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Isobel Lamberton, Lady Kingsley, could hardly believe her ears. The longer she listened to Justin Antony, the Marquess of Warbrooke, the more horrified she became. This was his “brilliant” new plan for the Lamberton Boys’ School? This. . . this outrageous proposal?

Lord Warbrooke had taken leave of his senses. Yet the other members at the school’s governing-board meeting seemed oblivious to his sudden bout of insanity. They drank in every word dropping from his handsome mouth. They approved of every slashing gesture of his broad, masculine hand, every compelling look from those magnetic eyes.

While all she could see were the tenpenny nails he drove into the coffin of her own plans for the school. She’d intended to present those plans today, until Lord Warbrooke had beaten her to it with his ghastly suggestion.

“What an inspired idea,” one board member proclaimed, thumping the top of the meeting room’s ancient table, a castoff from some lord’s manor. “It’ll be good for the lads and teach them responsibility.”

“It’ll make money for the school as well,” added Mr. Dawson, Lamberton’s headmaster. No surprise that he liked it. He thought that Lord Warbrooke not only walked on water, but ran on it as well.

The other five men on the board chimed in their admiration, each one more effusive than the last. Even the only other woman on the board–Mrs. Chambers–turned traitor to express her approval. Phoebe Chambers had shown great caring two years ago when Isobel had lost her husband. Since then, the older widow had come to be Isobel’s closest friend. So if the staunchly supportive Phoebe agreed with his lordship, then Isobel would never convince the rest of them how wrongheaded this idea was. Not even Lord Bradford’s apparent reluctance to voice an opinion helped, since everyone knew how much he resented Lord Warbrooke.

Which meant she was essentially alone in her outrage. And she dared not even explain why.

Suddenly everyone fell silent, and all eyes turned to her. “Lady Kingsley?” Lord Warbrooke asked in that husky voice that always scrambled her thoughts. “What do you think?”

She took a breath, gathering her energy to don the “fine lady” role she’d perfected through the years, the role she didn’t truly deserve. The only role that they would accept or understand. Especially Lord Warbrooke.

“I think,” she said slowly, “that the idea of establishing a factory on the school grounds is appalling.” Yes, that sounded firm enough. She went on in a haughtier tone, “It’s unwise and unfeasible and certainly immoral.”

Though the others cringed at her blatant disapproval, the man she most needed to intimidate merely cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t see why. Boys of that age require activity. It’s the lack of it that sends them looking for trouble.”

Legend had it that the Antony family was descended from the Romans who’d ruled Britain long before William the Conqueror had swept in from Normandy. If she’d been skeptical of that legend before, she wasn’t now–his lordship’s Roman blood fairly screamed its presence this morning. Despite his immaculate cravat and well-tailored morning coat, Lord Warbrooke had the look of a victor about him–jet hair swept back from sharp, intent features. . . broad shoulders fixed for battle. . . unearthly blue eyes glittering a warning that he wouldn’t be gainsaid.

Well, he wasn’t the only one. “Our boys don’t go looking for trouble, I assure you. They participate in sports or engage in further study to improve their minds. That’s quite enough activity for any young man.”

He looked skeptical. “Is it? As I came in, I saw several idle souls watching the clock in the library. A boy of fifteen can endure only so much study, Lady Kingsley. Nor can he play sports all day long. No, young men need additional sources of intellectual stimulation and challenge.”

“His lordship has a good point,” Mr. Dawson said gingerly. When she glared at the headmaster, he shrugged and dropped his gaze. “A good point, that’s all I’m saying.”

When she returned her attention to Lord Warbrooke, his unfazed expression sparked a panic in her chest. He knew he’d win this time–she could see it in his eyes. “My husband didn’t intend this school to be a vehicle for moneygrubbing,” she said. “Furthermore–”

“Furthermore, your husband is dead.” Lord Warbrooke’s bald statement rent the stale air.

At her shocked gasp, the other members shifted and squirmed awkwardly in their seats.

But Lord Warbrooke went on remorselessly. “Lord Kingsley gave precious little direction on how to handle the fortune he bequeathed to all his charities. You may be his widow, but he chose us–all of us–to decide such matters. So despite whatever edicts you hand down from Olympus, I intend to have my say in the running of this school.”

“You aren’t prime minister yet, Lord Warbrooke,” she snapped. But some said he would be if he continued to attract political support as fast as a sweating stallion attracted flies. He regularly dined with prominent Whigs like current prime minister Lord Grenville and Foreign Secretary Charles Fox.

And this was the man she thought to thwart? Whose blue blood enabled him to command respect? Who would surely banish her from this board if he ever learned the truth about her own lineage?

God help her. “Henry did choose all of us to govern,” she went on, “but he made me director of the board. And I take my responsibilities very seriously.”

There came that conqueror’s smile of his–satin over steel. “Oh, we’re all quite aware of your seriousness, Lady Kingsley. You remind us of it often enough.”

Because you give me no choice, she wanted to protest. How else am I to convince you that women can be serious about more things than gowns and jewelry? Especially when you’re so blasted sure of yourself and arrogant and. . . 

Male. So very, very male. And so unlike Henry.

Not that her husband hadn’t been masculine. But Henry believed in gentle persuasion. He never raised his voice, never questioned her judgment or disagreed with her. Quite unlike the relentless Lord Warbrooke.

“This isn’t the sort of factory you think,” he persisted. “I’m speaking of a facility that would allow the boys to experiment with different skills and positions of authority. They would manage it themselves as much as possible.”

“It’s a progressive idea,” Mr. Dawson ventured. “You must admit–”

“Progressive?” she cried. “To take them from their studies for the dubious opportunity of doing precisely what they’d do outside the institution–work from dusk until dawn so their betters can profit from their hard labor?”

“I agree with her ladyship,” Lord Bradford interjected. “Don’t like all this talk of going into trade, old fellow. Supporting a charity is all well and good, but dabbling in factories and such. . . Seems a nasty business to me.”

When Lord Warbrooke’s lips twitched and his eyes danced, she sighed. Yes, Lord Bradford was an insufferable snob, but his father leased the land to Lamberton School. So Bradford’s opinion counted for something, no matter how muddleheaded his reasons.

“Lord Bradford has a point, but I don’t see it as going into trade a’tall,” Mr. Dawson chimed in. “Since the purpose of this institution is to educate–”

“Yes, exactly–to educate, not exploit!” She seized the opportunity to show them a better possibility. “That’s why I think we should establish four or five educational endowments for the boys so they can attend Oxford or Cambridge. We could even give competitions with the endowments as prizes. That would provide the boys with something to work toward.”

“If you could fund four or five endowments, Lady Kingsley,” Lord Warbrooke bit out, “We wouldn’t be having this discussion.”

Oh, why must the clever devil always be so blasted logical?

He went on without a care for her agitation. “At least my proposal is self-supporting. The income from the factory would fund it, while teaching them–”

“That they’re only good as workhorses for their betters,” she finished, feeling her control of the board slipping away from her despite all her protests. “Is that really what we want to teach them?”

“You’d prefer to prepare them as scholars? When you know very well most of them want only a way to care for themselves and their families?”

Despair clutched at her heart. He would never understand. How could he? “You don’t know what they want. You come here only for these meetings. I’m the one Mr. Dawson turns to whenever decisions must be made. I’m the one who speaks regularly with the boys.”

“She does have a point–” Mr. Dawson began.

“Yes, we all have a point, don’t we?” Lord Warbrooke snapped at Dawson. His mouth tightened into a grim line. “In any case, it’s absurd to debate the matter without knowing the details. Have you brought along a written proposal for your idea, Lady Kingsley?”

“As a matter of fact, I have.” She held up the stack of proposals that had taken Henry’s man of affairs a day to copy out, then set them on the table.

“Good. So have I.” He set his own thick pile of papers next to hers. “Why don’t we all take some time to examine them both, and then vote on the best proposal at our meeting on Tuesday, four days from now?”

The other members of the board readily agreed. They sorted out the copies among them, and then she adjourned the meeting. One by one the board members left the room until only Isobel, Phoebe, and Lord Warbrooke remained.

He rose and turned for the door, then paused to glance back at her. “Lady Kingsley, when you read this, do attempt to keep an open mind.”

“I will if you will,” she retorted hotly.

To her surprise, he chuckled. “I daresay neither of us will. It’s a pity, too, because if we could ever see our way clear to agreeing on a matter, we might accomplish a great deal of good in this world.”

It infuriated her that he could pretend to care even one whit for these boys. “Now you’ve confused me. I’d assumed that your reason for serving on so many charitable boards was to further your political aims. Yet all the time you were merely hoping to accomplish some ‘good in this world.’ How very astonishing.”

Just that quickly, his amusement vanished. “While I don’t pretend to be as morally superior as you and your late husband, my intentions are good, no matter what you make of them. It may shock you to learn that those of us with character flaws sometimes do as much good as those of you without.”

She had no answer for that. If he knew how fragile was her appearance of superiority and how many were her character flaws, he’d never say such a thing. But he didn’t know, and she could only pray he never found out.

When she merely sat there mute, he added, “Good day, Lady Kingsley. I do hope you sleep well tonight on your pedestal.” Then without waiting for her response, he left.

As soon as the door closed behind him, she shot to her feet. “My pedestal! Ohhh, how I wish I could wipe that knowing smile from his face! And he calls me superior! He’s the one who’s so smug and sure of himself!”

“And handsome as the very devil,” Phoebe put in.

“That’s exactly what he is–a devil! Him and his ideas for a factory. . . why, he might as well take those poor boys and put them to work in coal mines!”

“You’re looking at his proposal all wrong, you know. You’re not considering the possibilities.”

“For what? Exploiting children? Those poor boys–”

“Those poor boys run our good Mr. Dawson ragged. Except for the few who thrive on their studies, most are restless and, as his lordship says, need stimulation.”

“Hard labor? Is that what you call ‘stimulation’?”

“It’s better than the alternative. Would you prefer that they act like the boys at Harrow and Eton? Become a plague on every maid around? Or worse?”

A sudden helplessness overtook Isobel. “Oh, Phoebe, what am I to do? The very thought of establishing a factory on the grounds makes my blood curdle.”

Phoebe reached over to pat her hand. “I know, Bella, I know. You’re just too gentle a soul to consider it.”

That wasn’t it at all, but she could hardly explain. Even Phoebe didn’t know the truth about her. That she was a fraud. That she might be called a lady, but only because of her husband’s ineffable kindness and careful grooming of her.

She curled her fingers into fists. “Lord Warbrooke can say what he wishes, but I know Henry would never have approved of his measures.”

“Or of the way his lordship looks at you either,” Phoebe commented dryly.

Isobel glanced up, startled. “What do you mean?” She’d thought nobody else noticed. She’d thought she imagined those alarmingly heated looks Lord Warbrooke sometimes flashed her way.

Phoebe chuckled. “That man wants you badly. The two of you spark off of each other like flint and steel.”

“We do not!” What an awful idea! Truly dreadful! She and Lord Warbrooke together? The very idea was absurd, impossible. . . 

Entrancing.

No, she mustn’t even think it. She mustn’t dwell on how the rough timbre of Lord Warbrooke’s voice occasionally spiked her pulse up a notch. Or how the accidental brush of his hand against hers sometimes–only sometimes, mind you–made her body quiver in odd places. He would never accept her as she was, nor give her his approval.

Not that she wanted him to. No, indeed. She didn’t care what that. . . that arrogant lord thought of her.

“I certainly wouldn’t protest if his lordship eyed me like that,” Phoebe said. “Can you imagine how he’d be in bed? All lean muscle and stormy passion and–”

“Phoebe!” she protested weakly, the images far too vivid. A pox on her friend for evoking them. Isobel had learned long ago that such odd yearnings and desires came to nothing but disappointment. They could certainly never be satisfied by a man with aims and opinions so decidedly opposed to her own.

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting a man, you know,” Phoebe said. “It’s not as if you’re a virginal miss who must protect her virtue. As long as you’re discreet, you can engage in a love affair or two.” She eyed Isobel curiously. “Or even marry again. Have you never thought of doing so?”

“Of course.” She stared down at the hands she always kept gloved. “But it’s not that easy to find a suitable husband. He’d have to be the sort to put up with my charity work and not expect me to be always at home.”

More important, he’d have to accept the truth about her past. She doubted such a man existed. Once any respectable man learned who she really was, he’d never want her.

He might even be unscrupulous enough to reveal her secret to others. If the truth became widely known, how would she ever convince anybody to contribute to the charities ever again? They listened to her because she was Henry’s wife–a viscountess. They’d never listen to poor Isobel Smith, no matter how many deportment lessons Henry had purchased for her and how much French she knew.

“Some men would tolerate your involvement with Henry’s charities. Lord Warbrooke, for example–”

“Don’t even think such a thing! His lordship might have a passion for charitable causes, but I can guess the sort of wife he’d want–one better suited to a politician. He’d want me to stay at home and entertain while he did the real work.”

“Well, I think you’re wrong, but it needn’t be him. Choose some other gentleman. You’ve pined after Henry long enough. He was thirty years your senior–he wouldn’t expect you to mourn him all your life. And don’t you miss the intimacies of marriage?” A faraway look crossed Phoebe’s face. “God knows I do.”

Isobel blushed. “I don’t understand why. I suppose that the kissing can be nice, but the rest of it–” She gave an involuntary shudder. “It’s embarrassing and uncomfortable and not the least pleasant.”

Phoebe gaped at her. “Do you mean to say. . . that is. . . from the way you spoke of Henry, I’d thought–So you find it unpleasant, eh?” She settled back against her chair with narrowed eyes. “Tell me something, Bella. When Henry. . . er. . . came to your bed, how long did he take to do his business?”

“Phoebe!” She couldn’t believe her friend was even talking about this!

“Just answer the question.”

She hesitated, yet she found it curious that Phoebe would ask such a thing. Curious enough that she answered her. “I suppose. . . five minutes. Fortunately, Henry was a considerate husband, for I don’t see how a woman could endure more than that.”

Phoebe burst into laughter. “Oh, Bella, you have no idea! Trust me, when a man does it right, you want it to last forever.”

Isobel gazed at her friend, truly perplexed. She couldn’t imagine wanting the dreadful act to last forever. Still, hadn’t she often wondered if there were more to it? She’d heard married women giggling over their lovers and seen many a country girl go astray. And for what? If lovemaking were as awful as it had been in her experience, why did they even do it when they didn’t have to?

She wanted to ask Phoebe to explain, yet she was almost afraid to know more and be disappointed yet again. After all the sly remarks at her and Henry’s wedding breakfast, she’d eagerly anticipated their time together, only to find it sad and awkward and painful. Perhaps it was simply her. Perhaps she was made wrong.

“Phoebe?” she heard herself say. “You said, ‘when a man does it right,’ but. . . well. . . how do you know if he’s doing it right?”

“When it makes you feel as if the heavens have rained joy all over you.”

She’d certainly never felt that. “Perhaps some women just don’t–”

“If a woman doesn’t, it’s usually because her lover is inept. And while bumbling males do abound, you can find the competent ones if you look hard enough.” Phoebe’s voice filled with sympathy. “Have you truly never enjoyed. . . I mean. . . wasn’t there anybody besides Henry?”

Isobel shook her head. “He’s the only man I’ve even kissed.”

“Then you don’t know what you’re missing, Bella. It can be so very lovely when it’s with a man who knows what he’s doing.”

A lump of longing caught in Isobel’s throat. She gazed down at the table. “Or perhaps I’m just. . . well, flawed somehow.” Though the thought that she’d failed Henry in that respect struck her to the heart.

“I’d lay odds that you’re not.” Phoebe’s face brightened. “And I know how you can find out for sure.”

“What do you mean?”

“Come with me tonight to the Widows’ Auction.” Scooting her chair closer, Phoebe glanced furtively out the open door, then lowered her voice. “It’s held at the Mayfair Bachelors’ Club every year. Respectable widows offer themselves in an auction for one night of. . . well. . . passion. The bachelors bid and the widows receive three-quarters of the auction price. The other quarter goes to the club.”

Isobel’s shock knew no bounds. “You’re not. . . You don’t mean to–”

“Oh, I certainly do. I’ve done it before, you know. At last year’s auction, I met the most marvelous–” She broke off with a smile. “Let’s just say that once you’ve enjoyed the sweets, it’s difficult to abstain. And Mr. Chambers has been dead quite a while.”

“But, Phoebe, I know you’ve had men interested in marriage.”

“Yes, but I don’t want another husband, just a little. . . er. . . taste of pleasure from time to time. For all his faults, Mr. Chambers could lay out a feast for a famished woman, and I miss that.”

Isobel gnawed on her lower lip. She didn’t know what the feast was like. She hadn’t even realized until this moment that there might be a feast at all. “What about your reputation and your future?”

“The auction is entirely anonymous. The women are masked, and no man may remove a woman’s mask without her permission. Otherwise the widows would balk at participating every year. It allows the gentlemen to have their fun, and the women to supplement their income–”

“You mean, to sell themselves like whores.”

Phoebe shrugged. “If you wish to see it that way. I don’t. They don’t make a profession out of it. Some of the women even give the money to charity. And it’s not as if they have any virtue to lose.” A pleading note entered her voice. “It’s just one night for a lonely woman, Bella. One night of pleasure free from any dire consequences.”

“Oh? What about the possibility of children?” she snapped.

Phoebe flashed her a smug smile. “There are ways to prevent that.”

And she hadn’t known? Oh, but why should she? Henry had wanted children. That had been his primary reason for marrying her. It had been one of her great regrets that she’d been as unable to give him a son as his previous two wives.

With a saucy tilt of her head, Phoebe surveyed Isobel critically. “You could do it, too, you know. For a night with you, a man would pay substantially. With that mass of blond hair and your rosy lips and fine form–”

“I am not putting myself up for auction to the highest bidder! I’m certainly not spending the evening in the bed of a perfect stranger.”

Still, the idea of being desired by a gentleman just for her body and naught else had a strangely enticing appeal.

Oh, Lord, how could she even think it? It was the most wicked thing she’d ever heard of!

Phoebe tsked at her. “You can’t go all your life moldering away in your lonely town house. You’re barely twenty-seven. It would be a crime for a woman like you to never truly experience the pleasures of the flesh.”

“There’s no guarantee that the man who bids on me will be any better able to show me. . . um. . . the pleasure of the flesh than Henry was.”

“True, but they’re all experienced gentlemen or they wouldn’t participate. It takes a jaded man to bid on a widow when he could simply pay a common whore. These are men who find excitement in pleasing a woman who’s been long without.” A glint of mischief entered her eyes. “Besides, you could use the proceeds to fund your educational endowments for the boys.”

A pox on Phoebe for knowing exactly how to tempt her. The idea took hold, much as Isobel tried to banish it. Wouldn’t it be grand to go into that meeting next week and throw that money in Lord Warbrooke’s face? With all of Henry’s estate tied up in his charities except for the modest living allowance given to her, she had no other way of raising the funds.

Much as she hated to admit it, she was even more intrigued by the possibility of finding out the truth about lovemaking. Throughout her marriage, she’d wondered why Henry’s perfectly pleasant kisses always ended in such a miserable act. If Phoebe were right, and it had naught to do with her. . . 

She sighed. “If only it didn’t sound so. . . so. . . ”

“Exciting? Thrilling?”

“Dangerous. If I’m found out, think what would happen!”

“You’d risk far more with any other method of tasting the fruits of the flesh.”

Phoebe did have a point. To engage in a typical love affair would mean exposing herself to some man who might use the knowledge to ruin her if he liked. But Phoebe had done this before, and nothing had happened. Besides, she’d be masked.

“I-I don’t know. . . ” she began, even as she felt herself weakening.

“Come now, Bella, it will be fun, and we’d be doing it together. Don’t you think it’s high time you learn what you’ve been missing in the bedchamber?”

When Phoebe put it that way, the bleakness of Isobel’s life stretched before her–a wasteland of duty and long, lonely days followed by even longer, lonelier nights. She wanted to marry, truly she did, if only for companionship. But first she needed to know if she was too flawed for the act of lovemaking.

“All right,” she heard herself saying. “If you’re sure no one will find out.”

“It’ll be our secret,” her friend responded.

But the cat-in-the-cream smile Phoebe tendered made Isobel wonder if she wasn’t making an enormous mistake.
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That evening, Justin did something he wouldn’t have considered under any other circumstances. He agreed to join the odious Lord Bradford for dinner at the Mayfair Bachelors’ Club.

Justin had never had a desire to join or even visit Bradford’s club. The organization was made up of young rascals, all of whom competed to see who could be the more debauched. But thanks to this morning’s disastrous meeting of the governing board, he needed the young earl’s vote. If Bradford voted with Lady Kingsley, others might be swayed to their side and that simply wouldn’t do.

Lady Kingsley. He snorted. If not for that bloody woman voicing her unfounded opinions this morning, he’d be having a nice dinner at home instead of having to endure some undoubtedly inedible meal in Bradford’s company. He still smarted over her parting jabs about his motives for serving on charitable boards. The lady had to be the most annoyingly superior creature in Christendom.

And it was a pity, too. Because beneath her lofty airs lay a pretty woman whose good taste, fine breeding, and intelligence would make her a very good wife for some man. That is, if any man could put up with her high-minded nonsense long enough to marry her.

Bradford met him at the door as he arrived, then quickly led him into a cavernous room packed with gentlemen. A stench of sweat and tobacco and brandy hung in the air, exacerbated by the summer heat. Justin surveyed the mob with distaste. “Is it always this crowded on a Friday evening?”

“Only tonight. It’s the Widows’ Auction.”

That’s when he noticed the dais erected at the front of the room for the occasion and the array of masked females lined up to one side of it. Good God, the infamous Widows’ Auction. That explained the smell of lust permeating the room. He should’ve guessed Bradford would frequent a club notorious for such nonsense. “Perhaps we should go elsewhere–”

“No, indeed!” Bradford nudged him in the ribs and winked madly. “Where’s your spirit, man? I never miss this. You’ll like it. It’s great fun. Who knows? You might even find a lady worth having for an evening.”

Justin shot Bradford a skeptical look, but Bradford missed it in his eagerness to assess the “goods” being offered. Justin sighed. If he wanted Bradford’s vote, he’d have to endure this. At least until the man bid on some hapless female and took her off.

“Very well,” Justin said, though the whole thing disgusted him. He supposed it wasn’t any different than taking a mistress or bedding a soiled dove, both of which he’d done often enough in his salad days. The act of love was a viable tender in all levels of English society. But an auction made it seem so much more blatant.

As they took seats at a back table, a servant scurried over to offer them wine and take their order for dinner. At the front of the room, an auctioneer barked attributes of women as if they were horses on the block at Tattersall’s. Justin shivered involuntarily. What woman in her right mind submitted to such a bloodless description of her fine qualities? And then to go off with the highest bidder. . . 

But a glance around the room told him no one else shared his distaste. The other men cried their bids with regularity, heedless of the lewd comments and jesting of their companions. Even the woman presently on the dais seemed to revel in the attention, for when some balding fellow won the bid and went to claim her, she smiled as sweetly as a schoolgirl.

Justin shook his head. There was no accounting for human behavior, was there? He turned back to Bradford, whose attention was fully engaged by the activity on the dais. “Now about this proposal of mine–”

“Give it a rest, won’t you, old fellow?” Bradford interrupted. “We can talk about all that later. Don’t know why you even care what happens with that damned school anyway. A man like you dabbling in all this reform nonsense. . . I tell you this–once I inherit the title and I’m not on Father’s leash anymore, I’ll flee that governing board at once. Boring stuff, all of it.”

“Some of us see it as our Christian duty,” Justin said tightly.

“Well, I’m not one of them.” He flicked his hand toward the dais with a smug grin. “That’s my Christian duty–looking after the widows and orphans. That’s what the Bible says to do, y’know.”

If Bradford had ever read one word of a Bible, Justin would be much surprised. “Somehow I don’t think this is what the writers of the Bible had in mind.”

“Don’t be so sanctimonious. You’re not exactly immune to lust yourself. I’ve seen how you eye Lady Kingsley in those meetings.”

Justin started. “What the devil are you talking about?”

“Lofty Kingsley of the governing board. Personally, I think Mrs. Chambers would be a bit warmer in bed, but I wouldn’t kick Lady Kingsley out if she showed up in mine, to be sure. And judging from how fiercely you two spar, I’ll wager you wouldn’t kick her out of yours either.”

“That’s absurd. I’ve never thought of Lady Kingsley in that way.”

“Not even when she wears that dark blue gown that’s a little too smug? The one that makes her bubbies stick out in front, and her bottom look plump enough to make a man want to sink his teeth–”

“Not even then,” Justin snapped. “And you shouldn’t talk so crudely of Lady Kingsley. She’s not that kind of woman.”

Devil take Bradford. Bad enough that Justin had indeed thought of her “in that way” from time to time. Hearing that Bradford did, too, annoyed him in the extreme.

It was ludicrous anyway. The woman would never countenance attentions from either of them. She filled out her gowns well, but so did cold marble. And her rigid morality was surpassed only by her worshipful adoration of her late husband.

Those two must have made quite the dull pair. Justin had barely known the viscount, but Lady Kinglsey spoke of him as if he were a saint. No doubt her background was equally colorless and respectable, or Saint Kingsley would never have married her. And she wouldn’t be continuing his legacy with such single-minded determination.

Not that he didn’t admire what she’d done with Kingsley’s charities. But a young woman ought to have more of a life than a short marriage and a long widowhood, locked away from the world like some pharaoh’s wife in a sarcophagus, waiting to join her lord and master in the afterlife.

He looked at the dais. Then again, some widows ought to be locked away. He’d never seen so many gaudily dressed, overpainted females in all his life, tittering and gabbling in their low-cut gowns and feather-trimmed masks. He wouldn’t pay a farthing for the lot of them.

Except perhaps for the one being led onto the dais now.

“Deuce take it, would you look at that blonde,” Bradford broke in. “What a fine wench. A damned beauty, I’ll bet. It’s a pity about the masks–stupid rule, if you ask me, though easily got round if the woman agrees. Most of ’em do. . . given a little persuasion.” He winked at Justin, who shot him a baleful glance in return.

But Justin couldn’t keep his gaze from the dais for long. He hated to agree with Bradford, but that was indeed a “fine wench.” Her freely flowing blond hair stood out among the indeterminate brown and hennaed coiffures of her companions. Her simple white satin mask covered the upper part of her face, allowing only a glimpse of her eyes through the slits, though it did expose a generous, soft mouth and flushing cheeks. Like Bradford, he wished he could see the rest, but he had to admit that the mask heightened her allure. Beneath it lay the mysteries of a woman, mysteries any man would want to explore.

Especially when coupled with her gown, a classical Roman sort of thing, probably a leftover costume from some masquerade ball. The white satin draped her curves suggestively, skimmed her breasts and hips so snugly that it drew a man’s eye inexorably to her attractions.

Which were ample and unmistakably female. He cursed when his loins grew heavy. But he wasn’t made of stone, after all.

“What’s your name, luv?” the auctioneer asked the woman.

“Now see here,” she said in an oddly imperious voice, “I thought this was supposed to be anonymous.”

Everybody laughed at her haughtiness, including Justin. Where had they found this impudent chit?

Strange, but her voice sounded familiar. He’d swear he’d heard it before, and recently, too.

“Not your real name, luv,” the auctioneer said, smiling. “Your auction name. Don’t want the gentleman wot buys you calling you ‘wench’ all night, do you? Just choose a pretty name. Like Lilith, perhaps, or Delilah.”

“I certainly will not! If I must choose an immoral name, at least it will be something original. And certainly nothing as appallingly obvious as that!”

As laughter rolled from the audience, Justin’s eyes narrowed. This morning a certain unyielding woman had called his ideas “appalling” in just that superior tone of voice.

No, it was impossible. Unthinkable. Lady Kingsley? She would never do something like this.

Or would she? She was a widow, after all. And she had the same blond hair and the same height and build as this woman. Not to mention the superior manner. Despite how he tried to banish the absurd thought, it continued to niggle in his brain. He leaned forward, wishing he could move closer still.

“Give us a name, luv,” the auctioneer prodded.

The woman steadied herself. “You may call me Bella,” she said primly.

His heart hammered in his chest. Lady Kingsley’s given name was Isobel, but he’d once heard Mrs. Chambers call her Bella. That was too much of a coincidence, given the other similarities.

Impossible it might be, and unthinkable it certainly was, but the woman on that dais was Lady Kingsley all the same. He’d stake his fortune on it.

The little morally superior hypocrite! She had no business looking down her nose at him when she was here offering her body in a highly scandalous auction.

It made no sense at all. Why would she do such a thing? Could it be for the money? From what he understood, the participating widows did receive a substantial portion of the proceeds, but surely Kingsley had left her well enough off that she didn’t need to do this.

Not for herself, at any rate. But might she do it for the sake of her precious scholarly endowments, her new pet project? It would be just like her to go to such lengths to thwart him.

Whatever her reasons, the bloody woman was insane to do this. No doubt about it.

The auctioneer began his pitch, describing Lady Kingsley’s assets with a boldness that made her duck her head. But not before he’d glimpsed the scarlet blush on the part of her face showing beneath the mask.

Good. She ought to be embarrassed, damn it. And what had she expected? This was a bachelors’ club, for God’s sake. They didn’t mince words.

All the same, he grew inexplicably annoyed when her blushing drew laughter and sly comments from the men in the crowd.

“I say,” Bradford spoke up beside him, “I think I know that little filly. Does she seem familiar to you?”

Justin froze. Bad enough that Justin had guessed her identity, but if Bradford did, he’d ruin the woman for certain. The thought didn’t sit well. “Never seen the chit before in my life.”

“I could swear–”

“Do you come to this auction every year?” Justin broke in.

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

“Then perhaps you saw her here before.”

Bradford’s frown cleared. “You must be right.” He settled back against his chair with a smug smile. “Might even be the one I bid on last year. She was yellow-haired and saucy, too, though a bit plumper. Still, could be the same one. I hope it is, for that one gave me quite the night to remember. You know these widows, randy as hell without a man in their bed. Think I’ll bid on this Bella.”

Bloody hell. Justin had meant to squelch Bradford’s interest, not fuel it. “Do as you please, but she looks pale and sickly to me. Hardly worth the money.” And if Bradford believed that, then he didn’t have eyes in his head.

Unfortunately, Bradford’s eyes were securely in place in. and in good working order, too. The second the auctioneer solicited bids, Bradford bid fifty pounds.

Justin didn’t stop to think; he just reacted. “Seventy-five pounds!” he called out.

“What the devil are you doing?” Bradford hissed. “I told you I wanted her. You trying to show me up? Is that it?”

“I want the woman for myself, that’s all,” Justin said coolly. “You told me I might find a wench worth bidding on, and I have.”

It would cost him Bradford’s vote on the proposal, not to mention God knows how much money, but he couldn’t help it. He wasn’t about to let Bradford win her. Bradford would take advantage, blackmail her into sharing his bed. The very thought chilled Justin’s blood. One thing he knew–no matter what maggoty reason she had for coming here, Lady Kingsley would not enjoy any liaison with Bradford.

Besides, Justin had reasons of his own for wanting to win her. He wanted to know precisely why she was doing this. He wanted to see how far she’d take it.

And yes, some ungentlemanly part of him wanted to give her a taste of her own medicine. Lecture him on morality, would she? After tonight, she wouldn’t try that again, not if he had anything to say about it. Oh, yes, he’d make her eat her words, he would.

But first he’d give her enough rope to hang herself. Let her quake in her boots when she saw who won the bid. Let her think he truly meant to bed her. If that didn’t mortify her into begging his mercy, he didn’t know what would. The foolish woman needed to be mortified if she was going to embark on idiotic schemes like this.

No, what she needed was to have someone strike the fear of God into her. Which he fully intended to do. Judging by her blushes, this was her first time at the Widows’ Auction. She couldn’t possibly realize how foolish, how dangerous this game was for a woman with her sheltered upbringing.

Well, he’d make sure she realized it by the time this night was over. He’d win this bid if he had to go into debt to do it. Because there was no way in hell he was passing up this chance to best the superior Lady Kingsley.










3




Isobel frantically tried to pick out the two men who’d placed bids, but it was difficult in the cramped room. This sordid assembly of drunken men making indecent comments wasn’t at all what she’d expected. If one of these unkempt fellows had been the one to bid, she’d simply die.

She should never have listened to Phoebe. She should have realized this would turn out to be awful. How could it not? Scanning the room again, she fought to ignore her spinning head and the close, stale air that pressed in on her until she feared she’d faint.

And the embarrassment. The absolute mortification of being up here on public display. . . 

“A hundred pounds,” the first voice called again, and this time she located it.

Her heart sank. Oh, dear, not Lord Bradford. She’d had enough trouble resigning herself to this course of action. But to have it be him who bid on her. . . Why, it was too much to bear! He would guess who she was the instant she neared him! Even if by some chance he didn’t, she couldn’t endure having that disgusting creature put his hands on her.

Heavens, this was such a dreadful mistake! She should have fled the moment she realized what this was like.

But she’d seen what had happened to some poor woman who’d balked earlier. They’d teased and taunted her and then unmasked her. . . Oh, no, she dared not risk that.

All she could hope was that someone would bid against the earl. A futile hope. The highest bid so far that night had been a hundred pounds for a lithe beauty who’d flaunted her wares with the practice of a dockside tart. No one would bid that much for a blushing miss who looked utterly out of place amid the flashy gowns and low décolletage of the other widows.

“Two hundred,” a dry voice called out from right beside Lord Bradford, and her heart leapt.

Until she saw who it was. Lord Warbrooke? Here? Oh, dear Lord in heaven. Only by holding on to the auctioneer’s arm did she keep from fainting. This was even more horrible! Lord Warbrooke would surely use this to his advantage if he won. Oh, if only she could flee!

God Almighty had clearly handpicked the two men she’d least want to see her here. It must be His idea of an appropriate punishment for a woman engaging in such a rash and immoral act.

She could think of no other reason than divine intervention for Lord Warbrooke’s presence. The very eligible and self-assured marquess didn’t need to purchase companionship; he could have all he wanted for free. And if he did purchase it, he wouldn’t do it at an auction where he might actually lose.

“Five hundred,” Lord Bradford said with an air of triumph.

Perspiration ran down her nose from beneath her satin mask. No one in their right mind bid five hundred pounds for one night with a woman. Certainly no one would bid more than that, even Lord Warbrooke. And though being won by either man would be disastrous, she was sure Lord Bradford would be the worse of the two. Lord Warbrooke might send her temper soaring half a dozen times a week, but her instincts told her he’d never hurt a woman. Strip her of her pride perhaps and play havoc with her self-control, but not hurt her. Whereas Lord Bradford. . . 

She shuddered.

The bidding had so rapidly escalated to a competition between the two men that the rest of the audience was speculating on the meaning of it in hushed whispers. Chairs creaked and glasses clinked as people drank, but eventually even those sounds died out as everyone held their breath for the outcome.

“Going once–” the auctioneer began.

“A thousand pounds,” Lord Warbrooke called out.

A collective gasp and then wild applause shook the audience, but shock stunned her into silence. The man had lost his mind. A thousand pounds? For some woman he didn’t even realize he knew? It was an obscene amount of money! Lord Warbrooke was rich, but a thousand pounds would tax any man’s finances.

Apparently Lord Bradford thought the same, for with a curse he rose and slammed down his glass, then pushed his way out of the room. He wasn’t going to bid again. Thank heavens.

The auctioneer said, “Going once. Going twice. . . ”

Oh, Lord, but that meant Lord Warbrooke had won her for the night. What was she to do now? She’d been mad to try this. Mad!

“Sold!” the auctioneer said.

Though her heart threatened to thunder its way right out of her chest, she could do nothing to prevent this disaster. Keeping a firm hand on her elbow, the auctioneer ushered her off the dais, barely giving her time to don her pelisse and grab her large reticule before he led her into the crowd. With a feeling of impending doom, she saw Lord Warbrooke rise from his seat and head toward them.

Dear heaven, she was trapped. His lordship wouldn’t take kindly to any refusal to honor the bid. Even if she could think of a reasonable explanation for refusing, he’d demand reparation. Or worse–he’d demand that they unmask her.

“A thousand pounds–that’s quite a bid,” the auctioneer told her as he steered her across the room. “Largest one we’ve ever had. That means seven hundred fifty pounds for you, Bella.”

At last the reality of how much Lord Warbrooke had paid for her sank in. Seven hundred fifty pounds. Why, she could easily fund three scholarships with that money! And it would be Lord Warbrooke’s money, too. There was a perverse sort of justice in that. If she brought seven hundred fifty pounds to the meeting next week, that would sway them all to her side.

But not if Lord Warbrooke figured out who she really was. Oh, and he would certainly enjoy exposing her wicked nature before the governing board, wouldn’t he? He’d make her sound like the worst wanton imaginable, while he, being a man, would receive no censure at all.

Then she’d never be able to face any of them again. She’d lose control of Henry’s charities, for who’d want an immoral woman like her on their boards? And then what would become of the charities? Pushy men like Lord Warbrooke and Lord Bradford would always hold sway.

No, she couldn’t let that happen. There was only one thing to do. Keep Lord Warbrooke from figuring out who she was. Surely she could do that for one night. How difficult could it be?

Especially considering how Lord Warbrooke regarded her–as a serious, highly proper lady. He would never expect Lady Kingsley to be participating in this sordid auction. He certainly wouldn’t expect her to go through with it after she’d been won, so if she went along willingly, she might allay any suspicions. She was safely masked, and the auction rules said he couldn’t remove the mask without her permission.

Of course, Lord Warbrooke had never been one for following rules. . . 

She squared her shoulders. No, she wouldn’t let him intimidate her. She must play her part so well–acting like a widow eager for his attentions–that he would never, ever dream it was her.

Yes, that’s what she must do. Be bold, be daring. Be the wicked Bella.

Besides, she had wanted to find out if she was capable of being a true wife to a man. She just hadn’t expected to perform her experiment on him, of all people.

A shiver of anticipation swept through her despite all her fear. She tried fruitlessly to squelch it. She did find him attractive, after all. And if any man could guide her through the “pleasures of the flesh,” it would be him, with his Roman conqueror’s blood and his heated looks.

Suddenly he was upon them, and she had no more time to decide. But she’d already made her decision. Bella–and only Bella–was spending the night with Lord Warbrooke.

“That’s quite a bid you placed, sir,” the auctioneer said genially as Lord Warbrooke met them. “I’m afraid I don’t know you–”

“I’m the Marquess of Warbrooke.” His lordship’s eyes never left her masked face. “A guest of Lord Bradford’s.”

The auctioneer chuckled. “I daresay he wished he hadn’t invited you.”

“No doubt.” Never one to waste time with pleasantries, he held out his arm to her. “Shall we go, madam?”

His gaze was so searching and curious she feared she’d already given herself away. Scrambling for a further way to disguise herself, she pitched her voice at a lower timbre. “Of course, my lord.”

His eyes narrowed. “You sound different from before.”

The hint of challenge in his tone raised her hackles. Lady Kingsley might have to endure his impudence, but Bella didn’t. “My voice is higher when I’m nervous, that’s all.”

His gloved hand curved warmly over hers, making her breath catch in her throat. “Why were you nervous? Surely you’ve done this before.”

“No, never.”

“That makes two of us,” he admitted as he led her toward the door, leaving the auctioneer behind.

A devilish mischief seized her. “I hardly believe that. You seemed to know precisely what you wanted and how to get it.”

“I should hope any man above the age of seventeen would.”

“Yes, but few men above the age of seventeen would pay a thousand pounds for it. I do hope I can make it worth your while.”

His dark smile curled her toes. “You’ve already made it worth my while. Whatever follows will just be icing on the cake.”

That drew her into a panic. Perhaps she’d underestimated the safety of her disguise. Oh, Lord, what if he’d already guessed who she was? What if he was toying with her, waiting to see how far she would sink into depravity before he exposed her? “Wh-what do you mean?”

His hand stiffened on hers. “I finally got to publicly humiliate a man I despise. That was easily worth a thousand pounds.”

“Oh.” Despite her relief that he hadn’t guessed her identity, his explanation filled her with an unaccountable disappointment. “So this wasn’t about me at all. Any woman would have served your purpose. It was merely a battle between you and Lord Bradford.”

“Not quite.” His heated gaze made a slow circuit of her body. “I bid on you because I wanted you. And I wanted no one else to have you.”

His possessive tone and the glitter in his eyes ought to have sent her fleeing. Instead, it melted her into a puddle.

Swallowing hard, she glanced away. She shouldn’t react so powerfully to his attentions. She should keep up her guard.

Yet some ancient feminine part of her exulted to hear how badly he wanted her. Even if only for one night. Even though he thought she was Bella, an anonymous widow of no consequence.

They were outside now and descending the stairs toward his waiting carriage. When he handed her in, a feeling of inevitability swamped her. She was going home for the night with a man. Not just any man, but one descended from the Romans who’d briefly ruled Britain, a man used to conquering and commanding and–

Oh, dear, what a ridiculous imagination she had. It was all the fault of this flimsy toga-like costume Phoebe had loaned her. It made her feel like the spoils of war–a vestal virgin being carted off over some soldier’s shoulder.

How silly was that? She’d chosen to do this, after all. It wasn’t as if she was acting against her will. So why did she feel like a statue being hauled away as so much plunder?

As she settled against the squabs, Lord Warbrooke instructed the coachman, then got in, too. Her heart pounded faster when he dropped onto the seat beside her instead of opposite her. Nor did her nervousness ease when he removed his gloves one finger at a time, exposing hands every bit as strong and finely shaped as she’d imagined. Hands that would soon be roaming over her body, stripping off her clothes, and doing God knows what other things.

The thought turned her knees to water. Oh, how she wished she’d asked Phoebe to be a bit more forthcoming on what to expect.

He reached for her hand and started to unbutton her glove.

“No!” she protested, jerking it back. “I’d rather leave it on.” She dropped her gaze to her hands, which she never let anyone see.

“Part of your disguise, is it?” he quipped.

“You might say that.” She was being silly. What did it matter if he saw Bella’s hands? Still, she’d rather keep her hands covered. They weren’t at all pretty.

“It doesn’t matter,” he bent close to murmur. “As long as you’re willing to remove the pertinent items of clothing when the time comes, I don’t much care if you keep your gloves on.”

His blatant innuendo made her jerk her head up, only to find him eyeing her with decided mischief. Why, the scoundrel was deliberately provoking her!

Well, two could play that game. “I’ll remove the pertinent items of clothing now, if you prefer.”

At first her frankness seemed to startle him, but then he smiled. “No need to rush, is there?” After ordering the coachman to drive on, he returned his probing gaze to her. “Are you hungry, Bella?”

She gazed at him warily. Did some other wicked meaning lie behind the question? Or was he merely asking if she wanted food? “To be honest, I’m famished.” She added, for clarification, “I had no chance to eat, I’m afraid.”

“Neither did I.” He tossed his gloves on the opposite seat. “So I thought our first order of business should be dinner. We’ll dine in private at the Clarendon.”

She relaxed against the seat. “You mean you don’t want to throw me down and ravish me right here?”

“Is that what you expected?”

“Actually, I did. You paid a lot of money for only the one night, after all.”

“True.” He shifted on the seat to see her better. “But I’m not foolish enough to guzzle an expensive wine the moment it’s set before me. Especially when it’s so very fine.”

An unwarranted thrill coursed down to her toes. She ought to take insult at being compared to a bottle of wine. But a fine bottle of wine. . . well, that was another matter entirely, wasn’t it?

He leaned closer, his features shadowy in the faint gaslight trickling into the carriage. Lifting his hand, he traced the lower border of her mask with one finger, grazing her cheek, then the tip of her nose, then making a detour down to her lip. Idly he outlined her mouth. “Before I indulge in a superior bottle of wine, I prefer to take a moment to admire its beautiful color.”

She tried to breathe and failed miserably. And had she imagined his emphasis on “superior”?

“Then,” he rasped, bending in to nuzzle her hair, “I sniff its bouquet and savor its scent.” He breathed in deeply, and she thought she’d shatter right then and there. He loomed so close, and this felt so intimate. She almost wished he had thrown her down and ravished her. She could have endured that easier than this inch-by-inch assault on her senses.

With the faintest touch of his finger, he tipped her face up to his. His eyes glittered at her like shards of silver. “Only after that do I allow myself the first sip. . . ”

That was all the warning he gave before his mouth covered hers, warm and sensuous and soft. His kiss blotted out the black night and the carriage and all her silly fears. It sent her pulse racing and startled a quiver in her belly. If this was a sip, God help her when he got around to drinking.

As if he’d read her mind, he did the most astonishing thing. He slipped his tongue between her lips. Henry had never done that, to be sure. And Lord Warbrooke mustn’t guess that she had no idea what he was doing.

So she mimicked his actions and slid her own tongue into his mouth. He halted, but only for a moment. Then with a groan he caught her to him and thrust his tongue inside with a boldness that took her off guard.

She was still reeling from the intimacy of it when he repeated the motion. . . again and again, his tongue caressing the inside of her mouth, tangling with her own tongue until she was dizzy from the dance. What an odd way to kiss. . . seductive and maddening all at once. It made her hot in strange places. . . in her breasts. . . her belly. . . in that wicked place between her legs that Henry had so rudely assaulted every time they’d coupled.

She tore her mouth free long enough to catch her breath. “Dear heaven, Lord Warbrooke. This is. . . all very. . . interesting.”

Chuckling, he pressed an open-mouthed kiss to her cheek. “Do you like it?”

“Oh, yes,” she breathed.

“Then call me Justin.”

“Justin,” she whispered, and slid her hands about his neck.

With a guttural sound of approval, he took her mouth again, hard and deep, invading her as surely as any Roman conqueror. Scents of brandy and musk drifted through her senses as he dug his fingers into her arms to keep her close.

Which was entirely unnecessary. She wasn’t going anywhere, not when he was kissing her so deliciously. She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe for fear that any movement might make it all end.

And she didn’t want it to end yet. Not when she was beginning to realize how very little her late husband had known about kissing. Henry’s kisses had tickled her curiosity, then failed to satisfy it. But Lord Warbrooke’s kisses made naughty, exciting promises that he clearly intended to satisfy in spades. The very thought made her sway against him.

He tore his mouth from hers to murmur, “Ah, Bella, you’re not what you seem. . . ”

“No one is ever what they seem,” she whispered back, arching her neck as he began to kiss his way along the pulse that beat so fast beneath his mouth.

Suddenly she felt him slide his hand over to stroke her breast. At first she hardly noticed, too fogged by all the other glorious sensations to register this new one. But as his hand progressed from tender caresses to a bolder kneading motion, she gasped and drew back to say shakily, “I take it you’re done with sipping.”

His eyes opened, heavy lidded and dazed. “What?”

She glanced down at his hand, still cupped over her breast. “The wine. You’re done with the sipping and have decided to go on to drinking.”

He jerked his hand back. When he caught her bewildered gaze on him, his face grew shuttered. “No. . . I only got carried away.”

“So did I. But isn’t that what we’re supposed to do?”

Releasing his breath in a ragged sigh, he stroked her cheek. “Yes, but not yet. Not until after dinner. We have the entire night ahead of us, after all.”

Then he shocked her by leaving her side to throw himself over onto the other seat. As he laid his head back against the squabs and raised a shaky hand to shove the hair from his eyes, the streetlamps cast a lambent glow over his face. Soft light swept his taut features and the lines of strain about his mouth.

From the way he sat, with legs splayed apart, she would guess that she’d aroused him. So why had he stopped when he had? Had she done something wrong? Was it indeed as she’d feared–that she was inept at this lovemaking business? “You prefer to drink your wine slowly, do you?” she ventured to ask.

His gaze swung to her, stormy with suppressed need. “Only when the wine’s worth drinking.”

“Or when you paid too much for it, perhaps?”

“Too much?” His laugh held an edge. “It’s the fact that I paid so little that worries me. I suspect there will be another reckoning later that may exceed what I wish to pay.”

She could gather only one meaning from his peculiar words. “If you’re concerned about getting me with child, then you needn’t be. I’m not even sure I can bear children. During my marriage I was never able to conceive.”

He shifted his gaze to the window. “But you and your husband did try.”

“Of course. Many times.” Then she caught herself. She couldn’t believe she was actually telling Lord Warbrooke how often she and her husband shared a bed. It was a wonder he wasn’t appalled to hear a lady discuss–

No, not a lady. She was Bella, the masked widow. She could say exactly what she pleased, when she pleased.

The full reality staggered her. She really could, couldn’t she? It didn’t matter if he found her tart-tongued or bold or improper–he’d never see Bella again. She was truly free to say what she wished, to do what she wished.

Such heavenly freedom emboldened her. “And even if I could conceive, my friend showed me how to prevent it.”

His head swung around so fast, she thought he’d lose it. “Your friend did what?”

“Told me about French letters and sponges and such.” She waved her well-packed reticule. “She even gave me a sponge. I have it right in here.”

He gazed at her as if she’d gone mad.

“You do know about them, don’t you?” she went on nervously. “I-I was told that all the ladies use them. First they’re soaked in vinegar and then they’re put–”

“I know where they’re put,” he ground out. “I’m merely astonished that you do.”

“Why? Surely you didn’t think I’d attend the auction unprepared.”

He looked exceedingly flustered, then mumbled, “Nice young widows aren’t supposed to know about things like that.”

“To be honest, I didn’t until my friend told me. She felt honor-bound to instruct me in how to protect myself, since she was the one who convinced me to do the auction.”

“Convinced you–Good God, what kind of friend is this? A whore?”

She gaped at him. “You’re passing judgment on my friend after you bid an ungodly amount to spend the night with a strange woman?”

“I. . . um. . . that is–”

“And why is it any worse for a woman to prevent conception than for a man to go about doing the conceiving willy-nilly?”

“Now see here–”

“You ought to be ashamed of yourself!” Her dander was fully up now. “Do you want a lot of your little bastards running about?”

He blinked at her, then burst into laughter. “No, indeed I don’t. How good of you to consider that. It hadn’t entered my thoughts in the least.”

“Well, it should have,” she scolded.

“You’re quite right,” he choked out, clearly trying to repress any further laughter.

His amusement annoyed her. “And if that didn’t worry you, then what did you mean by all that nonsense about a reckoning? Did you think I’d steal from you tonight? Or blackmail you. . . or. . . or something degenerate like that?”

He cast her a glance of mock solemnity. “No, certainly nothing degenerate.”

“Then what?”

Mischief glinted in his eyes. Leaning forward suddenly, he caught her hands in his. “The reckoning I fear is that one night with you won’t be enough for me. That I’ll want you time and again. And that you’ll make me pay for that need very dearly in the long run.”
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Justin relished the expression of panic that crossed “Bella’s” face. It was about bloody time she realized the possible ramifications of her actions.

Good God, he’d nearly taken her right here in the carriage! And that had not been his intention. He’d meant only to draw her out. By playing along, he’d hoped to coax her into revealing her reasons for doing this. Then he could unmask her, give her a stern lecture, and take her home. After which, her gratitude at his discretion would make her moderate her opposition to him on the governing board.

That had been the plan. . . until she’d looked up at him with that strange, yearning expression. Next thing he knew he was spouting all that nonsense about wine and bending to kiss her sweet, lush lips. . . 

And enduring a lecture about preventing conception. From her of all people!

He groaned. She was tying him in knots, this enchanting creature who’d taken over Lady Kingsley–the one with the sense of humor and the tempting mouth. He was having trouble remembering who she really was, for God’s sake.

The enchanting creature finally found her voice. “One night must be enough for you,” she said fiercely. “It simply must. After this is over, it’s over. We can’t meet or see each other again.”

“I don’t see why not.” If he pressed hard enough, she might admit the truth. “I’m not married. And unless you entered that auction under false pretenses, you’re not married either. So if we take pleasure in each other’s company and want to spend time together–”

“I’m not that kind of woman!”

“You mean the kind to share a stranger’s bed without knowing his background or his character?”

She drew her hands from his. “I mean. . . the kind to be a man’s mistress.”

Ah, now he was getting somewhere. “Your actions speak otherwise. Clearly you’re looking for a protector or you wouldn’t be here.”

“No! That’s not why I did it at all!” Her pretty eyes flashed at him through the slits of the mask.

He found her ridiculous moral outrage highly comical. “I can’t imagine what other reason you’d have.”

Glancing away, she gnawed on her lower lip as if considering telling him more. Finally she sighed. “It’s merely that. . . I’m testing the waters, that’s all. I’m not quite ready to marry again, and I want to see if I can even bear to be with another man.”

That possibility hadn’t occurred to him. Understandably so, since it was insane. “A stranger? You want to test the waters with a perfect stranger?”

“Every man is a stranger to a woman the first time she shares his bed.”

Clever wench. Settling back against the seat, he eyed her with new respect. “An interesting point and one I’d never considered.”

“Why does that not surprise me, Lord Warbrooke?” she said dryly.

“I thought you were going to call me Justin.”

“That was before you started acting as overbearing and pompous as–” She stopped herself with a look of chagrin.

“As who?” he prodded, though he’d swear she’d been going to say, “as usual.”

She glanced away. “Another man I know, that’s all.”

“Ah. Your late husband, perhaps?”

“No, indeed!”

His curiosity about her deepened. “Your husband wasn’t overbearing?” Kingsley had never been overbearing in public, but as she’d said, a man could be a very different person in the marriage bed.

“My husband was the most amiable man I ever knew,” she said softly.

The pang of jealousy that struck him out of nowhere made him peevish. Why the devil did he care anyway? Of course she spoke well of her late husband. He’d think less of her if she didn’t.

Instead of letting it pique him, he should be using it to bring her to her senses. “What would this ‘amiable’ husband of yours think of your going off with a strange man for the evening?”

“He’d be appalled,” she said in a small voice.

“And that doesn’t matter to you?”

“Certainly it matters.” She eyed him through the mask with a steady gaze. “But as a friend of mine recently said, I have to stop pining after my late husband and learn how to be with someone else.”

So Justin was the “someone else” she planned to “be with” to test the waters? Like hell he was! And who was this bloody friend advising her to do all this nonsense anyway?

He only had to think a moment to come up with the answer. Phoebe Chambers. No doubt she’d been somewhere on that dais, too. The two widows were as thick as thieves. Although he’d never heard any scandal attached to Mrs. Chambers’s name, she did seem the sort to know about sponges. “I suppose this is the same friend who urged you to participate in the auction.”

“What if it is?” Her stubborn chin quivered. “She gave me good advice. I don’t regret following it.”

“Glad to hear it,” he said wryly. “If you did regret it, it would mean I hadn’t proved much of a companion so far.” The carriage jolted to a halt, and lamplight flooded the carriage. In the next moment, the door was opened by a liveried footman. “Time for dinner,” Justin added.

As they left the carriage, he slipped his arm about her waist to lead her inside, wanting to see how she might react. He’d expected her to flinch or draw away, but instead she leaned timidly into the curve of his arm and shoulder.

Desire bolted through him, sudden and unanticipated. Bloody hell, she made him want to wrap his arms around her and kiss her senseless again. And all just by cozying up to him!

This unaccountable lust was insane. Irrational. Infuriating.

And no less infuriating because she seemed determined to satisfy it. That was the most outrageous thing of all. Lady Kingsley ready to leap into his bed for a night of wanton pleasure? It was impossible. She’d never really do it.

Unfortunately, part of him was more than eager to test her willingness. Part of him thought that taking Bella to his bed was an enormously appealing idea. Which was why he must remember that she was not Bella but Lady Kingsley, no matter what she pretended.

A few moment’s discussion with the hotel manager and a handful of gold coins was all it took to procure them a private room adequately furnished for a night of wild debauchery.

So Lady Kingsley wanted to see if she could “bear to be with another man”? Very well, he’d humor her awhile longer. He seriously doubted that her resolve would stand firm when she was faced with the stark reality.

As they climbed the stairs behind the hotel manager, he told her, “Forgive me for not taking you to my town house, but my mother and sister are there, and I didn’t think they’d appreciate my bringing a masked woman to dine. Or stay the night.”

“I should hope not. But why didn’t you take me to wherever you take your lights o’ love and your mistress?”

He gaped at her. “Good God, woman, do you think I have a bloody harem?”

“Well, no, but a man like you–”

“Has better things to do than loll about with a variety of loose women all day.” What kind of profligate did she think he was, for God’s sake? “When I have a mistress, I keep her in a house of her own.”

“And when you don’t?”

He couldn’t believe he was having this highly inappropriate discussion with Lady Kingsley. Then again, until today he’d never thought to have been kissing her passionately either. “When I don’t, I abstain.”

She eyed him askance.

“Men of sense don’t engage in liaisons with whores.” A wicked impulse made him add, “Only liaisons with merry widows like yourself.”

She had nothing to say to that, though a pretty blush suffused her cheeks.

In the next moment, they reached their floor. The apartment they were shown into was as close to a private love nest as he could have wanted. It lacked any scandalous sculptures or lurid paintings–this was the Clarendon, after all–but the furnishings were lush, the bed prominent and inviting at one end of the room, and the fireplace stoked high enough to reveal a thick fur rug lying before it. A classic setting for seduction if ever there was one.

He watched her closely for her reaction. When she remained silent for several long moments after the hotel manager left, Justin felt compelled to speak. “Have you any complaint with the room, madam?”

She started. “Not at all. It’s wonderful. Almost exactly as I imagined.”

“As you imagined?” So much for shocking her.

“Oh, yes.” She slanted a shy look his way that made his blood pound. “Though I could never have imagined what happened in the carriage.”

“Nor could I,” he mumbled under his breath.

“What?”

“Nothing.” He tried to leer at her, though the concept of leering was foreign to him. “I merely wondered if you’d been imagining what’s going to happen here.” He nodded toward the bed. “Or rather, over there.”

“Of course.” Slowly she faced him. Then with shaking hands, she opened her pelisse and let it slide from her shoulders onto the floor. “I only hope that I can be. . . um. . . satisfactory.”

When she approached him with a hesitant smile and a swing to her hips that would have done any light o’ love proud, every muscle in his body sprang to attention.

Then a knock came at the door–the servants bringing their dinner. He nearly tripped over a chair in his haste to let them in. At this rate, he’d never last the night. He began to wonder if Lady Kingsley had a twin. A wanton temptress of a twin bent on driving him insane.

The servants laid out a vast spread of covered dishes and left. She surveyed the crowded table, her unabashed delight further inflaming his desire. “What’s for dinner?”

Fornication. And for dessert, more fornication. “Take a look,” he choked out.

She circled the table, uncovering the first few dishes–pea soup and turbot in lobster sauce and mutton cutlets and boiled potatoes. Then she paused, her eyes twinkling up at him through the mask. “Are you sure we have enough? Perhaps we should add another six courses or so.”

“I didn’t know what you’d like, so I ordered everything that sounded appetizing.”

She uncovered the remaining dishes, her smile widening as she revealed sausages and cauliflower and pigeon pie, a capon in caper sauce and roast tongue, pickles and asparagus and a cucumber salad redolent with vinegar. Not to mention the Portugal cakes and tansy pudding that provided the final touch.

“Apparently you find the entirety of Clarendon’s kitchen appetizing,” she teased. Then she added more earnestly, “It was truly lovely of you to do all this for me. You aren’t. . . that is, I didn’t expect you–I mean, the man who bought me–to be so generous.”

“Thank God I’ve managed to defy your expectations. You’ve been defying mine all night.”

“I do hate to be predictable.” She leaned low to sniff the pigeon pie, and her costume fell forward enough to reveal the lush, pale breasts hanging free within the satin sheath and lacy chemise. No corset. Good God. He thought his breeches would burst right there.

Nor did it help when she straightened, eyes gleaming, to pick up a bottle and ask, “Would you like wine, my lord?”

When coupled with that low, husky voice she’d adopted as a disguise, her blatant innuendo made him reel. “Are you offering me the beverage? Or something else?”

“Both, I think.”

Images of licking wine off every inch of her naked body flashed into his brain. Bloody hell, she was driving him mad. “Then I’ll have the beverage.” When she actually looked disappointed, he added, “For now.”

Her tinkling laughter filled the room and made his loins tighten painfully. How much more of this teasing could he take?

She poured two glasses and handed him one with a knowing smile that made his blood thunder in his temples. Fighting to restrain his rampant urges, he held out her seat for her, then rounded the table to his own seat. Silence reigned for the next few moments as they filled their plates.

When she picked up her fork, he noted that she still refused to remove her gloves. The woman never ceased to surprise him. One moment she was offering him “wine,” and the next she was behaving with extreme propriety. Fortunately, that tiny glimpse of the real Lady Kingsley helped him bank some of his lust.

“Tell me something, Lord Warbrooke,” she said.

“Justin.” He took a couple of bites of the turbot.

“Justin. Of course.” She ate some pigeon pie as prettily as a duchess, then set down her fork. “You said earlier that you weren’t married. Why not?”

He shrugged. “I never found the right woman, that’s all.”

“Out of the hundreds of eligible women who parade through London every year in search of husbands, you couldn’t find a single one to suit you?”

He took her skeptical tone for a challenge. Settling back in his seat, he folded his hands over his belly. “I don’t fancy marrying some grabbing young female whose only object in life is to spend my money and flaunt my title under the noses of her friends.”

“My, my, you do think highly of your attractions. But surely not all women of good society are out to spend your money and flaunt your title.”

Impudent minx. “If they aren’t, they’re certainly hiding it well. At any rate, I have no time to separate the wheat from the chaff. Unlike most of my peers, I actually do something with my money and my title. I’m on the board of several charities, and I take my duties in Parliament very seriously. My mother and my sister eternally complain that I spend too much time and money on those activities. I can only imagine what a wife would have to say about it.”

He watched her out of the corner of his eye as he swirled his wine. “Which is why I’d rather stick to keeping a mistress. Are you sure you won’t fill the position?”

“Certainly not!”

At this hint of the real Lady Kingsley, he couldn’t help laughing. “Such a disappointment. You’ll force me to seek out one of those bits of muslin who cavort through the theaters.”

She stared down at her plate. “You could look for a wife who might support your aims.”

Like her. It was an intriguing thought, one he’d had before. But he’d always been stopped by two things–her overly fastidious moral sense and her adoration of her late husband. While the first was obviously in question, the second still rankled. He didn’t fancy following an act like Henry Lamberton.

And even if he could, he could never get past her dislike of him. Even if at the moment that dislike seemed decidedly absent.

“I haven’t had much luck finding a wife who’d ‘support my aims,’ ” he replied. “In my experience, most women of good society would rather entertain callers and redecorate their town houses.” All except Lady Kingsley, that is.

She cut her meat with precise little jabs. “Isn’t that what you’d. . . um. . . want of your wife? Someone who’d tend the home fires while you’re out doing something with your money and your title? Someone who’d stay behind the scenes to make you look good?”

“Good God, no. . . er. . . Bella.” Bloody hell, he’d almost called her Lady Kingsley and given himself away. It was easy to think of her as the alluring Bella when she was melting in his arms, but not so easy when she started talking like the officious viscountess. “Such a soft-brained creature sounds deadly dull.” He shot her a perplexed look. “Why would you assume I’d want that sort of wife?”

Swallowing, she concentrated on dicing her potato into bits. “Men with political aspirations usually prefer it.”

He pounced on her slip. “And what makes you think I have political aspirations?”

Her head shot up, her face showing panic. “I-I. . . isn’t that why you serve on all those boards and such? What other reason would a marquess have for doing so?”

Still smarting from her earlier allegations, he snapped, “Can’t a man with political aspirations also have a social conscience? And be interested in politics precisely because of that conscience?” He leaned back and glared at her, daring her to repeat her unfair assertions from this morning.

But she mostly seemed surprised by his statement. “Well. . . I. . . yes, I suppose so.”

He relaxed. “That’s why I’d prefer a wife who’d participate in activities where she felt useful–either to me or to others. If that turned out to be working for reform at my side, I’d welcome it.”

Suddenly it occurred to him that he might use this conversation to coax her into revealing her true identity. “Besides, there are times when a woman’s fine instincts and knowledge of domestic life can be a real asset, especially on charitable boards.”

“Oh?”

“Take, for example, a governing board I serve on for a boys’ school.” He drank some wine, gazing at her over the rim of the glass, but she wouldn’t look at him. “With coal prices being what they are and our budget limited, we were having trouble heating the two large halls the boys slept in. It took a woman on the board to figure out that we were attacking the problem from the wrong angle. Instead of heating the rooms, she said, we needed to heat the beds.”

Bella seemed to have developed an inordinate interest in her cucumber salad, given the way she dredged the slices back and forth through the dressing.

He went on. “Lady Kingsley suggested that during the day we store the boys’ blankets in a closet adjacent to the chimneys that lead from the kitchens. She also said the lads should put hot bricks from the oven into their beds every evening before bedtime. Between the warmed blankets and the bricks, the boys are kept quite comfy, and we aren’t forced to pay exorbitant prices for extra coal.”

“What a good idea.” She lifted a smug gaze to him. “This Lady Kingsley sounds very resourceful.”

He stifled a grin. “Oh, yes, very resourceful indeed. But then it takes a woman to be resourceful in such matters. We men would have spent all our time trying to figure out how to lower the cost of coal in England so we could afford to purchase more for heating Lamberton School.”

She laughed, and the warm sound settled in his chest. They are in a companionable silence for a few moments.

But he wasn’t done with her yet. “Of course, those womanly instincts and emotions can sometimes also be a liability.”

“How so?”

“I recently suggested that we build a factory on the grounds of the school. And this same astute lady–reacting as the gently bred creature that she is–opposed it without even listening to my proposal.”

She drew her mouth up in a mutinous line. “Perhaps the idea of child labor revolted her.”

“Ah, but these are older boys, eager to learn a skill and find ways to support their parents and siblings. Besides which, I don’t mean to have them do anything taxing. The way I envision it, the factory’s activities can be integrated with their studies. They’ll learn about mathematics in class, then see it applied at the factory. They’ll learn how to run a business through the factory, then be more motivated to read those books and essays that inspired the men of trade who went before them.”

“I see. It does sound. . . rather intriguing when you put it like that.” She toyed with a piece of asparagus, twirling it round and round on her plate with her fork. “And did the other members of your board approve of this idea?”

“Some of them. Not all.” He broke off some bread and buttered it. “In fact, that’s why I was at that auction–I was trying to convince Lord Bradford to support my position.”

Her gaze shot to his. “But you bid against him!”

“Yes. I bid against him.” He added dryly, “I think it’s safe to say that I’ve lost his support.”

“Why would you do that? Enter into a foolish bidding competition when it went against your best interests to do so?”

Tossing the bread aside, he leaned forward to clasp her hands. “Because I couldn’t bear to see a woman as lovely and refined as you in the clutches of a man like him.”

The blood drained from her face. “So you were trying to. . . to protect me?”

He nodded. All right, so that wasn’t all he’d wanted to do, but that had certainly been part of it.

“You weren’t really wanting to spend the night with a widow at all?” she asked in a small voice.

“No. It’s not my sort of entertainment. I only bid because Bradford did.”

Drawing her hands free of his grasp, she murmured, “Then you don’t really want to bed me.”

Her plaintive tone confused him. “It’s not that I don’t want to bed you exactly. . . it’s just that–”

“I should have known.” Her head was bowed, and she kept twisting her hands together. “I was afraid of this–that I might lack the figure and the. . . the female attractions to tempt a man like you–”

“Good God, I only wish that were true,” he broke in. She was making him feel awful. And were those tears glimmering in her eyes, for God’s sake? “See here, Bella, there isn’t a bloody thing wrong with your figure or your female attractions. If this were a different situation, I’d already have you naked in that bed.”

Her startled gaze swung to him. “What do you mean–a different situation? Even if you started out by trying to protect me–and I do appreciate that–you did win me. And you can tell I’m willing to go through with my end of it. I want to be naked in that bed, so why not take advantage of it?”

“Because you only think you want it, that’s why! You don’t really want it.”

She rose from the chair, her eyes bright. “You have no idea what I want!”

“Not a sordid night with a stranger, I’ll wager.” He rose from his chair, too, his blood running hot as he waited, hoping she’d admit that he wasn’t a stranger to her. When she only glanced away, he snapped, “No matter what your foolish reasons for participating in that auction, you couldn’t possibly have known what you were getting yourself into.”

“I knew precisely what I was getting myself into: a night with a man. That’s all I wanted!”

“Someone who might abuse you or hurt you?” He dropped his voice to a threatening murmur. “You don’t know what men can be like.”

Her head snapped around, her fierce eyes boring into him. “Then perhaps you should show me!”

Without warning, she began to unfasten the ties that held her flimsy satin costume together, and all the blood in his body rushed to one inexorable spot.

She freed the last tie, then shimmied defiantly out of her gown to reveal a chemise so sheer he could see the tips of her breasts straining against the silk. He couldn’t help it–he gaped at them, his mouth going dry at the sight.

“Devil take you, Bella!” His muscles tightened, and the heaviness of his desire settled between his thighs. “You won’t stop this madness until I give you a taste of what you think you want, will you?”

That seemed to provoke her even further. With a grim, determined smile, she thrust her breasts up for his perusal. That made it even worse, for the loving drape of the silk left nothing to the imagination. They were perfect–as plump and luscious as he’d imagined in his fevered fantasies of her.

She strode up to him, practically daring him to touch her. “If you want me naked in that bed, Justin, then do something about it. Because no matter what your reasons for bidding, you paid a lot of money for one night with me. So I think it’s time you put your mouth where your money is.”

When she began to unbutton her chemise, revealing her lovely bare skin inch by inch, all his control snapped. Taking the few steps to meet her, he caught her head in his large hands. Need surged through him as he stared down at the full, tempting lips and the eyes that gleamed mysteriously behind the white satin mask.

He wanted to shake her. He wanted to kiss her.

She’d made him desperate to bed her, but it was impossible. Because it wasn’t only Bella he’d be bedding, but Lady Kingsley, too. And though Lady Kingsley seemed to think she wanted this, once she came to her senses, she’d hate him for taking advantage of her whim. She’d never be able to face him across the table at meetings, and their encounter would lie solidly between them until it became an ugly thing they couldn’t get around.

He wished there could be more between them. But much as he’d teased her about taking her for his mistress, that would never work. Nor could he marry a woman still in love with the gentle Saint Henry. What Justin felt for her wasn’t gentle, and he’d be damned if he’d compete with her late husband for her affections.

But he could at least make her see the idiocy of what she was doing. “Never say I didn’t warn you,” he growled, then brought his mouth down hard on hers.

He’d tried to be careful before, heedful of the sort of woman she was and sure that she’d stop him at any moment. But now anger rode him, anger and desire and a need to put her silly notions to rest once and for all. So he spared her nothing in that kiss, taking her mouth with all the passion he was capable of, making sure not to blunt the force of his desire in any way.

But she didn’t seem to mind. Her mouth was eager beneath his, warm and open and yielding. She tugged at his coat until he shrugged out of it, and then she went to work on his waistcoat buttons.

A haze of need fogged his brain. He filled his hands with her breasts, reveling in the full weight of them, the nipples that pebbled beneath his touch even through the fabric. Oh, God, she was soft. . . and sweet and more woman than he’d ever imagined. He had to taste her or he’d go mad.

Trailing kisses down her neck, he shoved her chemise off her shoulders and down far enough to bare both breasts–both beautiful, bountiful breasts. They made his mouth water. He dropped to one knee so he could kiss them properly.

She smelled of lemons and woman–a scent designed to entice. And it was working, too. All he wanted was to lay her out and take her like a savage.

He settled for taking her breast in his mouth instead, laving it with his tongue, teasing the sweet little nipple with his teeth. When she uttered a groan and arched into him, that only maddened him further. He sucked and caressed her lush breast endlessly, fondling the other with his hand, until he was so aroused he thought he’d erupt right there.

Bloody hell, he must end this soon, before he did something he regretted, before he cried out her real name.

Which he now realized he could never do. They might not have lain together, but they’d done and said enough to mortify her for life. So it was best that she think he hadn’t guessed her identity. Then she could return to her real life without embarrassment, repenting only in private the reckless encounter from which she’d escaped by the skin of her teeth.

But before he thrust her aside, he’d give her something reckless to repent, by God.

So he slowly slipped his hand under her chemise. . . 












5




Isobel was already half in ecstasy from what Justin was doing to her breasts. Henry had never even touched her breasts, but Justin made up for it with his wicked lips and flicking tongue. Who would have dreamed it could feel this exciting to have a man’s mouth there? The way he teased and sucked. . . it sent a luscious heat melting down through her belly, down. . . down. . . 

To where his hand was sliding under her chemise. A thrill of awareness shot through her. He was going to touch her down there, in her secret place. She held her breath, half-afraid, half-eager. But when his finger burrowed through her tangled curls to stroke the flesh already aching for a caress, she thought she’d jump out of her skin.

The sensations were so intense that she dug her fingers into his shoulders. His mouth grew fierce and devouring on her breast, and his finger. . . oh, dear heaven, his finger! It was inside her, for pity’s sake, delving inside her with a deft stroke that made her gasp. He delved again, more deeply, and she squirmed. It felt so good. Strange, but good.

Soon he had two fingers inside her and was using his thumb to fondle a sensitive spot that sent her right out of her mind. Ohhh, the things he was doing with those devilish fingers! A tension built between her legs, a tension that he fed with every stroke and caress.

She’d never imagined such a thing! It was better than kissing, better by far. . . better than anything. . . so very exciting. . . Oh, Lord, now the tension grew almost unbearable, making her strain against him to get more, feel more of those magical fingers.

Until suddenly the tension peaked, sending her soaring into a realm of pleasure she’d never, ever known.

A cry erupted from her mouth. . . his name, over and over. That seemed to encourage him further. He went on fondling her until she peaked again more fiercely, her hands tearing at his shirt, her throat hoarse from her cries.

Only when her knees buckled did he stop, drawing his hands from beneath her chemise to steady her. His mouth left her breast, and his eyes shone with need as he gazed up at her. She reveled in it. Who would have ever guessed that Lord Warbrooke was capable of such intensity? Or that he could show a woman such pleasures?

She cupped his face, fumbling for words to express how wonderful it had been and how eagerly she anticipated the rest, but he jerked away from her touch.

Her heart caught in her throat as he rose slowly to his feet. To her shock, he pulled the chemise back up to cover her breasts. Reaching for the ties, he began to fasten them again, and she caught his hand. “Stop that! What are you doing?”

He stepped back from her, his breath coming in unsteady gasps. “You’ve had your taste. That ought to be enough.”

“But. . . but we’re not finished!” She knew enough about lovemaking to know that, for pity’s sake.

His eyes glittered in the stark hunger of his face. “Yes, we are. That’s as much as you’re getting from me tonight, Bella.”

She blinked. It took a few seconds for his words to register, but when they did, her heart dropped into her stomach.

How could he make her want him, then turn around and refuse her so cruelly? She’d begun to believe he wasn’t the man she’d thought, that he wasn’t at all the calculating creature eager for power that she’d assumed.

But perhaps she’d been wrong to trust all his kind words and sweet attentions.

“Why?” she whispered. An awful possibility suddenly occurred to her. “Is it because I did something wrong? I failed to excite you?”

“God preserve me from stupid women!” He threaded his fingers through his hair in clear frustration. “I can hardly stay on my feet for the weight of my arousal, and you can ask such a bloody foolish thing?”

Her gaze shot to his trousers, which did seem to be rather. . . filled out. “Then why not satisfy your urges? And mine?”

Hot, wanton need flared in his face. “Good God, woman, don’t you understand? Any satisfaction of your ‘urges,’ any pleasure you might feel if we make love, won’t last beyond tonight. Not for a woman like you.”

A chill went through her. A woman like her? Could he have guessed that she was Lady Kingsley? Could all of this be just his way of tormenting her?

No, how could that be? Surely if he’d guessed, he would have said something by now. Lord Warbrooke would never have kept silent on such a subject. And the way he’d kissed her and caressed her. . . well, she couldn’t imagine Lord Warbrooke taking such liberties with a woman he’d always seemed to dislike.

Still, to be safe. . . “What kind of woman do you think I am? What could you possibly know about me, aside from the fact that I’m a masked widow who participated in a scandalous auction?”

He averted his gaze from her. “I don’t have to know–I can easily guess it. You’re a lady of breeding. It’s in your speech, your bearing, your superior attitude.” Striding over to a tray of brandy and glasses, he poured himself a generous portion. “I’ll wager you spent your childhood at a country estate under your father’s tender protection, then went straight to London for your coming out, where you met your ‘amiable’ man who never lifted a hand to you a day in his life.”

He gulped down some brandy, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “And after the man you loved died and left you alone, you couldn’t bear the emptiness of your life without him, so you got some maggoty idea in your head about this bloody auction.”

He whirled on her, eyes flashing. “But you aren’t the kind to dally with men for sport. You’re the kind to feel shame after it’s done, to torture yourself for giving in to your ‘wicked’ impulses. And frankly, I don’t want to be the one you hate for encouraging them.” Knocking back another swig of brandy, he shifted his gaze to the fireplace. “I don’t want to be the man to defile the memory of the husband you seem to have worshiped.”

She wanted to laugh. Him and his noble impulses–he was worse than Henry. In fact, she began to think he might even be a better man than Henry, in more ways than one. But that made her yearn all the more to share his bed.

“Oh, Justin, your protectiveness is very sweet, but entirely unnecessary. Yes, I did worship my husband. Shall I tell you why?”

A muscle tightened in his jaw. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

“Too bad. I think you should hear. Especially when you persist in these strange notions about me.”

She took a steadying breath. She’d never told a soul in good society these things, and it wasn’t easy to relate them now. Especially to him. If not for the safety of her disguise, she could never say it. “I worshiped my late husband because I was grateful for what he’d done for me. You see, he’s the one who saved me from a life of drudgery in a cotton mill.”

His gaze swung back to her, confused, incredulous. “What?”

“This ladylike faÇade you see before you is precisely that. A faÇade.” Bitterness crept into her voice. . . and regret that she could never be a real lady, no matter how much she tried. She would always be an impostor. “This image was built through years of education and countless lessons in etiquette and deportment. It took tutors and dance instructors and–”

“I don’t believe you.”

She let herself fall into an accent long in disuse, a manner of speaking as foreign to her now as her “proper lady” role sometimes felt. “Well, sir, it ain’t my problem if you believe it or no.”

Jerking off her gloves, she approached him and thrust her hands up to his face. “See the scars? They ain’t from workin’ needlepoint. Them scars come from startin’ work in the mill at the wee age o’six. After twelve ’ours of work, a child starts to nod off an’ can’t keep up with the machines. So ’er ’ands catch the rough end an’ take a slice ’ere an’ there. I know a girl wot lost ’er thumb. An’ there was a boy–”

“Enough,” he whispered. Catching her hands in his, he fingered her scars. Revulsion mingled with pity in his face.

She could hardly bear to see it. It was difficult enough exposing her true nature to him, but to have him pity her for it. . . 

Tugging her hands free, she turned her back to him and reverted to her usual manner of speaking. “Not quite the childhood at a country estate under a father’s tender protection that you envisioned, is it?”

A ragged oath erupted from him. “But how–”

“I was an orphan. And not the secret child of noble parents that you see in children’s tales either, in case that’s what you’re thinking. Just a plain, ordinary orphan who lived with a poor aunt. I worked at the cotton mill in Lancashire until I was twelve.”

Though these were painful secrets, she felt an odd relief in being able to tell someone–anyone–who she really was. After all, she’d hidden it for so very long. Apparently anonymity did have its uses, one of which was allowing her to unburden herself without fear of the consequences.

She went on more easily. “That was the year a reformer came unannounced to inspect the mill.” She smiled, remembering that day. “He caught the overlooker dunking a child’s head in the cistern to wake her up. He acted on impulse: he punched the overlooker out and then bought the mill. And the first thing he did was ban children under the age of fourteen from working there.”

Lost in the bittersweet memories, she balled her gloves up in her hands. “But by then my aunt had died, and I had nowhere to go. I’d been taking care of myself in her cottage, but without the work at the mill. . . ”

She shrugged. “I threw myself on his tender mercies. I asked to be a servant in his house, a kitchen maid, anything.” A lump filled her throat. “I still don’t know what he saw in me, but he took pity on me and brought me back to his estate. He had me educated as a gentlewoman. He told me if I worked hard to improve myself, I could have a shop or even be a governess. I think it pleased him to watch my progress.”

“You lived alone with him?” he asked in an uneasy voice.

“It’s not how it sounds. His second wife had only recently died, but his sister lived with him. It was all very proper, believe me.”

A long, awkward silence filled the room. He was the one who broke it. “So how did you come to marry him?”

“As I grew older, I began helping him with his work. I suppose we sort of. . . fell into marriage. I don’t think he would have bothered to marry again at all except that he hadn’t yet fathered an heir. He was a man of property, a gentleman, and he needed a son. And it occurred to him. . . ” She trailed off, loath to reveal these intimate secrets about Henry.

“What occurred to him, Bella?”

It wasn’t as if Justin would know whom she spoke of, was it? Justin had barely known Henry, and few people talked of Henry’s previous wives. “Well, his first two wives had been the refined sort. He always said the aristocracy was overbred, and that it was killing them. He thought perhaps an infusion of the stronger blood of peasant stock, as he put it, might help him produce a son.”

“And you didn’t mind providing him with the ‘peasant stock’?” he choked out.

“How could I? He’d done so much for me–the least I could do was marry him and try to give him an heir.” Her gaze dropped to the gloves she kept twisting in her hands. “But I failed in that respect. Doesn’t say much for the power of my stronger blood, does it?”

“You can’t blame yourself for that.” The thrum of his low voice washed over her like a caress. “These things happen. It might have been his fault, after all. Either way, no one is truly to blame except God, and He isn’t apologizing. So I don’t see why you should.”

She faced him with a wan smile. “An interesting point and one I’d never considered.”

He didn’t smile at her echo of his earlier statement. Indeed, the look on his face was so full of sympathy and concern that it brought tears to her eyes. How had she ever thought this man incapable of true feeling?

Ruthlessly she blinked her tears back, grateful for the mask that helped to hide them. “In any case, I’m not the well-bred lady you thought I was. That’s all I was trying to illustrate. So your balking at making love to me is entirely unnecessary, you see.”

“Oh, no, you’re wrong,” he said fiercely. “If anything, your tale has made it even more necessary. I’m sorry, Bella, but I won’t make love to you. Not now, not ever.”
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Though Justin knew he’d made the right decision, it cost him a great deal to hold to it. Especially when she stood there looking so lost.

But what she’d told him explained so much. It was no wonder she’d reacted violently to his proposal at the governing board. If he’d been in her place, he’d have done the same.

Unfortunately, it also explained why she worshiped Henry Lamberton. She would never accept another man in Lamberton’s place. And who could blame her? What man could replace a real saint?

That must be why she’d participated in the auction instead of just looking for a husband–she didn’t want a man to replace Lamberton. Except for one night. And Justin couldn’t be only that to her, not now that he’d seen how truly rare a woman she was.

“I should take you home,” he said.

He regretted the words when he saw tears leak out from beneath her mask. Bloody hell, he hadn’t wanted to make her cry! Not after all she’d endured.

“I-I see,” she stammered. “Now that you realize how very far beneath you I am–”

“Don’t be absurd.” It hurt that she could even think that of him. “Your origins have nothing to do with it. If anything, they make me respect you more. Indeed, I respect you too much to take advantage of you when you still have only room for your husband in your heart.”

She blinked at him. “What? You think. . . ” She laughed harshly. “Dear heaven, so that’s what this reluctance is all about.” She stepped nearer, her face full of supplication. “Oh, Justin, didn’t you understand what I was saying? My marriage wasn’t like that at all.”

“Like what?”

“A love match. Yes, I was grateful to my husband for what he did, but–” With a sigh, she glanced away. “Have you ever heard the myth of Galatea and Pygmalion?”

He sifted through the years of his Eton education. “Pygmalion was the one who created a statue of a woman so perfect that he fell in love with it, right?”

She nodded. “He suffered for his love, but Venus took pity on him and turned Galatea into a real woman. Then Pygmalion and Galatea married.”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re saying that your husband was Pygmalion, and you were Galatea.”

A bitter smile touched her lips. “Exactly. Except that my Pygmalion hardly ventured beyond adoration of his statue. He had no idea how to be Galatea’s husband. All those lovely things you just did. . . the way you touched me and kissed me? Hen–my husband would never have done any of them.”

He couldn’t fathom such madness. “Why not?”

She strode up to him, her eyes glittering beneath the mask. “My husband considered that sort of behavior too wicked for his precious creation. Despite all his talk about peasant blood, once he made me into the image of a perfect wife, he didn’t want to defile that image in any way.”

Justin stared at her, wanting but hardly daring to believe what she was saying.

She went on relentlessly. “He couldn’t avoid committing the actual act of love–not if he wanted to sire a son–but he made it. . . ” She halted, no doubt reluctant to speak of the intimacies of her marriage. Then she went on. “He made it as short and perfunctory as possible. There was no enjoyment, no pleasure, none of those heavenly feelings you gave me. Just a few painful thrusts while he apologized for inconveniencing me.”

“Bloody hell,” he whispered, the truth slamming into him. There were men with such proper ideas, but he’d never guessed Lamberton would be that sort. How could the man have wasted his hours with her in such a stupid fashion?

Though Justin hadn’t been much better. When he could have been showing her how wonderful lovemaking between two people could be, he’d been acting like a pompous idiot, ignoring her protests, sure that he knew better.

What a fool he was. “I’m sorry, Bella, I didn’t realize–”

“And I thought that was all there was,” she went on as if she hadn’t heard him. “I thought that was all I could expect of a husband. Until my friend told me it didn’t have to be like that. I was sure she was wrong–that perhaps I was flawed–”

“You’re not flawed.” He grabbed her by the shoulders, needing to reassure her, to touch her, now that he knew he could. “You’re not flawed in any way.”

“It might be better if I was! Then perhaps you men would stop putting me on a pedestal where I don’t belong! I don’t want to be Galatea anymore, blast it!”

She twisted out of his grip, but he caught her about the waist and tugged her back against his body. When she froze, he pressed his mouth to her ear. “You can’t stop being Galatea. It’s who you are, whom he made you into. You couldn’t return to being that orphan millworker even if you wished to.”

A strangled sob erupted from her, and he went on hastily before she could misunderstand. “But it might not be so bad on that pedestal if you have the right man there with you.”

“Th-the right man?” she echoed.

“Yes.” It was time he showed her what Lamberton had not. She might only want him for tonight, but he’d give her that, no matter what it cost him. It was the least she deserved after risking so much for one wanton night. He lowered his voice to whisper. “If you ask my opinion, what Galatea needs is a lover.”

She turned her head to gaze up at him, and the look of hope in her face nearly shattered him. “Where do you suggest I find this lover?”

“Right here.” He cupped her cheek in his hand. “I’d be honored to fill the position.”

“But what if I really am flawed–”

“The only flaw you possess, my darling Bella,” he murmured as he turned her fully to face him, “is a deplorable inability to appreciate how wonderful you truly are.”

A sudden smile broke over her face. “Oh, Justin, you say the sweetest things. Tell me, have you a method for ridding me of my ‘deplorable’ flaw?”

“Indeed I do.” Feeling his hunger well up inside him, fierce, undeniable, he pushed the sleeves of her chemise off her shoulders. “What you need is to see yourself through the eyes of a man who does appreciate how wonderful you are. Like me, for example.”

She sucked in a shaky breath as he dragged her chemise lower.

“First, there are your breasts.” His voice thickened with need as he exposed them fully. “So beautiful and soft to the touch. I love having them in my mouth.”

Dropping to his knees, he kissed them in turn. “I love tasting them and teasing them and. . . ” He trailed off as he seized one in his mouth, giving free rein to the urges that had plagued him endlessly all night.

But only for a moment. There was more of her he wanted to “appreciate.” Sliding the chemise down farther, he smiled to see her slender waist. Lamberton must have been blind to ignore this angel’s delights, to treat her body as something shameful when he should have been worshiping it.

Well, Lamberton’s loss was his gain, and he’d make up for the man’s stupidity if it took him all night. “Then there’s your smooth belly,” he rasped through a throat gone raw with desire. “One day, if you’ll give me the chance, I intend to spread this belly with jam and spend an afternoon licking it all off.”

Her skin quivered at his words, but her hands reached to caress his hair, and that was all the encouragement he needed. He kissed her navel, then pressed open-mouthed kisses in widening circles around it, inching lower and closer with every one.

Only after she swayed into him with a moan did he draw back to tug her chemise free of her hips. It dropped to the floor, baring her completely to his gaze.

With a little embarrassed cry, she covered the thatch of hair with her hand.

“Don’t,” he commanded. He looked up at her. “I want to see you, darling Bella.”

Though her face grew pink, she nodded and pulled her hand away. “My husband never saw me without clothing,” she said softly. “He told me that nakedness was indecent and. . . and shameful for a lady.”

He felt a surge of anger toward Lamberton, anger mingled with pity. “What about when you made love?”

“He came into the bedchamber in his nightshirt, gave me a kiss, then got into bed. Only after he was under the sheets did he lift my nightshirt and. . . and. . . well. . . you know. . . ”

Without sucking those pretty breasts? Or touching her lovely belly or–“Your husband was insane,” he growled. He unfastened both her garters, then slid her hose down her legs. “Not to take advantage of his right to see these perfect thighs of yours? Bloody insane.”

Stroking up the insides of her legs, he said hoarsely, “You don’t know what they do to me–your elegant thighs. I can’t help imagining them wrapped about my waist as I drive into your sweetness.”

Her face flamed, especially when he sat back on his haunches and parted her curls with his fingers to expose the pink flesh beneath. “And as for this sweetness here. . . ” he began.

“Justin, you shouldn’t–”

He ignored her protest. “This is the holy altar at which I long to worship. It’s so tender and dainty and eager for me.”

Then he leaned forward and planted a kiss right on it. She jerked back with a little gasp of surprise, but he caught her hips to hold her still. “Oh, no, Galatea,” he said, smiling up at her, “how can I be your lover if I can’t worship every part of you?”

She looked uncertain, but he could already feel her relaxing in his hands. “Justin, are you sure–”

“Shhh,” he murmured, then kissed her there again. But this time he used his tongue and his lips to caress her sweet petals, delighting in how the swollen flesh grew warm and fluid beneath his mouth.

Good God, her scent inflamed him–ripe with musk and hinting at lemon oil. It made him devour her, thrusting his tongue deep inside in his urgency to know more of her.

She shivered and shook, yet made no move to prevent him or chide him for his scandalous behavior. Her hands left his hair to knead his shoulders, and the mewling sounds she made in her throat turned his cock to iron. His mouth was ravenous on her now, and he could feel the heat build in her body, between her legs, beneath his hungry lips.

When at last she convulsed and cried out his name, he thought he’d come off in his breeches right there.

He needed to be inside her. He couldn’t wait another moment. So while her knees were still buckling, he rose to sweep her up in his arms and head for the bed.

Isobel reveled in Justin’s fierce, eager hunger. Like her very own Roman conqueror, he carried her off, his eyes dark with the intent to plunder and vanquish and mold her to his will.

She was quite eager to be molded after the way he’d sent her soaring just now. Why, her tender parts still thrummed from the excitement, and he hadn’t even put himself inside her yet.

As he set her down on the bed, she stretched out to her full length, feeling languid and soft and all woman. He stepped back, and she propped herself up on one elbow to watch him drag his shirt off.

How odd that it didn’t bother her in the least to recline here entirely naked. But he’d banished any shame in her body that Henry had tried to drum into her. He’d certainly banished any reluctance to see him scandalously bare his chest.

Such a fine chest it was, too! She hadn’t seen a shirtless male since her girlhood in the mill, where the proprieties were rarely observed. Back then she’d been too young and tired to care what the boys looked like, but she did remember that their bony and grimy chests bore no resemblance to this wide expanse of male muscle, all sculpted and lean.

“Are you sure about this, Bella?” he asked, his hands pausing on his breeches buttons.

Her gaze flicked down to his bulging breeches, and curiosity overcame any lingering apprehension. “Oh, Lord, yes,” she whispered.

A faint smile graced the firm mouth that had just sent her into ecstasies. “Like what you see, do you?”

She blushed, and turned her head. “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to–”

“There’s nothing to apologize for.” Catching her by the chin, he turned her back around. “I like having you look at me.” Her gaze met his to find it smoldering with heat. He added in a ragged whisper, “I’d like it even better if you’d touch me, too.”

Her heart knocked madly against her ribs. Sitting up, she ran her hands over his chest, over the muscles flexing beneath rough, hairy skin, over the taut belly that trembled beneath her questing fingers.

“My husband never let me touch him,” she murmured. “I was supposed to lie still. He said if I touched him, he might do something awful.”

“Like make love to you as you deserve?” he bit out. “Forget your husband. Forget every stupid thing he ever told you.” He shoved his breeches off to bare drawers that strained with the fullness of his arousal. “Granted, there are men with such absurd notions about lovemaking, but I’m not one of them.”

Opening his drawers, he slid quickly out of them, and her heart stopped. His shaft sprang free, long and rigid and arrogant–a conqueror’s lance, to be sure. And she’d wager it was larger than Henry’s had been, though she couldn’t be sure since she’d only felt Henry’s. She didn’t know whether to be frightened or intrigued by Justin’s size. If Phoebe were right, then her discomfort during lovemaking hadn’t been related to the size of the blasted thing.

But if Phoebe were wrong. . . 

“If you belonged to me, darling Bella,” Justin rasped, “I’d take every opportunity to have your hands on my bare flesh.”

“Like now?” she whispered a little nervously.

“God, yes, now. I’d like nothing better.”

Reaching out, she stroked his silky thickness tentatively with her fingers. “Y-you’ll have to show me how to give you pleasure. I don’t know anything.”

“You know plenty, almost too much for a man’s sanity. But I’d love it if you’d grip it in your hand.” Closing her fingers around him, he said, “Here, like this.”

With a patience that she knew required great effort, he showed her how to caress him. It excited her to see him so rapt, to watch him throw his head back and utter heartfelt groans of pleasure. She’d never guessed it would be so wonderful to prompt this reaction in a man.

But she’d scarcely adapted to the new, delightful experience when he brushed her hand away, whispering, “I need to be inside you, Bella, I can’t wait any longer.” Pushing her down onto the bed, he knelt between her knees. “We have all night for playing, but for now, let me inside you. . . ”

Her answer was to widen her legs and lift her hands to draw him down on top of her. Still, she couldn’t prevent the trembling in her limbs or the subtle fear that made her fingers tighten on his shoulders. This was it. And what if she truly were flawed? What if this proved to be only more disappointment?

“Don’t worry,” he said, gentling her with one hand stroking up her thigh. “I’ll make it good, I swear. Relax, just relax.”

Surprisingly, she did. And even more so when his finger delved inside her as before. She knew this, knew what it felt like. So she hardly flinched when he replaced the finger with something larger. She even shifted to give him greater access when he began easing up inside her.

But it was nothing like having Henry force himself there. She didn’t feel violated or hurt or embarrassed. She felt. . . filled. Yes, that was it, filled to the brim with Justin, surrounded by his scent, engulfed in his strength.

So this was why they called it “joining.” No other word could adequately describe this intimacy, this intensity.

“Ohhh,” she said, as any lingering anxiety drained from her. “I like this.”

He choked out a laugh. “Good.”

“Do. . . do you like it, too?”

“Can’t you tell? Oh. . . darling. . . you feel wonderful. So tight. . . so warm. I wish I could stay like this forever.”

“Why can’t you?” she teased.

That Roman blood of his shone in every devouring glance he settled over her lips and breasts and belly. “Because it’s even better when I do this.”

That’s when he moved. He drew himself out, then thrust so deeply into her that she gasped. Again and again, he drove into her, his blue gaze piercing her, his mouth whispering how he loved being with her, what he wanted to do to her, how often he wanted to do it.

Like a thread caught on a spindle, she felt as if he wound her tighter and tighter around him, joining them so they could never break apart, twisting their destinies together irrevocably.

Oh, dear heaven, what a feeling! The same glittering excitement that she’d felt earlier built again, only this time it was different because it seemed to come from him, too, to seize them both together until they were straining against each other, pressing together, fighting to be as much a part of each other as possible.

This time when the explosion came, like a white-hot searing of her soul, her cry of release mingled with his hoarser one. And joy rained down from the heavens all over her.

“Bella, Bella. . . my sweet Bella,” he chanted as he spilled himself inside her.

His possessive tone gave her pause. Because this was a man she could easily lose herself to.

As he collapsed atop her, she clutched him close, her heart constricting in her chest. Oh, Lord, she’d fallen in love with him. With Warbrooke, who would never marry her. Lady Kingsley might fit some of his needs for a wife, but the orphan millworker Isobel would never do. He was headed for prime minister, for heaven’s sake, the sort of man who required a matchless wife. Not one with her low past.

Yet perhaps she could be content with an illicit liaison. Plenty of widows engaged in them. If they were discreet. . . 

No, she couldn’t. He’d marry some politically appropriate wife one day, and it would destroy her.

With a growl of contentment, he rolled off her, then dragged her into the lee of his large body. Hooking one arm under her head to cradle it, he draped the other across her waist. “Well, Bella, what do you think–are you flawed or no?”

A sudden shyness seized her. “What do you think?”

He tipped her chin up until she was gazing into his face. “I think Bradford was a fool to stop at a mere thousand pounds.”

Every uncertainty she’d ever had about her feminine qualities evaporated. She laughed, her heart flipping over in her chest. “You really are a dear, do you know that?” She stretched up to kiss his cheek. “That’s for bidding so much for me.” She kissed his other cheek. “That’s for saving me from Bradford.” Then she planted a hot kiss firmly on his mouth. “And that’s for showing me how wonderful lovemaking can be.”

His eyes darkened. “I have a better way you can show your thanks.”

Her belly tightened in anticipation. . . until he lifted his hand to the ties at the back of her mask.

“Do we really need this anymore?” he murmured. “Let me see your face.”

“No!” She gripped his wrist to prevent his tugging the ties loose. “No. . . I-I can’t.”

Rebellion showed in the clenching of his Roman jaw, and for a moment she feared he’d unmask her anyway.

Then he sighed and dropped his hand from the back of her head. “As you wish.”

Relief made her weak. And grateful. “Thank you.” She pressed a kiss to his neck, then another, lingering to taste the salty skin with the tip of her tongue.

He shuddered, his skin drawing taut under her kisses. “Bella, if you keep that up, I won’t be responsible for my actions.”

“Good.” She lifted her head to grin at him. “I’d say we’ve a great deal of wine left to drink, and I’m still thirsty.”

He froze, his eyes a stark, brilliant blue. Then with a growl, he caught her mouth in a blatantly plundering kiss.

Her heart filled as she gave herself up to him. She might have to swear off this particular bottle of wine in the morning, but for tonight she intended to drink her fill.
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The prim and proper Lady Kingsley was going to kill him.

In the wee hours of the morning, Justin fell back against the pillows after their last lovemaking session, so completely drained that he couldn’t even move to drag the cover up over their naked bodies.

It had been a long, tempestuous night. They’d made love on the table where he’d licked wine off her luscious little belly. They’d made love on the floor before the fireplace, writhing on the fur rug like cats in heat.

And just now they’d made love in the bath they’d called for shortly after midnight. What a tricky business that had been. But he must have managed it well, since “Bella” had climaxed three times.

He turned over to tease her about her insatiable “peasant blood,” only to find that she’d finally reached her limit. She lay on her side asleep, her mask slightly askew, her hands folded like an innocent’s under her cheek.

Even though they both desperately needed the rest, he felt a twinge of regret. Their private night was over. There would be other nights, but never another like this.

In the morning, everything would change. He’d been willing to humor her about this mask nonsense for a while, because he hadn’t wanted to ruin her enjoyment. But tomorrow was another matter entirely. They’d have to make plans and discuss marriage.

Because he knew beyond any doubt that he wanted no other woman in his bed and his life. No other woman could make him happy. And now that he’d learned he wouldn’t be competing with Lamberton in the bedchamber, he felt certain he could beat out Lamberton for possession of her heart.

Which he fully intended to do. Somewhere between yesterday and the wee hours of today, he’d discovered that he very much wanted the clever, exasperating, and thoroughly bewitching Lady Kingsley to belong to him, and him alone. He didn’t intend to share her with anyone, even her late husband.

In the morning, he would demand that she remove that bloody mask. If she didn’t, he’d snatch it off her. But either way, they would be married as soon as he could obtain a special license.

Not that he expected her to refuse to marry him. No matter what she said about not having the sensibilities of a “real” lady, she would never have made love to him so eagerly without caring for him. Once he removed her mask, she’d have no choice but to admit it. Then marriage would be the next logical step.

Dragging her into the curve of his arms, he kissed the mask that had grown bedraggled in the course of their nighttime revels.

“Good-bye, Bella,” he whispered. “And hello, Lady Warbrooke.”

He was still holding her when he drifted off to sleep.

Just after dawn, he awoke to find his arms empty. He shot up out of the bed, realizing in an instant that something was wrong. The table was precisely as they’d left it–with plates heaped up to one side to make room for the second time they’d made love. The tub still sat in a puddle, and the empty wine bottle listed to one side atop a pile of the towels they’d dampened trying to clean up their bath-water.

But she was gone. Panic seizing him, he leapt from the bed and dragged on his drawers, then searched the room. Her costume had disappeared, along with her pelisse and her shoes. He did find assorted other pieces of clothing–a garter, both stockings, and one of her gloves–but that only showed she’d left in a hurry and probably dressed by firelight. She’d certainly fled, however, as evidenced by the absence of that bloody huge reticule she’d carried. With the sponges in it that they’d forgotten to use.

Thoughts of those sponges roused his temper. She’d left him, damn it! And after letting him make love to her four times without a thought for the consequences! The woman needed a keeper, that was for certain.

Striding to the door, he bellowed for a servant. One appeared in minutes.

“What time did the lady leave?” he demanded as he gathered up his stockings and breeches.

“Over an hour ago, my lord,” the servant stammered. “She said to give you this.” The young man held out a folded sheet of foolscap.

Justin paused in pulling on his breeches to take it. When he opened it to find the page covered with writing, he nodded toward the door. “Thank you, that will be all for now.”

As soon as the servant fled, he scanned the missive.


Dear Justin,

Please forgive me for my cowardice, but I couldn’t bear to stay for good-byes. You’d attempt again to remove my mask, and I couldn’t allow it. Much as I am tempted to accept your offer to be my protector, I must respectfully decline. But thank you for a wonderful evening. I shall never forget your kindness, and I do hope I made it worth the price of your exorbitant bid.

Yours affectionately,
Bella



Feeling as if he’d been struck by a sledgehammer, he stared down at the words in disbelief. What “offer to be my protector” was she blathering about? He hadn’t offered that. He hadn’t had the chance to offer her anything! She hadn’t stayed around long enough to let him!

Yes, he’d teased her early on about becoming his mistress, but that had been only to provoke her, to force her into telling him who she was, damn it.

His blood suddenly ran cold. How could she have known he was only provoking her? He’d never bothered to set her straight. He’d been so sure of himself, so sure of her, that he hadn’t explained himself.

Then he would bloody well do it now, damn it. Tucking the letter under his arm, he buttoned up his breeches and went looking for his shirt. Enough of this nonsense. He’d head straight to the Kingsley town house and tell her everything, then demand that she marry him.

That’s what he should have done last night. He should have ignored all her nonsense about holding on to that mask. A woman like her was meant to be married. Wasn’t that why she’d participated in this auction in the first place?

He strained to remember what she’d said about it, then groaned as it came back to him: I’m testing the waters, that’s all. I’m not quite ready to marry again, and I want to see if I can even bear to be with another man.

A sick despair settled in his gut, making him halt where he was. For the first time it occurred to him that she might not want to marry him. Or even to marry at all. What if she’d insisted on the mask for that reason alone? It didn’t bode well for her feelings that she’d steadfastly refused to remove her mask even after they’d made love. What if she truly had wanted only an evening of pleasure, to “test the waters”?

Worse yet, what if she’d tested the waters and discovered she couldn’t bear to be with another man after all? Then her fleeing would make perfect sense.

He sank onto the bed, feeling as if his heart were shredding apart inside his chest. After they’d made love, he’d simply assumed she would fall in with his plans like a good little girl, like the same starry-eyed young woman who’d married Henry Lamberton out of gratitude for the man’s generosity.

But she wasn’t that same young woman. Galatea had become flesh and blood, with a mind of her own. He’d been too full of himself to see it. He’d been so intent on playing his little games with her that he hadn’t even considered what she might want. She was right–he was indeed overbearing and pompous.

Jerking out the letter again, he reread it, trying to decipher what she might have meant, but its brevity hampered him. All she said was that she “must respectfully decline” his offer. Which he hadn’t actually made.

That meant she might also “respectfully decline” his offer of marriage.

With an oath, he crumpled the note in his hand. Going to her house and unmasking her wasn’t an option. Much as he’d like to storm in and order her to marry him, he doubted such a method would impress Lady Kingsley. What if he confronted her only to discover that she had no interest in marrying him? Or that she was willing to marry him out of gratitude for what he’d taught her in bed? He didn’t want her like that, to be sure.

A sudden chilling thought hit him. What if she agreed to marry him because she feared what he’d do with the knowledge he’d gained about her past last night? If he trapped her, she might very well respond that way.

He groaned. Damn, but he’d made a mess of things. He hadn’t even considered that aspect until just now. She’d chosen not to take her mask off for a reason. Until he knew what it was, he couldn’t act without forcing her into a corner.

So he must find a way to let her know how he felt about her without making her feel obligated to him. If he wanted to win her, he’d have to set it up so that she felt entirely free to choose. Or to keep her anonymity if she so wished.

He glanced down to see her glove still peeping from under the bed where they’d apparently kicked it last night. Picking it up, he mused over it a moment. An idea began to take shape in his mind. . . 

 

Isobel hurried up the steps to the main building of the Lamberton School, fretting over the skirts that hampered her from moving faster. Oh, Lord, she was late. And for this meeting, of all meetings! Devil take her maid for not waking her.

Though she couldn’t really blame the maid too much. Isobel hadn’t slept well in three days–not since her night with Justin.

No, she must stop thinking of him like that. He was Lord Warbrooke. She’d best remember it, before she blundered in front of everyone.

That was the least of her worries, however. Far more important was how she would survive an entire meeting of the governing board without wanting to touch him or smile at him or say something flirtatious.

Which would not do at all. Despite having left a number of personal items at the Clarendon, she’d miraculously escaped detection. She’d be a fool to blunder now.

Never mind that she spent her nights reliving every sweet word and caress and taste they’d shared. That she spent her days trying to wear herself out for those awful, endless nights. She’d made her decision. Perhaps she’d been a bit hasty by not waiting around to see what he’d say, but she couldn’t have borne it if he’d asked her to be his mistress again. If he’d cheapened what she felt for him.

In any case, she would make up for it today. After what he’d said during their night together, she had read his proposal for the boys’ school very carefully. And when she’d examined it through eyes unclouded by suspicion of his motives, she’d discovered it had far more merit than she’d given him credit for. The least she could do was support it now, though she’d have to present her change of heart in a way that wouldn’t rouse his suspicions.

When she reached the top of the stairs, Phoebe was waiting for her. “What is going on?” her friend demanded. “I’ve been trying to see you for three days. I can’t believe you weren’t at home to me.”

“I-I was busy, that’s all.”

A knowing look spread over Phoebe’s face. “Aha! But busy with whom? That’s the question.”

“Lower your voice, for pity’s sake,” Isobel hissed as she veered around her friend and headed purposefully down the hall. “Do you want to ruin me?”

“I saw Lord Warbrooke win you at the Widows’ Auction,” Phoebe said as she hurried after her. “I only want to know if it was everything you expected. And what did he think when he found out it was you?”

Isobel halted in her tracks. “I didn’t tell him. Do you think I’m insane?”

“That bad, was it?”

“No!” At Phoebe’s raised eyebrow, she colored. “No, it was as wonderful as you said it would be. But it could never work between me and Just–. . . Lord Warbrooke. He’s not interested in marriage, and I’m not interested in anything else.”

“He told you that?”

“Yes. Well, sort of.” She continued down the hall.

“Ah, but he didn’t know who you are. That might make a difference.”

“It wouldn’t,” she said feebly.

“So you’ve become a Gypsy fortune-teller, have you? Bella, if you don’t tell a man that you want him, how is he supposed to know? Especially when you take away his chance to decide by keeping your identity secret.”

Isobel paused outside the closed door to the meeting room. “You don’t understand–”

“Oh, but I do. You’re a coward, Isobel Lamberton. You’ve finally found a man who suits you, but you’re afraid to risk your heart. It’s easier to go on with your plodding, lonely life than to take a chance on happiness. Well, you’re a fool if you choose being safe over being loved.”

Then with a sniff, Phoebe opened the door to the meeting room and marched in to take her place at the table.

Isobel stood in the doorway, Phoebe’s words resonating in her brain. Phoebe was right. She was a coward. But she couldn’t help it. She loved him so much she was afraid to be anything else. It would shatter her to have him admit he wanted only some sordid connection with her.

Mustering her strength for the long meeting ahead, she donned her old regal faÇade and walked into the room. “Good day, gentlemen. I’m sorry for being late, but I had some pressing matters to attend to.”

As she skirted the table, she could feel Justin’s eyes following her to her seat. Though that was nothing unusual, today it was different, at least for her. Because for the first time she wanted to meet his gaze boldly, to tell him who she was and how she felt.

But she couldn’t take that chance.

She reached her usual chair and pulled it out, then froze. Directly in the center was a glove. Her glove, the one she’d lost. And attached to it was a note that read only, “Is this yours, Lady Kingsley?” It was signed, “Lord Warbrooke.” Just that, and no other explanation.

Her pulse beat madly as she stood there, unable to do anything but gape at it. God help her, he knew who she was! Did he mean to unmask her right now before the entire board? To reveal her immorality and ruin her? Would he do that?

She forced herself to look up, to meet his gaze. Around him, the others were chattering about this and that, oblivious to the drama playing itself out right there before them. But he sat quietly, patiently, his expression showing nothing. No cruelty, no hint of revenge.

But nothing else either. As if he waited for her to do or say something before he acted.

She glanced down again as something dawned on her. A glove was such an impersonal item. If he’d wanted to shame her, he could have brought something more damning, like the garter or stockings she’d left behind. But he hadn’t.

So what did it mean? What did he expect her to do?

Then it hit her. He was offering her a choice–acknowledge the glove as hers and in so doing acknowledge their connection. . . or deny that it was hers and end their connection forever.

Oh, Lord, what a choice. If she took the glove, she’d be trusting him not to use it against her. And what if her trust were misplaced? What if their wonderful night had merely been leading up to this–to Lord Warbrooke’s final public triumph over her?

No, she couldn’t believe that. Not without believing that every word he’d spoken was a lie, every caress was feigned. . . every dark, hungry look had been only the basest form of lust. And she simply couldn’t.

But what if she accepted, and he offered her only a place in his bed and not in his heart? Could she endure that?

She sighed. Whether she could or no, she owed it to him to tell him that to his face. Continuing as a coward was not fair to him.

Even if he was making it easy for her to refuse him. All she need do was tell him that the glove wasn’t hers and hand it back. She sensed that he’d accept such a gesture as her desire to keep her identity secret, not only from the rest of them but from him as well.

He probably wouldn’t challenge it. But she’d lose him.

If she’d ever had him at all.

She swallowed. Her other choice was to acknowledge their connection by accepting the glove. No one else would know what it meant. But he would. And after that, everything would change between them, regardless of what his intentions were. Did she dare to risk that?

“Lady Kingsley, are you all right?” Mr. Dawson queried.

That jolted her back to her surroundings. “I-I’m fine. I was merely remembering something I left behind.”

She glanced to Justin, stunned to see him look suddenly vulnerable, even afraid. He didn’t want her to deny him. And God help her, but she didn’t want to deny him either, no matter what pain it might mean for her in the future.

She didn’t want to be a coward anymore.

Taking a deep, steadying breath as she held his gaze, she bent and picked up the glove, then slid it into her apron pocket.

Relief flared in Justin’s face, relief and something else. Could it possibly be love?

Hope sprouted within her as she sat down and wielded her gavel a bit unsteadily. “I call this meeting to order,” she began. “At our last meeting–”

“Before we go on, Lady Kingsley,” Justin broke in. “I’d like to make a suggestion.”

“Yes?” she whispered, her heart in her throat.

“I’ve taken some time to read your proposal, and I find it a very worthy project. So I’d like to withdraw my own proposal and move that we adopt yours instead. I have some funds at present that I could funnel into your endowments, and I’m sure if others contributed–”

“I have a better idea, Lord Warbrooke,” she interrupted as hope took even firmer root in her heart. “What if we do both? I, too, spent some hours examining your suggestions, and I think we should embark on your factory idea at once.”

A murmur of surprise ran round the table, and even Justin looked stunned.

She went on hastily. “But your proposal and mine aren’t mutually exclusive, you know. I happen to have come into some funds recently that I’d be more than happy to contribute to the endowments. That would leave you to use your funds for the factory.”

A slow, hopeful smile spread over his Roman conqueror’s face. “What a brilliant idea, Lady Kingsley. It seems we’ve finally found something we can agree on.”

“It does seem that way, doesn’t it?” She allowed herself a smile in return.

The others could only sit and gape at them.

“I say,” Mr. Dawson finally ventured, “whatever happened to you two since the last meeting? Have you both been neglecting to wear your hats in the sun?”

“It was wine, Mr. Dawson,” she couldn’t resist saying. “I had some wine that went straight to my head.”

“How odd,” Justin retorted. “So did I. Tell me, Lady Kingsley, was it as delicious as mine? Because the one I had–”

“We don’t care about the damned wine, old fellow,” Lord Bradford cut in. “Let’s just put the proposal–whatever it is now–to a vote, so we can all go home.”

Isobel exchanged a happy glance with Phoebe, who was grinning broadly enough to split her face open. “Certainly, let’s vote at once. All those in favor of embarking on both projects, raise your hand.”

Everyone raised their hand. Even the irascible Lord Bradford.

“Good,” Isobel said. “Then that’s settled. And I see no point to further discussion on the matter today. Why don’t we all go home and examine both proposals in depth, then meet next week to talk about implementing them?”

She could tell her fellow board members were bewildered by her sudden amiable eagerness to adjourn a meeting, but she didn’t waste too much time worrying about it. She merely tapped her gavel on the table and watched as Phoebe shooed the others out of the meeting room.

All except Lord Warbrooke. He was already rounding the table and coming toward her. She rose and tried not to read too much into that possessive glance of his, but it grew harder by the second. Glancing behind him to where Phoebe had paused in the door, she shot her friend a look of panic. But Phoebe merely smiled and blew her a kiss before walking out and closing the door behind her.

Isobel and Justin were alone at last.

He stood so close that she could touch him, but she didn’t. Instead she stared down at the glove she’d just drawn out of her pocket. “How long have you known who I was?”

“From the moment you said your name was Bella on that dais,” he said softly.

Her gaze shot to him. “As long as all that?”

He nodded.

“But why did you keep quiet? Why didn’t you just unmask me right then and there?”

“In front of Bradford? I wouldn’t be so cruel.” He edged nearer, surrounding her with his heat, his scent. “At first I thought to shake you up a bit, bedevil you the way you’d been bedeviling me with your pronouncements about my character. I intended to give you enough rope to hang yourself before I unveiled you and gave you the lecture of your life about hypocrisy and morality and. . . ”

He paused, lifting his hand to stroke her hair.

She flinched. He’d manipulated her from the moment he’d won the auction. He’d tricked her into telling him everything about her past, and then. . . 

Then he’d made love to her with the most unbearable sweetness. “And what?” she prodded. “What else did you intend to lecture me about?”

“The foolishness of participating in a widows’ auction. I meant what I said about protecting you. I always intended to keep our little battle between the two of us. I would never have told anyone else about your appearance at that auction. So although I admit that I began by wanting to torment you a little, it was never meant to be more than that.”

Hooking his finger beneath her chin, he forced her to look at him. “Then everything changed. The longer it went on, the more I was swept into it, and the more fascinated with you I became. It didn’t take long before I realized I didn’t want to unmask you unless you wanted it. All thoughts of lecturing or embarrassing you went right out the window.” His voice grew husky. “Along with my self-control. Because by then I desired you more than I’ve ever desired anyone in my life. By then I could see the real woman beneath the lofty faÇade. And I wanted that woman for my own.”

A thrill shot through her at his blatantly possessive words.

“Now I need you to explain something to me,” he said, that vulnerability flaring in his face again. “Why did you leave before we could discuss any of this?”

She swallowed. “Because I was afraid you’d want me only as a mistress.” With a sinking heart, she realized he hadn’t yet said he wanted her for anything else. “Not that I blame you, of course. A man with your future doesn’t need a wife with my past as a liability. But I just couldn’t–”

“Oh, Bella, I’m so sorry I didn’t make myself clearer. All that talk about having you for my mistress was meant only to provoke you into revealing yourself. Once I made love to you, there was only one role I wanted you to play in my life, and that was as my wife. I wouldn’t settle for anything less.”

Her fear began to ease. “But what about your future in politics?”

“I have no future in politics without you, darling. Because if I can’t have you at my side, none of it is even worth pursuing.” He flashed her a rakish grin. “If you refuse to marry me, I’ll have to give it all up. Otherwise I’ll make myself a laughingstock. They’ll be gossiping all over town about poor Warbrooke and the widow who broke his heart.”

A smile crept over her face. “You’re exaggerating, you silly man, but I don’t mind. That part about my breaking your heart is very sweet, even if we both know it’s nonsense.”

“It’s not nonsense,” he protested. “Are you blind? Can’t you see I’ve fallen in love with you? Good God, woman, do you think I propose marriage every day?”

That Roman conqueror’s look was in his eye now. She stilled, hardly daring to hope. “If you have indeed fallen in love, it’s with Bella.”

“No,” he said firmly. “I fell in love with all of you–with Bella, the fetching temptress. . . with Lady Kingsley, the highly moral reformer. . . and even with Isobel, the orphan millworker.”

She shook her head. “The only one of those who really is me is Isobel. Henry created Lady Kingsley, and as for Bella–”

“She’s you, too. Just as Lady Kingsley is you. Yes, your husband set out the road for Isobel to follow, but it was Isobel who took it, Isobel who did the work, Isobel who transformed herself into Lady Kingsley. There would be no Lady Kingsley without Isobel working behind the scenes. And even Bella, that naughty minx, is Isobel when she’s at home and relaxed. . . or in the throes of lovemaking. They are all you, my darling, and I’m in love with every single one of them.”

“Oh, Justin,” she said, hardly able to speak for the joy filling her throat, “that is quite possibly the most wonderful thing any man has ever said to me.”

“So that means you’ll marry me? Even if you don’t love me, perhaps in time–”

“Now who’s blind?” she said, stretching up to silence his ridiculous uncertainties with a kiss. “Of course I love you.” She mimicked his authoritarian voice. “Good God, man, do you think I accept a proposal of marriage every day?”

He raised an eyebrow. “This had better be the last. Because I don’t intend to share you with anyone. I plan to be Galatea’s only husband from now until eternity.”

Then he swept her into his arms and gave her the most delicious kiss yet. Or perhaps it was the most delicious because they were in love. And being in love seemed to make everything more wonderful–the air, the room, the kiss. . . She couldn’t wait to try this out in every room of her town house. And his. And theirs.

When he drew back, he wore a decidedly mischievous look. “Now that you’ve agreed to marry me, my lovely Isobel, I’ll have to establish some rules.”

She eyed him warily. “Oh? And what might those be?”

“Rule number one–no more masks.”

With a laugh, she relaxed in his arms. “I think I can agree to that.”

But he wasn’t finished. “Rule number two–no more sponges.”

“More? We didn’t even use them the first time,” she pointed out.

“Good. And we won’t use them in the future either. At least not until we’ve had a few children.”

She swallowed. “And if I can’t have children?”

“Then we won’t need them anyway, will we?” When she continued to stare at him uncertainly, he added, “Children or no children, I want you, Bella. But I should like to attempt to have some.”

“So would I,” she admitted shyly.

“And finally, rule number three–no more widows’ auctions. I’ll soon have pockets to let if I spend a thousand pounds every time I need to get your attention.”

She laughed and tightened her arms about his neck. “Don’t worry, my love. I’ve had enough of auctions to last me a lifetime. Unless you’d be interested in a private auction. I know this widow named Bella who for a certain price would be willing to commit the most naughty, outrageous acts imaginable.”

As desire flared in his face, he growled. “Oh? And what precisely would that cost me?”

“Your heart,” she whispered back. “Nothing but your heart.”

He grinned as he lowered his head to hers. “Then thank God that’s a price I’m more than willing to pay.”
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