falling brick and peeled in his head like a bell as he left the room, strode down the hallway, past the butler, and out the door. He should return to Norton Hall. He could tell Cora he’d been away on estate business. Hopefully, Mr. Bailey and Lady Templeton had not spilled the truth he’d spilled himself when he’d crashed out of the house and hopped onto his horse.

      Who awaited him now, just around the corner.

      “Hello, Tuck,” Liam said, stepping into the shadows and finding the large bay. “Let’s go home.” The London townhouse tonight, then back to the country tomorrow. He rode slowly, weaving through bustling streets, planning. First, he’d ask her about the books. Then he’d apologize for their first night together. Then he’d beg her to recommend her favorite book. Of a particular type, of course. He’d read it cover to cover. Memorize it, then put its lessons to good use.

      Cora’s mother’s words to him on their wedding day echoed with each clop of the bay’s hooves. My daughter is a perfect innocent. Do not debauch her. Do not terrify her. Treat her like a lady. Her mother had not a single notion of who her daughter was, apparently.

      He left the horse in the mews and entered the house, had a bath, and ate the first meal he’d had in, perhaps, twenty-four hours.

      He could not sleep that night, and he rose with the sun, dressed, and wandered downstairs because no matter how tightly he closed his eyes, sleep laughed at him. Today, he would return to Norton Hall and have a difficult discussion with his wife.

      What he should have done in the first place instead of fleeing like a nodcock.

      First a pot of tea or two to boost his groggy brain. He sat at the breakfast table, heavy as a sinner on Sunday, and poured a cup, snagged a point of toast.

      Then the front door banged open, and a voice rang out like a curse swinging on a violent wind. “You vile pisspot! I will crush your bones.”

      He froze, the cup lifted halfway to his lips, steam clouding his vision.

      “Are you here? Of course you are. I saw Friar Tuck in the mews. Face me, you coward.”

      He snapped the cup to its saucer with a splash and a clatter. Drops of tea flicked across his face and cravat, and he stood on shaky legs, wiping his cheek with his sleeve. She’d come after him?

      “Face me!” Her cries echoed off every wall and pulled him to her like a siren’s song. She stood in the entryway, her hands fisted at her sides, her face pale above a black gown that hugged delectable curves and hid a perfect bosom. She’d wound her raven-wing hair in a loose knot at her neck, and passion pinked her cheeks and sparked a storm in her gray eyes.

      God, he’d married a stunning woman. He’d known it that night in the garden, felt a surge of satisfaction because of it, even though it muddled everything else. His grandmother had wanted him to marry well, had approved his suit of a duke’s sister. But a simple miss? A banker’s daughter, though rich, had not been what his grandmother had asked him to deliver.

      He’d wanted Cora, though. From the moment he’d heard her voice behind the mask—rich and melancholy, strong and melodious. That voice had given her away in the garden—not Prudence, but Cora. Once he’d touched her, pressed her against a tree and felt her breath against his cheek, everything had disappeared except the deep floral fragrance of the night, the shadows that held them, the sound of their breathing, the velvet of her skin. The perfection of her lips.

      Her. His veiled lady.

      Miss Cora Eastwood—an impulse in his blood. And when he gave way to impulse—as he was wont eventually to do—it always ended badly.

      Usually just for himself. This time, though, he’d dragged an innocent lady down with him. Into matrimony.

      He must have stepped too loudly down the hall, memory pulling him closer to her, because her gaze swung to him, fierce and dangerous. This woman wore beauty like a blade. Every bit of her magnificent and cutting.

      “You.” She stalked toward him, arm outstretched, a dagger of a finger aimed at his heart. “Explain yourself.”

      He paled. Explain. Yes, he must. He looked to the sky for a lightning bolt to strike him down. Found a perfectly normal ceiling. No help from the divine, then. Unfortunate, that. He’d have to speak aloud the humiliating truth. Men weren’t supposed to be like him—untried and ignorant.

      “I am going to reach into your coal-black heart”—she continued forward, her remaining fingers unfurling to join the first as she flipped her palm up and flat, then curled it into a fist—“and snatch away your soul to burn it.”

      “Cora, I⁠—”

      “I will burn it in a low fire, so it has time to feel the pain, to scream for mercy.”

      She meant to terrify him. Why did he find himself hard, then? She trembled with fury, a righteous indignation that would spear him through the gut if offered the opportunity, and he quaked with desire.

      “Did you enjoy your evening, Husband? I hear the beds at Lady Circe’s are quite comfortable.”

      She knew. Whatever arousal her ferocity had pulsed through him fled. “Bailey should not have told you—” His friend Benjamin Bailey had tried to talk him out of running back to London. Liam should have listened to him.

      “I am glad he did! Now I know exactly what sort of man you are. The kind who thinks he can do as he pleases but who disdains women for any and all similar desires. You wish me to… to lie back and be still so you can finish as quickly as can be and leave for other beds, other ladies. Just like my father.” She spat the last word.

      And he ventured a step closer, buoyed by a surge of realization. “That is not true. I do not believe that. I do not wish that. And I hope not to be like your father at all if you so dislike him. As you clearly do.”

      “I loathe him.”

      “Very well. I’ll loathe him, too.”

      “Ha!” In a sweep of fabric, she surged past him and shot up the stairs. “You will not return to that place.”

      He followed her. “No, I will not.”

      “And you will not keep a stable of mistresses.”

      “No, I certainly will not.”

      She reached the top of the stairs and made straight for the viscountess’s bedchamber. “And I will—” She stopped midstep, her skirts swinging around her frozen legs. Slowly, she faced him. “You will not?” Her eyes narrowed. “So agreeable? Are you lying to placate me?”

      “I am not lying.” One foot on the landing and the other two steps lower, he held up his hands and said, “Let me explain. I am a fool but not a bounder. I merely wish to be a good and dutiful husband, a proper viscount, a passable man. I simply wish to please you.”

      “Please me? By hying off to a brothel? You expect me to be fool enough to believe you?” She swung back into motion once more.

      He ran after her. “It’s true. I was humiliated when I found out about the books. I thought you…” What were the right words? “Ignorant of what happens between men and women. As ignorant as I.” He mumbled the last bit.

      “Pardon?” One shoulder jerked back, and she glanced at him over it.

      Nothing for it. He must fess up. He stood tall, straightened his shoulders, and lifted his chin. “Our night together was my first. With any woman.”

      She tilted her head, her pink lips partly open. “But you’re a man!”

      “Thus, the humiliation.” Heat had returned to his cheeks.

      “It’s not denied you.”

      “And yet I’ve been denied. Multiple times.” Lord, he did not wish to relive those disastrous dalliances, those apocalyptic amorous encounters, those ill-fated almost fucks in a hallway in the middle of the day, in front of this woman. “That is not the point. The point is I may have overreacted. My first thought was how much more than me you must know. My second thought was that you must be laughing at my attempts to respect your innocence. My third thought⁠—”

      “My. So many thoughts, and here I believed you incapable of thinking at all.”

      He flinched but accepted the hit. A fair blow, all things considered. “I understand why you might think so.” He scratched the back of his neck, finding a particularly interesting crack in the wallpaper shaped like a fish. “Only one desire drove me from Norton Hall so rapidly.”

      “That I am no better than a⁠—”

      “No. No.” The repeated word offered in a softer tone. “I wanted to be able to please you and had no idea how. A husband should know his way around his wife’s body, should have gained experience before marriage that would benefit her during it. The best place to gain such an education was an establishment like Lady Circe’s. You will not believe me, I know, but I had no notion of actually… practicing with a woman. I simply wanted to… to speak to one. As I learned from my professors and father to be a vicar. As I spoke to the estate manager when I became a viscount, as I sought out a duke to help me navigate the new world of the ton.” As evidenced by the last twenty-four hours, he was composed almost entirely of mistakes. He could not be trusted to perform any job well on his own. He needed expert help, or he’d bumble his way to disaster.

      Silence as long as the hallway, then she laughed. “You wanted a lecture on the subject of making love?”

      “I knew you’d laugh at me.” The words clipped. She might as well have shoved him down the stairs.

      “No.” Said with a crashing step toward him. “No. A little right now, yes. It is so unusual, you see. But when we… when you came to me… not then. If you had come to me, told me, I would not have laughed.”

      He studied her face, though she would not look at him. He believed her. What was that unfurling slowly in his chest?

      Hope?

      “Cora.” He took a tentative step toward her. “Can we begin again? Be truthful with one another about who we are and what we do. About the kind of marriage we wish to create with one another.” He held out a hand toward her, waiting, hoping.

      She swallowed, eyeing his outstretched hand like a strange dog she feared might snap at her. Her arm flinched, and he thought she might reach out, take his hand. But she pulled it against her belly.

      “No,” she said. “This is, I fear, a very clear sign about the sort of marriage we are meant to have.”

      “And what sort is that?”

      “The distant kind.” She pressed her back against her bedchamber door and wrapped her fingers around the doorknob. “There is no reason for us to bother one another until you need an heir. You may”—she cleared her throat—“let me know when that is, and I will accommodate you, my lord.” Her hand twisted the doorknob, the door gave way, and she stepped so quickly into her room that he could not catch her. The door slammed closed between them.

      “Cora!” he cried, pressing his palms against the cool wood of the door, knocking his damned hard forehead against it. “We must talk more. We should not run. It’s not a sign of anything except for the fact we have not been open enough with one another. I⁠—”

      “Do you wish for an heir now?” Her voice was muffled but sharp still.

      All he had to do was say he wanted an heir. Only that and she’d let him into the bedchamber by her side. But impulse overrode the voice of wisdom, yelling to give her nothing but the truth.

      “If an heir comes, of course, but I’m not terribly worried about it at the moment.” A true viscount would be.

      “Then we are done with one another until that time, Lord Norton.”

      He lifted his fist to bang on the door, laid it down softly instead. If the woman wanted distance, he could give her that. He needed time, anyway, and a less groggy mind, to figure out what to do next.

      He’d made few choices in his life for himself. From a young age, he’d known he would follow in his father’s footsteps in the church and take the living in the parish near Norton Hall after his father’s death. He’d done the best he could to follow that path—at Oxford, then working as a curate beneath his father, then replacing his father one spring day when he didn’t wake up from a nap. Then death chose a different path for him once more—uncle and cousin dead within a year of each other, and Liam suddenly a viscount.

      With a wife. Her, also not of his choosing.

      Liam had always done his duty, listened to the voices of those who knew better. Because when he didn’t, failure hit him with a hard fist and laid him flat, nose broken, likely sprawled across a pile of steaming horse dung.

      Impulse had insisted he kiss her.

      Impulse had driven him to the brothel.

      And now his wife required distance.

      He banged his forehead against the door, and it swung open, revealing Cora’s pale, passionate face.

      “You cannot stay here, my lord. Please find other accommodations until I do.” She snapped the door shut again, and he set his heavy steps down the stairs and out the door.

      He was a failure as a husband, as a viscount, and as a man.

      Hardly surprising.

      But he’d damn well figure out how to make things right.
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        August 1820

      

      

      

      Cora wished she were still a virgin. Her poetry readings had felt so much more dramatic then, so much more dangerous. An unmarried lady standing before a room of women and reciting tragic love poetry, describing the hero’s glistening muscles and the heroine’s heaving bosom while her own bosom heaved with emotion? Exciting, that. Scandalous. She’d draped her every word in her own expectations—romance and heartbreak. And soul-shattering pleasure in between.

      Reality had proved a different beast. Dull. Dutiful. Dreary.

      Silence settled around the dark room, a fitting companion to the flickering candlelight in the crowded space. The audience waited for her next words, the final lines of the poem she’d written on the night of her husband’s desertion. She needed to give those words to them because until she did, loneliness would shroud her like the cloak covering her from head to toe. Until she made them love her, she was in a dark room, alone.

      She sighed, and they thought it because of the poem’s tragic ending. But she sighed for her own tragic ending. Marriage. Separation.

      She parted her lips to finish the poem, to give the audience their final moment of tragic delight, then bask in oh-so-fleeting moment during their applause when she would feel… connected. A part of. Wanted.

      But parted lips did not bring sound, and good intentions did not produce words.

      Tonight, she would fail them.

      With numb fingers, she found the candle snuffer in her cloak pocket and extinguished the only candle placed near her. The light barely illuminating her hooded face flashed into a quick death, and after a pause of, no doubt, confusion, a smattering of soft applause filled the air.

      The applause had always been soft. By necessity. The poetry recitations were secret and, due to the scandalous subject of her poems, must remain so. Even at these house parties where the hostess could organize them with great caution, inviting some guests, keeping others in the dark. But tonight, fewer women clapped. Instead, they leaned over and whispered near their friends’ ears. Complaints. Because she had not finished the poem. Because the poem had been one she’d recited several times in the last month. Because she’d offered no new material for her followers during that time. Their applause spoke more of their disappointment than of their admiration.

      Cora remained still, the folds of her cloak like marble, until every woman but one had slunk quietly from the room, heading off to the ballroom in another part of the house where those uninitiated in the delights of secret and scandalous poetry readings made merry. When the room buzzed with empty silence for several seconds, Cora finally moved, stepping into the hallway.

      Her hostess, Lady Templeton, stood tall just outside the door, the single candle in the hallway wall sconce casting shadows on her face and glinting off the silver streaks in her brown hair. Her usually soft, round face had become a plane of unreadable emotion in the dark. Her blue eyes though… They held the beginnings of a lecture. Cora would take the lecture, whatever it was about. Though Lady Templeton was Cora’s mother’s age, she’d always been a good friend, a supporter of Cora’s poetry, and a member of the lending library Cora and Prudence organized.

      The secret, naughty lending library.

      “Cora,” Lady Templeton said, “you are blocked.”

      “I am.” She’d had one bout of inspiration right after she’d discovered her husband’s perfidy, his betrayal. The words had flowed like a raging, flooded river, and she’d denied sleep and food to master the torrent. In a frenzy, she’d performed the poem as soon as possible. And after the buzz from the applause drained away, she’d been left with nothing. Not a single word.

      “Have you tried reading? Surely being swept away in an excellent story will help you write your own.”

      “I can’t focus on words,” Cora admitted.

      “None of them?”

      “Not a single one. It’s no matter. I’ve other diversions to occupy my time.”

      “I’m aware. Bouncing from house party to house party, like you’re a young buck with nothing to occupy your time, chasing frivolity.” Lady Templeton did not sound pleased. “Have you spoken to your husband of late?”

      “Naturally not.”

      “Nothing natural about it. Cora”—Lady Templeton put a hand on Cora’s wrist, squeezed—“I feel partially responsible for this separation between you and Norton. I thought he knew about the books, that you’d told him.”

      “You have apologized before, my lady. No need to do so again.”

      “There is every need. As a woman lucky enough to possess a doting husband, I want nothing more than for my young friends to have the same. Lottie, Andromeda, Prudence—they’ve all found their happy endings. I would like you to have one as well.”

      Lottie, Andromeda, and Prudence, the Duke of Clearford’s sisters. They had introduced Cora to Lady Templeton and her like, married women who preferred books of an illicit nature. Before she’d become friends with Clearford’s sisters, she’d been alone in London society, leading a handful of women to secret poetry readings, the darkness of the rooms she read in separating her from the others, always. Now the eldest Merriweather sisters were married. But unlike Cora, they were happy in their marriages.

      “Not every woman is destined for the sort of union you and Lord Templeton share.”

      “But in the early days of your marriage, you seemed to have hope. And it is only my loose lips that ruined it all.”

      “Not at all. It was Norton’s actions. You did not force him to run off to a brothel.”

      “Foolish man.”

      “Ridiculous man,” Cora mumbled because she knew why he’d run off. Not to make merry with another woman but to learn how to please his wife. A thrill tripped though her, and she cut it off like slamming a door shut against a strong summer wind. “I’m ridiculous, too.” She swerved around Lady Templeton and into the hallway.

      Lady Templeton followed closely behind, her light footsteps echoing. “You should at least spend time with Lord Norton. To explore if what you have is worth saving.”

      “I’m too busy.”

      “Jumping from house party to house party.”

      The best way to keep busy. And to avoid her husband who, when she’d remained in London, made the walk from Hotel Hestia where he currently resided to their townhome daily to see her. Who had sent letters when she refused to see him. He could not pin her down if she remained in constant motion.

      “House parties,” Cora said, “are the best way to perform my poetry without getting caught. Much easier to organize with fewer people to manage. Besides, no one minds a bit of a scandal in the country. And my scandal is bound to be less interesting than some others a few bedchambers down from mine.”

      “Oh?” Bright interest in that one sound. “And who sleeps a few bedchambers down? I can’t remember where I put—” Lady Templeton shook her head. “No, no. You will not distract me with gossip. I have more than lectures to share with you today.”

      “And that is?”

      “There is someone I would like you to meet, and they are leaving now with all the other guests. You must hurry.”

      Today, the last of Lady Templeton’s house party. Both she and Cora would travel to Bluevale, Viscount Noble’s estate, on the morrow and remain there for some weeks, months perhaps. However long Andromeda needed them once her babe decided to make an appearance.

      “Who wishes to meet me?” She’d not been particularly sociable at the house parties she’d attended, choosing to keep to herself or stay close to the ladies she already knew.

      “Have you heard of Viscountess Escher?”

      “Her name is familiar.”

      “She is, secretly, an authoress. Do you know the children’s books, Pollyanna’s Adventures or something of the like?”

      Cora gasped. “Of course I do.”

      Lady Templeton chuckled. “Well, the authoress of those tales wishes to speak with you. I’ve arranged a meeting. In my private drawing room. She awaits you there. Go now, quick. Before she tires of waiting.” She waved her hands down the hallway.

      But Cora hesitated. “Why would she wish to speak with me? Even if she’s heard me recite, I cannot publish my poems. They are too risqué.” She scrunched her nose. “And she’s a children’s author.”

      “You won’t know unless you speak with her. Sate your curiosity, Cora. And go!” More shooing motions down the hallway.

      Cora went, but slowly, down the stairs and out of the servants’ quarters. Perhaps the viscountess merely wished to talk craft. Or art. Making a new acquaintance would not hurt. Nor would hearing admiration for her work. She walked with greater speed down the hall and stopped briefly before the correct door to rip her veil off and smooth back her hair. She took a deep breath and pushed through.

      A woman stood before a looking glass, her head tilted as she studied her own reflection. She was rather plain with dark-blonde hair and gray eyes. She dressed simply, elegantly, and moved with a confidence that turned her plain looks striking.

      “Lady Escher,” Cora said, proud to hear not a single waver or crack in her voice. She never used the deep rhythmic cadence she used to recite her poetry in her daytime life, but now she did to pronounce this woman’s name.

      Lady Escher met Cora’s gaze in the looking glass. “Do I know you? Your voice is familiar.” Of course, the woman wouldn’t recognize her. Cora only ever recited her poetry from behind a deep, black cloak in rooms dimly lit.

      “I am Viscountess Norton. I have heard you are looking for me.”

      Lady Escher smiled as she faced Cora. “Do you, by any chance, possess a fondness for poetry?”

      “I do.” A library couch graced a wall near the looking glass, and Cora perched on one end of it, sat tall, and found her voice.

      

      They hear the warring elements no more:

      While I am doomed—by life’s long storm oppressed,

      To gaze with envy on their gloomy rest.

      

      Lady Escher sat on the other end of the couch. “Charlotte Smith. An influence?” She peeked at Cora. They were conducting an entire, second conversation beneath the conversation.

      “She is… quite influential. To many poets.”

      Lady Escher folded her hands in her lap and whispered, “You are brave, quite daring. Or foolish.” A little laugh. “They tend to go hand in hand.”

      “You were asking for me?”

      “I had the pleasure of”—Lady Escher glanced at the door as if expecting someone to burst through it at any moment, then leaned closer, still watching the exit—“hearing you. At your last reading in London. And today. I am astonished you are so young. Your poetry is exquisite. And so brimming with emotion.”

      “Thank you, my lady.”

      “Does your husband know of your poetry? Does he care?”

      “Does it matter?” No keeping the winter wind from Cora’s voice.

      “It may. Husbands are not always accepting of a wife’s ambitions. Mine is quite accommodating.”

      “Mine does not care. We live separate lives.”

      Lady Escher lifted a single brow. “Do you know who I am?”

      “I’ve heard rumors. Some say that if the identity of a certain popular authoress of charming children’s tales were to be discovered, she might look a bit like you.”

      “Indeed. Your work is good. And I have the means to put it in print.” Another furtive glance at the door. “Tell me, have you ever considered publishing your work?”

      Heavens. There it was—the one thing she could not do. “Never. If you have heard it, you are aware of why it can never be published. I do not wish to incite the censure of the general public. It is better if my audience remains… intimate. And approving.” She had enough censure from her father and her mother. She did not need it on a national level.

      Lady Escher nodded. “It’s true. You cannot publish what you currently write, but… have you perhaps considered writing other types of literature?”

      “I do not write for children, my lady, and I would not care to.”

      “Then do not. There is a world between that and your poetry.” Lady Escher chuckled. “Consider Miss Austen. Consider Mrs. Radcliffe. Consider Charlotte Smith. None of these ladies include scenes of a scandalous nature as you do, but they keep the high feeling. They write, still of life, and in a way that allows their words access to a larger number of readers. You are talented. I should hate to see you fade into obscurity. Your words should be beloved by many, as you, and I, love the words of Mrs. Smith.”

      Cora’s breath caught. Loved by many. Her soul ached for it. And this woman could make it happen. “I would, indeed, be interested, Lady Escher.”

      “Even if you must modify a few elements, change your usual style?”

      “Elements? More than one? More than the love making scenes?”

      Lady Escher sighed. “Those scenes are lovely. Truly. I particularly enjoy your use of metaphor. But if you don’t wish to be shunned from society…”

      “I do not, my lady.”

      “Then they’ll have to go.” Lady Escher scowled into the air and tapped her toe. “There is an Ann Radcliffe quality to your work, and I can see the influence of Smith. A melancholy that charges the atmosphere.”

      Cora’s indignation faded fast. To be compared to such greats! “Thank you.”

      “But your endings…”

      When Lady Escher provided no more information, Cora barked, “What of them?”

      “Do they all end so tragically?”

      “Ah… yes. I’m… afraid so.” Cora bit the side of her tongue, better her pain and a bit of copper blood than insult Lady Escher by stomping out of the room. After tossing something nearby—a paperweight?—at the lady’s head. “Is it a problem?”

      “It is only that I am an author of happy endings. I had hoped you might be able to provide one as well, but in your own style. A dark, tragic middle and a happy end.” She beamed brightly as if she hadn’t asked Cora to strip her work of its two most crucial elements.

      “A happy ending. Is that a necessity?”

      “Yes, I’m afraid. Even Mrs. Radcliffe…” She shrugged, knowing Cora knew Mrs. Radcliffe’s novels inevitably ended in marriage. “It has been a pleasure to meet you. I do hope you’ll consider my offer. Think of how many you could please with your stories.” Then she left.

      “A happy ending,” Cora muttered, falling into a nearby chair. “How… unlikely.” Romance rarely ended happily in real life. Why should it end happily in fiction?

      The door swung open, and Lady Templeton appeared. “Well?”

      “She wishes to help me publish something.”

      “Oh!” Lady Templeton leaped at Cora, tugging her to her feet and gathering her into a warm hug. “Oh, brilliant girl, I am delighted.”

      “Me as well.” And, truly, she grew more pleased by the moment. Her poems—out of the darkness and into the light, loved not by a handful of women in secret, but adored openly in drawing rooms, settled onto shelves with other beloved books.

      Perhaps then she might not feel so damn alone. Perhaps then she might feel wanted. Because she would be.

      “But,” Cora said, her voice sounding far away, “I cannot write love scenes. And the ending must be happy.”

      “Hm. A disappointment to be sure, but it is bearable, isn’t it? For such an opportunity?”

      “Yes.” It must be bearable. She’d bear it no matter what.

      Lady Templeton wrapped an arm around Cora’s shoulders and guided her toward the guest rooms. “And the Merriweather sisters will be pleased, too.” She stopped before Cora’s bedchamber door. “Prepare to travel. Rest. I must make sure the other guests have everything they need upon leaving. And I… have correspondence to write.” With a turn on her toe, Lady Templeton sailed away.

      Cora retired to her bedchamber, sat at the small writing desk there, and stared at its blank surface. Scratched and nicked and faded in spots. It had survived, perhaps, decades. Centuries? But still it stood, making itself useful despite its history.

      She collapsed against it, folding her arms under her head. She could cut out the love scene. No difficulty there. She’d only have to fight against her own dissatisfaction. But… writing a happy ending? She could imagine a thousand things she’d never done before—most of a salacious nature. But two people living happily ever after—that was one fantasy her imagination could never conjure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Madame Juliet flourished the wooden cock before her like a sword. She pinned Liam with a stare cold as death and pointed the cock at the book in his hands. “You are not listening, my lord.”

      No, he wasn’t. He was thinking of Cora’s eyes when she’d cursed him from across the room the last time they’d spoken. Anger there, passion, too—a heady concoction. He was imagining her as the lady in the book he read, imagining the man as himself. Would she like to bend over a table for him?

      Madame Juliet clasped the phallus behind her back and paced the length of his hotel room and back. “Sprawled across that chair, brooding.”

      “Reading, you mean.”

      “Brooding. That’s what you’re doing.” She sighed. “Lord, I tire of your brooding.”

      “Then leave.” Elbow propped on the chair arm, he scratched his chin, lifted one booted ankle to rest on top of the opposite knee. “I did not invite you here.”

      Madame Juliet stopped in front of him, hands (and wooden cock) on hips. “I educate you not for your sake, my lord, but for your wife’s. If you are as tepid in bed as you say you are, she needs all the help you can acquire.” She held the phallus out to him. “Take this and show me the proper rhythm you’d use to⁠—”

      He brushed the toy aside, snapped his book closed, tossed it onto the table, and stood. “I’m off to Jackson’s.” Leaving seemed to be the only way he could avoid this woman. And he had to avoid her because she’d already caused trouble. More to the point, she’d caused rumors, gossip that made the men at Jackson’s slap him on the back and produced glares from the ladies he happened to pass on Bond Street or in Hyde Park.

      He found his coat hanging on the top corner of the opened wardrobe and slung it on.

      She tsked. “You’re going to wear your knuckles to bones.”

      Boxing provided the only outlet for his energy these days. Fencing helped, too. Riding down Rotten Row in the early hours before everyone awoke helped. Most days he started with a ride, found Angelo’s by noon, and as the sun sank below the London skyline, he found himself at Jackson’s. But nothing fully doused the desire coursing through him. Desire to show his wife he could damn well do better.

      “You have such nice hands,” Madam Juliet cooed. “I cannot abide your hurting them. Your wife will not like it. Put those hands to better use.”

      “I’d like to,” he said, circling her as he strode for the door. “But my wife won’t let me.”

      He didn’t even know where she was. He’d tried following her about the country, but she moved more quickly than he did, bouncing from country estate to country estate, from house party to house
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