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His cruel hands held her down, pinning her
to the feather mattress in her own bedchamber. Lady Sophie
struggled with all her strength until she was completely tangled up
in the flimsy material of her nightrail. In desperation, she choked
on a sob. There was nothing she could do…nothing but submit.

What a fate for the daughter of an earl!
Though her father had never cared to spend more than a few moments
a year in her presence, she had always had the protection of his
name…but perhaps she not even had that any longer. He was gone now.
He had died over a year ago, leaving her the London town house and
her mother’s jewels…neither of which could help her escape this
nightmare.

His face was hidden in the shadows, yet she
knew his identity without question. He was the same gentleman who
had followed her across Hyde Park when she’d gone riding with Lord
Griffon last Tuesday.

His dark gaze had troubled the back of her
neck until she’d turned and spotted him. There were other times she
had caught him lurking like a phantom, watching her as she flitted
from one man’s arm to another. His heavy brows always furrowed. His
lips always pulled into a deep frown.

Was it a month ago now that he’d brashly
entered her parlor during an at-home? She’d swiftly refused his
advances and turned him out.

And now he had returned and was here…in her
bed.

He crushed his lips against hers, swallowing
her protests while his hands roamed lower. Skin that felt hotter
than the coals in the fire grate burned—seared—as his fingers
trailed a path over her hips. His touch gentled when he reached the
apex between her thighs.

This wasn’t happening, she told herself.
Proper virgin ladies did not consort with gentlemen in this
manner…nor should they enjoy the unspeakable sensation of being
stroked so intimately.

Despite her alarm, her senses raced as a
feverish heat trailed up her neck. The feel of his mouth against
hers muddled her thoughts and set her body on fire. She couldn’t
seem to think, much less stop her mouth from responding to his
ravishing kisses.

Her lips parted just wide enough to allow
his tongue entrance. He tasted of cinnamon and burgundy, all sweet
and bitter. The cool night air kissed the tender skin high on her
thighs as he lifted the hem of her nightrail. Instinctively, her
legs relaxed and opened for him.

A shocked voice inside her warned that she
should be fending off his advances, not kissing him until she was
breathless with need. She should protest. What…what would happen to
her after he managed to pry open the top buttons of his
inexpressibles? Curiosity mingled with fear. She was certain her
body couldn’t take much more excitement. As it was, her heart was
pounding so hard it was about to burst right out of her chest.

He peeled his lips away from hers. His dark,
silent gaze pressed his determination hard upon her.

“You cannot run from me any longer,
Sophie. You are mine.”

His whispered words were an echo of those
inked on an unsigned card. A card that had been delivered to her
home earlier that same day, accompanied by a showy bouquet of white
and pink lilies. Lilies—according to the Language of
Flowers—signified a dangerous love awaiting her.

The flowers’ heady aroma had filled the
front parlor. Their scent had lingered long after she had ordered
them removed, making it nearly impossible for Sophie to disregard
the warning—or perhaps it had been a promise—those delicate petals
represented.

What was she to do? Although the card had
been unsigned, her heart had shuddered with every beat that
afternoon, and her mind had had to struggle to follow the
conversations of her friends at tea…because she knew.

Lord Benton-Black, the rake who had
inherited her father’s title and wealth, was her gentleman stalker
and the only logical source of the chillingly anonymous note and
flowers.

She had known and had feared—with perverse
anticipation—that this midnight visit would come. Now, with him
firmly planted between her vulnerable thighs and his fingers nearly
done with the unfastening of his breeches’ buttons, a shiver of
dread tripped over her.

This wasn’t quite real…

That stray thought, more worrisome than all
the rest, sent Sophie shooting up in her bed. In silent darkness,
she battled not with her seducer but with the heavy woolen blanket.
It had entangled her limbs and cinched up between her legs so
tightly she could barely move.

I am alone…

A sob, born not from fear but from the years
of loneliness that had left her labeled a hopeless spinster,
threatened to choke her as she fought to hold it inside her throat.
Failing, tears dropped from her cheeks while the pain of being so
utterly empty and alone ripped through her.
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