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Chapter One

	“At the most unexpected times, our lives can change. Most ladies are encouraged to run from it, but why can’t we embrace it?”—The Ladies Book of Pleasures

	“As soon as I’ve seen my sister wedded to the right gentleman, I intend to take a lover.”

	As the words came from her lips, Isabel, the Countess of Avenbury, folded her hands in her lap and looked evenly across the table at her two best friends.

	“Isabel!” Lady Jacinda burst out as she set her teacup down with a clatter. Her sensitive friend’s eyes were almost impossibly wide and her cheeks pink with outrage and embarrassment.

	Isabel arched a brow. Well, there was one reaction judged. She turned her gaze toward her other best friend, the Duchess of Jameswood. She found that Grace was simply staring at her, her teacup paused halfway in its journey to her full lips.

	“I see you disapprove my choice as much as Jacinda seems to,” Isabel said softly.

	Grace lowered her cup with measured slowness. “No, that isn’t it at all, my dear. I simply didn’t expect to hear you, of all people, say such a thing.”

	“Really, Isabel!” Jacinda said with a quick nod. “You have always been so responsible. So dependable.”

	Isabel smiled. Jacinda spoke words that said she was scandalized, but there was no judgment to her tone, nor in her expression, only worry. And why wouldn’t she be concerned? Jacinda knew the consequences of scandal.

	“You make me sound like my late husband’s favorite spaniel,” Isabel mused. “Dear old Rex was quite dependable as well, if I recall.”

	Jacinda flushed and swallowed. “Oh, Isabel, I didn’t mean—”

	Isabel caught her gentle friend’s hand and held it lightly. “Of course you didn’t. Don’t trouble yourself, I didn’t say it in anger. I can see you’re only concerned about my reputation.”

	“Yes. Because I…” Jacinda trailed off, her cheeks brightening with red. “What you are suggesting—”

	Grace cut her off with a supportive pat of the hand. “Isn’t anything that hundreds, perhaps even thousands of women of our station do every day!”

	Jacinda stared, and her blush grew even darker. “That cannot be true!”

	Grace shrugged. “I assure you, it is.”

	Since Grace was the worldliest of the three of them, Isabel tended to believe her. Besides, Isabel had heard the occasional whispers from other widows—and even married women—about lovers taken in the shadows or met at secret rendezvous points. The entire endeavor sounded so dangerous and exciting.

	“With discretion,” Grace continued, “the consequences are almost nonexistent.”

	“Especially at my age. I’m too old to be considered as marriage material and I’m…barren.” She caught her breath as she said that hated word and watched her friends flinch. “So no one should grouse too much, as long as I have my sister married off,” Isabel said, thinking of Serena with a barely suppressed sigh. “Which is why I intend to wait until she is settled. Once she is under a husband’s protection, my actions will reflect little on her, even if they were to somehow be revealed to Society at large.”

	Isabel worried a loose thread on her sleeve. Now that she had declared her shocking intentions out loud, she was beginning to doubt them.

	“At least, I think that is what I shall do,” she said without looking at her two friends.

	Grace got to her feet. “Gracious, Isabel, don’t prevaricate now! This is the best idea you have had in an age. Why shouldn’t you take a lover?”

	Jacinda shifted, the radiant angel on Isabel’s shoulder to Grace’s elegant devil. “There are risks…”

	“Posh,” Grace said with a wave of her slender hand. “What is life without some risk? Don’t you want our friend to be happy after all she has endured?”

	Isabel felt the heat of blood rush to her cheeks. Yes, her history was a tragic one in many ways, with the death of her mother at a tender age and then her father and stepmother’s losing battle with a fever. Her younger half sisters had been placed in her care when she was little more than a girl herself. Luckily she had already been wed to a kind and understanding man who had taken them all in without hesitation. He had helped her raise the girls without even the barest complaint.

	But dear Hartley had been in the ground for almost four years. Long before one of her sisters, Marjorie, was happily matched to the love of her life. She often mused how pleased Hartley would have been at her sister’s choice.

	“Isabel,” Jacinda said softly.

	She shook off her memories and looked at her two friends. Both their faces were lined with unmasked concern.

	“I have endured little more than a dozen other women in our acquaintance,” Isabel said as she pushed to her feet and smoothed her skirts. “In fact, I think my life has been mightily blessed in a great many ways. I married a good man—”

	“Who was nearly two decades your senior,” Grace interrupted. “Were you ever allowed to be silly or gay or foolish in your entire life?”

	Isabel swallowed. “I suppose that is why the idea of taking a lover holds such appeal,” she admitted after a long pause. “Hartley was a kind and gentle man, but there was no great passion between us. I suppose I didn’t know what I was missing until I saw Marjorie fall head over heels in love with Graham. When she talks about him, I realize what I’ve lacked and I wonder…”

	She trailed off, but to her surprise it was Jacinda who finished her thought perfectly. “You wonder if there is any chance left for you for passion and desire.”

	Both Grace and Isabel turned their surprised gazes on their quieter, more proper friend. Jacinda blushed beneath their scrutiny, but finally she shrugged.

	“I have a woman’s desires and a woman’s heart too, you know, no matter where those things have led me.”

	Grace moved toward their friend and sat beside her, patting Jacinda’s shoulder gently. “Indeed you do, my dear. I have never doubted that.”

	Isabel sighed. Now that she had told her friends about the desire that lurked in her heart and they supported her, her fears were lessened. It was almost as if she had been given the permission to do this outrageous thing once Serena was taken care of. As long as she didn’t hurt her family and her friends didn’t turn their backs on her, she could manage any other consequence to her actions.

	“Speaking of outright scandal,” she said, eager to turn some of the spotlight off herself. Later they would discuss this again, she was certain, but for now she had nothing else to say on the delicate subject.

	Grace leaned forward. “Oh, I like the beginning of that sentence.”

	Isabel laughed. “Have you heard of this shocking book that is circulating around Society?”

	Jacinda clapped her hands. “Oh yes, even I have heard of this! This…what is it called, oh…”

	“Are you referring to The Ladies Book of Pleasures?” Grace asked.

	“Yes!” Isabel said with a shake of her head. “That is the very one.”

	“Of course you would know, Gracie.” Jacinda blushed. “You know everything!”

	Isabel nodded. That did seem to be true. “She probably even knows who wrote it.”

	“Even if I did, I would never tell,” Grace said as she took a sip of tea.

	“Oh, you are cruel,” Jacinda giggled. 

	“I don’t suppose either of you own a copy?” Grace asked, ignoring their teasing.

	Jacinda shook her head with another deep blush. “Goodness no! I am an unmarried woman. Can you imagine if my aunt found out? I wouldn’t have the nerve to buy such a thing, even if I knew where the find it!”

	Isabel also indicated the negative. “I would greatly like to see it, though.”

	Indeed, since she had heard of the book, a supposed manual on sinful secrets that had been most shockingly geared toward ladies of good Society, she had longed to get a peek.

	“It’s a pity you haven’t,” Grace said as she got to her feet and rang for her servant to clear away the dishes from their tea.

	Isabel spun in her seat to look at her friend. “Are you saying you have? Oh, Gracie, do you have a copy here?”

	To her surprise, Grace’s cheeks colored a dark, deep pink at the question. The expression was enough to silence Isabel entirely. Normally her friend was bold, daring… In fact, Isabel didn’t think she’d ever seen Grace blush. The book must be scandalous indeed to evoke such a reaction from the free-spirited duchess.

	“Er, no,” Grace finally answered as the maid stepped in and took away the dishes with a quick curtsey. “I’m afraid I’ve not had the pleasure. Like everyone else in Society, I talk about it but haven’t actually purchased a copy of my own. I only thought it might be helpful to you if you were truly on the lover hunt, Isabel.”

	“I’m not on the lover hunt,” Isabel said. “Even if I were to be at some point, it won’t be until long after the Marquis of Lyndham’s party next week. My sister might find her match there and then I can think of myself.”

	Grace’s eyes lit up. “You’re going to be there as well? How wonderful! And what about you, Jacinda? Tell me you were invited.”

	Jacinda bent her head. “No, why would I be? I am not an eligible match by any stretch of the imagination. Although the dowager marchioness is one of the people in our circles who is the most kind to me.”

	Isabel frowned, her expression a twin of Grace’s. Jacinda’s troubled past had tainted her future, a fact that wasn’t helped by her tendency to hide from the invitations she did receive. It took herculean effort on Grace and Isabel’s part to force her to the few parties and balls she attended.

	“That is a shame,” Grace said gently. “It promises to be a most entertaining gathering. You know, the marquis is a remarkably beautiful man. For that reason alone, we will enjoy ourselves.”

	Isabel shrugged, but it was a false dismissiveness for the sake of her friends. She knew how beautiful Marquis of Lyndham was. She had been quite aware of the man over the years, even before she wed. How could one not be, when he seemed to fill every space he inhabited and draw all eyes to him?

	But it was nonsense to ponder that silly attraction overly much. Her focus had to be entirely on Serena. Isabel couldn’t yet look around with her own eyes, but the eyes of a dreaded chaperone in search of eligible gentlemen.

	The exercise made her feel far more ancient than her actual age.

	Isabel cleared her throat. “Lyndham is also a decent man of good fortune who is searching for a wife this Season.”

	Jacinda nodded. “Even I have heard that. His brother died recently, you know.”

	Grace sighed. “And left the new marquis with a great duty to carry when it comes to his waning family name.”

	Isabel steepled her fingers in front of her. As much as she hated it, the mercenary guardian in her couldn’t help but be encouraged by those facts.

	“Well, perhaps he will be a good match for my sister, then. And if he is in such a rush to find a bride, by the time this gathering is finished, I might even have her future settled.”

	“And begin planning for your own,” Grace added with a light laugh that made Isabel believe, even just for a moment, that a future was possible for her again.

	A future of her own choosing, for the first time in her life.

	 

	 

	Seth Rowland, the Marquis of Lyndham, had a theory as to why “they” called Society the marriage mart. It was because when a lady decided any man was the object of her desire, she looked at him like a filet of beef or a side of salted pork at market.

	She stared, she judged, she haggled over the price and ultimately, she refused to leave until she had obtained the object of her desire.

	Seth had just spent the last hour greeting a gaggle of women who saw him as nothing but a lamb for the slaughter. To make matters worse, his mother, who was helping him host this country party, only encouraged the ladies who sharpened their weapons and waited to strike with such pretty smiles and coy turns of their heads.

	“Who else is on your list, Mother?” he asked with a barely suppressed sigh.

	Lady Lyndham pulled free the guest list she had tucked into her sleeve earlier in the day. She glanced over the tidy line of names with a nod.

	“The Duchess of Jameswood sent word she would not be arriving until tomorrow morning, so it appears we are only missing one family.” His mother looked up. “Lady Avenbury and her sister, Lady Serena.”

	Seth nodded in relief. Thank God the tedium had almost reached its conclusion. He was ready for a drink before the next part of this fortnight began. With a smile, he watched a carriage weave its way up the drive.

	“Splendid, and it appears as if the final two are on their way to us now.”

	His mother nodded as she tucked her list away. “Lady Serena is quite pretty. I’ve heard nothing but good about her comportment in her first Season last year.” 

	“So this is only her second Season?” Seth asked as he watched the carriage door open before them. “She is how old?”

	“Nineteen,” his mother whispered.

	Seth shifted with disappointment. He had found that the younger the woman, the less he had in common with her. At nearly thirty, he had no idea what to say to a girl who had practically been in the nursery when he became a man. It was unseemly to him, although that was the way of his world. A younger woman meant far more chance for heirs, and that was his purpose in life at present—to carry on his family name. At all costs.

	His grim thoughts faded as the footman helped a woman down from the carriage. His breath caught as he looked at her. This was no girl of nineteen. There was nothing frivolous or empty about the way she moved as she smiled toward the servant before watching the second occupant of the carriage exit the vehicle.

	This was a woman, lush and ripe and sensual in a dark green frock that was fitted perfectly to her curves. She wore a hat that matched, but beneath the edge of it he could see that her locks were dark, deep auburn. When she lifted her face, he caught his breath. He knew her. The name hadn’t rung a bell, perhaps because he never thought of her by her husband’s title, but by the name she had been given.

	Isabel.

	He’d first seen her during her coming out year, when he had been too young and foolish to ponder anything except for how stunningly beautiful she was. And then she had been swiftly married off to a man far too old for her and Seth had been left with only a strangely raw kind of ache whenever he saw her pass through a party.

	Somehow they had never spoken. That was about to change.

	The two approached the open door and Grayson, the old butler who had served Seth’s family for a generation, intoned their names.

	“The Countess of Avenbury and Lady Serena.”

	Seth was still staring as Isabel led her sister forward. Her gaze flitted over him and he stared at her eyes, the color of dark, deep chocolate.

	“Remarkable,” he whispered.

	His mother jerked her face toward him, her brow wrinkled with concern and confusion. “I beg your pardon?”

	He shook his head. Dear Lord, he must be addled if his mind was filling with such odd thoughts.

	“Ladies, welcome to our home,” he said as a greeting to them both.

	His mother smiled away her confusion and refocused on their guests. “Indeed. Lady Avenbury, how lovely it is to see you again.”

	The lady nodded, turning her gaze toward his mother as if he wasn’t even in the foyer. She smiled, a pretty, open and friendly expression that made her age difficult to determine.

	“Thank you so much for inviting us, Lady Lyndham, Lord Lyndham. I have long heard of the beauty of your country estate and I can already tell it wasn’t exaggerated.” She turned her gaze on him briefly. “May I present my sister, Lady Serena?”

	The younger lady Seth had barely noticed tilted her head. The action sent dark curls bobbing around her face prettily and accentuated her eyes…just as Seth was sure she had been taught to do. Her posturing moved him little, and he found himself looking again at her elder sister.

	“Good afternoon, my lord, my lady,” Serena said, her voice a rather excited flutter.

	Seth found himself nodding aimlessly as his mother said, “We are very happy to have you both here. Lady Serena, I must say you are as lovely as the gossip has implied. Is she not, Seth?” 

	He blinked and forced himself to look at the younger woman. She was pretty, but he was left unmoved.

	“Indeed,” he admitted with effort, annoyed that his mother was pushing him so hard.

	“My sister is most definitely a Diamond of the First Water,” Lady Avenbury replied as the two sisters linked arms in an effortless and loving gesture.

	Lady Avenbury smiled down at her charge and Seth was struck once more by the uncommonly appealing manner she had about her. It was rare that he was so drawn, especially since this woman was in no way here for his pleasure.

	“Grayson has a footman ready to direct you to your rooms, and your servants will be sent there shortly,” Seth’s mother said, cutting off his odd thoughts. “The ladies will all be gathering for tea later in the green parlor. I hope you will both join us.”

	“Of course. We look forward to it.” Lady Avenbury nodded to his mother. “Lady Lyndham.” 

	Then her dark, deep gaze lit upon him again. Their eyes met, and in that moment Seth found himself edgy, his body reacting in an unexpected way.

	“My lord,” she said softly.

	He watched her lips form the common greeting with far too much interest, but he somehow managed to nod before the two ladies disappeared from the foyer. He stared after them for a moment too long.

	“Are you quite all right, my dear?” his mother asked as she motioned him toward the hall. “You became so quiet and odd.”

	Seth shook his head. “I am perfectly fine, Mother Dear.” She laughed at the old endearment. “Now, I’m off to meet with Northfield briefly before we join the rest of the gentlemen to shoot.”

	His mother smiled. “Tell Jason I said hello. Somehow I missed him at breakfast this morning.”

	This time it was Seth who laughed as he parted ways with her and headed down the hallway to his office. But despite his laugher, he couldn’t help but continue to think about the final two ladies who had been invited to his home.

	Or at least one of those ladies.

	



Chapter Two

	“For a lady to understand the nature of her pleasure, first she must understand her body. In the privacy of her own rooms, why shouldn’t she touch herself?”—The Ladies Book of Pleasures

	As Seth entered his office, the Earl of Northfield turned from the fireplace.

	“It’s about time,” Jason said with a grin.

	Seth noted the drink already in his friend’s hand and shook his head. “My mother sends her regards. I believe she may be fully aware of your carousing all about the village last night.”

	Jason came across the room to sit at Seth’s desk and reached for the stocked cigar box on the corner. As he lit one, Jason grinned.

	“The old girl has always been observant. Lovely woman. If she were but ten years younger…”

	Seth flinched. “All right. Enough. I don’t want to talk about that.”

	Jason laughed, his bright blue eyes sparkling with warmth and friendship, which was the only reason Seth put up with him. Well, that and his unwavering loyalty, endless supply of interesting tales and access to anything worth attending.

	“So what would you like to talk about, old friend?” Northfield pressed as he settled back in the leather seat. “Your potential brides?”

	Seth flopped into his own chair with a sigh. “Great God, no. Do you realize I had probably fifteen eligible ladies paraded by me today and not a one stirred me?”

	“Probably fifteen?” Jason laughed. “You didn’t keep a more exact count?”

	“No, how could I when they all began to blend together like so much tepid blandness?”

	“Oof.” Jason shook his head with a sigh. “You do make this sound dire. I’m pleased not to be in your position.”

	Seth made a face and Jason laughed.

	“Now truly,” his friend pressed. “There were none to tempt you? Not a one?”

	Seth hesitated, for if he denied any attraction that would be a lie. There was one lady who had captured his interest. Almost against his will, he thought of Lady Avenbury with her dark, expressive eyes.

	He scrubbed a hand over his face and then looked again at Jason. If anyone would have all the information worth knowing about a pretty woman, it was his friend.

	“What do you know about Lady Avenbury?” he asked reluctantly, for he hated to give Northfield even a slight advantage over him.

	Jason pursed his lips as if he was thinking of the woman. “Mmmmm, Isabel. I do know the lady a little. I have a long-standing acquaintance with one of her very closest friends, Lady Jacinda, you know.”

	“I had forgotten.” Seth nodded.

	Jason’s acquaintance stood out if only because Lady Jacinda seemed to be the only woman his friend was not actively attempting to seduce, despite the blemish on her reputation that might encourage a rake like the earl. But now Jason’s odd relationship might come in handy, after all.

	“And what of Isabel?” he pressed. “Lady Avenbury…”

	Jason examined him for a long moment before he shrugged. “Her father was Earl of Colwyn, and he died many years ago. I believe she took in her younger half sisters and raised them as her own.”

	 The new Earl of Colwyn was a middle-aged man who Seth rarely spoke to, but he tried to recall the elder man with little luck. He did remember, perhaps, that the old man and his much younger bride had died of a disease.

	“Isabel was married to old Avenbury when she was practically a child. What a waste,” Jason finished with a puff of his cigar.

	“Indeed,” Seth mused, trying to maintain nonchalance so that Jason wouldn’t pursue. “A most fetching creature.”

	Jason sighed theatrically. “You should have seen her at nineteen.”

	Seth shrugged. He absolutely remembered her at that tender age, but could not say that Isabel was ever more beautiful than she had been stepping from that carriage this morning.

	Jason shook his head. “Isabel must be close to our age, you know. Perhaps two, but no more than three years younger.”

	Seth stared. Yes, that was probably correct, given that he recalled her coming out being during his own wild younger days. But the woman who had stepped onto his drive that afternoon didn’t look a moment beyond her prime, although a lady over twenty-five was considered unmarriageable by many in Society. Especially to someone looking to produce heirs.

	“Her sister, on the other hand,” Jason continued with a wink. “Now that is a chit who would fit any marriage-minded man’s ideal.”

	Seth thought of the younger woman. Serena, he thought her name was. He could scarcely recall what she looked like and it had only been a quarter of an hour since he stood with her. She was probably very pretty but had made no impression upon him.

	Jason tilted his head when Seth was silent. “Unless you suddenly aren’t marriage-minded.”

	Seth jerked his gaze to Jason and found his friend looking at him evenly, one of his brows quirked in question. Seth shook his head.

	“Of course I am,” he snapped as he got to his feet and motioned Jason toward the door. “I must be, mustn’t I?”

	Jason chuckled as they began to walk through the house. “So you say, but if you aren’t, I’ve brought you a present from London that shall help you win the heart…or the body…of any lady here.”

	Seth shook his head. “What are you yammering about?”

	“That shocking little tome everyone is pretending not to read. The Ladies Book of Pleasures. I brought you a copy and left it in your library.”

	Seth rolled his eyes. He had heard of the naughty little book from several sources. Truth be told, he had been interested in what it contained.

	But he wasn’t about to admit that to Jason. Instead he muttered, “Great God, man. You’ll shock the entire party with your tricks. I’ll have to fetch it and spirit it away before it gives one of my guests an apoplexy.”

	Jason shrugged. “My advice is that you avoid marriage with anyone who has an apoplexy when confronted with the concept of pleasure.”

	Seth laughed, but as they moved into the yard where the gentlemen were starting to congregate, marriage was the last thing on his mind. He did, however, have a brief thought of auburn hair and dark eyes. One he banished from his mind, but not before it troubled him more than it should have.

	 

	 

	Isabel sat at her dressing table in the pretty little chamber she had been provided and stared at her reflection in the glass, but she could hardly focus. The room was too quiet.

	She had been meant to share it with Serena, but when her sister had realized one of her best friends, Sarah Sloane, was in attendance, the two girls had conspired to share their first night at the estate together where they could gossip and giggle to their hearts’ content. That had left Isabel to retire alone.

	And perhaps that was for the best. She was out of sorts. Distracted and restless, though she had no cause to be. This day had been perfectly boring, just as she had known it would be when she departed London, Serena in tow. Nothing at all had risen above her low expectations.

	Well, that wasn’t exactly true. There had been one moment that had surprised Isabel, when she met their host, Lord Lyndham.

	Their meeting in the foyer was the first time she had ever been so close to him, even though they had certainly been at the same events over the years. She had tried to convince herself he wasn’t nearly as handsome and intriguing as she had recalled.

	Now she could no longer do so. The marquis was just as handsome as every woman had ever sighed. In fact, he was more so. That well-defined jaw, those full lips, those bright blue eyes that were even more shocking with his dark hair… The man had practically stepped from Greek mythology.

	“Great Lord, woman,” she whispered to her suddenly red-cheeked reflection. “Gain some control over yourself. You’ve been thinking of the man all day—it’s unseemly.”

	Pushing to her feet, Isabel paced away from the mirror. It was insanity to continue to think of a man so out of reach, and yet his image had been tormenting her for hours. And for what? He had only calmly introduced himself and talked with her and her sister about absolutely nothing of importance. He had likely forgotten her two seconds after they went upstairs.

	Truly, the only excuse she could give for her distraction was her discussion with Grace and Jacinda a week before. Declaring she would take a lover had only increased her fantasies about that very subject. And now she feared the first handsome man she saw had somehow become the new focus of those imaginations.

	It was foolish, girlish frivolity, and she had to put it aside. Settling Serena was her highest priority now.

	Isabel sighed. She obviously needed sleep to clear her head, but it was almost midnight and her eyes weren’t heavy. What she needed was something boring to read. She had seen a library earlier in the day when Lady Lyndham gave a tour of the home to the women in attendance. In five minutes she could creep down and come back with something that would put her to sleep in short order.

	She checked her reflection a second time. She was still presentable, for she hadn’t yet changed into her night shift or taken her hair down. On the off chance she met someone in the hallway, she wouldn’t shock them with her appearance.

	Confident in that, she grasped her candle and slipped from her chamber to make her way to the library. Once inside, she looked around with a sigh. It truly was a lovely room. The high bookshelves were polished to a shine and a tall, stone fireplace had soft, inviting chairs placed before it. Currently, the fire had been allowed to burn down, so the room was dim.

	She stood still a moment, allowing her eyes to adjust. Once they had, she peered around the room.

	The Lyndham family certainly had a magnificent collection of books. From classic literature in volumes that had to be worth a small fortune to forgettable novels that were all the rage presently along with everything from books on war and politics to medical tomes. Certainly amongst their ranks Isabel could find something to put her into a deep and hopefully dreamless slumber.

	She pulled a volume about various farming techniques down from the shelf and briefly scanned its pages. Within seconds, she felt tired and smiled. Here was just the thing.

	With the book clutched to her chest, she turned, but before she could exit the room, she saw another tome sitting out of place on the table near the fire. Someone must have been reading it earlier in the night. As the candlelight cast across the cover, Isabel nearly dropped the farming volume. There, sitting right in front of her, was the slender book she had been fascinated with since she heard of its existence.

	The Ladies Book of Pleasures.

	Isabel couldn’t breathe as she looked at it. It had a plain blue cover with its title and the annotation By an Anonymous Lady neatly pressed into it. Isabel’s hands shook as she set the farming book down and picked the other book up.

	It was light, especially in comparison to the heavier volume, and was so small that it could easily be hidden within the bigger book.

	“I suppose that makes sense,” she murmured, her heart throbbing. “If one needed to hide it…”

	She brushed her fingers over the cover and then slowly, reverently, opened the pages. The printing was high quality indeed, obviously meant to impress the ladies it had been geared toward. But Isabel wanted content, not show, and she flipped through the pages, noting the chapter headings of “To Please a Gentleman” and “Your Body, Your Pleasure Temple”.

	Isabel shivered, suddenly very aware of her body…er, pleasure temple. She opened to a random page and began to read.

	…while it is not recommended that a lady take her desire for intense, physical pleasure out into the street like a common light-skirt, why must our need for male touch and affection be hidden in our bedrooms? Unleash your desire for your partner and seduce him by—

	Isabel would have continued, but behind her there was the sound of a throat clearing. She spun around, while at the same time shoving the book behind her with trembling hands. 

	“Great God,” she whispered as the person who had intruded upon her surreptitious reading stepped fully into the chamber. “Lord Lyndham.”

	He moved toward her with a smile that made Isabel’s stomach flutter inexplicably.

	“Lady Avenbury,” he drawled. “I did not expect to find you in my library so late at night. Is everything well—do you require anything I can provide?”

	Isabel’s fingers tightened on the book behind her back. There was only one thing she required at present and she was more than certain that a man like Lyndham was capable of providing it.

	“No!” she burst out, shocked by her own thoughts.

	Isabel drew in a harsh breath to calm herself.

	“No, thank you, my lord.” She corrected her tone this time, though she couldn’t quite catch her breath. “I apologize for intruding on your personal chambers in this fashion, but I—”

	She hesitated. What had she been doing? Her brain was so turned around, she could scarce recall.

	Lyndham moved closer and suddenly Isabel could smell his skin. The scent was clean and masculine and made her stomach flutter.

	“Ah, I think I understand,” Lyndham said with a chuckle that seemed to dance along Isabel’s backbone.

	He leaned forward and she stopped breathing entirely. He knew. He knew what she had behind her back and he was reaching for it, reaching…

	But instead of snatching the sensual tome from her fingers, Lyndham took the book on farming that Isabel had all but forgotten from the table.

	“Couldn’t sleep, eh?” he asked as he held it up. He was still close…too close to her.

	Isabel nodded, her cheeks burning hot as she forced herself to look up at him. Dear Lord, his eyes were beautiful. So bright and light and yet somehow filled with a subtle fire.

	“Well, this is the book to put you there,” he said, his voice suddenly rougher as he handed it forward.

	With her free hand, Isabel took it. “Th-thank you. I hope you don’t mind.”

	“Of course not,” Lyndham said as he turned away.

	With a gulp of breath, Isabel fumbled with the two books. She couldn’t put The Ladies Book of Pleasures back on the table now! He would certainly notice that it hadn’t been on there a moment before and then had been returned. It would be obvious she had been manhandling it and what a humiliation that would be!

	So she did all she could think of and took the opportunity to shove the thinner volume between the pages of the tedious farming volume.

	“Anything in my library is yours for the taking, for whatever purpose,” Lyndham continued as he turned back just as she slammed the larger book shut on the smaller.

	Isabel couldn’t help the nervous laughter that escaped her lips. How little he knew, for she was taking him up on that offer in spades.

	He examined her more closely. “Do you mind if I ask you a question, my lady? That is, if you aren’t in a rush to return to your chamber.”

	Isabel tensed, once again wondering if he had caught her.

	She drew in a calming breath. “Of course not, my lord. What do you wish to know?”

	He smiled at her. “I wonder, how is it we have never been formally introduced until this morning? I know I have seen you out in Society for some time.”

	Isabel tilted her head in surprise. That was not at all what she expected. Most men asked after Serena, not her. Especially eligible, desirable men.

	“They call it the Upper Ten Thousand for a reason,” she said with a shrug. “There are so many parties and so many people that you couldn’t possibly meet everyone. Plus, I was married for a good deal of that time and involved in my own insulated world and personal concerns.”

	“Hmmm,” Lyndham murmured with a small smile. “But you have not been married for quite some time.”

	Isabel frowned as she thought of poor Hartley. What would he think of her standing in the middle of the night in a dim room with another man? Especially when there was Serena to be taken care of.

	“After I was widowed I took on the important duty of seeing my two sisters married,” she said, more to remind herself, perhaps, than to inform the marquis.

	Lyndham nodded. “Ah yes, your duty, Isabel.”

	She jerked her head up. Had he just called her by her first name? Not only was it wholly inappropriate, but she was certain she hadn’t given it to him.

	“But now you have one sister married and are here with Lady Serena,” Lyndham continued. “Who I am certain will find a match soon. Do you have plans after that happy day?”

	Isabel swallowed. She had imagined he used her given name. But his mention of Serena she couldn’t forget or pretend away. She was why Isabel was here, not to stand in the middle of libraries with handsome men at godforsaken hours of the night.

	“I hadn’t really thought of it, my lord,” she said, taking a step away from him. “My focus must be on my sister now, nothing else.”

	His brow wrinkled as if he disagreed with that assessment, but Isabel didn’t allow him to press her on these personal subjects that seemed even more inappropriate when they were alone in the wee hours of the morning. Not to mention when she still held what amounted to a sex book in her hands.

	“If you will forgive me, my lord,” she said, moving toward the door slowly. “I find I’m beginning to tire.”

	“Of course,” he said with a slight frown. “I would not keep you from your slumber. Good night, my lady.”

	She looked at him over her shoulder as she slipped from the room. “Good night, my lord.”

	The moment she was free, Isabel hurried upstairs, too fearful to look behind her in case Lyndham was watching her. As though if she glanced at him one final time, he would know the wicked thoughts that were in her head.

	Inside her chamber, she closed her door and leaned back against it, her breath coming in bursts as she pressed the farming book against her breasts and felt them lift and fall with every gasp.

	She looked down at the book with a blush. Even alone, she wasn’t certain that what she had done was proper or right. Oh, hell, she knew it wasn’t, but she was driven by such curiosity that she couldn’t stop herself.

	She moved to the fireside and sank into a soft, cushioned chair there. Setting aside the farming book, she stared at The Ladies Book of Pleasures for a second time that night. Her excitement increased, for this time it was in brighter light and no one would catch her in the midst of her perusal.

	Her hands trembled as she opened the book. The first page was a dedication she hadn’t noticed in her fervor in the library.

	The lady thanks her editor, for all his counsel.

	Isabel flushed as she thought of some man reading this book. But then again, since she had found this in his library, probably Lord Lyndham was the owner of this copy. Had he looked over its pages as she did now? Had it been a gift from some woman…?

	“Stop!” Isabel hissed out loud, squeezing her eyes shut. “The situation is untenable as it is! No more thoughts of that man, of any man, while you read something so scandalous.”

	She looked down again as she turned the page. A gasp escaped her lips. There was an illustration. A printed sketch of a woman, her gown parted in the front, leaning over a seated man, their lips almost touching. Her hand was pressed against his bare chest and his hand was sliding up her inner thigh, moving toward…

	“Oh my,” Isabel whispered.

	A thin sheen of sweat had broken on her top lip and her body was warm, too warm, considering her fire had burned down while she was out of the room.

	She began to read. The “lady” author, whomever she was, launched immediately into a lecture about women of the upper crust and how they pretended away their sensual side. She claimed her book was a way to “press away those chains of propriety and awaken the sensuality within”.

	Isabel swallowed. Perhaps this would all be too advanced for her, for she wasn’t certain she had a great deal of “sensuality within” to awaken. She turned the page and drew back in surprise at what she read.

	Pleasure yourself before you think of offering or receiving pleasure from a man.

	And if that wasn’t enough, the book went on to explain exactly how a lady should touch herself.

	“You may even fantasize about a specific man while you do this,” Isabel read out loud. “Picture his hands, his mouth on you while you pleasure yourself. He can be a husband, a faceless lover…even a footman, as long as his image makes you lose control in the most remarkable ways.”

	Isabel’s entire body tingled as she set the book aside and stared into the fire.

	Pleasure herself.

	Oh, it wasn’t that she had never done so. There were a few clandestine times in her bed before her marriage, even once since Hartley’s death, although she had felt the same kind of shame the “lady” who authored the book decried as foolish.

	But it
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