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         She looked down, gathering her courage.

         “Don’t leave.” She hadn’t the nerve to add me. And yet, how many times had she asked that of him when they were children? Too many to count. But he had broken that promise in the end.

         When she dared to glance up again, Alec still hadn’t moved, but his mask had fallen away. Everything he worked so hard to keep hidden was laid bare before her: the wariness, the pain, and, most important, the desire.

         Her eyes were drawn to the sensuous curves of his lips, almost indecently full for a man. How badly she wanted him to kiss her again, but not for show this time. Not for anything other than the sheer pleasure of it. The want. The need of it.

         He stared at her for a long moment. His piercing gaze stirred something so raw within her she almost fell to her knees. “It’s the shock of earlier,” he finally said. “You don’t know what you’re—”

         “Stay with me. Please.”

         Alec closed his eyes and muttered a curse.
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            The truth is rarely pure and never simple.
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            Chapter One

            1897

A village near Pistoia, Italy

         

         I have all the time in the world now.

         It still felt strange to Lottie Carlisle to have every day stretch endlessly before her, especially with the season starting in a few weeks. But there was no rigid schedule to follow now. No social calls to uphold, no days at home to maintain, no balls, or picnics, or musical entertainments. No more stilted conversations with vapid young men trying their hardest to talk about anything other than her money. And, especially, no more sneering matrons and supposed friends asking why, oh why couldn’t she make her poor old uncle happy and find a husband. The man did worry so.

         Poor old Uncle Alfred indeed.

         Now on the cusp of his sixth decade, Sir Alfred Lewis was considered a veritable pillar of London society, a renowned collector of antiquities whose travels as a young man had once taken him to nearly every corner of the Empire. He had even published a popular memoir on the subject. This garnered him the admiration of many and a knighthood from the queen, but very few knew that Uncle Alfred was also involved in the highest levels of government. He delighted in playing the role of a mild eccentric in public while ruthlessly protecting the Crown’s interests in private. Even Lottie barely knew the full extent of his activities—and never would.

         Lottie paused to assess the canvas before her. She had been trying to capture the soft, golden light of the Tuscan hillside that surrounded her for days now, and not once had she come close to doing it justice. She managed to eke out a few more sickly clouds, then set down her paintbrush. Hopefully that was enough progress to please her painting instructor, Signore Ernesto, when he came for their lesson tomorrow. She could already hear him chiding her hurried brushstrokes. Pazienza, signora. Pazienza.

         Patience. A word Lottie had always had little use for. But now time was all she had.

         She walked over to the balustrade that separated the cottage’s terrace from the steep hillside’s drop and placed her palms against the sun-warmed stone. Lottie had fallen in love with the view on sight when she first came to the village more than a week ago. The owner had been reluctant to let it to a lone woman—even one who claimed to be a respectable young widow—but was not foolish enough to turn down a full year’s rent in advance. Now Lottie woke up to this view each morning, while the large back terrace with its vine-covered pergola provided the ideal spot to work on her en plein air painting.

         The air was ripe with young spring. She closed her eyes and tilted her head toward the April sky, smiling as the sun kissed her face. No doubt her fair skin was freckling even more with each passing second, but it hardly mattered now. For the first time in her twenty-four years, Lottie was free.

         And all it took was complete and utter ruination.

         “Signora, tu hai un visitatore,” Marta, the housekeeper, said as she bustled onto the terrace. The older woman didn’t know very much English, and though Lottie had engaged a tutor to help her brush up on Italian before leaving England, nothing could prepare her for the rapid cadence of natural speakers. Luckily, even Lottie could pick out visitatore.

         Strange. Visitors never called at lunchtime, and Marta usually guarded the front door as fiercely as a hound of Hades. “What, now?”

         Marta raised her eyebrow. “Un uomo bello nobile.”

         She shot the woman an exasperated look. “Really, Marta.” As Lottie had explained many, many times already, she was not lonely and certainly hadn’t any need for affetto. Marta had probably arranged the visit herself, and this “handsome nobleman” was actually the son of her butcher. The housekeeper gave a dismissive little shrug and then, oddly, seemed to hesitate. Lottie only understood half of what she said at any given time, but Marta never dithered over anything.

         She looked over her shoulder and then gestured for Lottie to come closer. “Lui dice che è tuo…marito.” She whispered the last word, as if relaying some terrible secret.

         Marito?

         Lottie frowned. It was reminiscent of mari, the French word for “husband,” but that didn’t make any sense. She most certainly didn’t have a husband. Lottie didn’t have anyone. She glanced at the Italian dictionary on the terrace’s lone table. Hopefully the man’s English was better than Marta’s, or else this would be a very short visit.

         “All right. You may show him out here, I suppose,” Lottie said with a sweep of her hand.

         Marta broke into a rare smile and nodded. “Ah, bene, bene. Una riconciliazione!” She clasped her hands against her chest, as if this was the most wonderful news. Then her eyes sparked with that all-too-familiar determination. “I bring you tea,” she declared and hurried back into the house.

         “No, Marta!” Lottie called after her. This wasn’t a social call, for heaven’s sake. But it was useless. She might be the mistress, but Marta ran the house. Lottie crossed her arms and leaned against the balustrade to wait for this “handsome nobleman” to appear. The thought was mildly intriguing, given that she had barely spoken to a man under fifty since the Pension Bertolini in Florence. He had been a remarkably bland German named Hans who was traveling with his father. Hans was polite, spoke excellent English, and didn’t remotely interest her. But her chaperone, Mrs. Wetherby, was undeterred: “Imagine! You could have blond children!”

         The odious woman had viewed Lottie’s light auburn tresses as an affront to common decency. A foul blemish that needed to be snuffed out before it could taint another generation. But Lottie cherished her hair. It was just like her mother’s had been. She pulled her long braid over her shoulder and absently fingered the end. Her uncle’s pompous secretary, Gordon Wetherby, had maintained that his aunt excelled in managing young ladies with “high spirits.” Lottie could still picture the way his nose wrinkled as he said the words. Lottie wasn’t proud of it, but she had taken some pleasure in imagining both his and Mrs. Wetherby’s reactions to her disappearance. Though perhaps she should be thanking him instead. After all, if Mrs. Wetherby had been the least bit pleasant, Lottie might have been tempted to amend her plan.

         The sound of approaching footsteps drew her attention. They were slow and heavy. One might even say portentous. This uninvited visitor was clearly in no great rush and expected her to wait. Bello or no, this was not the way to ensure a good first impression. Lottie fixed her most disapproving frown on the doorway, where the shadow of a rather imposing man now came into view. The doorway itself was low, and he had to stoop slightly to reach the terrace. Lottie’s breath caught at the familiar movement even while her mind tried to reason otherwise.

         No. He would never come here. Not for someone as trivial as you.

         But before the light even touched his face, a part of her already knew. From a place deep within her bones. A place she could never erase, no matter how hard she tried.

         And oh, how Lottie had tried.

         Her arms fell by her sides as Alec Gresham, her uncle’s ward turned protege, dedicated agent of the Crown, only son of the late English poet Edward Gresham, and, indeed, very bello, stepped out onto the terrace.

         “Well hello, Lottie,” he said evenly. “What a charming cottage you have here.”

         No wonder Marta mistook him for a nobleman. He certainly held himself like one, even though nearly every inch of him was covered in road dust. Then the man had the audacity to twist that full mouth of his into a smirk. At her.

         As if he were just dropping by for tea.

         As if they were still friends.

         The word caused a faint pang somewhere in the vicinity of her heart. Lottie quickly wiped the shock from her face and glared. She wasn’t naive enough to assume that Uncle Alfred, a man who staunchly refused to accept he didn’t have complete control over the fates and furies of life, would simply let her be. But to send Alec after her?

         The gall of both of them was maddening.

         But if Alec was at all bothered by this frosty reception, he didn’t show it. He sauntered over until he was no more than a foot away, forcing her to look up into the face that was at once both achingly familiar and surprisingly breathtaking. The trace of boyishness that had still been visible when they last met was no more, as his features had fully matured into the kind of stoic, patrician beauty the Romans had adored. His dark hair had grown so long it nearly brushed his collar, the waves as unruly as ever, and his strong jaw was lightly bearded. But beneath that easy charm the same undercurrent of antagonism crackled—just as captivating, and disquieting, as it always had been. His hazel eyes glinted, daring her to look away first. But Lottie stared right back.

         Alec filled the silence by studying her with an openness that bordered on indecent. If he were any other man, she would have walked away or taken him to task. But then, if he were any other man, her skin wouldn’t feel so flushed and tight, and she wouldn’t have any trouble swallowing. Alec’s gaze tracked the movement of her throat, then briefly flitted to her mouth. Lottie clenched her hands against the unwanted attraction swelling inside and released a breath.

         “Funny. Marta told me a handsome nobleman had come to visit.” She narrowed her eyes to match her icy tone. “But I see it’s only you.”

         That earned her a chuckle. “I know you don’t like surprises, but don’t be too cross with me.” He tilted his head and squinted; it was a perfect imitation of someone trying to recollect a distant memory. “How long has it been since we last saw each other, anyway?”

         The act was nearly as infuriating as the question itself. There was no need to put on a show for her, of all people. Lottie loosened her jaw just enough to answer. “I haven’t been keeping track.”

         It had been five years.

         And still nothing about Alec was genuine. He only made it appear so. That was his talent—drawing people in, telling them what they wanted to hear, to see, to feel, until they gave him everything he wanted. Then they were discarded.

         He smirked again and moved a little closer. “I’d say it’s been about five years or so. Not since your—”

         “Who told you I was here?” Lottie didn’t have time for this. He needed to leave. Immediately. She had not come all this way to deal with people like him and Uncle Alfred. Not anymore. “Was it Mrs. Wetherby?”

         Lottie had placed the timetable for the train to Rome on her desk when she left the pension, where even her harebrained chaperone could not miss it. She also underlined the city a few times so there would be no doubt of her destination. But perhaps Lottie had slipped and mentioned the village once…

         Alec shook his head. “She was sure you had gone to Rome, but I know a diversion when I see one.” His eyes warmed with approval, but Lottie made sure hers remained cold.

         At least someone noticed.

         She had also left behind a pressed red rose and a little note—love tokens from her imaginary Italian suitor. Had he seen through those as well? That could spoil everything.

         “Then I remembered how you always talked about coming here because of your parents.” The smile faded along with his voice, but the words still hung heavily in the air between them.

         Blast.

         That was the problem with childhood friends. They knew your inner workings, your inspirations, all your closely guarded dreams, because they had been there when the seeds were first sown. But while Alec knew plenty about Lottie, it seemed like everything she thought she knew about him—or at least, everything that had truly mattered—turned out to be wrong. He was little more than a stranger. And perhaps always had been.

         “After that, it was easy enough to track you here,” he continued. “A young English woman traveling on her own is a bit of a novelty around these parts. Especially one with hair as pretty as yours.”

         She frowned at the shallow compliment even as her traitorous heart beat a little faster. “A fine story, but I can’t begin to imagine your purpose in coming all this way.” Lottie made sure each word practically dripped with condescension.

         Alec’s eyes darkened as he stepped closer, filling the air with a familiar woodsy scent that made something soft and tender curl around her heart. His formerly white shirt was unbuttoned at the throat. The sun had turned his olive skin even darker and threaded his deep brown hair with the barest hints of copper and gold. Her fingers twitched with the old urge to touch those messy waves until she folded her hands tightly against her middle.

         Who knew where he had been before this: Turkey, Sardinia, Greece. Perhaps even Egypt. She had never once asked her uncle. All that mattered was that Alec had left. Living in such ignorance all these years made it slightly easier to pretend he didn’t exist outside of her memories. But now he stood before her in the flesh, radiating vitality and undeniably real. Lottie caught herself staring at the tanned hollow of his throat and quickly met his eyes, but of course Alec noticed. Yet another smirk briefly hovered on those well-formed lips then vanished. Time to get on with it.

         “You know exactly why I’m here, Lottie. And on behalf of whom.” Then he raised a dark brow to further emphasize that she had been very bad indeed.

         She rolled her eyes. “I did leave him a note.”

         “Oh yes,” he scoffed with surprisingly grating sarcasm. “The one your chaperone was too terrified to send him: ‘I know what I’m doing. Please don’t be too cross’? Did you really think that was going to convince Sir Alfred?”

         Lottie shrugged, unrepentant. The note had been a hastily dashed afterthought. Uncle Alfred should have been happy with two lines from her. But it was vexing to hear that Mrs. Wetherby hadn’t passed the message along. “As you very well know, trying to convince that man of anything is useless. I thought my time was better spent begging for forgiveness. And I know why you’re here in the general sense. What I’m wondering is what you’re hoping to accomplish today.”

         For once Alec looked puzzled. “You’re to come home. With me.”

         Lottie couldn’t stop the laugh from bursting forth. “My goodness, does Uncle Alfred always send you on his errands? I’d have thought you would be doing something far more important these days.”

         Apparently, agents of the Crown did not appreciate sarcasm. His jaw tightened as all traces of mirth vanished; in its place was an unfamiliar, world-weary expression that bordered on hostile. “He asked for my help. I’m here as a favor.”

         Lottie managed not to flinch at the trivial description. She expected to be considered as little more than an annoyance, but they both knew Uncle Alfred never asked. He demanded.

         “And is that really all you thought it would take? You show up here unannounced and I would simply go off with you?” She laughed again. “That’s even less convincing than my note.”

         Alec moved closer. “This isn’t a game, Lottie,” he began in a low, harsh voice that sent goose bumps racing up her spine. He then brushed his fingers against her elbow, and the light touch was so immediately recognizable, and so shockingly familiar, that Lottie nearly gasped. As the warmth from his fingertips sunk deeper into her skin, a heady, comforting feeling settled over her until she very nearly swayed against him. “You aren’t playing house up here,” he continued, unaware of her reaction. “And I don’t need to provide a list of reasons because you know you cannot stay.”

         Lottie pulled away from the hypnotic grasp and matched his glare. “I’m afraid I can, actually. I didn’t wander off and end up here by accident. I’ve let this house for the next year.”

         Alec’s eyes went nearly black as he leaned closer. It was impossible not to notice how much larger he was now. “Then I hope your landlord will honor a refund. As it stands, you have been traveling unaccompanied in a foreign country for over a week. Did you not consider what would happen when you deserted your chaperone while staying in a pension that is extremely popular with British tourists? Did you actually think your disappearance would go unnoticed?”

         His tone remained cold while only the barest hint of color stained his cheeks. It appeared that Alec had finally learned to control his temper. However, after insinuating that she was both remarkably inane and grossly incompetent, Lottie saw no need to bother with civilities.

         “What kind of a fool do you take me for?” she seethed. “The whole point was for them to notice.”

         By running away in such a dramatic fashion, Lottie had hoped to create a scandal so irresistible that it would be written about before the day was out. Those letters would then reach the finest drawing rooms in London before spreading even further with the relentless drive of the most potent plague until her ruination was achieved. And if the letters didn’t do the trick, Lottie had every faith that Mrs. Wetherby herself would make sure word spread. The older woman had her own reputation to maintain, but no one would blame her if a willful young lady ran off with an Italian.

         It would be the scandal of the season, if not the year. Lottie was counting on it.

         Alec stared as if she was a stranger. “You mean you…you wanted to be ruined?”

         Lottie lifted her chin. Proud. Defiant. And entirely unrepentant. “I’d be very disappointed to learn otherwise, Mr. Gresham.”

         Finally he was seeing her, really seeing her for the first time; now he would know how strong she was, how determined, how capable.

         “Oh, Lottie,” Alec sighed, as if in deep pain, and pinched the bridge of his nose. “What have you done?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         The heart-stopping relief that came over Alec when he stepped out onto the terrace and saw Lottie standing there, the picture of health—and alone—was entirely too short-lived.

         He had forgotten so many things, like the exact shade of her hair or the dimple on her left cheek that came out only when she laughed. He had also forgotten how damned stubborn she could be.

         And how disarmingly alluring it was.

         Over the years, in the rare moments when Alec dared to picture her, it was only as the girl he had first met: the sweet, seven-year-old orphan afraid of the dark who insisted she had an invisible pony named Buckles. Even earlier, while he was traipsing up this godforsaken hill, he was determined to prove that everyone else was mistaken. Lottie hadn’t run off with anyone. No, she had merely wanted to visit the little medieval village where her late parents spent their honeymoon and hadn’t even considered the havoc her little folly would cause.

         Silly, lovely Lottie.

         It never occurred to him that Charlotte Elizabeth Carlisle, born into one of the finest families in England, and beloved only niece of the illustrious Sir Alfred Lewis, would knowingly do anything to destroy her sterling reputation.

         But the steely-eyed young woman before him suggested otherwise.

         Alec had vastly underestimated her.

         A careless error. Inexcusable for an agent of his experience. It would not happen again.

         Lottie watched him with hawklike concentration. Her brows, a few shades darker than her hair, pulled together, but Alec couldn’t speak. It had taken him years to learn how to control his emotions, but this anger had come on so suddenly, so fiercely, that it nearly took his breath away. How long had it been since he let such raw feelings surface?

         Oh, about five years or so.

         He moved next to her and pressed his palms against the balustrade. He took a few deep breaths until the vibrant pulse of anger faded into that cool, familiar numbness. “I won’t pretend to understand what possessed you to do such a thing, or why,” he said, turning to her. “But to no one’s regret but your own, your reputation is still somewhat intact.”

         Lottie let out a frustrated huff. “Well, that is disappointing to hear,” she said dryly. “I had hoped Mrs. Wetherby would be hysterical. She threw a fit at the slightest inconvenience. I thought my leaving would at least elicit the same response as being served a lukewarm pot of tea.”

         Her cynicism was even more provoking. And bizarre. She had never been so cold before.

         What happened to you, Lottie?

         The question was on the tip of his tongue, yet he could never ask such a thing. He might have enjoyed her confidence once, but that had been a very long time ago.

         “I assure you, she was in great distress,” he growled instead. “But she has no wish for word of your little jaunt to spread, so she made up an excuse to explain your sudden disappearance from the pension.”

         She cut a glance at him, genuinely curious. “Did she? What was it?”

         “That you went to Rome to meet some school friends, where she would shortly join you.”

         It was a decent enough lie, though Mrs. Wetherby had already been cracking under the pressure when Alec met her in Florence. The woman was exceptionally incompetent, but at least that toad Wetherby had guaranteed his aunt’s discretion.

         “Huh. I hadn’t realized she was capable of such a deception. Was it accepted by the other guests? There was a trio of spinster sisters staying there who seemed to live exclusively on bits of gossip.”

         Alec gritted his teeth. He was unfortunately familiar with the women she spoke of. “Barely. Mrs. Wetherby had to leave the pension the day I arrived to keep up appearances. But it will all be for nothing if you don’t return to England very soon.”

         She lifted her chin. That mulish look was another thing he had forgotten. “I won’t be going anywhere. And certainly not with you.”

         “If you don’t come with me now, your uncle will only send someone else later,” he countered grimly. “And they might not be as considerate of your well-being as I am, especially if they learn the circumstances that preceded your visit.”

         No doubt there were scores of men who would be all too happy to escort her back to England. Alec was prepared to drag her kicking and screaming down the hillside for that reason alone. She swallowed hard but made no response. He glanced down and noticed that one hand was balled in a tight fist by her side. Perhaps she wasn’t so composed after all…

         “You should also know I didn’t come here merely to save your reputation,” Alec continued, taking pains to soften his tone. “Though that was the initial reason, the situation has grown more urgent. Your uncle suffered some kind of apoplexy a few days ago. Mr. Wetherby sent a telegram while I was still in Florence.” Alec had never met Wetherby in person. All communication between them was strictly limited to telegrams and letters, yet that hadn’t stopped him from concluding that the man was a complete ass. “He indicated that it was fairly mild, as far as these things go, but there is the danger your uncle could have another.”

         It was difficult to imagine Sir Alfred, who always exuded power and control, suffering from any kind of impairment, but age spared no one. Lottie’s frown deepened and she looked out across the landscape. Once Alec had been able to read her so easily, but she had no reason to hide anything from him then. Now he could only guess at the conflicting emotions warring inside her at the news. As his guardian and her uncle, Sir Alfred had, for lack of a better word, raised them both. But Alec’s relationship with the enigmatic man wasn’t nearly as complicated as Lottie’s was. And, given the circumstances, one could assume that things hadn’t exactly improved over the years. “If he does, he may die.”

         Lottie did not respond. At this angle, without those eyes hinting at the steel underneath, she could be the very picture of fresh, English innocence. Her slight curves had grown more pronounced over the years, but her peaches-and-cream complexion was still as smooth as polished marble with a faint dusting of those freckles he had always adored. The last time he saw her, Lottie had been trussed up in yards of white taffeta for a ball held in her honor. She had looked lovely then, but he much preferred her like this. In her sensible dark blue skirt and well-loved silk blouse, with wisps of hair coming loose from her braid.

         Alec fought back the urge to trail his finger down her cheek. Would she be warm and soft, or cool and hard? He leaned closer and faintly inhaled that familiar rosewater scent now mixed with the sharp tang of the oil paint that stained her fingertips. She had never looked more like herself than she did at this moment. Or maybe it was simply that he had missed her. So very much.

         “Thank you for your concern,” she said stiffly as she shifted away from his reach. “And for delivering the news in person, though it seems hardly worth the effort on your part. If I choose to see him, it will be on my own terms. I’m sure you have a long journey back to wherever it is you live now. On your way out, be sure to tell my housekeeper you were mistaken in coming here. You—you must have thought I was someone else.”

         There was a slight catch in her voice. A chink in her armor. And Alec wouldn’t let it slip by.

         “That might be difficult,” he began, “seeing as I already told her I was your husband.”

         Lottie abruptly faced him, her green eyes round and wide. “You what?”

         Alec gave her a lopsided smile. “Well, I had to get inside somehow. And I didn’t think she would believe I was your brother.” He gestured to the thick russet braid that snaked down her chest. Lottie’s hair had always been her most prized possession, and for good reason. It was glorious. Here, with those golden Tuscan hills as a backdrop, it gave her the otherworldly glow of a Titian goddess.

         “But I told Marta I was a widow!” Lottie hissed and clapped a hand to her forehead. “Oh, what must she think now?”

         Alec’s lips quirked. “She seemed rather delighted by your subterfuge, actually. I believe she imagines you came here to punish me.” A corner of her mouth lifted. Apparently that was an appealing idea. “I was properly scolded for not arriving sooner,” he went on. “According to her, you are much too lonely up here all by yourself.”

         The housekeeper had also sworn that the only man who had been inside the house was an elderly chap from the village who gave Lottie painting lessons, which blessedly spared him from the ugly task of forcing some wayward suitor’s hand. Mrs. Wetherby was convinced Lottie had run away with a man, though the evidence hadn’t amounted to more than a single dried rose and a pathetic note that read amore mio. Alec had roundly dismissed the notion that such piddling trinkets would have swayed her. But now he was questioning everything.

         Though Lottie claimed she had deliberately tried to ruin her reputation, that might not have been her original plan. She could have been abandoned en route, or perhaps her suitor had failed to materialize at the agreed-upon meeting place. It was understandable why she would not admit such a thing to Alec. Less understandable, though, was why she hadn’t returned to Florence immediately.

         Unless she is still hoping for his return.

         “Marta doesn’t know anything,” she snapped. “We can barely understand one another.”

         “Loneliness is a universal language, Lottie,” he murmured. One he had mastered long ago. “And it’s better for you this way. If she thinks we’re married, there won’t be any talk when we leave the village together.”

         She snorted at his caution. “That wouldn’t matter.”

         Alec narrowed his eyes. “You aren’t exactly in Timbuktu. Tourists come to this village. If people connect your actions in Florence with your stay here, it will make things worse for you. It matters.”

         “Only if I cared about my reputation.”

         Alec’s jaw tensed. Fresh heartbreak could certainly make a person act with such recklessness. It was difficult to see anything beyond the scorching pain that burned as hotly as any fire. But what would she do weeks, months, or even years later when the pain finally faded and she was left with nothing but the charred remains of her life?

         “We’ll talk about that later. For now I’m more concerned with removing any doubt about our relationship. Your housekeeper’s been watching us this entire time. From the window.”

         Lottie cast a subtle look past him. “Oh, Marta,” she grumbled.

         Alec caught her wrist and drew a small circle with his thumb. The impulsive gesture was something he had done when they were children and she was upset. Sometimes—many times—they had only each other for comfort. Lottie froze and stared down at his hand.

         “I know I’m in no position to ask, but please trust me. At least with this. Whatever your issues with Sir Alfred are, whatever led you to do this, go to him now. Make your peace while you still can.”

         Lottie’s pulse quickened under his thumb as she slowly lifted her eyes. With some effort, Alec was able to maintain his impassive expression.

         “Is that why you came? So I would not have any regrets?” Her voice had taken on a husky note that ribboned through his body, leaving a trail of molten need in its wake.

         Alec kept his tone carefully neutral. “I already told you why. It was a favor.”

         Only a state of extreme desperation would have led Sir Alfred to involve him in the first place but calling it a “favor” was quite a stretch. The thought of anyone else being sent after Lottie had been unbearable.

         “And what of your regrets?” Her hooded gaze wandered over his face, his eyes, his lips. “Or do you not have any?”

         Sir Alfred’s refusal suddenly came to him. He had not thought of it in years—hadn’t allowed himself to.

         Sorry, Alec. I know you’re fond of her, but I can’t give my consent.

         Fond had not even begun to describe it.

         And yet, as with all of Sir Alfred’s commands, he had obeyed. Without question.

         How little some things changed.

         His fingers tightened around her wrist. “Everyone has regrets,” Alec said more forcefully than he intended. Then he let go of her. His hand was practically throbbing.

         Lottie furrowed her brow for an endless moment while she chewed her lip—a welcome sign of serious consideration. Alec nearly sighed with relief at the sight.

         “The note Uncle Alfred sent you,” she began. “Was…was he very angry?”

         He raised an eyebrow. “Furious.”

         Lottie gave a resigned nod at the massive understatement.

         The telegram had been only a few lines, but Sir Alfred always knew how to make his point.

         Alec expected her to be more upset—she had been sensitive to her uncle’s moods as a girl—but Lottie merely sighed and shook her head. “I certainly don’t want him to die. I only wanted him to listen. Perhaps I should…” But she didn’t finish, only stared off, lost in her thoughts.

         He cleared his throat. The longer they stood like this—tense and distant—the worse it looked to Marta. The woman had let him into the house, but she was still suspicious. One contrary word from Lottie could ruin everything. She might not care about her reputation, but Alec certainly did.

         “As I was explaining earlier,” he said a touch too briskly, “I have an idea to help convince your housekeeper, but you’ll need to follow my lead. Can you do that?” He did his best to sound skeptical. Lottie had always hated being underestimated.

         True to form, she gave him a withering look. “I’m sure I can manage, but I don’t see why I should.”

         He stepped closer and brushed a stray curl behind her ear. She inhaled sharply at his touch but didn’t object. To any observer this would look like a welcomed lover’s caress. “If Marta sees me kiss you,” he began, “she won’t doubt a thing. She won’t even remember these past weeks.”

         Lottie’s expression didn’t change, but her breathing quickened slightly. “How impressive. I didn’t realize merely witnessing a kiss could lead to memory loss.”

         Alec’s lips curved. “Though I’ve been told my talents in that realm are substantial, the point is that it makes for a better story. We need something that takes attention away from you. Imagine: Instead of a dubious young widow staying here alone and arousing suspicion, we’re a young married couple on their honeymoon. The groom kept delaying their journey because of business in Florence, so the bride grew cross and came without him—very sympathetic. No one would blame her.”

         As he spoke, Lottie watched closely. She still hadn’t learned to play the coy, bashful lady. Alec had forgotten how penetrating, and slightly unnerving, her gaze could be. It set his blood moving far more than any saucy wink or fluttering eyelash ever had.

         “But when he finally arrived, and after a fine bit of groveling, all was forgiven.” The corner of his mouth lifted at the thought of all the ways he could beg forgiveness from her. “Who could resist that?”

         Lottie’s cheeks took on the most becoming shade of pink, but she let out an indignant huff. “Why is it that people always seem most titillated by stories of fallen women or romance?”

         Alec’s smile grew. He needed to think of a way for her to say titillated again. “I haven’t the faintest. I’ve always preferred a good mystery myself. But in this case, I say we indulge the masses. And don’t leave any room for doubt.”

         There was no need for them to actually kiss, of course; it merely needed to appear that way to Marta. But before he could clarify that little detail, Lottie spoke up.

         “Fine. You may kiss me,” she said flatly. Then her gaze sharpened. “But it had better be good.”

         Alec managed to keep his cavalier expression while internally his reaction was nothing short of pathetic. He had never been one to back away from a challenge, or turn down the chance to kiss a beautiful woman. A tiny voice inside his head suggested that perhaps it wasn’t a good idea to kiss this beautiful woman in particular, but the half-hearted warning was easily dismissed.

         “As my lady commands,” he said with a dramatic sigh. Best not to look too eager.

         In one swift movement, his hand laced around her nimble waist while the other cupped her nape and gave it a little squeeze. She let out a gasp as her head tilted back but didn’t offer any protest as he gently set his lips to hers.

         One could almost believe she was enjoying this.

         
              

         

         As if it wasn’t enough for Alec to come strolling in and upend all of Lottie’s plans, now he was trying to further unnerve her with a kiss. No doubt he assumed she would be positively shocked by the mere idea of kissing him, but Lottie had been kissed before. Three times, actually. Ceril Belvedere had even pressed her against the wall of Lady Arlington’s balcony. It had been rather exciting, at least in the moment, but this…

         Once, for a very brief period, Lottie had spent untold hours imagining what it would be like to kiss Alec. And even she could not resist the chance to see if her dreams lived up to the reality.

         Apparently her imagination had been decidedly lacking.

         Yet it wasn’t only the feel of his lips on hers, so firm, commanding, and confident. It was the way he held her close and cradled her in his arms. As if she really did belong to him.

         As if he really did want her.

         Alec squeezed her neck a bit more and her mouth opened slightly. Then he gently parted her lips further with his own. That hardly seemed necessary for Marta’s sake, but then one would expect him to be fully committed to his duty. Uncle Alfred had made that plain years ago when Alec left.

         He will do whatever is necessary. That is not the kind of life for a man with a family. The Crown must come first. Always.

         Lottie had never once spoken to anyone about her feelings for Alec, as she hardly knew what to make of them herself. Alec’s friendship had always been invaluable to her, and yet at times she had ached for something more. More than she could ever put into words. More than she ever dared act upon. But her uncle seemed to understand. There was little use trying to have secrets from a man who had spent much of his life either ferreting them out or keeping them safe. And if Uncle Alfred had known, it stood to reason that Alec did as well. Perhaps for longer than she realized. Lottie had once deluded herself into thinking that Alec had morals, a sense of common decency, and, dare she think it, a fondness for her. But he had done a very fine job of divesting her of all those pesky illusions. Completely. Alec wouldn’t think twice about exploiting anything he could in order to bend her to his will. Even something as innocent as her girlhood affection.

         No, especially something like that.

         Well, she wasn’t a girl anymore, and he wasn’t the only one who could be shocking. Lottie pressed her tongue to his, determined to show him exactly how little this meant to her—but Alec immediately froze. Her cheeks, already flushed from his attentions, burned even greater at this misstep. Rejection wasn’t humiliating enough on its own; no, she must also resemble an overripe tomato. But before she could pull back and recover what little remained of her dignity, Alec hauled her against his chest so close she could feel every thudding heartbeat. With each rhythmic pulse the kiss seemed to grow only more fierce, more desperate, and more dangerous.

         Lottie gathered what little remained of her frazzled nerves and raised a hand to push him away, but the appendage had other ideas. Instead, her fingers sank into his hair, mussing those thick waves, while her nails gently scraped his scalp. Alec shivered and gripped her harder, which only further weakened her already feeble resolve. Just as her knees began to tremble, Alec splayed one large palm between her shoulder blades while the other moved close to her backside and firmly anchored her against his form. Every inch radiated heat, strength, and undeniable maleness.

         Unlike the other gentlemen of her acquaintance, Alec did not fritter away the daylight hours in private clubs before spending the evening enjoying more shallow entertainments. His body was a weapon, and he treated it like one. She grazed a sizable biceps, and he immediately flexed beneath her fingertips. An appreciative moan rose from her throat, and Alec only kissed her more deeply. The insidious whisper in the back of her mind suddenly grew very loud: Perhaps this is real.

         Alec tore his mouth from hers, as if he had heard it. After a moment Lottie’s eyes fluttered open. She was flushed. Breathless. But Alec seemed as cool and collected as before. He was staring past her with a sharp, calculating look in those fathomless hazel eyes.

         “There,” he murmured. “That ought to do it.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Once again Alec had underestimated Lottie while vastly overestimating his own self-control.

         That hadn’t been an issue in years—if anything, his control had been a point of pride—but Alec didn’t dare look at her now. He heard her sharp, surprised inhalation as he pulled away, but if he caught just one glimpse of a pliant, kiss-drunk Lottie in his arms, he wouldn’t let go. Alec kept his eyes trained on a corner of the house’s stone facade as he drew his hands away from her deceptively devastating curves. She hadn’t been made of marble at all but was warm and supple, with an enticing figure that could lure men to their deaths; a land-bound siren. A temptation that would most certainly drive him insane.

         But far more unnerving was her reaction to him. Alec had felt that barely contained fire inside her. That passion simmering at the very surface, a breath away from boiling over. It might not all have been on his account—there was still the possible suitor to consider—but he sure as hell wanted to experience Lottie unbound, even if just a part of her, however small, had melted for him.

         It was one thing to want a woman madly, but nothing compared to being madly wanted in return. Except to be wanted by her was an impossibility.

         Thanks to your parents’ shame, a match between the two of you would be a disaster for her, Sir Alfred had rightly pronounced. You’ve more sense than this, Alec. And if you don’t, I will take great pains to remind you.

         Now there was far too much about himself, both his past and the man he had become, that she could never know. Alec strode over to the other side of the terrace, desperate to smell something besides damned rosewater, hear something other than that soft, sultry moan, fill his hands with something other than her. He swung back around. She stood in the same spot, but all traces of the stubborn, frustrating she-devil had vanished. Her shoulders were slumped and her head was bowed while she nervously twisted her hands. The stark pain in her face hit him harder than any blow.

         She might as well have been that cherubic girl again, appealing to every protective instinct he ever had, while he was the same surly eleven-year-old rejecting her affection in a desperate effort to maintain the impenetrable wall around himself. Until the day she finally managed to scale it. From then on he vowed to do her no harm, and to keep that damned look off her face, but now he was the cause. Alec moved to reach for her, to call her name, to soothe her, but the housekeeper chose that moment to arrive with their long-overdue tea.

         Lottie immediately straightened at the sight of Marta stepping onto the terrace with a heavy tray. She ignored Alec as she walked toward the housekeeper; that cool marble facade had reappeared once again, destroying any trace of vulnerability.

         “Here, Marta. Let me help you.”

         Together they placed the tray on a table and began arranging the tea things. Marta must have included every delicacy in the house, but Alec was in no state to eat.

         Marta was prattling on in rapid Italian—she had been delighted to learn he was fluent, and even knew a bit of the local dialect—but Alec barely heard a word. “Grazie. Puoi andare,” he said and waved her away.

         Marta bowed eagerly. “Prego, prego. Grazie, signore.” She then scurried back into the house.

         “Lord of the manor already?” Lottie quipped as she moved to pour for both of them.

         Alec sat down and tried not to stare at her slender, bare hands gracefully holding the teapot. “Just trying to act the part.”

         A bit of tea dribbled over the spout and Lottie caught it with her finger, then promptly brought it to her lips. Alec coughed and shifted in his seat.

         “About that,” she said, adding a dash of milk to her cup without offering him any. “Why is Marta under the impression that you’re a nobleman?”

         Did she remember he took it plain, or was this merely a snub?

         “I told her my surname was Petrucci. It’s a very old, very well-respected family in these parts.”

         Lottie raised an eyebrow. “A noble one?”

         “You could say that.” Alec picked up his teacup and took a sip while Lottie turned her attention to the plate of pastries; out of all the delicacies before them, she chose an individual custard tart—a crostata con crema. Alec’s favorite.

         “What are you supposed to be, then? A duke? A marquis?” She passed the plate bearing the tart to him. “Oh, but do they have those here?”

         Alec stared blankly at the plate.

         She did remember.

         “Yes, they do,” he said and accepted the dessert. “But this branch of the Petruccis are counts.” His lips curved in a smile. “Which makes you a contessa.”

         Lottie laughed, as if the idea was absurd. As if she couldn’t marry any man she wanted. She had rejected Ceril Belvedere only months ago, and he was the heir to an earldom.

         She chose a few amaretti biscuits for herself and sat down. “Was it difficult to speak Italian again? I’ve been having a terrible time of it.”

         Though Alec’s father had been English, he had been born in Venice to an Italian mother.

         “A little, at first. But it grew easier once I began spending more time here.”

         Lottie’s mouth tightened slightly. “And when was that?”

         She really didn’t know, then.

         Alec held her gaze. “About five years ago. The Mediterranean was deemed the most advantageous place for me. I moved around initially, but I always found my way back to Italy. Venice in particular.”

         His father, the superfluous third son of a viscount, came to the floating city as a young man after a family quarrel over his pursuit of poetry instead of the church. The estrangement had only deepened when he took up with Alec’s mother. At the time of his death, Edward Gresham had not set foot in England in fifteen years. Though he had risen to become a well-respected member of Venetian society, it had not come without a cost. One that Alec still bore.

         It didn’t seem necessary to add that Sir Alfred also had a number of connections to the city and expected Alec to use his Italian heritage in order to gain closer access to the powerful Venetians who wouldn’t otherwise trust an outsider, especially an English one.

         “I see.” Her mouth tightened again, but the grimace was more pronounced this time. “I suppose playing a reprobate Englishman must make for an excellent disguise.”

         “I wouldn’t know. I teach at the Università Ca’ Foscari now.”

         Lottie couldn’t hide her surprise. “You’re a professor?”

         Alec nodded. There were already enough English reprobates in the Byronic mold wandering around Venice. His middling academic career was one of the few things he was actually proud of. “I’ve been putting that blasted first in history to use.”

         Her eyes warmed with a hint of approval. “The Etruscans, I take it?”

         First the tarts, now Etruria. While Sir Alfred had a well-documented passion for the Roman conquest of Britain, Alec’s interests had always verged toward the more ancient and mysterious. “Naturally.”

         She smiled a little and dipped her head, but when she spoke her tone was carefully bored. “I suppose you live alone?”

         “Yes.” An admirable attempt to fish for information. “I could never ask a wife to subject herself to the demands of my work.”

         Lottie glanced away. “Of course.”

         He ignored the stirring in his chest that came when he uttered the word wife and pushed ahead. “Your uncle explained what I was doing, then?”

         It was common knowledge that Sir Alfred had the admiration of the queen and the ear of the prime minister, but few really knew how far his influence extended. He had spent the better part of his adult life spying for the Crown and championing the use of both foreign and domestic intelligence in affairs of state. Though the practice had flourished during the Napoleonic wars, since then England had fallen behind the comparatively advanced operations of adversaries like Russia and Germany. Those in power were slowly coming to see the value of such information, but missions were still underfunded and mostly undertaken by amateurs––wealthy, well-connected gentlemen who wanted a little adventure. Alec was one of the few men who had been specifically recruited for such work and highly trained. At some point Sir Alfred had let his niece further into the fold, but Alec had no idea just how much she knew.

         Lottie didn’t meet his eyes. “He told me enough. And it was rather easy to piece the rest together after you left.”

         “But you didn’t know I had gone to Italy,” he prodded.

         She was quiet for a long moment. “I never asked. For all I knew, you were in London this whole time.”

         Alec inhaled deeply, trying to keep his irritation in check. How could she think such a thing? “I haven’t set foot in England since I left,” he said through clenched teeth, but Lottie merely shrugged and took a sip of tea, as if it made no difference. That stung more than it should have. He hadn’t come here to reopen old wounds. But then they shouldn’t even be having this conversation. She was supposed to marry fabulously, take her rightful place at the top of society, and have a veritable litter of children by now. Yet here she was, trying to undermine her own future.

         Did she truly not want those things? Or had she been led astray and then abandoned by another man? Neither possibility was appealing; the latter for the obvious reasons, as well as other, less obvious ones Alec would rather not explore. But at the thought of the first possibility, a dull pain began to bloom in his chest until he smothered it. Like all the others.

         For if she did not want that glittering London life, what had all this sacrifice been for?

         Lottie broke the tense silence. “I will go with you, but only on two conditions.”

         Alec set down his teacup, grateful to be distracted from such unnerving thoughts. “Anything.”

         “I want to see Venice before we leave Italy.”

         “Absolutely not,” he barked, but Lottie was unruffled.

         “I know it adds time to the return journey,” she conceded. “But this may be my only chance to see the place. I have no idea how long I will be in England. If Uncle Alfred has truly fallen ill, I’d like to help him. But if he survives, I foresee some objections should I try to leave again.”

         “He can’t hold you prisoner, Lottie,” Alec scoffed.

         Her eyes narrowed. “He can do any number of things, if his faculties remain. Do you doubt it?”

         Alec was silent in the face of her hard stare. In his rush to rescue her from ruin, he had given no thought to what would happen upon her return to London. Yes, Sir Alfred had been angry, but he loved his niece and only wanted what was best for her.

         Of that Alec was absolutely certain.

         “I assume you haven’t sent word to anyone yet that you’ve found me. I’m willing to sacrifice a day or two, if you are.”

         “That isn’t enough time to see Venice properly,” he grumbled. But it could be more than enough time to create complications. For them both.

         “Oh, I quite agree with you,” she said. “But I’d rather see only a bit than nothing at all.”

         Alec glowered. He refused to be guilted by her. She had put herself in this position. If Lottie had wanted to see Venice so badly, she could have gone with her chaperone.

         Then again, after only an afternoon in that woman’s company Alec had been ready to head for the hills, and Lottie had endured weeks of her. Surely that deserved a stroll around Saint Mark’s Square and a damned gondola ride.

         “Fine. We’ll go. But only for a day.” His heartbeat quickened as he said the words, and a droll voice suggested that he was not doing this merely for her benefit.

         Lottie smiled in triumph and reclined grandly in her chair. She took a leisurely sip of tea and gazed at the horizon.

         “Well?” he prompted.

         Her eyes cut back to his. “Oh yes. The second condition.” She placed the cup and saucer down and folded her hands. “Once we leave here, your conduct must be as gentlemanly as possible. At all times.” Alec opened his mouth, but she pressed on. “That means you are not to use my Christian name.”

         He kept his tone neutral. “I would never use it in public.”

         “You may not use it in private, either. There is no need for us to be so familiar with one another. No one calls me Lottie anymore, anyway,” she added softly.

         Alec gripped his thigh hard under the table. “My humblest apologies for my carelessness. I will address you formally from now on. And refrain from being too familiar.”

         Lottie gave him an irritatingly beatific smile. “In that case, I will be happy to accompany you to England, Professor.”

         Alec failed to suppress the little thrill that shot through him at the title. “I’m afraid you’ll need to pose as Mrs. Gresham while we’re traveling. It’s a common enough name, and we certainly won’t be moving in the circles you’re used to, so your reputation should be safe.” Then he gave her a rather caustic smile of his own.

         “I told you. I don’t care about my rep—”

         Alec held up a hand. “I am thoroughly aware of your feelings on the subject. But I assume you still care about your safety. You cannot stay in a room at a damned railway inn by yourself. It’s too dangerous.”

         Lottie seemed primed to argue but then she crossed her arms. “Fine.”

         “Then we are in complete agreement.” Alec pushed away from the table and stalked off.

         When he had received Sir Alfred’s command—for Sir Alfred still never asked anything of him—he anticipated some awkwardness with Lottie. She had spent these last years moving among the very cream of society and would not wish to reconnect with an old, forgotten playmate like him.

         But nothing could have prepared Alec for the utter contempt she now demonstrated toward her own well-being. She appeared not at all concerned by the prospect of being banished from society forever. The only world she had ever known. And even if she was personally indifferent, did she have no compassion for those who cared for her? Lottie might not have any family apart from her uncle, but she had friends, certainly. If her reputation was destroyed, she would never see any of them again. Couldn’t she see how much she stood to lose? It seemed unimaginable that she would not only willingly leave but set herself on fire in the process. Even for love. Then again, not everyone shared his utter contempt for romance.

         Alec had noticed the canvas on the easel when he first stepped onto the terrace. Now seemed a fine time for a closer look.

         “Of course,” he muttered after a quick perusal. It was remarkably similar to a small painting Lottie’s mother had done when she came here on her honeymoon. The original was one of Lottie’s most prized possessions and had always occupied a place of honor in her childhood bedroom. After a little while, the artist herself came beside him.

         “It’s good. I had no idea you painted.”

         “I started a few years ago.”

         Long after he had left, then. “I trust you haven’t given up your ciphers.” Lottie always had a head for puzzles and developed several when she was younger. They had often written encrypted letters to each other at their respective boarding schools.

         She gave a half-hearted shrug. “I had been helping Uncle Alfred transcribe some.”

         “Really?”

         “Mr. Wetherby gave them to me now and again. It was all very hushed up, of course. And I never tried to decipher the codes myself. He said my uncle didn’t trust anyone else to do it,” she explained, unable to fully mask the pleasure behind her words. “But it kept me occupied.”

         The back of Alec’s neck tingled. Sir Alfred had always adamantly maintained that Lottie could never be involved in his work in any way. The risk was too great. Before he could ruminate on that further, Lottie continued: “I haven’t written my own in ages, though. I didn’t see the point.”

         For there was no one to send them to.

         She stared at the view with a wistfulness that, for a moment, made her seem years younger. Alec swallowed past the lump of guilt in his throat and turned back to the canvas. “Why not paint the sunset? I’m sure it’s magnificent.”

         “It is, but my painting instructor said I had to master daytime first. Now, though…” Her voice trailed off. He would have given anything to touch her again, even a comforting pat on the shoulder, but he doubted she would appreciate the gesture. And Alec was, if nothing else, a man of his word.

         “You’ll come back to finish your sunset. I promise.”

         
              

         

         Alec disappeared into the cottage soon after, leaving Lottie to stew in her thoughts. Chief among them was the wish for one more bedroom. She sat down at the terrace table and flipped through the Italian pocket dictionary until she reached the Mar section. Lottie dragged her finger down the page and stopped at the entry for Marito: m. Husband. Spouse.

         She pressed a hand to her forehead as her face flushed yet again. Her measly conditions had been a desperate bid to gain some control over a situation wildly spinning away from her. She had come here to show Uncle Alfred that he could not manage her anymore, but if her actions had contributed to his illness in any way, she wasn’t sure she could live with herself.
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