

[image: 9780062358677_cover.jpg]








[image: ]









Dedication

To Zack, who never doubts
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Chapter 1

In late summer, London sweltered. Worse—the city grew exceedingly dull as the hot months dragged on. All my usual lovers had gone to the country, leaving behind boors with an appalling lack of knowledge of female anatomy. I decided that I would take my leave of London and seek pleasure somewhere in the green of the country. Thus resolved, with thoughts of lusty rustics in my mind, I had my trunks packed and set off in my carriage for a pastoral escape. Too intent on finding relief, I paid no heed to warnings of highwaymen who prowled the roads. Perhaps I should have given those warnings more regard . . .

The Highwayman’s Seduction

London, 1816

Too much time had passed since Jeremy Cleland had last been in London. A few months in the country made quite a difference in a man’s life. As Jeremy rode in his father’s carriage to the family’s Mayfair mansion, he felt every inch the humble vicar that he’d become.

Streets seemed dizzyingly congested, sounds ricocheted like bullets from close-set buildings, and the pervasive smell of soot and smoke cloaked the avenues.

He didn’t precisely mind all the sensory commotion. After all, he’d spent his youth traveling back and forth between London and various country estates. That included the Hertfordshire mansion that served as the seat of his father, the Earl of Hutton. Yet being the earl’s third son had its advantages—and many burdens. Granted, the earldom had been gifted to Jeremy’s father due to service to the Crown as the nation’s moral paragon, but the impact of the title remained the same.

The carriage turned onto Berkeley Square, and it was such a marked contrast from Jeremy’s little rural parish of Rosemead that he gave a strained laugh. What would Mr. Kinross, the church sexton, think of the soaring marble and stone mansions that housed dozens of servants but only one family? Likely Mr. Kinross would shake his head and spit tobacco onto the ground, muttering about citified gentry. Bad enough that the sexton already looked at Jeremy with suspicion. If the old man knew precisely what kind of wealth gleamed in the vicar’s background, he’d never listen to a word Jeremy said, let alone attend his sermons.

Jeremy was getting closer now to Hutton House. As the distance shortened, concern churned in his gut. What had prompted his father to summon him from Devonshire? Father’s letter had been opaque, revealing nothing. And, if Jeremy wanted to be perfectly honest—which vicars were supposed to be, anyway—he wasn’t precisely looking forward to seeing the earl again. Not the warmest or most effusive of men, his father. He took his title and responsibilities very seriously, which meant that his offspring were largely means to an end. But they were also extensions of the earl—his representatives to the world at large.

Jeremy didn’t envy his brother John the obligation of being heir. Jeremy also didn’t have the terrifying uncertainty of being second son, like his other brother, Mark. That left Jeremy the burden of embodying the earl’s morals, and his father was a greater taskmaster than the Church.

In his early years, Jeremy hadn’t known precisely what he wanted to do with his life—only that it involved helping people. So many charitable organizations needed figureheads and organizers that he had been certain he would take his place there. But his father had had other plans. The earl had made it clear that if Jeremy didn’t go into the Church, his allowance would be reduced to nothing. With that threat, Jeremy hadn’t possessed much choice but to do his father’s bidding and become a vicar.

There was a positive side to it—he did get to help people, only without the freedom he’d dreamed of as a boy.

Upholding a scrupulously moral appearance remained his foremost obligation, serving as an example for not only everyone in his parish but also to the world at large.

Yet, to his highly provincial parishioners, trips to London weren’t precisely considered virtuous.

Still, he couldn’t deny his father, though he had no idea what the earl wanted. Now he rode in a phenomenally expensive carriage, pulling up outside an extraordinarily old, costly home in one of the most exclusive neighborhoods in the world. Doubt assailed him. What did his father want with him now?

Long ago, Jeremy’s closest companion had been his wild cousin Marwood. Yet the earl hadn’t approved of the association and had forbidden Jeremy from seeing Marwood except at family gatherings. As always, the threat of disinheritance had been given. Too young to make his way in the world, Jeremy had done as his father had demanded. He hadn’t liked it, but what choice had there been?

Beaten-in habits died hard. Years later, Jeremy still rushed to his father’s bidding. His income from his living was modest—he could ill afford to refuse the earl, especially on a financial level.

When the vehicle stopped and a footman opened the door for him, Jeremy stepped down and smoothed the front of his clerical jacket. Compared to the liveried servants, he looked severe and dour.

Jeremy mounted the stairs and had barely raised his hand to the door before it opened and Jeffries, the butler, silently escorted him in.

Soaring marble archways comprised the foyer, designed to intimidate the visitor. Even though Jeremy had grown up in this very home, even he felt a little small and gauche as he gazed up at the crystal chandelier.

“My favorite son!” a female voice called out from the top of the winding staircase.

Any sensation of not belonging dissolved immediately when Jeremy beheld his mother descending the stairs, her arms open.

When she stood before him, he kissed his mother on her cheek. “You say that to all three of us,” he murmured.

“Yes, but I mean it with you,” she answered with a smile.

“And you say that, too.” He took her small, powdery hands in his.

“I can’t be accused of favoritism,” Lady Hutton replied, sniffing. “Though,” she added conspiratorially, “you certainly received the bounty of the looks. You’re the image of your father. No wonder he stole my heart.” She sighed. “How the other girls envied me when he made his suit. I held him off, you know, just for appearance’s sake, but I couldn’t wait too long, lest he find another gel to take my place.”

Jeremy had heard this story his whole life, but he always indulged his mother. “As though any girl could replace you,” he answered, as he usually did.

Lady Hutton tapped him playfully on his arm. “I didn’t realize the Church required vicars to flatter old women.”

“I am, in all things, scrupulously honest.” He bowed. “A hazard of the profession.”

“Oh, but you were ever a truthful boy,” she said with an almost despairing shake of her head. “Used to sneak off to go swimming in the middle of the night, then came running to us full of confession.”

He hadn’t abandoned his habit of midnight swimming. The pull of the water along his body, the burn of his muscles, the moonlight and liquid isolation. Sometimes he felt it was the only thing that kept him from descending into bored melancholy.

A vicar’s life was, if anything, marked by quiet, solitary routine. The pinnacle of morality was a lonely place to be.

“You were marked for the Church from an early age, my darling,” his mother continued. “Your father wouldn’t have it any other way.”

And she hadn’t protested, either. “Fortunate, then, that I didn’t become a lion tamer.”

“You have the souls of your parishioners to tame and guide,” Lady Hutton answered. “A much more noble and dangerous endeavor.”

The butler, standing nearby, coughed quietly.

“Oh, all right, Jeffries,” Lady Hutton said with a roll of her eyes. She sighed again. “’Tis a sad day when a mother cannot spend five minutes with her son—whom she hasn’t seen in an eternity, mind you.”

“I promise hours of unexpurgated time alone over tea,” Jeremy said. “After I see what Father wants.”

“He’s in the study with Allam,” his mother replied with a wave of her hand. “Neither of them has said a word to me about this matter. But you know how those brothers can be. Silent as wolves.”

“Wolves howl, Mother.”

“Mute wolves, then.” She shooed him off. “Go on, then. See what he wants. The sooner you get that out of the way, the sooner we can talk. About finding you a wife, specifically.”

Jeremy fought the urge to roll his eyes. Marriage always beckoned. Wives were crucial for vicars, helping with the duties of the parish, but his needs and desires also burned with an unseemly heat. Nightly, he prayed to withstand the fires of his own body’s demands. He’d banked them for so long that they threatened to burn him from the inside out. As the son of the highly moral Earl of Hutton, Jeremy couldn’t avail himself of actresses and demimondaines. And vicars certainly didn’t. Which left him a seething, simmering volcano of need.

How likely would it be that he’d find a good, sweet, patient woman with a siren’s sexual appetite? Not likely at all.

Loneliness had made itself too common in his life. Its constant emptiness was a hunger that could never be satisfied.

None of this would he tell his mother, of course. They might be close, but they weren’t that close.

“This way, please,” the butler intoned.

“I know the way to the study, Jeffries,” he answered with a smile.

The servant bowed. “As you wish, Master Jeremy.”

With a last kiss for his mother, he headed toward the study.

An uneasy energy pulsed along Jeremy’s neck as he contemplated what, exactly, necessitated the presence of his uncle, the Marquess of Allam. Perhaps it had to do with Allam’s son, Cameron, Viscount Marwood. Recently, Marwood had married—a commoner who was also a playwright, of all things. Allam couldn’t be happy about that.

Reaching the door to the study, Jeremy tapped lightly. His father’s voice called out for him to enter.

Jeremy took a deep breath. Being called before his father had never been a pleasant experience as a boy, and little had changed. Dread pooled coldly in his belly.

He stepped inside.

The room was paneled in dark wood, full of books and gravitas. An acre of desk occupied one corner; his uncle sat in front of it. His father stood behind the desk, a slim book in his hands.

Lord Hutton strode forward as Allam rose. Jeremy took turns shaking their hands and murmuring greetings. The two brothers held themselves with the same proud, upright bearing, and both wore their age remarkably well.

Jeremy did indeed feel as though he gazed at himself through the lens of time whenever he looked at his father. They both had the same long faces, the same bright blue eyes. Even, God help them, the same curly blond hair. Yet for some reason, women found their hair extremely charming, so Jeremy had little cause for complaint. Still, where Jeremy saw curiosity and openness in his own eyes, his father’s were much harder, more demanding.

He couldn’t help but feel that his father was sizing him up, taking his measure. The earl bragged to many about having a son in the Church—his virtuous son, the future archbishop. His father’s scrutiny reminded Jeremy that he needed to remain constantly vigilant, lest his halo slip or tarnish.

“Had a good journey, I hope?” his father asked.

“Passable roads,” Jeremy answered, “made all the better by the services of your carriage.”

Lord Hutton nodded, though the excellence of his vehicles was never in doubt.

“Good to see you, my boy,” Allam said jovially, thumping Jeremy on his back.

At twenty-eight, Jeremy could hardly be called a boy anymore, but he accepted his uncle’s compliments and returned them with his own. Genuine pleasure lit within him to see the older man again. “It’s been too long,” he said. Marwood’s wedding had been small, and quickly performed. There hadn’t been time for Jeremy to come in from Rosemead for the event.

“Indeed it has. You must come for dinner,” Allam enjoined. “Though,” he added darkly, “I cannot guarantee the presence of my eldest son.”

“I’m sure he’s quite busy,” Jeremy said diplomatically. “When my parishioners are newly married, the first few months keep them remarkably . . . occupied.”

His uncle’s look darkened, and he grumbled under his breath.

His father asked, “A drink? Something to eat? It’s a long way from Devonshire.”

“I promised Mother tea after our . . . meeting.”

“Good lad,” Lord Hutton said stiffly. He never offered praise without sounding uncomfortable.

“Perhaps we should get to it, Hutton,” Allam suggested.

“Yes, of course. Have a seat, please.”

“May I stand?” Jeremy asked. “My legs are cramped from the journey.” Though being tall made for an advantage when leading services, it had its drawbacks as well, including discomfort from long carriage rides. He now walked to the fire to warm himself.

“As you like.” The earl stood as well, though Allam, leaning on his cane, took a seat.

“You came a fair distance,” the earl said, “so I shall come right to the point.” He held up the book in his hand. “Are you familiar with the . . . I hesitate to call her an author . . . with the person known as the Lady of Dubious Quality?”

“Of course he wouldn’t be,” Allam interjected before Jeremy could answer that he was, in fact, acquainted with her work. “The lad’s a vicar. Why would he read such filth?”

Jeremy said nothing. Not very long ago, when he’d visited Cam to offer some counsel, his cousin had actually given him a copy of The Highwayman’s Seduction, the latest erotic offering from the Lady of Dubious Quality. It was the first time Jeremy had ever heard of the woman or her novels—but not the last.

Underneath his bed, in a hidden, locked chest, he now possessed every single one of the Lady’s books.

Another secret he would never tell anyone.

“Why indeed?” His father chuckled. “Forgive me, Jeremy. I shouldn’t have assumed that you, of all people, would know about wicked, indecent books.”

“No need for forgiveness,” Jeremy answered. He clasped his hands behind his back and gripped his fingers tightly.

“These . . . scribblings . . .” his father continued. “They are full of the most vile, reprehensible imaginings. Nothing but fornication. They undermine the very foundations of English morality. The same morality that I have been defending so scrupulously for decades.” He puffed his chest. “Our virtuous and upstanding King George himself thanked me for my efforts with my earldom.”

Jeremy knew full well that his father’s title had resulted from the earl’s constant campaigning against brothels and courtesans appearing in public. Jeremy had been told so over and over again his whole life.

“I’d no idea a single book had such power,” he said.

“The Bible has power, does it not?” Allam asked. “And it is but a single book.”

“But it is the book, Uncle. Not a minor footnote in the chronicles of literature.”

“Literature?” the earl demanded. “Pah!” He shook the volume in his hand. “This is an abomination, is what it is. And it is hardly a footnote. These books are wildly popular. They cannot keep them in stock at the booksellers’.”

“However we may disagree with the content of these works,” Jeremy offered, “we must congratulate the author on her success. It takes a considerable amount of courage and determination to thrive in the field of publishing.”

“I shall do no such thing,” Lord Hutton growled. “There is nothing to be lauded in the peddling of ribald smut.”

There would be no arguing with his father. The man had made up his mind, and to change it would be a feat even the Lord would struggle to accomplish.

“In what way does this relate to me, Father?” Jeremy asked. A faint prickling of fear hurried up his spine. Great God, had his housekeeper discovered the chest of forbidden books and reported it to Lord Hutton? Disaster.

“This person, this so-called Lady.” His father paced. “She hides behind a pseudonym. Clearly, she is trying to shield herself from scandal. Which must mean that she possesses some rank or position within the community. But she must know that she cannot hide forever. She will not.”

He continued, anger tightening his words. “If she insists on corrupting English morals, she must know there is a price to pay.”

“That price is . . . ?” Jeremy wondered.

“Her identity,” Allam said.

His father went on, “And you, Jeremy, are going to discover who she is.”





Chapter 2

The roads were clear, and we traveled on into the night. I had just fallen into a doze when the carriage lurched to a stop, and I heard those unmistakable words:

“Stand and deliver!”

The Highwayman’s Seduction

For a moment, Jeremy could only look back and forth between his father and his uncle. Yet both men’s stern expressions made it plain that no one spoke in jest.

Finally, Jeremy asked, “Why me?” He spread his hands. “Of all the people to investigate the identity of this author—which I still don’t understand the purpose of—I cannot see the reason for having me take on this matter. I’m only a vicar.”

“That’s precisely why you are the ideal candidate for the job,” his uncle answered.

“Other people have tried to learn this woman’s identity,” his father continued. “To no avail. But as you come from a high moral position, you should be able to get further than anyone else.”

Jeremy fought a wince at the words “high moral position.” He was no better than any other human. With the same faults and frailties, the same needs and desires. He only worked harder to disguise them. But he could never say that to his father. At all times, he had to be better, more virtuous than an ordinary man.

Still, it was clear his father and uncle had discussed this subject at length and prepared a strategy for recruiting Jeremy to their cause.

“I still cannot fathom why I must be the one to lead this investigation,” Jeremy pressed.

His father’s expression turned grim. “There are whispers in court and in Parliament. My star as England’s moral leader is fading. Especially with Prince George and his dissolute circle setting the tone for our times. The obliteration of the Lady of Dubious Quality would see my star shine again.”

“Then oughtn’t you be the one to discover her identity?” Jeremy wondered aloud.

The earl’s look soured further. “I’m too old for such work. It takes a younger man. A man of my family. That can only mean you.”

“As the heir,” Allam continued, “John cannot involve himself in the task. He has responsibilities of his own. Same with Mark.”

“But you,” his father went on, gesturing toward Jeremy, “my son, a vicar, you are the perfect man to take on this task.”

Jeremy pondered this rationale. “This . . . Lady of Dubious Quality,” he said slowly. “Is there a specific rationale for exposing her?”

“Once her identity is revealed,” his father explained as though talking to a dim child, “the scandal will be so tremendous that she will be forced to stop writing her lewd books, and we’ll put an end to her once and for all.”

He continued, “Think of your cousin Marwood. And his friend Lord Ashford. Both of them married down.”

Allam grimaced and looked away.

“How did the Lady of Dubious Quality cause that?” Jeremy asked.

“She may have influenced their decisions to wed beneath them. I’ve heard from others that she often writes of the classes . . . intermixing. There is nothing good to be gained by such seditious ideology.”

“Chasing after a writer of, ah, prurient literature would take me away from my parish and my duties to my parishioners,” Jeremy pointed out.

“You’re a bright lad,” Allam noted. “It shouldn’t take you more than a few weeks to learn who our mystery scribbler is. Make some inquiries. Talk to her publisher. Booksellers. It should hardly be enough time for your parishioners to notice.”

“There’s that curate of yours, Mr. Wolbert,” his father said. “He can take care of things while you’re away.”

Mr. Wolbert was a good man, if a trifle young and inexperienced. Shouldering the Sunday services and managing the rest of the responsibilities that came with the job might do him good.

“If there’s any reluctance on your part,” Lord Hutton continued, “consider this: I’ll increase your allowance if you uncover the Lady’s secret.” He took a step forward, his hands spread. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Jeremy? Doing whatever it is that you want. Perhaps the Church isn’t your cup of tea. Perhaps you’d like to venture into other areas, or even live the life of a country gentleman.” His father’s tone became more coaxing. “All those possibilities could be yours.”

His mind whirling, Jeremy crossed his arms and stared off into the distance. The life of a leisured gentleman held no appeal, yet if Jeremy had more money in his pocket, he wouldn’t be dependent on his income as a vicar. He’d have the freedom denied him from an early age, freedom to go where he wanted, do what he pleased. There were innumerable charities and benevolent organizations with which he could work without being limited by his Church-ascribed role.

Certainly none of Jeremy’s letters home had indicated how dissatisfied he’d become of late with life as a vicar. Oh, he managed his duties fine. Did them well, even. He fielded the usual number of complaints from parish busybodies who were perpetually disgruntled. Mr. Engle was never satisfied with the lilacs that grew in front of the church and wanted them pulled up to make way for sturdy juniper. Jeremy often had to mediate between neighbors Mrs. Litchfield and Mrs. May over disputes about whose goat belonged to whom.

Overall, he’d been made to feel welcome and had been readily taken into the community. He’d been to numerous dinners at his parishioners’ houses, and he was frequently positioned next to their marriageable daughters at these meals. Mr. and Mrs. Allen, in particular, seemed eager to pair him with their girl Adeline.

The last visit from the archdeacon had gone very well, too. No professional concerns marred his experience.

His father couldn’t know, but in truth, Jeremy was busy but bored numb. He found himself staring off into space instead of deep in prayer at church. He’d set off to pay visits, and then discover himself sitting beside his favorite swimming pond instead.

Guiding people toward realizing their best selves fulfilled him, but that comprised a minor component of his work. Most of the time, he felt constrained, hemmed in. That tight vise would grip him when he had to listen to Mr. Edgar complain about his gout, or when a young couple dithered over the name for their new baby.

Everyone—especially his father—expected him to behave a certain way, to be a particular type of man. Was he that man? He didn’t know, especially as of late.

He searched for something, but he didn’t know what it was.

Would money solve the problem? What his father offered was appealing, but that wasn’t what pricked Jeremy’s interest now. Learning more about the Lady, however . . . that was an exciting, tantalizing prospect. He’d read all her books—now he could discover more about her and the dark, seductive world she embodied. And perhaps, when it was all over, he could at last have the liberty so long refused him. He could travel, see the world, help those both here in England and abroad.

The fire popped, and he realized that he’d fallen silent for several minutes. Glancing up, he saw his father and uncle staring intently at him, awaiting his response.

“I’ll do it,” he said. He had a strong suspicion that the “Lady” was, in fact, a man. It would be a simple matter to track him down.

“Excellent,” his father said. His stern face cracked a smile as he came forward to shake Jeremy’s hand. “Whatever you need is at your disposal.”

“I shall keep you informed,” Jeremy answered.

“And while you’re in town,” Allam added, “please come to a garden party Helena and I are hosting tomorrow. It’s a bit chilly, but the last of the flowers are out, and Helena wanted to take advantage of them before the blossoms are gone.”

“Sounds delightful,” Jeremy said.

“There should be a nice selection of suitable young women there, as well.” His uncle waggled his eyebrows.

“Given that I’m on the hunt for the Lady of Dubious Quality,” Jeremy replied drily, “I’ll likely be too busy to go wife hunting.”

“Never too busy to find yourself a bride,” his father said firmly.

Well, that was a battle Jeremy had no interest in fighting right now. How could he search for a woman to share his life with when he didn’t even know what he wanted anymore? Much as he craved the companionship, he doubted he could ever find a woman who would truly understand his own complexities—especially when he didn’t understand them.

“I shall see you tomorrow,” Allam said.

Jeremy’s quest would start then. He’d venture into the realm of temptation, and perhaps, in the process, he’d learn more about himself.

It was a beautiful autumnal day, full of golden sunlight and elegant talk, but Lady Sarah Frampton craved nothing more than a quiet place inside, some paper, and a quill. She’d made her way indoors from the Marquess of Allam’s festive garden party, seeking solitude.

Pushed by an unstoppable urge, she eased her way through groups of people—an easy feat, since very few paid her much attention. There had to be somewhere in the marquess’s London home that was unoccupied. Somewhere where she could be alone and give rein to the needs that demanded to be met. But where?

A gentleman of middle age appeared in front of her. She recognized him as Sir William Lewis, who, she had learned from her mother’s circle of acquaintance, was a baronet who had recently decided he needed a wife and had come out of country isolation to hunt for a bride.

“Capital day, Lady Sarah.” As he looked at her, his healthy red face had the same air it might have if he were to examine a strange animal brought to him by his hunting dogs. “This is quite a gala. Puts our country assemblies to shame.”

“I’m sure those gatherings have their own appeal, Sir William,” she offered.

He shrugged. “Suppose so.”

They fell into an awkward silence.

“Enjoying the Season?” Sir William asked. He clasped his hands behind his back, and she could easily picture him as a country squire, tramping over hills with his gun under one arm and his hounds trotting beside him.

“There’s so much to enjoy,” she answered, which didn’t actually answer the question.

“That there is.” He glanced around the garden. “It’s all so different from back home.”

“I’m very interested to hear about your home,” she said sincerely. Right then, the country sounded delightful. Fresh, open. Quiet. Where a woman could be alone and not be subject to a hundred measuring gazes.

“Not much to tell,” he said with another shrug. “Farms, fields. Sheep.” He seemed disinclined to speak any further on the topic, and it wilted like an untended crop.

Well, not everyone was a born conversationalist. She wanted to give Sir William the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps he, too, preferred the life of the mind. “Do you have a library at your country estate?” she pressed. A well-read man held pride of place in her estimation.

“Got a Bible and an almanac,” he said after thinking about it for a moment.

She suppressed a sigh. “Ah. Well, if you’ll excuse me.”

“Of course!” he exclaimed almost with relief.

She hadn’t walked more than a few steps when she overheard another gentleman speaking with Sir William.

“Don’t bother with that one,” the man said. Sarah recognized his voice as Lord Pennerly, a young buck eagerly searching for a wealthy, titled bride.

“Why not?” Sir William asked.

“Pretty enough, in an odd sort of way. Got that nose on her, and that overlarge mouth.”

“True,” Sir William mused.

“She’s the Watching Wallflower. Only observes, never participates. Always watching, thinking.”

“Don’t like the ones that think too much,” Sir William huffed.

“No one does,” Lord Pennerly answered. “And she’s the worst of them. Find yourself a nice, sweet, sparkling girl, Sir William. You needn’t squander your efforts on the Wallflower.”

“My thanks for the advice,” said the older man, and they both drifted off to find more sparkling females.

Sarah didn’t even bother blushing or feeling humiliated. Things like that happened with far too much frequency for her to feel anything beyond mild irritation anymore.

A handful of guests lingered in a corridor leading off the terrace. Here, in the dim passage, people engaged in flirtatious conversation, away from curious, speculative eyes. Too engrossed in their own interests and dramas to notice one slightly tall wallflower skulking away from a garden party, no one paid Sarah any attention as she passed. She was glad at this moment that, to the ton, she was unremarkable. Had she been a diamond of the first water, and one of the lights of the Season, surely she wouldn’t have had as much freedom. And freedom—and the chance to write—was what she desired.

Bypassing the retiring room at the end of the hallway, she turned a corner. The kind of solitude she needed wouldn’t be found amongst a bunch of gossiping women fussing over their gowns and hair. Instead, she glided down another, smaller corridor, testing doorknobs, the metal rattling softly beneath her gloved hand. Many were locked.

At last, one door gave way. Sarah peered inside. The curtains were pulled back, revealing a snug, unoccupied room.

Sarah slid inside and shut the door behind her. Unfortunately, there was no lock, but she supposed it might look especially suspicious if she opted to barricade herself inside a private room. Drifting farther inside, she kept one eye on the door as she perused her surroundings. There was a bookshelf with a few slim volumes, a settee, and, as she’d noticed, a little lady’s desk.

No other invitation was needed.

Sarah sat down at the desk and opened her reticule. She pulled out a few sheets of paper folded into quarters, along with a small silver pencil.

Relief surged through her, like the sweetest balm. She took a moment simply to luxuriate in the sensation of holding a writing implement, blank paper in front of her. Heaven. Exactly what she’d been craving all day.

After a moment, she began to write.

Lady Josephina surveyed the garden party with a sharp, predatory eye. She couldn’t stop the smile that curved her wide, sensuous lips. Sarah also smiled, much like her heroine. The story’s possibilities opened up like a corridor filled with doors, each of them swinging wide to admit her to another place, another world. Where to go next?

So many men to choose from! Which one would come home with her to share her bed? Or perhaps she might select more than one lover. After all, she was a woman of expansive appetites. Seldom could she find satisfaction in the arms of a lone man.

Oh, this would be a good one. Sarah could already tell. Her pencil flew across the page, muting the sounds of the chatter in the background.

Beneath her red satin bodice, her breasts grew tight and heavy. Josephina enjoyed the hunt as much as a lioness did, but it was in the satiation of her hungers that she found true satisfaction. Besides, her bed was large enough to accommodate an entire orgy if she so desired. She knew this from firsthand experience. There had been those Spanish sailors . . .

The tension that knotted Sarah’s shoulders and coiled in her stomach slowly spiraled away. She closed her eyes and let the warm, comfortable sensation drift through her. At last, she could be her true self.

Lady Sarah Frampton. The Duke of Wakefield’s daughter. The Watching Wallflower. She was all of these things, and none of them. For her true identity was known to her readers as the Lady of Dubious Quality, author of several extremely successful and popular erotic novels.

No one at the marquess’s garden party knew. Not a single person. Including her own mother.

Precisely the way Sarah needed it. Should anyone find out that the Lady of Dubious Quality was, in fact, Lady Sarah, the scandal would be devastating. Even a man as powerful as her father might not be able to help her weather such a storm. The family might not be received by others, while she would be cut off from all of Society, forced to flee to the country or abroad. Perhaps she’d have to assume a new name, since all decent people would have nothing to do with her, knowing that she was the author of salacious novels.

And yet, despite the fact that she knew she courted danger by writing and publishing such work, Sarah couldn’t stop herself. She might as well give up eating and drinking. Writing was essential. She’d known it from the age of four, when she’d learned how to hold a pen. Her parents had often had to take away her quill and paper and chase her outside to play, or else threaten her with no paper for a week if she didn’t put down her pen and go to bed. And when she hadn’t obeyed, and they had taken away her foolscap, she’d written in the end papers and margins of her books.

Sarah scanned the sheet in front of her, smiling ruefully to herself as she read what she’d written.

Everyone wanted her to be decorative, useless and virginal, but penning erotic stories pushed blood through her veins. If only Lord Allam’s garden party was as debauched and free as Lady Josephina would have liked. If only Sarah could be as liberated as her heroine. Her sensual education had started only a few years ago when a certain book had fallen into her hands by mistake, but ever since then, her eyes had been opened, and the world was entirely different. Yet Lady Sarah had a reputation to preserve, so, rather than experiencing the sensual realm in real life, she freed herself with writing about a woman on a sensuous hunt, searching for the perfect sexual prey.

After using a small knife to sharpen her pencil, Sarah began to write again.

She had heard that Lord E. had a most impressive—

“Sarah? Sarah?” The doorknob rattled.

Damn.

She barely had time to shove the paper into her reticule before the door opened. Her mother sailed into the room.

“What are you doing?” Mama demanded. “Writing? What have I said about that?”

“It’s just a garden plan.” Sarah hated gardening and scrupulously avoided it.

Lady Wakefield made a tsking sound of displeasure. “You shan’t find a husband scribbling in rooms, all alone.”

In truth, no fewer than four offers of marriage had been presented to Sarah in her first two years out. And Sarah had refused every one of them. But neither she nor her mother would discuss that—it was too frustrating.

Her mother sighed. “You’re spoiled by your father. Too many books ruin a girl’s mind. Not to mention reading causes wrinkles, just here.” She pointed to the corners of her eyes.

“You have no wrinkles, Mama,” Sarah pointed out.

“Because the only thing I’ll read is La Belle Assembleé,” her mother said proudly, “and even then, I make sure I don’t peruse it for more than ten minutes at a time. You’d be wise to follow my example, Sarah.”

“I’ll try.” There were many days, especially when Sarah was younger and believed in—and wrote—fairy tales, that she hoped herself to be a warrior queen from a mythical realm. Perhaps she was a foundling. Yet she and her mother bore a striking resemblance to each other . . . appearance-wise. And she had her father’s love of reading to prove that she was, in fact, an ordinary girl, not a fierce monarch wielding an enchanted sword rather than an embroidery needle.

“Come now,” her mother snapped. “We’ll return to the party at once and make ourselves agreeable. I saw how you walked away from Sir William.”

It was useless to protest. Lady Wakefield would only goad and harangue Sarah until she agreed. Perhaps soon, in another few years, her mother would finally accept defeat and realize Sarah would never marry.

With an internal sigh, Sarah rose from the desk. She secretly patted her reticule, making sure that her writing was safe. After giving the little room one last, longing glance, she followed her mother toward the garden in the back.

“Honestly, Sarah,” Lady Wakefield protested as they walked, “I cannot understand why you don’t give potential suitors any encouragement. The years are ticking by, my dear.”

A fact Sarah was counting on. Telling her mother outright that marriage would never happen was impossible—Lady Wakefield would only see that as a gauntlet thrown down, a challenge to be met. Her efforts to pair her only daughter off would become unendurable.

They finally reached the terrace outside, and Sarah and her mother gazed out at the assembled guests.

“Smile, darling,” her mother said in an undertone. “You look far too serious and, well, literate.”

“I’ll endeavor to appear more vacant,” Sarah replied.

Her mother shot her a sour glance.

Sarah looked out over the party full of Society’s finest male specimens. Nearly all of them were titled. A good many had decent fortunes. Most still had all their teeth and hair. A few were known to be fond of their drink and gambling. The majority of them would make for acceptable husbands—after all, love wasn’t a requirement of marriage.

But what of passion? What of fire? She’d read and written so much of all-consuming hunger, that magnetism that pulled two bodies together and made it impossible to part. Could Sarah ever find such a thing for herself, or was it exclusive to the pages of novels? Her new character, Lady Josephina, couldn’t be the only woman to know it.

None of the men in this garden had the allure of the heroes from her books. None of them made her feel that intangible, ravenous physical need. The only desires she truly felt now were those to write, but when it came to sensual urgings, she felt . . . uninspired. The men she encountered didn’t stir her blood. Certainly never enough to give up what little power she had. Once she was married, she became a man’s property. She’d never be able to write again.

Now, as Sarah gazed around her at the charming garden scene, words formed in her head to describe it.

The Marquess of Allam always threw a wonderful garden party, thanks in large part to the efforts of Lady Allam. The garden itself was a jewel tucked away from the busy Mayfair streets—French doors opened from the house onto a wide, paved veranda, with a spacious terrace leading down to gravel-covered paths. Though it was late in the season, some hardy blooms still made their appearance along the walkways, and here and there stood silent, mossy statuary, gazing out with sightless eyes at the parade of London’s most fashionable elite.

Small tables were arrayed throughout the garden, little islands of conversation where guests could take their rest and enjoy the plentiful refreshments. Autumnal sunlight shone down in pale splendor.

Sarah took a seat on a hard little iron chair with the widows and matrons, an array of iced cakes and tea set on a table before them. Her mother wandered off somewhere to maintain her status as one of the older set’s most charming and influential women.

While Sarah appreciated a fine garden as much as anyone else, she longed to be back inside, at her desk with pen in hand, either writing her newest tale or else working on her edits for her latest book. Her publisher could barely contain his fiscal excitement over the Lady’s next work—The Clean and the Filthy, about the amorous adventures of a laundress. That rewrite wasn’t going to be completed with her stuck at a garden party.

Sarah was uninterested in trying to drag out pointless conversations with gentlemen she had no desire to meet. Considering how many of their gazes flicked over her with barely any notice, she didn’t think any of them wanted to meet her, either. Sir William scrupulously avoided her gaze. Sitting as she was with the more mature women, her place on the shelf as a spinster looked decidedly certain.

With her practiced scribbler’s eye, she looked around at the assembly, seeking food for her Muse. Men and women milled about the terrace and down into the garden itself, exchanging conversation deftly. The air glinted with bright talk. Gazes danced like butterflies fluttering on the cool breeze.

To one side was a hedge maze—a convenient place for a tryst. The lilac bushes were also thick, making for a good location to sneak a kiss . . . or something more. Given the way some of the faster set looked at one another, the possibility was a distinct one. She could well imagine it now. The woman in the pink gown would brush up close to a gentleman, pretending to drop her fan. When he’d retrieve it, their fingers would brush. Once, twice. A shared look, fraught with meaning. Their gazes would glide over toward the maze. Shared understanding. Then the woman would float into the maze and await her soon-to-be lover.

Lady Josephina could find a lover in a maze . . . Sarah tucked that idea away for later.

If only Sarah could skip marriage and go straight to being an adventurous widow. Then, at last, she could do precisely what she pleased—write, take lovers—away from the strict confines of what Society expected of her. Perhaps if she went away to America and reinvented herself . . . but that would mean losing her family and everything she’d ever known.

“Does anyone have need of spiritual counsel?” one of the matrons next to her murmured slyly.

Another older woman snickered.

Following the other women’s glances, Sarah looked toward the top of the terrace, where a man was stepping out onto the flagstones.

A newcomer had arrived.

His simple clerical black highlighted the beauty of his long, sculpted face and high cheekbones. His lips weren’t precisely full, but they held a surprising degree of sensuality for a man—especially a man of the cloth. Even from a distance, his blue eyes shone like warm tropical seas. His clothing also served to emphasize his lean, tall body, as well as the width of his shoulders and narrowness of his hips. The curls in his blond hair seemed to beg for a woman’s fingers, urging them to tease and play.

He looked around at the assembly with a careful gaze, a hint of reserve in his expression. Whoever he was, he wasn’t precisely pleased to be here, but neither did he reject the setting. Like her, he seemed to be cautiously testing.

But he did not shine with a holy light. If anything, he radiated an earthy quality.

A story formed in her mind, like shards of pottery assembling themselves into a whole. He was the product of a nobleman’s tempestuous affair with a strolling actress. A man who had seen much sin and wickedness in the world. Rather than follow in his mother’s footsteps by living on the stage, the stranger sought goodness and a sense of purpose by taking up clerical orders. Yet he struggled every day with his mother’s hot blood urging him to give in to the sensuality that pulsed through him.

“I hope we won’t be treated to a sermon,” a matron near Sarah muttered.

“Maybe if I give him a donation for his church, he’ll leave us alone,” said another older woman.

“Oh,” sighed a matron, “it might be amusing to sully a man of the cloth.”

The women tittered amongst themselves. Then they caught sight of Sarah and smothered their laughter. She fought a sigh. She had that effect on people—always dampening their amusement or excitement, as if her status as an unwed woman of excellent reputation meant she couldn’t appreciate such sentiment.

I want to live, too!

But who could she say that to? How could she break the golden tether that bound her in place? Impossible.

Lord Allam strode up to the clerical man—he was too young to be that high up in the Church hierarchy, so that must make him . . . a curate? A vicar? Ah, now she remembered. As Lord Allam shook the man’s hand, she recalled that her host’s nephew was a country vicar. Though she’d never met the man before, she knew him by reputation as a serious and scholarly fellow. No one had ever told her how bloody handsome he was, however.

Sadly, he wasn’t a highwayman or a pirate. Good looking as he was, the vicar couldn’t compete with the men of her fantasies. He had probably never heard of half the sexual acts she wrote about—more the pity. Furthering their education together could be interesting.

She shook her head, dismissing the thought. If anyone was to show the vicar the ways of the flesh, it wouldn’t be her, a duke’s unspoiled daughter.

Lord Allam took the vicar around, introducing him to various guests. Sarah watched the newcomer closely, seeing how he seemed to give everyone particular regard, as if each person with whom he spoke had been the most engaging and interesting one he’d ever met. His smile was luminous, filling his face. No wonder this man was in the Church.

At last Lord Allam reached the collection of chairs where Sarah and the matrons sat. The women continued to sit as the vicar bowed.

“Ladies,” said Lord Allam, “may I present to you my nephew, Mr. Jeremy Cleland.”

Learning their names, Mr. Cleland bent over the women’s hands one by one. At last he reached Sarah.

“Lady Sarah Frampton,” Lord Allam said. “My nephew.”

Sarah extended her hand. Mr. Cleland took it.

He wore no gloves, and though she wore hers, she was engulfed in warmth the moment his fingers clasped hers. A current pinged through her body, hot as summer.

They both went still. His eyes widened, as if he, too, felt that sudden spark, that unexpected heat. Mr. Cleland seemed frozen with shock. As though the truth of himself surprised even him.

Perhaps everything she’d imagined for him, all that sensual potential, hadn’t been entirely her imagination. Maybe it was real and alive within him.

She cleared her throat, struggling to regain her balance. “Where is your parish, Mr. Cleland?”

“Rosemead, Lady Sarah, in Devonshire.” He had a velvet voice, low in register, that stroked along her neck and up her calves.

“You must consider London a dreadful pandemonium after the pleasures of the country.”

“I find the greatest collection of demons to be here,” he said with a smile, tapping the center of his chest with his free hand.

“How very true.”

He still grasped her hand in his. They realized it at the same time. She and Mr. Cleland broke apart like the severing of a silk cord.

The women nearby looked from Sarah to Mr. Cleland, and back again, clearly intrigued. As if they, too, finally saw what Sarah had known all along. This man was much more than his simple black clothing. It merely hid the fires that blazed within him.

“If you’ll excuse me,” Lord Allam said, “I must see to my other guests.”

Once he had gone, Sarah was left with Mr. Cleland. They regarded one another with curiosity, each trying to gauge the other after their strange, brief moment. There seemed no accounting for it. They had just met.

Maybe he saw what she recognized. Perhaps the heat that smoldered within each of them called out to the other, like to like.

If she hadn’t been trapped by propriety, she would have asked him what it was that he sought. What drove him, pushed him. A faint tension rose up in him, as if he, as well, struggled with something internally—a decision to be made, a desire suppressed.

Mr. Cleland leaned down. “Would you care to stroll in the garden with me, Lady Sarah?”

“It would be my pleasure.” She never accepted such offers, but the response leapt from her mouth before she could think twice.

He offered her his arm.

To her shock, she stood and took it.





Chapter 3

My heart pounded and I could scarce catch my breath. I pressed a hand to my chest, waiting in an agony of terror as I heard the jingle of the highwayman’s spurs as he approached my carriage. I felt the sword of Damocles hanging perilously above my head. What would he do to me?

The door to my carriage opened suddenly. A man with a cloth covering the lower half of his face stood there, a pistol in his hand. But his hazel eyes widened when he beheld me. His free hand slowly came up and tugged down his disguise—revealing an exceptionally handsome face. He had a sensualist’s mouth and coin-clean features. His raven-dark hair was pulled back into a queue. Indeed, I’d never beheld a man so attractive. My fear began to dissolve . . .

The Highwayman’s Seduction

Tall as Sarah was, Mr. Cleland stood taller by half a head. It was oddly comforting to find herself finally looking up into a man’s eyes, rather than down at his hairline—though she mostly enjoyed not having to stare up at anyone. Even so, it felt strangely nice to for once be smaller than, to be worth protecting and shielding.

Not that Mr. Cleland would defend her against an attack by a band of brigands. Bandits and buccaneers were in short supply in Mayfair, for one, and she doubted that a vicar knew much by way of sword fighting or fisticuffs. But there went her writer’s imagination again, inventing things that could never—would never—happen.

Still, as they walked sedately together down one of the garden paths, she could sense in him a kind of barely restrained physicality. He certainly didn’t move like a soft scholar. Rather, he had a lean grace, muscular and economical. His arm beneath her hand was delightfully solid and firm. Thinking of it, the clerical black clothing he wore rather suited him, hinting not at moral reserve but at a sort of secret danger.

“What brings you to London, Mr. Cleland?” she asked, breaking the silence.

He hesitated, then said, “Visiting family.”

Interesting, that pause. As though he had another agenda. But vicars were supposed to be upright and honest, the epitome of truthfulness. He had no reason to evade her question. She was likely just spinning tales once more, seeing things that weren’t truly there.

She started to speak, then stopped. Why did she hold herself back? He was a vicar. She could be herself with him. He had nothing to gain by their acquaintance, nor she with his. All artifice could be, in essence, lost, and nothing would suffer for it. What was the point of empty politeness? It served no purpose other than to fill time with shallow words and hollow gestures.

Liberated from her hesitancy, the words flowed freely.

“An interesting choice for a younger son,” she said. “The Church.”

His brows rose at her frankness, but he didn’t look affronted. Instead
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