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        Theodore Rockley, Eleventh Duke of Pembridge, is endowed with everything a man could desire.

        Good looks.

        Charm.

        Intellect.

        A wealthy estate.

        And an enormous specimen of...masculine splendor.

        So formidable, in fact, that no woman has been able to conquer its summit.

        Scandalous adventuress Estela Bongorge wants only one thing from delicious Rockley, and she's never yet been beaten in a challenge.

        Can they discover a solution to the well-endowed duke's dilemma?

        Will Rockley be able to tie down the problem?

        Or is his predicament insurmountable?

        One thing is for sure... they'll have a breath-taking time finding out!
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        Venice

        Late September, 1905

      

      

      Moonlight shimmered on the canal as the gondola passed. The seated woman wrapped her cloak close, looking up at the edifices of Istrian stone and exposed brickwork. The buildings bore a faded elegance, the balconies empty and the rooms dark.

      Only as they passed from the narrow avenue into a larger waterway did the sound of music float upon the air. The gondolier guided them onward, toward a building far grander than those that surrounded it: the Palazzo di Zorzi Tiepolo. Here, the mullioned windows shone. Somewhere within, an orchestra was playing.

      His passenger turned her face to the light, and the gondolier was struck by her dark-haired beauty. Why was such a woman, dressed so finely, travelling alone at this hour?

      There could be only one answer.

      An assignation.

      Drawing level with the ombre-colored walls, he brought them close. The gondola rocked as she stood, and he offered his hand to aid her step into the arched portal.

      Behind her mask, eyes of mesmerizing green which matched the hue of her gown conveyed thanks.

      Once inside the woman made haste, climbing to the grand hall of the palazzo where a footman took her cloak, departing with it.

      The gilded ceiling soared above, ornately decorated with scenes of Venetian life and lit by a monumental chandelier of hand-blown glass, each crystal droplet sparkling. To her left, past marble columns, was the entranceway to the ballroom. The murmur of conversation filtered through, from a sea of half-obscured faces, the wearers adorned in rich brocades and bobbing feathers, silks and jewels.

      But her interest lay not in the decadent delights of the masquerade. Tonight, she came with an objective far more vital.

      The staircase to the upper apartments was sited at the far end of the hall. It was there she must go, to seek her prize. With a last glance at the revelers, she made her way toward the broad flight of steps.

      However, she’d barely half-crossed the hall when a lurching figure, broad in the shoulder, appeared from a small doorway to her right—dressed as a gaudy version of the famous ‘Hunchback’ of Paris fame. Seeing her, he stopped and made a courtly bow, waiting for her to pass ahead.

      It would not do.

      As unassuming as the man appeared, she did not wish to be observed making her way upstairs.

      Smiling, she called to him. “Signore, vuole ballare con me?” She indicated the ballroom. If he would but follow her, and could be persuaded into a few moments of dancing, she might then rid herself of him and continue on her way.

      Though he hesitated, he returned her smile and offered his arm, escorting her through. At once, they were plunged into the crowd, amid shrieks and laughter. There was a circular dance of sorts, though the inebriation of the partygoers was such that there seemed no rhyme or reason to their movements. She lost hold of her partner, her last sight of him being his frowning face, dark eyes glinting behind the grey and black of his mask.

      All well and good.

      As he was carried away, she pushed back toward the exit. The hall was an oasis of calm in comparison. Without wasting a moment, she ran for the stairs, taking them as quickly as her gown would allow. Making haste along the carpeted passageway, she reached the portico at the end. There, a small vestibule led through to a heavy wooden door.

      She dropped to her knees, placing her eye to the keyhole. If some maid were there, or the Contessa herself—entertaining some lover, perhaps—there would be no alternative but to turn back. To her relief she saw no movement; nor did voices carry from within. Sliding two pins from her hair, she made short work of the mechanism and entered the room.

      This was the place in which the Contessa entertained. The shutters had not been closed on the windows, allowing the silvered moonlight to reveal a sumptuously appointed sitting room—as she’d been led to expect. The Contessa’s sleeping chamber was part of the adjoining suite. Hurrying over, she found the connecting door unlocked.

      Opening it, she gave a start, for the opposing wall featured a mirror of great size, and she was met by her own reflection looking back at her through the gloom.

      Hold your nerve!

      Softly, she closed the door behind her.

      Here, the maid had been more meticulous, drawing the curtains loosely. There was a lamp upon the table to her right but dare she light it?

      Perhaps not.

      With the curtains parted a fraction, there would be enough light by which to see, and she hoped not to be here long.

      The chamber was much as one would expect, dominated by the bed. Though it was too opulently lavish for her own taste, it was undeniably grand—a piece fit for one of the most powerful families in all Venice. Had circumstance been different, a wicked tumble upon its coverlet would have amused her no end, disturbing the prettily arranged cushions.

      The Contessa’s dressing room was beyond this again, but that held no interest.

      What she sought was here, and located in the dressing table, if her source had been worth the coin she’d paid.

      To her irritation, the thing had a multitude of drawers: five on each side and three across the center.

      Where to begin?

      She pulled at the middle, which rattled but did not open, though there was no obvious lock.

      It was a good sign. No keyhole meant a hidden mechanism. Bending low, she felt beneath and found the lever without difficulty. The drawer clicked open.

      However, her disappointment was immediate. An assortment of small brooches filled the compartment.

      Nothing else.

      Would she have to check every drawer!

      She was about to try the next along when a sound from the adjoining sitting room disturbed her.

      Hellfire!

      There was no time to hide beneath the bed—and to simply make for the dressing room was risky.

      She settled on the curtains.

      No sooner had she pressed herself there than the door opened.

      Whoever it was did not light the lamp. Footsteps crossed the room. Tilting her head fractionally, she peered around the fringing of the heavy drapes.

      And saw the figure of the hunchback!

      He’d moved aside the stool and was lying prone on the rug before the dressing table, reaching to the very back. The next moment, the lowest drawer of the lefthand pedestal popped open. From within, he extracted some letters—eight or more—tied with ribbon. He glanced only quickly at the script before pocketing the bundle and closing the drawer.

      She ducked back behind the curtain.

      Someone else here tonight, on the same mission as herself! And he’d known exactly where to look.

      Her mind spun.

      What could she do? Confront him and demand the letters? Wrestle them from him?

      Neither seemed likely to prove successful. A commotion of any sort would only bring others. At worst, the fellow might have a knife or pistol. Even without one, he looked strong enough to knock her unconscious, or strangle her.

      She was not without skills of self-defense but, with him, she did not rate her chances.

      What then?

      Let him leave. Trail him. Locate his dwelling. Live to seek out the letters another day, or perhaps this very night.

      His light steps took him again across the room. The door clicked open and closed.

      Letting go the breath she’d been holding, she stepped out. A few moments were needed, for she could not follow directly on his heels; nor could she dally too long.

      Hoping her judgment was adequate, she set off. On swift feet, she retraced her steps, pausing at each turn to ensure he was not visible—nor she to him.

      There was only one way to leave the palazzo, short of jumping from a balcony. He would be heading for the portico where a gondola must collect him.

      Her own gondolier she’d instructed to wait for her on the opposite side of the canal. She had only to signal him, and they might give chase, at a discreet distance.

      Her heart pounded.

      He could not get away!

      Reaching the hall, she made herself walk sedately, though it barely mattered anymore. She would be away in her gondola within a minute of reaching the outer door.

      The footman who’d taken her cloak called after her, but she did not look back, skittering down the final steps to the lower level.

      There was no one upon the platform. All was well. He could not be far ahead.

      Giving a low whistle, she summoned her vessel and climbed aboard. The boat pitched as she hopped on, but she was too frantic to care.

      She glanced along the canal in both directions. The moon had ducked behind a cloud, but it was not entirely dark. Illumination suffused from the palazzo, casting a glow on the water beneath.

      Yet she saw no retreating gondola, carrying the man who’d stolen what she’d come for.

      “Where is he?” she asked of the gondolier. “The man who left, just now.”

      “Scusami.” The gondolier shrugged. “There is no one. Only us.”

      Impossible!

      And yet where was he?

      She beat her fist upon her lap.

      Returning inside, she scoured the ballroom for her devious ‘hunchback’ but he was nowhere to be found. The man had vanished into thin air.
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        Aboard the Maria Cecilie, departing for Southampton, from il Porto di Venezia

      

      

      Estela Bongorge cast an appraising eye over the young steward placing her baggage within the cabin and reached up to remove her hat pins—all the better to emphasize her well-leveraged bosom.

      “Such an exertion!” With one hand resting above the curve of her hip, Estela laughed breathily. She fanned herself with the large blue disc of a hat, topped effusively with feathers. “All those steps!”

      Her Italian was far from perfect, and her accent liable to drift, but she was familiar enough to make herself understood. In any case, the message she wished to convey did not require great facilitation with the language.

      In any case, the steward answered in faltering English. “The signora wishes for tea? Darjeeling, oolong or lapsang souchong? I carry to you straight away, with the torte alla crema. Deliziose. All very fresh.”

      He looked exceedingly pleased to have made the speech, and to be offering his service, which was just as Estela intended.

      “A tempting offer. There is nothing like Italian cream, and I confess I can be quite greedy.” A dip of the chin enabled her to look up through her lashes. “But there’s no need for tea; champagne, I think.”

      “Only the best. I go now and fetch for you.” He set off swiftly, allowing Estela a brief view of his tight rear through the starched white of his uniform.

      With the click of the closing door, she cast aside the hat and flopped full-length onto the bed. He would do, she supposed, although he’d likely have scant idea of how to conduct himself. Only in maturity did men garner the skills to truly satisfy a woman. She would make the best of it. In her current mood, a tumbling was the only thing that would take the edge off her irritation.

      With any luck, the champagne would arrive chilled to the correct temperature. Her young steward could manage that, if not much else, she had to hope.

      Testing the mattress with a gentle bounce, she was pleased to find it firm, and without too much creaking of the springs. The room itself was decorated quite pleasingly—the wallpaper a delicate oyster silk with matching swagged curtains. Light voiles ensured a degree of privacy, since the window was of the regular sort, offering a wide view onto the upper promenading deck.

      The furniture—a dressing table and stool, a small dining arrangement, a good-sized wardrobe, and a plush velvet chaise—was a little over-gilded. Nevertheless, it was of a better standard than she’d been expecting.

      She’d been fortunate in acquiring passage, given the short notice and her insistence on having one of the more superior cabins. The extra expense was justified. If she was going to spend more than a week at sea, with uncertain weather, narrow company, and even more limited entertainment, she intended to be comfortable.

      Not that she’d ever suffered with mal de mer. She’d twice crossed the Atlantic and had been a guest on various private yachts visiting the ports of the Mediterranean.

      Arguably, it would have been quicker to travel by rail to Calais, before crossing the Channel. She was procrastinating—putting off the time when she’d have to admit to Mathilde that she’d failed.

      Sitting up, Estela worked free the buttons of her travelling jacket and, reaching behind, tugged the sleeves down her arms. Next, she pulled at the laces on her kid boots. Pushing them off, she gave her toes a rub.

      It had been a long day, securing first her ticket and then transport to the harbor in time for embarkation. Her maid had packed most of her belongings, but the close hour of their departure had necessitated Estela’s help.

      She ought to shake out something to wear, she supposed. Naturally, Antoinette usually did such things, but Estela had been only too relieved to send her away for a while. If it weren’t for her great talent in arranging hair, Estela would have let her go well before, but it was so tiresome training up anyone new. These trips abroad always made her maid sour faced.

      Estela sympathized.

      Antoinette wasn’t the only one feeling her age.

      Not that Estela looked her thirty-six years. Her hair remained a lustrous ebony, and she’d taken care to remain out of the sun, despite her travels to exotic locales. Her vices were numerous, but she avoided excessive indulgence. As far as lovers were concerned, she’d always ensured she was well-protected—from the complication of pregnancy, in addition to anything else unsavory.

      She glanced at the dainty silver watch about her wrist. There was another hour or so before Antoinette came to dress her to dine. Plenty of time to consume the champagne, and to see what her eager steward could provide in the way of an amuse-bouche.

      From the largest trunk, Estela lifted out a crepe silk gown in dark green overlaid with black lace. Her mother had believed the color unlucky, but Estela hadn’t found it to be so. Men told her the shade brought out the green in her eyes.

      Though perhaps her mother had been right. She’d worn it upon the night of the masquerade, and much luck it had brought her. Still, there was no sense in berating herself. The letters she’d been searching for were in another’s hands and, despite her best efforts, she’d been unable to track down the devil who’d managed to take them from under her nose.

      The fellow had been clever. She could only conclude he’d cast off his first costume—hump and all—and had some other beneath, the better to divert anyone who might have seen him climb the stairs.

      It wasn’t the first time Estela had been asked to recover a love token, or something else of a private nature. Gaining an invitation to wherever she needed to go was easy enough. Otherwise, she might slip in unnoticed to a larger event.

      Genteel Society, the company of which Estela generally avoided where she could, no doubt viewed her as immoral (though they could be aware of but a fraction of her misdemeanors). Invitations were extended on account of her wealth; though it didn’t hurt that she was an amusing conversationalist. She made sure to always provide some tidbit of gossip, for which hostesses were grateful. No doubt other women were privately united in their censure, but Estela considered this a service of sorts. For didn’t everyone need someone of whom they heartily disapproved?

      It was often necessary to play a part, but that added to the thrill, in most cases.

      There had been an instance, almost two years ago, when she’d felt a strong repugnance, but it hadn’t prevented her from retrieving the item she’d been sent to procure. She’d wasted no pity on Baron Billingsworth, who she’d gained access to without the least trouble, having ascertained that his tastes were of a particular sort. Learning that her target was attending a Christmas houseparty at Studborne Abbey, she’d swiftly maneuvered herself an invitation.

      The duchess had been lining up suitable brides for her brother. Estela was too long in the tooth for that honor herself, and still married to her last husband at the time. She’d managed to put forward Esther as a potential candidate, though her sister was far too much of a mouse for a man like Burnell.

      The handsome archaeologist was a notch Estela would have happily carved into her bedpost but, to her irritation, her flirtation hadn’t borne fruit. Nonetheless, she’d located the artefact she’d been sent for and returned it to its rightful place.

      Setting aside the green gown, Estela lifted out the next. Heavily beaded through the bodice, it was somewhat out of fashion. Fortunately, the width of the square neckline made up for that. The russet shade provided an immensely flattering contrast to the paleness of her skin, especially by candlelight.

      Where is that steward?

      She was gasping for the champagne, and the release she very much hoped he was going to provide her with. If he didn’t return soon, she was going to have to see to herself, which she never found as satisfying.

      Damn Mathilde!

      It was understandable that she couldn’t ask her own parents for assistance, but the hoyden should never have gotten in such a ridiculous situation, nor have expected Estela to put things right.

      They weren’t even related by blood—only indirectly through Estela’s second marriage. Certainly, she wouldn’t have gone out of her way to help, but for the fact that Mathilde was the favorite of her many nieces—accumulated through two decades and four marriages.

      Mathilde was also second cousin to the King, and the consequences of her dalliance were far more serious than the girl realized. Estela’s conscience was rarely pricked but it was she, after all, who’d invited Mathilde to stay with her at the villa on Lake Como the previous summer.

      The beguiling Conte Sforza had been among Estela’s most steadfast admirers—or so she’d thought. Her own vanity had blinded her to the possibility that those visits endured due to the presence of Mathilde.

      Estela had also underestimated the chit, who’d exercised a great deal of cunning in arranging her clandestine meetings.

      To Estela’s annoyance, she’d had to curtail her sojourn to accompany Mathilde back to England.

      Thankfully, the girl was sensible enough to accept Estela’s entreaty that the Conte was entirely unsuitable as a long-term prospect (besides the fact of his being imminently intent on walking down the aisle with someone else entirely).

      Before the summer was out, Mathilde had set aside any lingering heartbreak, and duly fallen in love with the match her parents had spent months cultivating.

      Since there was no pregnancy to give evidence to the breaching of Mathilde’s maidenly state, Estela had thought nothing more of the matter.

      She hadn’t reckoned on the little imbecile having trapped herself in the guise of ten lengthy letters of devotion to the Conte, embellished with a surprising level of titillation.

      Apparently, it had taken well over a year for the new Contessa to come across the lavender-scented missives—by which time she’d delivered the Conte an heir and had another on the way. In light of that, she might have overlooked the indiscretion, had not Mathilde naively signed and dated the blasted things. Discovering that Mathilde had been warming her husband’s bed mere days before she was about to climb into it herself had ruffled the Contessa’s feathers too briskly for her to turn the other cheek.

      The upshot was that she’d threatened to expose Mathilde not just to her own family but to that of the man she was now about to marry. As this happened to be the Crown Prince of Montegiana, a heap of trouble was about to land upon Mathilde’s head.

      Even if her prince were willing to forgive his beloved’s scandalous behavior, Estela doubted the King and Queen of Montegiana would be so understanding.

      Their kingdom was a tiny principality but, holding a strategic position within the Balkans, the marriage had been engineered to ensure Britain a friendly foothold within the region. Estela had no doubt that Mathilde had been chosen from among King Edward’s many female relatives for her seemingly spotless reputation. Moreover, in likelihood, the national coffers had been called upon to endow Mathilde with a persuasive dowry.

      The love letters were irrefutable proof that the affair had taken place and, as such, their recovery was paramount. Estela had promised Mathilde she’d succeed; and she’d been so very close!

      She could only hope that whoever now possessed them had no ill-intention.

      Perhaps, having no wish to be dragged into an international scandal, the Conte had himself arranged to have them purloined from his wife’s apartments.

      If so, she hoped he had the sense to destroy them, not least because Estela had little hope of persuading anyone that she’d been entirely ignorant of the affair.

      One way or another, she was returning to a scenario in which several sorts of steaming manure would have to be dealt with.

      A sudden knock startled her into releasing the gown, which she’d been crushing in her fists.

      At last!

      With alacrity, she allowed the steward entry, trundling a trolley before him. Proudly, he indicated the selection of pastries, beginning some ramble of their names and the regions of Italy from which each variety hailed.

      Estela wasted no time in taking up the champagne from the ice bucket and popping the cork. Without bothering to fill a glass, she tipped back the cool liquid, drinking her fill directly from the bottle.

      “Signora, please!” The steward looked perturbed. His hands fluttered. “You are overcome by the sun. It happens to the older ladies. You must sit and I pour in the proper way. See the beautiful torte. You taste, then take the nap and all will be fine.” His cheeks were quite flushed with shock.

      Estela gave the heaviest of sighs. Much as she desired male company, she was in no mood to cajole, nor to seek charity.

      “Leave the trolley. I shall see to the rest myself.”

      Hurrying him out, she closed the door.
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      By the time Estela had polished off her bottle of 1874 Dom Pérignon, she was feeling significantly more optimistic toward life in general, and the whole Mathilde-debacle in particular. She had been so sure of retrieving the letters that it had come as something of a blow to find herself outmatched. However, instinct told her that hope remained, and the vengeful Contessa’s plans had been thwarted in some way as-yet-unexplained. Estela reminded herself to trust in the guiding Fates, who mostly served her well.

      Although the champagne had done its job in taking the edge off her nerves, it had done nothing to quell the ache of desire deep in her loins. Quite the opposite, in fact, and she was determined to deal with that as soon as possible. It was doubtful that any of her fellow passengers would be suitable. From her observations upon boarding, most were either extremely elderly or were travelling in couples. Given the close quarters of their environment, a fling with one of the dining waiters might be the simplest solution, or possibly a member of the bridge crew.

      In honor of the hunt, in which she fully intended to be successful, Estela had finally decided upon her rich red velvet with matching plumes in her hair, secured by a large ruby pin. The neckline was exceedingly low. The scant ribbon of black guipure lace, which threaded seductively at the top of the bodice, only increased the effect. No male between the ages of 16 and 106 would be unaffected.

      The choker of smaller rubies about her throat sent a subliminal message, she liked to think. That she wore matching garters above red stockings was her own little secret, which she looked forward to sharing with the lucky recipient of her wiles.

      The sleeves of the gown were no more than little swags of fabric and she wore her evening gloves high upon each arm, with a mere sliver of ivory visible above the black silk.

      Entering the grand salon of the ship’s dining room, Estela had never felt more confident of her allure, nor more determined to put it to good use.

      The Maître d' was just escorting her across the room towards the captain’s table, having pocketed a guinea for his trouble. They were moving through the center of the room, past marble columns and potted palms whose upper reaches almost brushed the majesty of the glass-domed ceiling—when an excited female somewhere to the left trilled her name.

      “Heavens be!” exclaimed the voice, with its pronounced Scottish lilt. “Is that wee Stella? It is, I’m surely certain!”

      “Hulloo!” A second voice chimed in. “Stella, it’s us! Margaret and Oona.”

      Estela stopped in her tracks.

      “Och, she’s seen us.” Oona’s arm came into view, waving madly from behind the leaves of a fig plant.

      Estela hadn’t seen either of her godmothers for more years than she could remember, but they’d been close in the past. Her parents had been prone to gallivanting for long periods, leaving her brother Charles at Eton, and Estela buried in the Highlands with the two sisters for months on end. It had been long before Esther was born.

      Only later did Estela see how the pair had provided her with a sense of stability, besides giving her freedom to climb trees and build dens and ride their cart ponies endlessly up and down. More than that. She’d known they were fond of her. With her own parents, she’d sensed her presence was tolerated. Her godmothers had always seemed genuinely delighted by her company.

      Naturally, the relationship had become more distanced as she’d matured, and entered a world of dances and concerts and myriad other entertainments designed to present her for the perusal of potential suitors. She’d been little more than eighteen on her first wedding day, and immeasurably pleased with herself. Her parents seemed satisfied with her, at last.

      Her husband had been twice her age and more, but she hadn’t minded in the least. He’d been kindly and generous and had taught her a great deal. She couldn’t say she’d actually been in love, but her sadness at his untimely death two years later had been heartfelt.

      Oona and Margaret had attended the celebrations, but she’d given them only the briefest of embraces before letting herself become lured away. She’d thought herself so sophisticated, joining her new London set, and her godmothers far too provincial.

      Through the years they’d corresponded with relentless regularity, despite Estela’s far less frequent, hastily scribbled replies. Estela felt a pang of shame. When had she last written? A quick note in the last Christmas card perhaps?

      Leaving the Maître d' standing, she swiveled on her heel.

      “How wonderful to see you.” Standing between the ladies, Estela dipped her head, kissing each upon the cheek. “I may join you, I hope.”

      “Aye, o’ course ye must sit.” Oona took Estela’s hand with shining eyes. “We were just saying how glamorous everyone looks, and how beautiful everything is, and that it’s just the sort of place we always imagine ye to be—and here ye are, as if we summoned ye with our wishful thinking!”

      There were two free chairs on the opposite side of the circular table, providing ample room for Estela to settle herself. The Maître d' swept in to tuck her chair. A moment later, her wine glass was being filled and a plate of oysters made an appearance.

      “You both look well.” Estela spoke honestly. Though the sisters were most certainly above the age of seventy, their appearance was sprightly. Their neatly curled hair was as it had always been, though now thoroughly silvered.

      “It’s the excitement o’ travelling,” said Margaret. “We decided to follow Cousin Flora’s example and set off for an adventure. We took the train all the way doon to join the ship and have been having a guid old time of it.”

      “How marvelous.” To Estela’s knowledge, the pair had never been further than Inverness, though their famous cousin, Flora McTavish, was quite celebrated for her expeditions into wild territory. She’d spent considerable time in the Wadi deserts of Jordan and Syria. Estela had managed to catch one of her lectures, on Ms. McTavish’s return to London, detailing her time spent living among a Bedouin tribe.

      “Have you been touring the cities at each port of call?”

      Oona looked slightly sheepish. “We did take a turn about the place when we reached Cádiz, but it was fairly hot enough to roast. We decided it would be a deal more convenient to stay aboard and view the sights from the comfort o’ the lounge chairs on deck.”

      “Very sensible.” Estela smiled inwardly as she tipped back one of her oysters and swallowed it down. She supposed the warmth of the Mediterranean must feel a tad overwhelming after near-continuous Scottish mizzle. “Though perhaps I can tempt you ashore on this return leg. Our first stop is Bari. We might go together and find a nice shady piazza in which to sit.”

      “That does sound pleasant,” Oona looked hopeful. “We could watch the world go by from a nice quiet spot.”

      “Aye!” Margaret jumped in hurriedly. “’T’would be just the thing. We didnae fancy having to traipse round with a group, and we were a might apprehensive to go wondering off.”

      “Then it’s settled.” Estela raised her glass, encouraging them in a small toast. “I’ll be your chaperone. No one shall bundle you into a laundry basket while I’m watching out for you.”

      Oona shot a look at Margaret, before turning her gaze back to Estela. “We did worry it was a possibility, after what happened to Flora on her last trip.”

      Three waiters chose that moment to sweep in, replacing their empty oyster shells with a selection of cold hors d'oeuvres: olives and pickled artichokes, thinly sliced meats, and caviar perched on crackers, in addition to a selection of tiny fish. There was a pause while they all tucked in, but Estela was too intrigued to let pass the reference to Flora McTavish’s escapades.

      “Do tell me more. I hope your cousin wasn’t inconvenienced in some way.”

      Margaret lowered her voice in a conspiratorial manner. “Captured by pirates and sold into a Turkish harem!”

      Estela nearly choked on the sardine she’d just popped into her mouth.

      “’T’was awful!” Her other godmother leaned forward. “Although quite thrilling in a way.”

      “Naturally, Flora insisted on a marriage ceremony before she’d allow this sultan of hers any truck with her person,” Margaret went on, “though such a ritual could hardly be recognized by the good Christian Church.”

      “She said she’d only do his bidding if he gave her the position of first wife,” added Oona, “which might count for something, but it rather put out of joint the noses of his other seventeen wives.”

      “Goodness!” Estela savored the bresaola. One did hear of such things happening. “Was she rescued by someone from the British Embassy?”

      “Och no, not at all, though some overtures were made,” answered Margaret. “Flora made it clear she was perfectly happy where she was, though the sultan was quite demanding. She insisted she was learning things she might never have otherwise—from within the lion’s paw as it were. She said she owed it to her sister-explorers to take full advantage of the opportunity.”

      “How noble of her.” Estela bit at her lip.

      “Absolutely,” went on Oona. “’T’was a crying shame that the Royal Geographical Society refused to let her present her papers—though her findings were, admittedly, somewhat beyond the usual scope.”

      “But if some diplomat didn’t intervene on her behalf, how did she escape?” Estela couldn’t begin to imagine.

      “Quite against her will, apparently. She persuaded the sultan that his wives ought to be educated and volunteered her own services, beginning with Latin and the early philosophies of the Greeks, as well as a course in mathematical theory.” Margaret shook her head. “The poor things tried poisoning her several times.”

      “Well, Pythagoras isn’t for everyone.” Estela conceded.

      “Fortunately, Flora’s heightened nasal capabilities alerted her in good time,” Oona tapped her nose.

      “They then left a deadly asp under her pillow, but Flora has a wonderful way with animals of all sorts, and made it her pet. The women were left with no choice but to pounce upon her one night and gag her. Then it was only a matter of concealing her in the linens sent for washing. After an arduous few hours, she found herself deposited on an outgoing cargo ship and—” Margaret stopped in mid-flow, her eyes fixing upon something behind Estela.

      Oona, similarly agog, blinked and stared.

      Twisting about, Estela understood why. If she hadn’t been sitting, she’d have been at risk of her knees giving way.

      A shiver overtook her.

      Her pulse sped.

      Desire took hold of her, deep inside, sending a flood of wetness between her thighs.

      To cap it off, her nipples shot to attention, as if someone had given them both a sharp tweak.

      The man striding across the plush Persian carpet of the ship’s dining salon was the most god-like specimen she’d ever laid eyes upon. He exuded raw, delicious sex-appeal, and he was headed straight for their table.
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      Rockley would have turned on his heel without a second thought, if it weren’t for the fact that he was ravenous. Not a single table remained vacant, and he was in no mood to make the obligatory small talk with strangers if he was forced to share.

      He should have ordered supper to his room, but he was here now and the sooner a plate of roast beef was in front of him the better.

      A sharp survey of the salon showed him a seat no more ten steps hence, where three ladies appeared deeply engrossed in conversation. It was far from ideal but, if they were talkative among themselves, he might manage the meal in relative peace. Nodding his intention to the Maître d', Rockley strode out and had almost reached the table when the dark-haired woman with her back towards him turned.

      His breath caught.

      Did they know one another?

      He thought not, for an introduction to a woman as handsome as the one before him would not slip his mind.

      Yet there was something familiar in her features, or perhaps it was her hair: a cloud of ebony above an elegant neck, with wisps curling upon her nape.

      He was looking into eyes of languid softness.

      Her chin lifted, and her lips parted. The desire came upon him to press his thumb there, to the center of her plump lower lip. He imagined her drawing it into her mouth and sucking upon it. Another image came fast upon that, and it was impossible to prevent the swelling stir of his cock.

      A mere twelve months prior, he would have paid her every attention but, as alluring as she was, the last thing he needed was an entanglement. He wrenched away his gaze, making himself address the older ladies.

      “I beg your pardon. May I seek the favor of joining you?”

      “Please, do.”

      “It would be delightful⁠—”

      The welcoming responses came without hesitation. The Maître d' had now caught up with him, in time to hear the matrons’ invitation. The vacant chair was pulled out to receive him.

      Without delay, he sat. “You’re too kind.”

      The Maître d' was hovering. “Your Grace, you are joining the Misses McTavish, and Mrs. Bongorge.”

      Rockley inclined his head in recognition of the introduction.

      “Such a treat!” One of the silver-haired women tittered. “A titled gentleman at the table, and so stately in appearance. We shall be the envy of every lady in the salon.”

      “Oona, dear, you’ll have him sprinting for the door,” the other chided.

      “The pleasure is all mine.” A carafe of White Burgundy appeared at his shoulder, alongside a fish course.

      “I hope His Grace shan’t mind us asking if he has been enjoying his trip.” Oona McTavish ventured again. “Although I wouldn’t dream of pressing him.”

      The second Ms. McTavish cast a reprimanding eye upon the first. “I fear my sister has forgotten she’s no longer a debutante casting about for suitors at her first ball. Really, Oona, leave His Grace to enjoy his meal without being interrogated.”

      Rockley couldn’t help but be amused. The pair were harmless enough, and their Scots accent was gentle on the ear. The lemon sole was also very good, served with purple-headed broccoli and Chartreuse potatoes. While the ladies pushed morsels delicately onto their forks, he was close to finishing his portion.

      He obliged the inquisitive Miss Oona McTavish with a reply. “I had business in Italy, which is now concluded. I’m journeying back but am in no hurry. Some time at sea seemed appealing.”

      Taking a sip of his wine, Rockley tried not to be distracted by Mrs. Bongorge’s perfume—a heady mix of musk and spice. It was an unusual choice for a woman, akin to the cologne he favored himself. She hadn’t spoken, though he was aware of her observing him.

      “I hope you didn’t dedicate your time entirely to business.” The languor of her voice, rich and harmonious, lent a suggestive air. “Venice, after all, is the City of Love.”

      Her dark lashes flicked upward, and he was caught in the tunnel of her gaze. He swallowed hard. “Many cities are named so. Paris, for instance.”

      “Venice is more alluring, don’t you think? So much is hidden and mysterious; a more compelling prospect than the obvious glitter of the French capital.”

      “I defer to your judgement.” He made himself look away. “I fear I’m not the romantic sort.”

      The statement was not true. Of all cities, Venice held an enduring appeal, with its maze of waterways and ancient palaces. By night, especially, he found it enchanting. However, he wished to steer the conversation into more innocuous waters. If the Misses McTavish could be encouraged to take up the narrative of their lives, he felt sure his own remarks could be kept to the minimum.

      In this way, the next three courses were dispatched, until the elderly ladies declared themselves not only too full to enjoy dessert but in need of their beds.

      He was about to excuse himself in a similar manner when a platter of grilled peaches was placed before him, topped with mascarpone and drizzled with honey and orange liqueur.

      Mrs. Bongorge had barely spoken since their earlier interaction, and he thought himself safe to enjoy the dish before making his own exit. Yet he’d taken only one succulent mouthful before he felt something brush his leg beneath the table.

      “A nightcap? I have a fine bottle of Vecchia Romagna brandy in my room. The vanilla is pleasing on the tongue but complimented well by the darker spices. I’m sure you’ll find it satisfying.” Mrs. Bongorge’s hand came to rest, unmistakably, upon his thigh.

      The blatancy of the invitation could not be mistaken and, despite himself, he was tempted. He’d spent the past hour trying not to think of how it would feel to have her mouth upon him, and her hands. The cut of her gown left him in no doubt that her breasts were magnificent. What shade would her nipples be: pale pink or a ruddier crimson? He imagined spilling there, over her creamy fullness.

      If he allowed his cock to make the decision, he’d have her naked before she could unstopper the damn brandy.  There were plenty of ways to enjoy one another without the ultimate consummation. But his world had changed, and his obligations. He held himself, now, to a different standard.

      Gently, he moved her hand away. The swiftest way to extricate himself was through honesty. “Much as I’d love to sample what you’re offering, I’ve an appointment at the church for a little over two months’ time, and a bride who deserves better than a man who shares his favors freely.”

      Mrs. Bongorge’s eyebrows rose. “How noble, though a disappointment for me. I must say—and I hope you won’t take offence—you don’t give the impression of a man in the grip of all-consuming love.”

      Rockley was under no obligation to explain himself. Yet, she struck him as a woman who might read a man, regardless of what he spoke aloud. That being the case, he supposed she sensed his attraction to her.

       “It isn’t that sort of marriage,” he said simply. “Miss Maitland was betrothed to my brother, though the ceremony was delayed by family bereavement on her side. A year ago, most unexpectedly, Frederick died. She was twenty-three when they became affianced and is soon to have her twenty-sixth birthday. It would be cruel for me to deny her any claim upon myself.”

      Mrs. Bongorge looked thoughtful. “It is a great sorrow to lose a sibling. Please accept my condolences. But your sense of duty is excessive, is it not? Unless you feel a great attachment to the lady yourself? We do not live in the age of our grandmothers. If the lady is agreeable and well-connected—as I imagine she must be—she will not lack suitors.”

      “Her ancestry is perfectly acceptable.” He spoke firmly. “Her grandfather was the youngest son of a baronet and, though her father lacks a hereditary title, he was knighted a decade ago for his services to industry: an achievement for which I have the greatest admiration.” He frowned. “But those considerations mean nothing. Miss Maitland was promised a certain status, and only I can make amends.”

      His betrothed possessed not only respectable lineage but an ample dowry, thanks to the success of her father’s ceramics business in Derbyshire. However, Marjorie was a shy creature, with neither the manner nor looks to attract men in the way he imagined Mrs. Bongorge took for granted. For her to re-enter the marriage mart would be painful on many levels.

      Mrs. Bongorge’s lips, so full and sensual, pressed in disapproval. “She’s being passed along like a second-hand petticoat.”

      “That isn’t how I view it, and I should hope it is not how Miss Maitland feels. Her company is not unpleasant. Her kindly nature and modest bearing are conducive to a companionable arrangement. I’m led to believe she finds me similarly tolerable. I shall give her every freedom. The liaison has the greatest chance of happiness.”

      “What lovebirds you will make!” Mrs. Bongorge’s eyes flashed. “Does it not occur to you that, beneath the wings of your gentle sparrow, may hide a yearning heart? She deserves more than that paltry consideration.”

      The outburst took him aback. To his own mind, he was without reproach. His wife would be denied nothing, if he could but navigate the one area that worried him, and father the children he had no doubt she wished for.

      Not that children were a necessity. His younger brother had already wed, and there were cousins. An heir to the title and estate was ensured, one way or another. But Miss Maitland—Marjorie—would want a child, he assumed.

      As for himself, he was of the notion that marriage comprised but one part of a man’s life. It was natural for a woman’s interests to center within the home. Rockley Hall, situated close to the Welsh border, was generally held to be impressive, if somewhat lacking in modern luxuries. He intended to give his wife free rein in its decoration, and she might have any number of guests come to stay. He, meanwhile, would spend the majority of his time in town. Naturally, he would visit, but not above a few months each year. It would be adequate.

      As captivating as Mrs. Bongorge was, she had overstepped the mark. “Madam, do not presume to know what is required to make my bride-to-be content. I venture that Miss Maitland’s temperament is vastly different from your own.”

      Dropping his napkin to the table, he rose, bowed to the smallest degree, and departed. If some quietly insistent voice whispered that there might be a degree of truth in Mrs. Bongorge’s statement, he pushed down its unwelcome pestering.

      Lord Theodore Rockley, eleventh Duke of Pembridge, would marry Miss Maitland, and she would be every bit as happy as he intended her to be.
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      Once safely in her cabin, Estela took up a cushion from the chaise, buried her face upon it, and gave vent to a long and heartfelt scream.

      Rockley had dropped into her lap like a glorious treat—and just when she needed it most. It was too horribly disappointing for him to turn out to be a cold fish, spouting all that chivalrous nonsense about saving himself for marriage to his dead brother’s betrothed. She’d lay odds on his dumping his bride back on the family estate within a month of the honeymoon, before kicking up his heels to hit the fleshpots. For all that men liked to believe themselves noble, the baser instincts tended to win out. There were exceptions to the rule, she would allow, but they were rarer than hen’s teeth.

      A gentle knock at the door heralded Antoinette’s arrival and Estela was obliged to contain herself again. There was plenty that she did share with her maid, but she was in no mood to admit to her failure. The sooner she was disrobed and in the little bath that filled one end of the en-suite facilities, the sooner she’d have the chance to relieve some of her frustration.

      Once in her wrapper, Estela opened the brandy she’d been hoping to share with the insufferable Rockley, and poured herself a large measure. Antoinette saw to the bath, adding the orange blossom oil her mistress favored. With a bob, she then departed, leaving Estela to wallow in peace.

      A full half-hour submerged beneath the scented water, coupled with some self-love and the warmth of the brandy running through her veins, placed Estela in a slightly better mood. Rockley was absent, but she did an adequate job of conjuring an image of him lying naked in his own cabin. She pictured a finely muscled torso, a nice dappling of chest hair, thickening below the navel, and a solid piece springing ripely to attention from his thatch.

      Enjoying the sense of power the little game gave her, she carried on. He was thinking of her with a large dose of regret, realizing that he’d bollixed things up. Now he was reaching down, giving himself a steady fisting, growing harder and increasingly lubricated, all the while wishing that she was with him.

      Having achieved her aim, Estela put aside the daydream and climbed from the bath. There were limits to how far she wished to dwell on the undeserving Rockley.

      Pouring another brandy, she sat down with the pile of correspondence that had been gathering. Taking up her pen at the current moment wouldn’t be wise, but she ought to remind herself of what was waiting. There was something from her brother, she recalled.

      Charles was inviting her to Yardmore Court—the family seat in Hampshire—for the usual festive gathering. It had been several years since she’d attended, but he always asked, which was gracious. It wasn’t his fault that Estela found he and his wife rather dull and thought similarly of the company they kept. Even their children were shockingly docile. Esther, her far younger sister—who’d recently found wedded bliss in the arms of Yardmore’s own country vicar, was clearly cut from the same cloth.

      Goodness only knew how her siblings had ended up so staid and sensible. It seemed that only Estela had inherited the madcap ways of their parents, bouncing from party to party and place to place, not to mention lover to lover.

      It was perhaps why she’d invited Mathilde to join her the previous summer. One couldn’t help admiring the girl’s adventurous spirit.

      Taking another draught of the brandy, Estela savored its mellow richness upon her tongue. She only hoped that Mathilde’s vitality was not quashed by the confines of marriage—assuming the match went ahead.

      Where were those letters now?

      Burnt in the grate of a fire, and no more than ash, Estela hoped. If Conte Sforza was behind their disappearance, it would be the best outcome. Time would tell, and there was nothing more she could do about it.

      The next envelope bore handwriting with which she was less familiar. The rear, where her knife had already opened the paper, bore the stamp of Dalreagh Press. Withdrawing the notepaper, she skimmed through the proposal once more. Written in the neat script of the owner of the tiny publishing house, the missive was refreshingly to the point, much as she remembered the author having been, when they’d first met—at a Bloomsbury soirée some five weeks prior.

      

      
        
        Dunrannoch Castle

        Perthshire

        August 30th, 1905

        

        My dear Estela — I know you shall not mind my familiarity,

        What a great pleasure it was for us to meet at Vanessa and Virginia’s residence the other night. As promised, I am writing with a favor to ask.

        It was a surprise to discover our happy connection, if only distantly through your great-grandmother. I hope you may visit us at the castle before long, where you shall be very welcome, and are sure to enjoy the company of my grandson and his new wife.

        Now, to the matter in hand!

        As a sister of our illustrious line, I call upon you to add your expertise to the volume which it has been an honor for the women of our family to keep in circulation these several hundred years.

        I refer to ‘The Lady’s Guide to All Things Useful’, a pocket edition of which I passed to you upon the night of our meeting.

        While the book continues to sell in pleasing numbers, I’m reluctant to admit that almost two decades have passed since the text was substantially revised. Naturally, times change, and it falls to me to ensure that the guide begun by Flora Dalreagh—our legendary forebear—remains pertinent.

        Our interaction convinced me at once that you are a suitable candidate to tackle a particular segment of the chapters: namely, those relating to sexual congress.

        You shall not mind my candid speaking, for you are not a woman who shrinks from naming a spade.

        I hope, most sincerely, that both your inclination and your schedule will allow you to take up the gauntlet and bring our modest little book into the 20th century.

        

        With all regard, and in anticipation of your reply,

        Lavinia Dalreagh

        Countess Dunrannoch

      

      

      From her nightstand, Estela flipped open the small leather-bound book, which Lady Dunrannoch had pulled from the depths of her capacious handbag to press upon her new acquaintance.

      In fact, it was not the first time she’d seen the strange little collection, which seemed to comprise largely of remedies for warts and chilblains and other unsavory conditions. Hadn’t that peculiar young woman, Miss Mortmain, been reading it? Or had it been delicious Mr. Burnell? Estela’s memory failed her.

      In any case, she’d perused it for an hour or so during the interminable rail journey on her way to Venice.

      The whole thing was dry as dust and could certainly do with sexing up a bit. Some frank advice in that department was severely lacking. Knowing how to lance a boil was all very well, but there were more advantageous skills. She hadn’t landed herself four extremely wealthy husbands by knowing how to treat carbuncles.

      There were a few promising sections, but far too vaguely written to be of any real use. If one had the boldness to name a chapter ‘Seduction’ one ought to favor the reader with at least a few little somethings to make the mouth water.

      As for the chapter entitled ‘Bedroom Matters’, Estela could only roll her eyes.

      
        
        For those who lack warm feelings towards their husband, bedroom sports are more to be endured than enjoyed. However, allow him as many freedoms as you can bear, even where his practices may be against your own inclinations. Only ensure that he does not injure you and, in time, you may take pleasure in what first seemed abhorrent.

      

      

      There was some truth in it, she supposed. Estela’s last husband, being well advanced through his winter years, had been confined to his bed for the majority of their seven months of marriage. She’d performed her wifely duties to the extent required, considering the frail state of his health. Fortunately, Ephraim had largely preferred to have her read to him and had been content to have The Iliad recited in translation rather than the original Greek. Fittingly, he’d drifted off somewhere in the thirteenth book, just as Zeus was at last taking leave of the battlefield.

      She’d discreetly attended to her own physical needs during that time, largely aided by two of the more handsome footmen employed at their London residence. Estela knew she was bad—if not quite to the bone. Husbands were useful for many things, but it was foolhardy to rely upon them to satisfy sexual needs—especially when marrying men so much older.

      There was a snippet which mentioned lovers, but she’d scoffed to read it.

      
        
        A lover should never be chosen like a tidbit at a supper buffet. The brief pleasure of conjoining flesh is nothing to the deeper satisfaction of a lover who speaks to the mind and the heart. Where physical passion meets emotional and intellectual compatibility, a couple may enter into a lifelong partnership without regret.

      

      

      Really, as if one entered into a fling with the intention of keeping the object of one’s lust around for more than a few months—at the utmost. Lovers fulfilled a specific purpose. There was not a single one of her own with whom she’d have wanted to prolong matters.

      As for husbands, they fell in a different category altogether, and could be discounted. She considered herself fortunate that all her marriages had been brief—even if she had been fond of each groom, to an extent.

      And what did it mean to ‘speak to the mind and heart’?

      Sentimental twaddle!

      The young women of today would be better served to know how they could have their cake and eat it, taking pleasure as they desired while avoiding any unpleasant repercussions. Estela had plenty of experience on that front.

      Her first inclination had been to decline Lady Dunrannoch’s proposal, but something about the project appealed to her. If the Countess wanted the book brought into the new age, she would certainly do her best to oblige, and have a little fun in the process.

      Oh yes. We can certainly improve upon this!

      Estela tossed the book across the bedspread.

      And if Rockley is as impressive in the bedroom as I’m confident he will be, it will provide just the sort of inspiration I need.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Estela squeezed her eyes shut against the morning sun penetrating the drapes. The day was going to be another fine one and the sea was calm, but her head spun, nonetheless. It was still early, with no voices carrying from the deck—only the occasional caw of the ever-whirling gulls.

      She’d drunk more than was wise the night before. The brandy had been a particular mistake.

      If Rockley had only played along and returned with her for what would have doubtless been an enjoyable romp, she’d be waking up now feeling becalmed and wonderfully herself. As it was, she had a low thump in her temples, her stomach was gurgling uncomfortably, and objects she knew to be stationary were swirling at an off-putting velocity.

      She vaguely wondered if Rockley was nursing a similar headache. She rather hoped he was, except that she didn’t recall him drinking much the night before. He’d been depressingly sober. The prig! If he’d loosened up a bit, he mightn’t have been so sanctimonious regarding her proposition.

      Gingerly, she sat up and poured some water from the carafe on her nightstand. Drinking it down, she felt marginally better. She pushed the pillows into a more accommodating position, closed her eyes, and drifted off again.
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      There was a rapping sound. For the briefest moment, she had the notion that it was Rockley—as if their altercation of the night before had never happened and he’d come looking for her at last.

      “It’s me, dear. Are you awake?” Margaret’s voice carried through the door.

      “Just a moment.” Estela swung her legs out and threw on her robe. What time was it? Her head was immensely better. The spinning motion had altogether improved. Only her tummy still felt a little peculiar. Unlocking the door, she stepped back to allow her godmother entry.

      “Thank goodness.” Margaret looked at Estela critically. “We wondered whether you might be unwell. That maid of yours is sitting on a deckchair out here, sunning herself. She tells me she tried three times to stir you without success. I see you’re fine, though you don’t look greatly rested.”

      Margaret clapped her hand to her mouth, her eyes widening.  “You didn’t—?” Her imagination was clearly moving at an accelerated pace. “We could see you had eyes for each other. It was part of the reason Oona and I left you alone, but we didn’t anticipate…” Her gaze darted about, as if expecting to see Rockley surprised from mid-coital action.

      “Margaret!” Estela gulped back her laughter. “What are you thinking!”

      Margaret pinked. “I may be a spinster but I’m not utterly green to the ways of the world. Rockley is very handsome, and clearly enamored. I was only shocked to think you might have leapt into shenanigans on such short acquaintance.”

      “That would be shocking.” Estela framed her features into some semblance of seriousness.

      “Although, impulsive actions can sometimes encourage a man into expressing his feelings,” Margaret added quickly. “I wouldn’t discount such a course of action entirely.”

      “I’ve simply overslept, and I’m very much alone. As pretty to look at as Rockley is, he doesn’t interest me as a long-term prospect, and the feeling is mutual, I can assure you.” As open-minded as her godmother was appearing, Estela didn’t think she’d condone luring a man into bed for no reason beyond the unashamed seeking of pleasure.

      Margaret arched one eyebrow. “Tush! I don’t believe it for a minute. An eligible gentleman with a dukedom! Yes, it’s true. I checked in the ship’s library directly after breakfast—which we were most surprised you missed. There’s a brand new volume of Debrett’s and there he is, Lord Theodore Rockley. Such a romantic name, and lands near Monmouth. ’Tis bonny country, though lacking the majesty of the Highlands.”

      “You have been busy.” Estela folded her arms.

      How had she not known the name? Was it because the estate was close to Wales, which was not somewhere she’d bothered to travel? Either that or her memory was slipping. In any case, it was inconsequential. Margaret’s claim that he was ‘enthused’ was a product of her godmother’s wishful thinking.

      Margaret seemed to have regained her composure. “I’m merely saying what I see. You’re not in your dotage yet, wee Stella, and if a perfectly nice duke is wanting to pay his compliments, I hope you won’t be turning your nose up.”

      She gave a sniff. “Anyway, I shall say no more. I came to let you know that Oona and I have made some friends while you’ve been sleeping the morning away: Mrs. Titby-Titton, and her daughter Tabitha. They’ve asked if we’d like to join them in taking a look at Bari. They’re experienced travelers, from all I can tell, though not in Flora’s league, naturally. I hope you shan’t mind us going without you. I guessed you mightn’t be disposed to escort us yourself.”

      Estela’s conscience pricked. She’d promised to take her godmothers ashore. Instead, she’d drunk herself silly and forgotten all about the excursion. It wasn’t her finest hour.

      “Of course, you should go.” She took Margaret’s hand, giving it a small squeeze. “I’m sorry to have been so thoughtless. I’ll make it up to you. We moor at Port Messina tomorrow. Sicily isn’t to be missed.”

      “Think nothing of it.” Margaret returned the pressure of Estela’s fingers. “I did wonder if you might prefer to spend your afternoon in the company of someone closer to your own age. So don’t be worrying about us. We’ll be having a grand time.”

      She dipped her chin, looking pointedly at Estela. “Now, do get dressed, dear. One never knows what the day may present, and it does no harm to be looking one’s absolute best, does it.”

      Estela felt strangely cheered.

      When she did ‘happen’ to bump into Rockley, she intended to show herself to full advantage.
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      Rockley had already taken eleven laps of the deck. Looking again at his watch, he wondered how he’d managed to miss her. He was certain that Mrs. Bongorge had not joined the Misses McTavish for breakfast; nor had he observed her leaving the ship to go ashore.

      If keeping to her room, she must surely emerge at some point, wishing to take the air. He had merely to keep watch. He would then intercept her and…

      And what exactly?

      Apologize? His choice of words to her had been unfortunate. Unaccustomed to being challenged, he’d perhaps over-reacted.

      It was within her right to speak as she saw fit, regardless of whether that opinion irritated him. Moreover, he was aware that his reaction was an indication almost entirely of his troubled conscience regarding Miss Maitland.

      With the date of the wedding looming closer, several worries quietly assailed him. He could not picture them sitting across the table from one another, engaging in light conversation. In fact, it was difficult to think of them as man and wife in any of the usual social situations. He’d little idea of her preferences regarding the theater or music or art. Did he even know which poets and novelists she admired?

      That was his own failing. He’d been remiss in not making greater efforts. He’d leapt into Frederick’s shoes so quickly, doing what he thought was morally correct, that he’d given no thought as to whether he and Miss Maitland were suited.

      Mrs. Bongorge’s declarations were impertinent, since the affair was none of her concern; and yet, perhaps her very distance from the matter gave her objectivity.

      He tried to remember Miss Maitland’s reaction when he’d initially made his offer. Marriage proposals usually occurred in a joyful setting, whereas they’d both been in the throes of grief over Frederick’s passing; it muddied the waters. She’d asked for time to think but sent a note of acceptance no more than a day later. He’d taken it as a sign that his actions were absolutely correct but, of course, she would have taken advisement from her parents. The response was theirs as much as her own.

      Coming to one of the benches set out along the promenade deck, Rockley seated himself, looking across at the view. The harbor was picturesquely curved, reflecting the vista in its still waters: tall palms and stone villas, gleaming white.

      He’d never visited Bari. Were it not for his desire to speak to Mrs. Bongorge, he would have gone ashore. If she were to appear, there was still time. They might explore together.

      He shook that thought away. He merely wished to make his apology. Anything else would complicate things. Despite their cross words, she tempted him in a way that was dangerous. To his shame, his imagination had been full of her while satisfying the arousal with which he’d woken.

      It should be Miss Maitland he
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