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SHE SMELLED LIKE LAVENDER AND TASTED LIKE SIN . . .

“Are you nervous?” he asked.

She spun around with a forced laugh. “Of course not!”

“I have wanted to strip that beautiful dress off you since you walked into my study.”

Sophie swallowed and watched as he walked to the cheval-glass mirror and turned it toward the bed. “What are you doing?”

The smile he sent her almost buckled her knees. She had heard of many peculiar things men liked in bed from her mother, but Sophie never imagined her body reacting so intensely to the idea of watching Nicholas make love to her. Her pulse thrummed and her folds dampened with desire.

“Come here,” he whispered, holding out his hand to her.

She walked over by the bed where he stood. He turned her to face the bedpost and then kissed her neck again. Sophie shivered as his fingers went to the buttons on the back of her dress and slowly slid them through their holes. From the angle of the mirror, she could see his mouth follow the path of the buttons down her back.

He slipped the silk off her shoulders. The dress looked like a glittering pond with the light of the fire dancing upon it. His hands moved to her stays and quickly unlaced them. In only a moment, she was standing naked by the bedpost with the rest of her undergarments strewn across the floor.

She held onto the bedpost for support as he trailed hot kisses down her back to her derrière. He slowly turned her so she faced him again.

“Why am I naked and you are not?” she asked, reaching for his coat.

“That is a problem most easily solved.”
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Chapter 1

Venice, 1818

 



Sophie Reynard stood on one of the many small bridges that spanned the multitude of canals in Venice. She didn’t know if this one had a name but doubted it was anything special. Wrapping her shawl around her tighter to keep out the cool February wind, she glanced down the dark water way. Music sounded from one of the grander homes slowly sinking into the canal. For some odd reason the music comforted her and reminded her of home.

London.

She planned to depart Venice in three days to return home after a two-month absence. A part of her missed London while another part of her would love to stay in Venice a few more weeks. It wasn’t as if her friends would have missed her much. Now that they all had their husbands and children, her friends were constantly busy. Of course, most of their happiness was her doing.

Sophie had matched all her friends with her skills as a medium. Even her half brother, Anthony, was now married to one of her dearest friends.

While Sophie had no one.

After matching Anthony and Victoria, Sophie had scurried away from London. Afraid that she had lost her friends, afraid that she would never find a love of her own. But more than anything, frightened of spending the rest of her life alone like most of her life had been thus far. Something had told her to come to Venice.

There must be a reason why.

After almost a month under sail and then a month in Venice, she had no indication of a man entering her life. Nothing that had happened so far made her believe this trip had been anything but a lovely holiday. Perhaps that’s all it was supposed to be.

Leaning far over the balustrade, she stared down at the cold, murky water, looking for some sign that she should stay here longer. Another disheartening thought crossed her mind, perhaps she wasn’t meant to find love.

But she wanted love.

All her life she’d wanted someone to love her, not just care for her because her father paid their salary. She supposed in her own way, her mother loved her. But lovers always took precedence over a daughter. Even tonight. While Sophie was outside alone, her mother had gone to a party in hopes of enticing a new man. Nothing much had changed in twenty-six years.

Sophie continued to stare at the water, concentrating completely, hoping to see a clue of what she should do with her life. Nothing came to her but frustration. What had caused that sensation two months ago, prompting her to leave her home and friends for a trip she could ill afford?

There had to be a reason. But as she gazed down, trying to let her mind free itself of inhibitions, the only thing she saw was water. Focusing all her energies on the water, she scarcely heard the sound of children’s voices getting louder, coming closer. She ignored their noise, preferring to envisage what she hoped would be a sign of her future. She felt a quick jolt.

Suddenly the water she’d been staring at was getting closer.

And closer!

Oh, dear God!

She was falling into the canal!

No wonder she couldn’t see anyone in her future. She didn’t have one! Releasing a loud shriek, she fell and hit her head on something before the water and darkness swallowed her.

 


 



“What the bloody hell?” Nicholas looked up as a figure plummeted from the bridge, hit his gondola, and slipped into the water.

“I no swim, signore,” his gondolier said as the small boat rocked from the wake.

Nicholas tore off his jacket and jumped in the water, wondering how a man who made his life on the water couldn’t swim. The frigid dark water made finding her difficult but luckily her skirts had caught on something, holding her in place.

He ripped her skirt and then grabbed onto her waist. Pulling her up through the cold water almost took his breath away. But he continued, determined not to die in some stinking canal in Venice where no one would ever find him and Emma would never know what happened to him.

As Nicholas broke the surface, Vincenzo heaved the wet woman into the boat. Nicholas thrust himself over the side of the rocking gondola. He turned his attention on the unconscious woman lying on the bottom of the boat.

“Vincenzo, take me home quickly,” he ordered in Italian, and then sank to his knees.

Nicholas remembered what his father had taught him about drowning and pressed all his weight on that spot just below where her ribs came together. After pressing down three times, she coughed up the water.

Vincenzo docked the boat as the woman continued to bring up more water and gasp for air. A servant opened the door. Nicholas gently picked her up and brought her inside the warm house. Several servants swarmed around them.

“Get a hot bath and put her in my bedroom. I will bathe in another bedroom.” He walked toward the steps and then looked back. “I want a fire in my bedroom, too.”

He didn’t wait for a reply but carried her up to the third floor where his bedchamber was located. He placed her in the chair by the fireplace and hoped her teeth would soon stop chattering.

She blinked her eyes open but her dark brows furrowed.

“Shh,” he whispered. Speaking in Italian, he said, “I ordered a bath for you.”

“Grazie,” she said softly. “Where am I?”

“I brought you to my friend’s home. You can bathe to get clean and warm. The servants will find you something to wear. Then I shall escort you home.”

The minutes passed in silence as they waited for the water to heat. She kept her eyes closed much of the time either trying to ignore him or to keep the pain of her accident away.

Finally, a knock sounded at the door and then the servants entered with a large tub and steaming buckets of water. They placed the tub by the fireplace as he requested.

She blinked her eyes open and watched the bustling activity in the room with a frown. She rubbed her head and winced.

“Are you all right?” he asked slowly. “Does your head hurt?”

She stared at him a moment then nodded. “My head hurts but I believe I shall live.”

Hearing her resigned tone, a horrible thought crossed his mind. “Was it your intention to die?”

Her soft laugh danced in the air around him. “No, signore! I did not try to kill myself. It was an . . .” she paused a long moment. “An accident.”

The pause made him wonder if she spoke the truth. “Shall I call for a physician?”

“No, I am all right. Grazie.”

“I will have a maid assist you,” he said, and then left the room. Walking to the second bedchamber, he wondered about the woman who bathed in his room. With her black hair, gray eyes, and oval face, she was one of the most beautiful women he had seen since arriving in Venice. Though she wasn’t as olive toned in complexion as most of the women he’d seen here.

He tugged at his wet cravat, which only seemed to tighten the knot at his neck. He pulled a knife out of his ruined boots and cut the offending garment off. After stripping out of his soaked clothes, he slipped into the warm clean water of the tub.

His mind wandered back to the beautiful woman in his room. As he thought about her, naked in the tub across the hall, his cock hardened with desire. He hadn’t had that swift of a reaction to a woman in ages. He was tired of the artifices of women. Most of them wanted the one thing he wasn’t willing to give yet: marriage. The others wanted the gossiping rights to say they slept with a future duke.

The only woman he knew not like that was now married and had a son. And she had never considered him anything but a friend, or worse, like a brother to her. Then again, he never had the nerve to discover if anything more was possible. Perhaps she might have been amenable to a different relationship. Not that it mattered now, he had wasted his chance.

But the woman in the tub had no idea who he was, and he intended to keep it that way. If she discovered his identity then she would be as shameless as all the rest of the women he had met. Not that any of it mattered. He would return her to her home and never see her again. For all he knew, she was married. And he avoided married women.

He finished washing the stench of the canal off him and stepped out of the tub. Standing by the fire, he dried himself and then poured a splash of brandy in a snifter. As he glanced about the room, he noticed his valet had not delivered dry clothes to him yet.

He pulled the bell and waited for a servant. Now dry and warmed by a fire and the brandy, he wanted to dress and find out more about the lady in his bedchamber. If only his friend Dominic was still here. He might know of the woman. But Dom had urgent business in Milan and left Nicholas to enjoy his Venetian home.

“Si, signore?” the servant asked as he entered the bedroom.

“Per favore, send Lane in with my clothes.” He sipped the last drop of brandy and placed the glass on the table.

“Signore,” the servant started and then paused.

“Si?”

“The lady in your bedchamber locked the door and won’t open it.”

He chuckled softly. “She must want her privacy. Ask Signora Costa to knock on the bedroom door and explain the situation.”

“Si, signore.”

Nicholas sat back in the chair, wearing only his towel, and waited. Closing his eyes, he listened to the sound of footsteps and then rapping of knuckles on the door across the hall.

“Signore?”

“Si,” he replied without opening his eyes.

“The signorina does not reply.”

He blinked his eyes and frowned. Could something have happened to her? She had hit her head on the gondola before she dropped into the water. Not willing to let an injured woman die in his friend’s home, he strode from the room.

Mrs. Costa stood before the door with an armful of clothes and shrugged. “She no answer, signore,” she said in her broken English.

“Open the door and check on her.”

Mrs. Costa shrugged again. She took the ring of keys from her pocket and opened the door. The servant walked into the room and glanced around. After returning to the hall, she said, “The signorina sleeps.”

“Grazie. I will get my things.”

Mrs. Costa handed him the clothing for her. Nicholas walked into the bedchamber. Slowly, he walked into the bedroom and stopped at the threshold. The woman lay on his bed with her eyes shuttered tight, her breathing even.

Nicholas shook his head. He needed to get his clothes and leave her alone. The poor woman had been through enough this evening. He walked farther into the bedroom and stopped again.

Drawn to her by the force of desire, he stepped closer to the bed. He sat on the edge and stared at her. Her black hair curled around her face and appeared still slightly damp. He reached out to sweep a few dark tendrils off her cheek. She shifted and turned away from him, baring an ivory shoulder to his lecherous gaze. Discovering that she lay naked under the coverlet only increased his yearning.

Leaning over her, he gently kissed her soft shoulder. She smelled like lavender and tasted like sin. He was being completely foolish, wanting a woman whose name he didn’t even know. His unruly cock hardened again. What was it about this particular woman that made him desire her so badly? He couldn’t remember ever wanting a woman with this much force.

She moved again, this time so she rested on her back. Her eyes blinked and a pair of the most beautiful gray eyes he had ever seen looked up at him. Her eyes rounded with surprise but a slow smile lifted her full red lips.

 


 



Sophie’s smile turned into a frown. Even after napping for a few minutes, she felt dazed by the accident. Who was this man staring down at her?

The pain in her head had lessened slightly but the confusion in her mind remained. She stared at the bare chested man and trembled. Hard muscle shaped his strong chest and fine brown hair formed a line that traced a path downward. Her gaze followed that path until she realized it went under the towel that covered him.

A towel. He only wore a towel!

No gentleman would appear in front of a woman in a towel. Could things be that different in Venice? She highly doubted it but wondered why he would be here dressed as such. If anyone saw them together like this she would be ruined. Not that anyone knew her here.

She moved her gaze to his face, assuming that would be a safer place to look. She was dreadfully wrong. His chestnut hair was a tad long for the conventional English gentleman. Perhaps she had not noticed that the Italian men wore their hair longer. He had warm brown eyes that crinkled as he smiled back at her and a nose that while larger than some, seemed to fit perfectly on his face.

Was he the reason she’d felt propelled to Venice? She had to know.

She closed her eyes for a long moment and focused on love just as she had for the past few months. Her love. A hazy image of a man came to her. Finally! She could see an image of the man she was supposed to love. He looked like . . . she blinked her eyes open.

“You,” she whispered in Italian. The man in her vision was him. He was the reason she traveled here. Her intuition hadn’t steered her wrong as she’d wondered. She had to find out more about him before he sent her on her way back to her rented rooms.

“Me?” he asked in reply.

“The man from the gondola,” she said, trying to make up an excuse. “I’m sorry. I fell asleep in your bed.”

“I truly do not mind.” His smile widened revealing two deep dimples.

Her heart fluttered. This was the man she was supposed to fall in love with, she was certain of it. She had absolute trust in her visions. “I was dreadfully cold even after the bath and the maid hadn’t returned with any dry clothes.”

“I never mind having a beautiful woman in my bed.”

Heat crossed her cheeks with his implied meaning. She seemed unable to look away from the handsome man. “Thank you,” she said quietly.

“For what?”

“Saving my life.”

He smiled down at her. “You practically fell onto my lap.”

“Still, you didn’t have to jump into the canal to save me.” But she was so grateful he had. Was it just gratitude warming her insides? She really didn’t think so. She had met many handsome men in London and yet, not one of them ever set her heart beating as swiftly as this man had.

“I couldn’t let you drown,” he replied. “It would have been ungentlemanly of me.”

She’d been waiting for years for a man to fire her passion. The ladies she had matched with husbands had told her how they knew the man was the right one with just a single kiss. She desperately wanted him to kiss her, touch her . . . make love to her.

Make love? Could she really want to do such a thing with him? She’d only just met him.

Her gaze slid down from his eyes to his lips. Experiencing passion with this handsome man would be a lovely end to a long trip. She couldn’t take her gaze off his lips. Full and beautifully molded lips. She had to kiss him.

“What is your name?” she finally asked.

His dark brow furrowed, and he paused a bit before answering, “Nico. And you?”

Instinctively, she knew he was lying. But why? What was he trying to hide from her? Could he be married? A libertine? Glancing around the room, she doubted either was the case. The high ceiling was painted with cherubs and angels, a large crystal chandelier dominated the ceiling. But the rest of the room was remarkably stark and functional. Not the sort of room a wife would like, also not the sort to impress a woman as a libertine might prefer.

She reached out and clasped his hand in hers. Closing her eyes, she attempted to read something from him. He was difficult to read. She’d had other people who were hard to read, but he was the most challenging. The only thing she felt was he wasn’t a rake. He loved and respected women.

With a small smile, she opened her eyes to see him staring down at her with a look of confusion. “Your name?” he asked again.

“My name is Sophia,” she said, giving the Italian version of her name.

“Sophia,” he whispered.

Watching his lips move as he said her name brought her mind back to kissing him. But would he want more than a kiss? Could she give him more? The more she stared at him, the warmer her body felt. If this man was important in her life, and he must be in some way, then giving herself to him would be either a wonderful thing or the biggest mistake ever.

She didn’t think he could be a blunder. Taking him to bed might be the thing that would break her free, allowing her to see her own future clearly for once instead of the strange hazy image she had received tonight. Once she’d been with him, maybe her personal insight would be stronger.

“Sophia, are you married?” he asked softly, breaking the silence that had enveloped them.

“No. Are you?”

He smiled down at her. “No.”

She wondered why he hadn’t commented on her Italian. Her grasp of the language was excellent but still, he should have noticed her accent. Yet, he never asked her about it, or from where she originated.

She wondered what would happen if she let him seduce her tonight. Would he discover that she was the woman for him? Would he prevent her from leaving Venice in three days as she’d planned?

She rather thought he would.

If he was the man for her, as she believed, then making love with him was perfectly acceptable. All of her friends had been with their husbands before marriage. None of them would condemn her for making the same decision.

She skimmed her finger up his strong arm. He tensed under her whispered touch, but she sensed his desire. One thing was for certain, if and when she returned to England, she would not be a virgin.

His eyes widened as she trailed her fingers up to his neck and slowly brought him closer. As he leaned over, she said, “I am still quite cold. Do you think you could warm me?”




Chapter 2

Nicholas stared at her for a long moment. He had no idea what made him pause. Here was a beautiful woman who wanted him to make love to her, and he hesitated. What the bloody hell was wrong with him?

Perhaps Sophia would be the woman to break the spell the other woman he loved had on him. He wasn’t looking for love with Sophia, just the ability to forget for a while. His erection throbbed, wanting him to make the right choice. With his mouth only inches from her full lips, he made his decision.

“I believe I can warm you thoroughly.”

He leaned forward and gently kissed her lips. Desire rushed through him as she responded to him. He deepened the kiss, slipping his tongue into her mouth. Hearing her soft moan of pleasure sent him over the edge. He had to have her tonight. Nothing would stop him now.

He shifted his weight until he lay on top of her. Her soft body molded to his, her breasts pressed against his chest. As her tongue played with his, he could think of nothing but spreading her legs and plunging into her depths.

He trailed his lips to her ear. Gently bringing her earlobe into his mouth, he smiled as she moaned again. Her hips instinctively rose up against his hard cock. God, she was so sweet.

Nicholas burned a path down her neck. Sliding the coverlet as he went, he finally found his target. He stared down at her erect pink nipple. Watching her reaction, he gently rolled her taut nipple between his thumb and finger.

“Oh,” she whispered, as her eyes grew large with desire.

“Do you like that?”

“Yes,” she mumbled.

He slipped it into his mouth, suckling her until she squirmed under him. Passion thrummed through him, urging him on as he attempted to slow down and thoroughly enjoy her glorious body.

He couldn’t remember the last time he felt such driving passion as he did with Sophia. After being with too many women, the excitement had waned in the last year. He had become bored with women and life. It was part of what had made him decide to travel. But he felt no boredom with Sophia. Her moans of pleasure were driving him mad with desire.

Skimming his hand downward through her downy hair, he split her folds and gently rubbed her sweet little nub. He smiled against her breast as she bucked under his hand.

“Oh, my,” she whispered.

“Sophia, I want you so desperately,” he said, moving his attention to her other breast.

“Yes, Nico.”

He didn’t need to hear more. He slid his finger lower until he reached her moist depths. His control slipped further as he stroked her. Feeling her tightness, he gently brought another finger inside her.

“Nico,” she moaned.

Hearing her moan his name sent him over the edge. He shifted until his erection waited at her opening. Slowly, he entered her. His body screamed at him to plunge in deeper but she was small and tight and needed time to adjust to his size.

Finally, he tried to go further but couldn’t. His eyes widened when he realized the cause.

“Sophia?”

“Don’t stop, Nico,” she whispered. “I want you.”

With desire ripping his restraint, her words only made things worse. She suddenly brought her legs around his hips and pressed him fully into her. Nicholas closed his eyes against the passion overwhelming him. Knowing this was her first time changed everything. He had to wait until she was ready to continue.

If he had only known before, he could have made this so much better for her.

Sophie gasped as he broke through her maidenhead. Having him deep inside her stung, and part of her wanted to push him away. She’d known it would hurt but no one had told her how strange it would feel to have him inside her.

As he showered her neck with kisses, she started to adjust to having him in her. Her breathing settled and the sensations of his kisses on her neck sent shivers down her back. He moved his lips to her breast and teased her nipple until he finally brought it into his warm mouth.

Skimming his hand down her belly, he slipped it between them until he found her clitoris. He rubbed his thumb there, making her forget the stinging sensation he had caused. Moisture pooled in her, surrounding his cock and she realized the pain had lessened. She moved her hips slightly and released a sigh. The minor movement felt odd but in a very interesting manner.

Feeling his smile against her breast, she lifted her legs higher on his hips. This time they moaned in unison.

“Are you ready to proceed?” he whispered.

“Yes.”

He lifted off her until he could stare down at her. Sophie couldn’t take her gaze off his warm brown eyes. He moved slowly out of her and she groaned in disappointment. Her mother had explained everything that happened between a man and a woman. This couldn’t be all there was to it.

Just before he slipped out of her completely, he slid himself back inside. She moaned from the fullness of him. She had never felt anything as incredible as Nico deep inside of her. He quickly increased the tempo. He moved her hips with each thrust of his hard cock. She met his lunges and found the ancient rhythm. Her passion increased, higher she went until she thought she could go no farther. His thumb returned to her nub, rubbing harder this time. Closing her eyes, she felt as if she was breaking into a million pieces.

“Sophia,” he muttered as he thrust in her two more times before stilling his body over her and groaning.

She smiled as she watched the absolute pleasure on his face. She had done that to him. Her body had brought him such satisfaction. Closing her eyes, she relished the moment.

He rested on top of her, breathing hard. As his breathing slowed, he nipped her shoulder with his teeth. She smiled at the sensation of his teeth on her skin. While enjoying the time with him, she knew if he were like most gentlemen, she must account for her actions.

“Sophia,” he said, then kissed her neck again.

“Hmm?”

“Why?”

“I wanted you, Nico.”

He lifted his head and stared down at her. “We only just met this evening.”

She smiled at him slowly, seductively. “And you have never wanted a woman you just met?”

“That is completely different.”

“Why? Because you are a man?” She arched a brow at him. “Women can’t feel the same desire a man does?”

He rolled off her and lay back on the bed. “It is different for a woman. Especially a virgin.”

“Is it? And you would know this how?”

“Women want emotions involved in the act. Not just a quick rutting like a man.”

She laughed softly and rolled on her side. “Then why after just looking at you, did I want you? I certainly do not love you. Nonetheless, I still wanted you tonight.”

He turned on his side so they were face to face. “Can you honestly tell me that this meant nothing to you?”

“Of course, it did.” She skimmed her hand down his strong jaw. “You were my first, Nico.”

Grabbing her hand, he brought her palm to his lips. Little shivers raced down her arms at the contact.

“What if I want more?” he asked.

She stilled and slowly smiled. She had made the right choice. He was supposed to be her perfect match. “We would need to discuss that.”

“What are you hiding, Sophia?” His brown eyes gazed at her.

“Nothing,” she lied. She couldn’t tell him much of anything about her yet. First she needed to see how things proceeded.

He released a resigned sigh. “Can you stay the night?”

“No, but I can stay a few more hours,” she replied, then caressed his cheek with her hand.

“Then we had better make the best use of our time together.”

“Oh?”

“Oh, yes,” he whispered and pulled her on top of him.

 


 



Nicholas breathed in deeply, attempting to gain some measure of control over his senses again. He had never experienced a woman like Sophia. He hadn’t known such an exquisite creature existed. After making love with her twice, he wanted her again.

Pulling her close to him, she rested her head on his chest. He wrapped his arms around her. Perhaps he could change her mind about leaving. He tugged the coverlet back over their naked sated bodies.

There were so many questions he wanted to ask her, but he wondered if she would even answer them. For whatever reason, she’d wanted to experience a man. He supposed the fact that he saved her life might have played into the decision. But he hoped that wasn’t the only reason.

She lifted her head and looked down at him. A slow smile lifted her lips upward. His heart increased its speed again.

“What time is it?” she asked softly.

He frowned believing she must be thinking about leaving him already. He didn’t want her to leave just yet. Glancing over at the small clock on his night-stand, he answered, “A little before midnight.”

Her smile fell. “I need to leave.”

“Why?”

“My aunt was out for the evening but will return soon. I must be there when she arrives.”

“Very well.” He wrapped his arms around her again. “But first, how did you end up in the canal?”

She giggled softly. “I was staring at the water.”

“Well, yes you were,” he said with a deep chuckle. “But why and how did that cause you to end up in the water?”

“Some boys ran by and knocked into me. I was leaning over so far that I lost my balance and fell in.”

He frowned. “But why were you staring at the water so far over the balustrade?”

“Sometimes staring at the water helps me focus.”

“Focus on what?”

She sighed. “Me. My future.”

“And what did you see for yourself?”

She went silent for a long moment. “Nothing,” she finally answered quietly. “I saw nothing. There is nothing for me.”

And that answer revealed more than she probably wanted him to discover. He wondered why such a vibrant woman would feel as if there was nothing in life for her. “So was that why you decided I was the man to lose your virginity with?”

“And if it was?” she whispered as her fingers splayed across his chest.

“Do you think it was the right reason?”

“I think you are too concerned with what I gave you.”

“It should have been your husband’s gift, not mine.” He felt her eyelashes blink rapidly on his chest. A tear fell, damping him.

“I wonder if I shall ever marry,” she said so quietly he almost did not hear.

“Why?”

“I am twenty-six, twenty-seven in a few months. Far too old for most men.”

“Is that so?” He laughed. “I happen to know of three women who married about the age of twenty-six and one at twenty-eight. All married well.”

“Not where I am from,” she commented and then glanced away from him with a frown.

“And where would that be?” he asked softly, praying she would give him real information about herself.

“Nowhere important,” she replied.

Unfortunately, she was right. Learning more about her would only drive him mad when he had to leave. The woman was Italian and probably Catholic. His father would have an apoplexy if he brought home a Catholic from his travels. Nicholas understood his father’s expectation. As a marquess and future duke, the right wife was vital. She had to be someone in Society who would give him heirs and have her charity work to keep her busy while he attended Parliament.

Sophia was not that type of woman.

With Sophia, he would never want to leave their bed. Even after making love with her twice this evening, he desired her again. No woman had ever done that to him. He rolled her over onto her back and stared down at her gray eyes.

She smiled seductively at him. “Again?”

“Are you too sore?”

“There is only one way to find out.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and brought him closer.

 


 



Sophie dozed for a while before she awoke. She had never felt so wicked in her life. Sleeping with a man she had just met, laying naked next to him and feeling no shame. Never had she imagined anything could be so wonderful.

But it was over now.

She glanced over at his clock. It was already after one and she had to arrive home before her mother returned from her assignation. Her mother, the actress who pretended to be Sophie’s aunt to give her the slightest sense of respectability. Sophie had always prided herself on not being like her mother. Now, after bedding a man she’d just met, she wondered. Perhaps she was far more like her mother than she might want to admit.

Easing her body off the bed, she stood and stared down at the man who had been her first lover. She prayed her vision about him was correct. If so, he would find her tomorrow. He would court her until they knew each other a little better. Then they would marry. While she wished she didn’t have to leave yet, prolonging her departure would only make this process harder.

As she looked down at the hard planes of his face, she wished she could draw him. Not that she had any talent. She left all ideas of painting and drawing to Jennette. Her friend would do an amazing job at capturing his strong features.

She blinked and realized it was time to leave. Two candles lit the room, allowing her just enough light to find the clothes Mrs. Costa had left for her. After slipping into the serviceable brown wool gown, she walked to the desk in the corner.

She could not depart without at least leaving a note good-bye and telling him where to call on her. Finding paper on the desk, she pulled out a quill and dipped it into the inkwell. She thought about what she needed to say and translated it into Italian. Hopefully, she had made no mistakes.

Staring down at the note, she hesitated. What if she had been nothing but a quick tumble to him? She shook the nonsense from her mind. Her vision had shown her that all would be well. She folded the note and wrote his name on the front of the paper.

The stack of papers on the desk intrigued her. She might be able to find out a little more about the man who was her first lover. Glancing back to the bed, she noticed he slept deeply now. Her gaze returned to the papers and she bit her lip. She reached for a well-worn paper. The note looked as if it had been lovingly read over the years.

As soon as she touched the paper, she felt the hum of emotional residue on it. Whoever wrote this note meant something to Nico. Obviously written by a woman, Sophie realized that he loved this woman a great deal. She closed her eyes and focused on the emotions running through the letter. The woman loved him in return but in a different way.

Sophie opened her eyes and stared down at the note. She should put it back on the desk and walk away. But something drew her to it. Some force propelled her to unfold the letter carefully.

It was in English!

Here she had been speaking and then struggling to write in Italian when the man could read English. Reading the salutation her hands started to tremble. It did not read Dear Nico, but My Dearest Nicholas and was dated three years ago.

The note was a warm letter regarding the social scene of London.

London!

She glanced back over to the bed. He could not possibly be English. She would have sensed it! If he were English then what happened tonight would be a mistake indeed. He would know or could learn who she really was—the bastard daughter of an earl and an actress.

God help her if he was truly English.

Biting down on her lip, she continued to read the letter but stopped when the woman mentioned the name Banning. It had to be a coincidence. Banning was Jennette’s brother and married to Sophie’s dearest friend Avis.

Unable to contain her curiosity, she scanned to the bottom of the letter for the signature. The paper dropped out of her hands, fluttering to the desk.

Sophie couldn’t move. She sat staring at the paper for at least a minute. The signature taunted her.

Jennette.

How did Jennette know this man? Sophie scanned a few of the papers on the desk until she found another letter written to Nico . . . Nicholas.

Only this letter was written to Lord Ancroft.

Lord Ancroft.

Sophie clutched the desk as her world began to spin around her. She could not have just spent the night with an English lord. An English marquess!

A man who’d paid his mistress to leave London and their daughter behind for him to raise. While not one of the biggest rakes in town, he’d had more than his share of mistresses and widows.

Her entire body shook. This was going to get even worse if her memory served her correctly. Not only was Lord Ancroft a friend of Jennette and Banning’s, he was Elizabeth’s cousin.

There was no hope for a loving relationship with Nicholas. She was a nobody while he was a marquess and future duke.

Oh, dear Lord! She crumpled the note she’d written for him and tossed it into the glowing embers of the fireplace. Perhaps he would think she meant this to be just for tonight. She prayed he would not attempt to find her. Sophie backed out of the room, watching the sleeping man as she went. This was the worst mistake she’d ever made.

She had slept with her best friend’s cousin.




Chapter 3

“What is wrong, Sophie?” Victoria asked.

Sophie glanced up from her tea to find all her friends staring at her with looks of concern on their faces. After returning to London three weeks ago, she still hadn’t talked to them about what happened. It was odd because all of them had confided in her about their men. It had taken her this long just to face them again. During the past few weeks, she had created several excuses for avoiding them, but today she knew she had to see them again.

Even now, as she sat in Avis’s parlor, Sophie’s nerves tingled every time she heard footsteps. She had no idea if Nicholas had returned to London, but knew it wouldn’t be odd for him to show up at Lord Selby’s home. The fact that they hadn’t met before was strictly providence. Before Avis and Jennette married their husbands, the only chance Sophie would have had for an introduction to Nicholas was at Elizabeth’s home. And the friends had rarely met there because of Elizabeth’s cantankerous aunt.

Nicholas had never called on his cousin while Sophie was there. But now, he might visit Avis’s husband Banning. Or call on Jennette and her husband. Or even Victoria’s husband Somerton. It appeared Sophie would at some point be introduced to Nicholas. Hopefully, her intuition would let her know before he arrived at the door. Not that she had one idea of what she would do. Nor did she trust her intuition at this point.

“Sophie, you have been exceedingly quiet since your return,” Avis said. “Won’t you tell us about your trip?”

“Yes, tell us about the trip,” Elizabeth added.

Of the four of them, there wasn’t one to whom she could confide. Victoria had married Sophie’s half brother in December, and Anthony had known Nicholas since childhood. Elizabeth was Nicholas’s cousin. And Jennette was the woman Nicholas loved. Even Avis, was the wife of one of Nicholas’s friends.

They all knew him and would believe he should offer for her after what happened in Venice. But Sophie knew he was not the man for her. In addition to being in love with Jennette, he was a marquess. As such, he would never marry the bastard child of an earl she couldn’t even name. And worse, since she’d left his room in the middle of the night, she had never been able to “see” him again when concentrating on her future. All she’d seen was the blackness again. Clearly, her addled brain had given her a vision of what she wanted at that moment. Not her true love or match. Her cheeks burned as she thought about just how much she’d wanted him that night.

“Sophie!” Avis scolded. “You are not paying the least bit of attention this afternoon.”

“There is not much to tell,” Sophie finally said. “Venice was lovely. The weather a bit cold but nowhere near as frigid as London in January.”

Avis laughed softly. “So after being in Venice for four weeks, all you can tell us is it was lovely and the weather fair. We all know you better than that, Sophie. Did you meet someone?”

She couldn’t stop the heat from crossing her cheeks. “I cannot talk about this, Avis.”

All four women giggled.

“If not us, then who?” Elizabeth asked. “We have all told you about our men. Even our experiences before marriage.”

Sophie looked over at Elizabeth. With her red hair, freckles, and green eyes, Elizabeth looked nothing like her cousin. Sophie closed her eyes and remembered his light brown eyes. She could have drowned in his eyes.

“Sophie, I have never seen you like this,” Victoria added. “Please let us help you.”

For once, the only woman in the group not urging her was Jennette. Sophie stared at her dark-haired friend, wondering why she looked so pale and out of sorts.

“Sophie!” Elizabeth exclaimed.

Sophie knew if she didn’t tell them something, they would likely continue to badger her. “All right. I did meet a man there. But it was three days before I was to leave. So nothing came of it.”

“Oh,” Avis said quietly. “But you wish something had happened, don’t you?”

Sophie knew she had no choice but to lie. There was no chance of anything happening between them again and her friends would never discover the man was Nicholas. “Yes. He was a lovely man.”

“I’m sorry, Sophie,” Victoria said, staring down at her skirts. “You matched all of us and you deserve a wonderful man, too.”

Sophie pressed her lips together and blinked furiously. “Thank you, Victoria. I’m just thrilled for you all.”

And she truly was happy for her friends. Jennette and Avis had young children now, and Elizabeth would be delivered of her first child in October. As Sophie gazed at Victoria, she smiled seeing the glow of an unannounced pregnancy on her sister-in-law’s face. That meant Sophie would be an aunt. All her matches had worked out perfectly.

Sophie started at the sound of boots stomping down the hall. Avis’s husband stopped at the threshold and leaned against the doorframe with a warm smile.

“I really do need to come up with a new name for you all,” he said with a laugh. “The Spinster Club just isn’t right now.”

As much as she liked Selby, his remark cut to the quick. How she wished she understood what was wrong with her lately. Every little thing seemed to make her want to cry.

“Banning, that was dreadfully unkind to Sophie,” Avis reprimanded her husband.

“I apologize, Miss Reynard.” He nodded in her direction and then glanced over at Elizabeth. “Your Grace, I have found your errant cousin.”

“Nicholas!” Elizabeth exclaimed.

Oh, God, please don’t let him be here, Sophie prayed. While meeting him was bound to happen, she could not deal with the explanations required today. She had been friends with these ladies for seven years and had never met him before. Perhaps her luck would continue to hold because the only other option would be to give up her friends. And she truly did not want it to come to that.

“Yes, he was at White’s this afternoon. He will be joining us for dinner tonight. In fact, why don’t you and your husbands join us?”

Avis smiled. “What a wonderful idea, Banning! I shall tell cook that we shall be ten for dinner.”

Sophie’s heart started to beat so fast she thought she might faint. “I am sorry, Avis, but I am meeting a client tonight.”

“Tonight?”

“Yes. Had I known sooner I might have been able to change my plans.”

“Very well,” Avis said, standing. “I shall tell cook to plan on nine.”

Sophie released a long held breath. Now, she had to leave in case he arrived early.

Selby inclined his head and said, “Good afternoon, ladies.”

Most of them murmured some reply but Sophie could not move. She held her hands tightly together so no one would see her trembling.

“I did not realize you hadn’t seen Nicholas yet,” Jennette said to Elizabeth. “He called on us almost a fortnight ago.”

Elizabeth shrugged. “He and Will haven’t become the friends I’d hoped for yet.”

Nicholas had seen Jennette already. Sophie shook her head. What a fool she’d been to think she might mean something to him. He was still in love with Jennette.

“So who is your client?” Victoria asked Sophie.

“Lady Cantwell.” Sophie stood. “It was lovely seeing you all but I must leave now.”

 


 



“So does anyone want to guess what that was all about?” Avis said after walking back into the parlor.

Elizabeth shook her head. “I would have to say Sophie fell in love while in Venice. I have never seen her act so oddly.”

“Damn,” Jennette muttered. “How are we supposed to introduce her to Nicholas if she won’t stay for dinner?”

“We don’t,” Victoria said with a smirk. “Anthony told me that Ancroft said he would start his search for a wife when he returned. And he might even pay a visit to a certain matchmaker in town to find his true love.”

Avis smiled fully. They had all decided over the winter that Sophie and Nicholas would be perfect for each other. Now that they had both returned from their travels, it was time for an introduction. Since Sophie had matched all of them, they had determined it was their turn to find her love.

“Then all we need to do is push him in that direction during dinner,” Avis commented. And everything would work out as planned.

 


 



Nicholas handed his greatcoat to the Selby’s footman and then followed the butler to the salon. He smiled hearing the sounds of laughter coming from the room. While it felt good to be back home, that feeling of something missing had been with him since he awoke to find Sophia gone from his room.

He had asked around but no one seemed to know of her. With nothing more to go on, he had given up his search for her and decided to return home. Still, he needed to know who she was. He’d stupidly forgotten to withdraw from her during intercourse. He knew better. That was how he ended up with his darling ten-year-old daughter.

“Lord Ancroft, my lord,” the Selby butler announced.

“Nicholas!” Elizabeth cried and then came running into his arms. “I have missed you so much these past few months.”

The rest of the occupants of the room all murmured his name and said some endearing remark. But the only one he heard was Jennette. She smiled at him as she sat next to her husband, Lord Blackburn.

“It’s so good to see you again, Nicholas,” Jennette said with a genuine smile.

“And you, Jennette.”

“Sit down, Ancroft,” Selby said, pointing at a chair far too close to Jennette’s seat.

Instead, Nicholas moved to the chair closer to Somerton. “Evening, Somerton.”

“Nicholas,” Somerton replied. “How was your trip?”

“Yes, Nicholas,” Elizabeth said. “Tell us all about your trip. Was Florence as beautiful as everyone says?”

Nicholas told them all about his trip to Florence. The museums that he saw, the operas he attended and the churches he visited.

“And Venice?” Victoria added. “I have always wanted to see Venice.”

“And so you shall, my dear,” Somerton said, leaning closer to his bride.

Victoria blushed as she smiled back at her husband. It warmed Nicholas’s heart to see them so happy. He doubted he would ever have a love like any of the people in the room. His father’s patience had run out with regards to marriage. Nicholas knew he had to start searching for a wife.

“Venice was lovely,” Nicholas finally responded. “It is a beautiful city with the water surrounding you. A bit warmer than London in winter. Though people say, the city can become very odorous during the warmer months.”

He noticed the women all glancing at each other with a strange look of confusion on their faces.

Finally, Jennette spoke up, “It seems rather odd that one of the most beautiful cities in the world gets described more by its weather than its splendor.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing at all,” Jennette murmured with a shake of her head.

A footman entered the room and announced dinner. Thankfully, there were no name cards so Nicholas chose to sit near Somerton and Victoria. Nicholas felt far more comfortable with the married couple than the woman who only considered him a friend.

“Nicholas,” Jennette said before sipping her lemonade. “I heard a rumor that you planned to seek the assistance of Miss Reynard to find you a wife.”

Nicholas tensed and slid a glance to Somerton who only shrugged. “Perhaps. I have not thought about it much since leaving town.”

“But now that you have returned, you really must see her,” Avis commented. “She is the best in London at finding people their perfect husband or wife.”

“I just haven’t decided if now is the right time,” he bit out, trying to constrain his growing frustration. The last thing he needed was his friends’ wives attempting to marry him off. That was his father’s job.

“Oh,” Elizabeth said with a smile. “She won’t match you unless the timing is exactly right. So there really is no reason not to pay a call on her.”

“I will think upon it, Elizabeth,” Nicholas said.

“Don’t be angry with us, Lord Ancroft,” Victoria finally said. “You are a dear friend and we want to see you happy, that is all this is about.”

Nicholas breathed in deeply. After meeting Sophia in Venice no other woman had crossed his mind. Not once. And the idea of visiting a matchmaker held no appeal. “I realize that. As I said, I will consider paying a call on Miss Reynard.”

Somerton and Selby started to chuckle while Blackburn and Kendal stared at the women in amazement.

As dinner finished, the men stayed behind to have a glass of brandy. The conversation went from staid politics to questions about the women in Italy.

“Are they as beautiful as everyone claims?” Selby asked with a laugh.

“I did not get much chance for such activities,” Nicholas responded.

All the men chuckled. He had no doubts that they all saw straight through him. While he would love to depart their company, he came here for one reason—a chance to speak with Somerton alone. After more questioning about the Italian women, the men finished their brandies.

When the men slowly rose to join their wives in the salon, Nicholas placed a hand on Somerton’s arm. Somerton replied with an arched brow and a smirk.

“Go ahead,” Somerton said to the others. “I need to speak with Nicholas about something in private.”

“Thank you,” Nicholas said, once the other three had left. “I know you can find things others are unable to find.”

“Just tell me what you want, Nicholas,” Somerton said impatiently.

Nicholas pulled a diamond earring out of his jacket pocket. “I need to discover to whom this belongs.”

He snatched the earring out of Nicholas’s hand. Somerton frowned as he examined it. Staring at the earring, he said, “So I believe your trip was far better than you had informed us.”

“It was only one night in Venice. I don’t even know her name. She told me her name but I doubt she spoke the truth.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t tell her my real name.”

Somerton shrugged. “There are no identifying marks on the earring.”

“Is there anything you can do?”

Somerton went silent for a moment as if in deep thought. With a grimace, he said, “Take it to Miss Reynard. She might be able to give you some information.”

“Bloody hell! Not you too.”

Somerton smirked and shook his head. “She is also a medium. She has assisted me numerous times when I worked for Ainsworth.”

“You think she can tell me who owns this earring?” Nicholas held out his hand for the earring.

“Oh, I think she will know exactly who owns the earring.” Somerton scraped back his chair and rose. “Excuse me.”

Nicholas nodded. Instead of immediately joining the group, he stared at the earring wondering once more where Sophia was at that very moment.
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Sophie heard Hendricks open the front door and she wondered who was here so early. None of her clients arrived before noon and it was only ten. Hearing the hard footfalls, she knew who was here and the idea of seeing her half brother lightened her mood tremendously.

But the closer he came to the small parlor where she sat, the more she felt his dark mood. Something was wrong.

He stopped at the threshold before walking into the room and slamming the door behind him. “Ancroft?”

Sophie’s heart skipped a beat. He couldn’t possibly know! “What are you talking about, Anthony?”

His fury came closer to her. “Ancroft! You slept with him in Venice.”

“He knows?” she whispered. “He knows it was me?”

“No, he doesn’t know it was you. He believes he slept with some Italian woman who wouldn’t give him her real name.” Somerton put his hands on the arms of her chair and leaned in closer. “How could you have slept with him?”

She knew his tactic was to frighten her, but that was the last thing she needed at this point. Fear of discovery had been biting on her heels since she left Venice.

“I did not know it was him,” she mumbled. “I had no idea it was Ancroft until after . . .”

He growled and turned away from her. “You let him touch you when you didn’t even know who he was?”

“And I suppose you have never done such a thing,” Sophie said in a sarcastic tone.

“It’s different for a man.”

“Oh, so all those women you had sex with must have already known you then, isn’t that right?”

He turned back and glared at her. “This is not about me. Besides, none of those ladies were my sister.”

“Are you certain?” When she least expected it, the bitterness of their father’s promiscuity returned. There was no telling how many other bastards of his were living in London.

“Anthony, Ancroft saved my life.” She held up her hand to stop his interruption. “I did not sleep with him because of that. I thought he was the man for me.”

“What do you mean, thought?”

She explained about seeing Nicholas when she thought about her future and love after falling into the canal. “But since I left Venice, I haven’t been able to see him again for me. Maybe I was wrong. I honestly don’t know.”

“So you let him seduce you because you thought he was supposed to become your husband?”

She nodded. “When he came into the room and sat on the bed where I was laying . . . I could not look away. I wanted him to . . . kiss me. I have been around numerous charming men, Anthony, but I had never felt such a powerful attraction.”

She blinked and looked away, knowing he would not understand. She scarcely believed it herself.

He finally sat down in the chair across from her and looked down at his hands. “I understand, Sophie. It was always like that with Victoria. No other woman, only her.”

“Anthony, I thought I was giving myself to a man who would become my husband at some point. And I was comfortable with that. I had no idea it was Ancroft. If I had, I would have left before he touched me.”

“Why?”

“He would find out about my past. Once he learned who I was he would never want to marry me.” She laughed scornfully at her situation.

“How did you find out it was Ancroft?” he asked softly. “Or did you just know?”

“No, I didn’t know it was him. I found him very difficult to read. I wrote him a note, thanking him for saving my life and telling him where he could contact me.” Her voice caught. “Then I noticed a worn letter on his desk. I picked it up and read it.” She closed her eyes, remembering the strong emotions on that paper. “The letter was from Jennette.”

“You understand that I have to confront him about it. Call him out if necessary.”

Sophie laughed. “You do not have to do any such thing. The only people who know you are my brother are family members. How would it look to Ancroft if you’re defending my honor?”

“It is not your choice to make, Sophie. If he doesn’t propose to you, then I will call him out for ruining you.”

“I am far from ruined, Anthony.”

“Are you with child?”

“No,” she answered honestly. She thanked God for that small blessing she’d received on the return trip. She knew how to prevent a pregnancy and had done nothing that night, assuming he would be the man to marry her.

“It changes nothing. Your honor has been tarnished. It is up to me to make certain Nicholas does the right thing.”

“There is no right thing to do, Anthony. I’m a bastard. No one cares about my honor.” Her anger rose with his good intentions.

“I do.” He tilted his head and smirked. “I suppose I can always bring this situation to Father’s attention.”

“As if he would care what I do.” Sophie shook her head. “As long as I don’t mention his name to anyone, he pays me no notice.”

Somerton leaned back against his seat. “But you are forgetting that Ancroft will be duke someday. Our father might be extremely interested in bragging rights that his daughter caught a duke.”

“Don’t you dare,” she warned, pointing a finger at him. “Besides, we both know it would not matter. He could never claim me as his at this point. Think of the repercussions. Please, just stay out of my life.”

“It’s far too late for that, Sophie.”

She closed her eyes and swallowed down the emotions choking her. There was only one way to stop him, but she wondered if he would believe her threat. “If you go to Father, I shall tell everyone about your mother.”

No one in the ton knew that his mother ran the most fashionable brothel in Mayfair. Everyone believed she’d died years ago, which was what his father had told the world. If it ever came out, Anthony and his family would be disgraced. He stared at her until she opened her eyes and almost gasped at the fury on his face.

“Very well, then,” he said.

But one thing bothered her about her brother’s interference in her life. “Anthony, how did you find out?”

“It appears you forgot something in his bed.”

Thinking back to that night, she remembered getting out of the tub and drying off. She was completely naked under the coverlet. “I do not think that is possible.”

“An earring, perhaps? One that I bought for your birthday last year.”

She covered her mouth. When she’d arrived back at the rooms she and her mother had leased, she removed one earring but assumed she must have lost the other in the canal. It never occurred to her that it might have fallen out in his bed.

“He has my earring,” she mumbled.

“Yes.”

Sophie bit down on her lip, wondering what to do. She loved those earrings, not because they were diamonds, but because her brother had given them to her. And now Nicholas had one. How could one night have caused so many problems?

“I heard your aunt decided to stay in Italy. Is that correct?”

Sophie closed her eyes against the sudden stab of pain. For several years, her mother had been acting as her aunt and chaperone when it suited her. “Mother decided a certain Italian count was too sweet to resist. She stayed behind to become his mistress. So I am without a chaperone for the moment.”

Anthony muttered a curse. “Would you like me to hire a companion for you? Someone who can help keep your reputation safe.”

“No. It’s not the first time she has left. She will come running back home in a month or two when the count tires of her. And for now, I would prefer to be alone.” She hated being alone but preferred the silent house to having a stranger with her.

“Very well. But I want you to hire a few additional footmen. I want at least two at the front door besides Hendricks. He is far too old for keeping out a determined man.”

She knew he meant Nicholas, but Sophie doubted he would be that determined to see her again. She had been nothing but a brief affair amongst the many in his checkered past. Still, there was no point in arguing with Anthony on her safety, not when he did it out of love. “Yes, Anthony.”

He started to stand and then sat back down. “Nicholas is an honorable man, Sophie. Once he finds you there is every likelihood he will offer for you.”

She shook her head. “It does not matter, Anthony. I am not the right one for him. And he is not the right man for me.”

He looked at her and shook his head. “Are you certain?”

“Yes.”

“Very well,” he said with a sigh. “But be warned he will be calling on you soon.”

Sophie shot to her feet. “You told him!”

“No. Your friends were encouraging him to call on you to help him find a wife.”

She laughed. “I get very few men as clients. Most believe I am nothing but a charlatan being paid by some ambitious mama.”

Anthony smirked. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about there. He wanted to know if I could find out anything about the owner of the earring. I told him that you could use your powers to help him.” Anthony rose and walked toward the door. He paused at the threshold and turned to her with a smirk. “So, what you do is up to you.”

Sophie watched her brother leave as sadness darkened her heart. There wasn’t a thing she could do. Nicholas was a mistake, nothing more. And she would have to do her best to avoid him.
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