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Chapter One 


[image: ]


GREENWICH, LONDON. Spring, 1755

Lady Delphi Dersingham sat up in bed and focused her gaze on the clock over the mantel. As if it knew her restlessness, it struck the hour. One chime. She would not sleep tonight, or at least, not for a while.

Usually on her sleepless nights she would light a candle and read for an hour, but she had none of her favorite reading matter here. In fact, she wore a borrowed night-rail, and the plain robe slung over the chair by the dressing-table also belonged to somebody else. She had not asked who, but since the garments were simply made of modest materials, she guessed it would have belonged to a maid.

Her sister Dorcas’s illness had necessitated their stay. Dorcas had terrible headaches, and one had struck as they had climbed out of the elegant Thames barge provided by the Duke of Kilsyth. So here they were in the pretty house owned by Kilsyth’s friend the Duke of Blackridge.

With the intent of enquiring after her sister, Delphi got out of bed and put on the robe. An illicit thrill went through her because she was sharing a roof with the elegant, clever Kilsyth.

The bedroom stifled her. Going to the window, she pushed the drapery aside and reached for the latch so she could push up the sash, but it wouldn’t budge. Painted into place. 

Her scrabbling panic only resulted in a broken nail. Delphi forced herself to suck in a breath and take a step back. Ask about Dorcas. Get something to read. 

She made for the door, opening it and stumbling outside. Always clumsy, her sisters teased that she could trip on a piece of paper.

The moonless night gave only dim light, and this drove her to stop, and take her bearings. She was none the wiser.

She opened the first door she came to; as far as she could recall, her sisters were close.

Someone sat bolt upright in bed, but it wasn’t Dorcas. A bulky shadow, and a scent, unfamiliar until today, told her of her mistake. “I-I’m sorry,” she muttered, and went to close the door. The borrowed robe, too long for her, got in the way and her feet tangled in the heavy fabric. Half way into her turn, she pitched forward, unable to do anything to break her fall.

She braced herself, waiting for pain to shoot through her, fighting shock and panic.

Instead, a pair of strong arms scooped her up. He tumbled with her on to the rug before the unlit fire, and they lay there, panting. Delphi lay beneath a strong, essentially male body. He had his shirt on, and it must have ridden up because their bare legs tangled together.

Her heart beat so fast Delphi couldn’t catch her breath. Her panic increased and reason fled. Enclosed, pressed against a strong, male chest she opened her mouth, ready to scream. 

“No!” The soft command sounded loud in the quiet room. Delphi’s blood pounded in her ears. She couldn’t breathe. 

Kilsyth stood in one smooth motion, carrying her to the long padded bench at the end of the bed. He sat her down, and put his hands on her shoulders, warm and firm. “Breathe.” 

The meaning of the word sank into her. Delphi stared at him, his eyes impossibly blue in the starlight. She did as he told her, and when he said it again, she did it again. He rewarded her with a thin smile. “Good. Now I’ll count to ten, slowly. Breathe with each number.”

To the meter of his slow count, she breathed. Her panic seeped away. 

“There. Will you wait here a moment?”

She nodded and watched him get to his feet and pick up a robe from a chair against the wall. His shirt reached to mid-thigh, so she had a view of strong, naked calves. Hastily she lifted her gaze up, to his upper body.

He seemed bigger out of his clothes than in them, his powerful shoulders filling out the fine linen. He came back to her barefoot, wrapping the belt around the banyan, but leaving the top open. His naked throat seemed impossibly intimate.

Delphi couldn’t move.

Since she had an older brother, this wasn’t the first time Delphi had seen a man in undress. However this one wasn’t a relative, wasn’t someone she’d known all her life. 

Discomfort at their situation made her get to her feet. “I’m so sorry, your grace.”

To her surprise, he threw back his head and laughed softly. His laugh had a ring that reached to a place deep within her, filling a space she didn’t know was empty. “Your grace!” he repeated. “I think we’re a little further on than that. Please call me Kilsyth. Or better still, my given name is Adam.”

“Oh. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean...” She backed towards the door. While she did not believe that every man was dangerous, she had stumbled into his room in the middle of the night. Some men would take as an invitation.

“No, please don’t go, not yet. You might have woken someone, and we don’t want to cause even more alarm.” He stayed where he was, but gestured to the daybed. “Please, sit. Would you like some brandy?”

“At this time of night?”

Again he laughed, but took care to keep it quiet. “It is not too late for London.”

“But we’re in Greenwich, and we’re not at a ball.”

“True enough.” 

He crossed to a small sideboard and picked up a decanter. Without her consent, he poured healthy libations into two cut-glass tumblers, and came to sit next to her. When he offered her one, she took it with a murmured word of thanks.

“Now,” he said after his first sip. “Did you see something, or did somebody upset you out there?”

“No.” She was calming now, and the burn of the smooth spirit warmed her right down to her toes. “I upset myself.” Better to tell him the truth, lest he thought her mad. “I tripped. I’m the clumsiest creature in nature. I intended to find out how Dorcas was feeling, but I lost my way.”

“I see. Are you feeling better now?”

She jerked an awkward nod. “Thank you.” She took another sip. “I’m sorry to have woken you.”

“No matter. I don’t sleep much. I enquired about your sister not long ago. She’s sleeping now. The duchess is caring for her.”

The brandy helped to calm her. She knew this man better than to assume he would fall on her. After all, she’d fallen on him and he had done nothing except break her fall. Even though she’d felt—more than she should. She turned her thoughts away from that recollection.

“An interesting woman,” he said.

“People are more independent in the City. Think for themselves, and we lived there so long we caught it, too. My sister-in-law runs her own business.”

“I am aware.” He held the glass in his hands, turning it around. His fingers were long, agile, but she’d experienced their strength when he’d held her shoulders. “Our women can also be formidable. They run great enterprises, you know.”

“Yes. The country houses. I’ve never been to one of those.” She stopped short saying she hadn’t been to the country, but she hadn’t seen it for a long time. “We preferred to live in London.”

He leaned back, resting against the carved bedpost. 

“You must think me a complete ninny,” she said.

“Not at all.” Getting to his feet, he went to the mantelpiece and found the tinderbox. He lit two candles, and brought the branched candlestick over to where she sat, settling it on a tall chest close to the bed. The light warmed them, and gave her a better view of his face.

From his handsome, serene features, few would imagine this man had inherited a disgraced estate from a traitorous father. Now, ten years after Culloden, he’d restored the family name and fortunes. He seemed all effortless luxury, as if he’d never lifted a finger to work in his life.

With a rustle of silk, he sat again, and picked up his glass. “That’s better. Now I can see you properly. Lady Delphi, like the Duchess of Trensom, you’re an interesting woman, but I confess you fascinate me more than she does. You have an interest in the classics, do you not?”

“Yes. Roman history in particular. I don’t know why, but I learned Latin along with my brother, and we read Caesar’s account of his invasion of Gaul. It fascinated me.”

He grimaced. “I confess that part of the history of Rome is not my favorite. Having to parse the sentences killed the book for me.”

She laughed, then clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle the sound. Lowering her hand, she said, “Someone will hear us.”

“No they won’t. Miss Cathcart and Blackridge are taking care of Lady Dorcas, and Lady Damaris is upstairs.”

“Upstairs?” Upstairs where? Why?

He flashed a grin. “My friend Glenbreck has an observatory up there and I spotted them heading that way an hour ago. I suspect he’s persuaded her to join him in some stargazing. Though we won’t mention that outside the house, will we?”

“No, no of course not. Any more than...” She lowered her head and took another drink. She didn’t make a habit of drinking brandy, but it helped calm her jangling nerves. And she liked it, although it was generally considered a man’s drink. When she finished it she would go. “Damaris used to spend many sleepless nights observing the stars.”

“So does Glenbreck. Despite their shaky start, I suspect they will make a match of it.”

“I think so too.” The visit to Greenwich had been to visit the Royal Observatory. They had planned to return to town after the visit, but Dorcas’s sudden illness had prevented that. “What if they learn of this night in town?”

“Glenbreck, Blackridge and I are prepared to swear that we spent the night at the inn by the river. Miss Cathcart persuaded us to stay.”

“‘Don’t be so foolish,’ I think Matilda said. She doesn’t mince her words.”

He gave that near-soundless chuckle again. It warmed her in places she was better not thinking about right now. “She does not. I like her for it.”

“Others do not.”

He nodded. “You are talking of Lady Elizabeth Askew, are you not? She is making your existence as difficult as she can.” His face hardened, but Delphi knew it wasn’t her he was thinking about. “I fail to understand how that helps her, but perhaps Blackridge can speak to her. They used to be friends. Never anything more,” he added when he saw the surprised expression on her face. “I am sorry for it, for her and for you, but I do not think her campaign will continue for much longer. Once she has her duke, she’ll calm down.”

Her silence said more than she dared to articulate in words.

“No,” he continued smoothly, “I am not that duke. I will not be marrying her, although she is beginning to look in my direction in a way I cannot like. You will not repeat that.”

“Of course I won’t.” How could he even think that? But of course, he didn’t know them properly. She was Dorcas, the awkward one who talked about the classics. “I have to thank you for your kindness.” She drained her glass. “But I must go.”

“Are you feeling better now?”

He was kind to put it like that. “I’m not proud of the way I behave sometimes. These days I can usually control my stupid clumsiness, but this is so unusual...”

“Hmm. Perhaps you should wait for a while. Another drink?”

She shook her head, but he got himself another one and returned her empty tumbler to the sideboard. He strolled over to the window, which he’d left uncovered, and gazed out at the quiet vista below. “You’re a fascinating quartet, you Dersinghams. Your brother is a great improvement on his predecessor to the earldom. He takes an interest in his estate, other than using the income for his own purposes, for one thing.”

“You’d know about that.”

“Yes, I would.” He turned to face her, but she couldn’t see him properly in the dim light. With his back to the window and the candles on the other side of the room, his features were set in shadow. “Thank you for not avoiding the subject, as so many people do. My father left the estate in a poor way. He’d given more than we thought to the Jacobite cause. He was a romantic, my father, imagined he could set the country back in time and restore the Stuarts. He was wrong.”

“Yes.”

“Britain has become a different country since King James ruled, and I am part of that.”

“But they still conspire.”

“Yes they do.” Slowly, he paced back to the sofa and she could see him again. His eyes glinted an impossible blue. “They plot and plan, ridiculous schemes for the most part, but I get to hear of them. They think they can bring me back. Well, they cannot. Will never do so.”

Such frank speaking encouraged her to answer in the same way. But before she could work out how they’d got there, they were in a passionate discussion about the new ways the country was run, and how moving from an absolute monarchy to a democracy had benefited the country. 

From there they moved to discussing the Roman Republic, then Augustus Caesar and the dangers of nepotism. The conversation flowed as easily as if they’d known each other for years. 

Dawn was sending tentative fingers across the sky outside before they noticed the clock striking the half-hour.

“Half past four?” Delphi exclaimed. “How can that be?”

He held out his hand and she instantly put her own in it. All this time they’d sat apart, but comfortably, in the best conversation she could ever remember having since the Dersinghams had moved from Bunhill Row, Smithfield, to Mayfair.

Gallantly he drew her to her feet, and not so gallantly, closer, so she rested against his chest. “I think I deserve this,” he murmured. His eyes grew slumberous and his voice lower, as he pulled her in.

Some people kissed as a form of greeting, something Delphi had never been comfortable with. But this was not that kind of kiss, and she was shockingly comfortable with it. He settled his lips on hers, pressed in and touched his tongue to her mouth. 

Long, sweet and deep they kissed. Delphi lost her mind all over again, but he drew away.

“There,” he said, his tones thicker. “That is on account.”

“On account of what?”

“Wait and see.”
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ROME, ITALY. SEPTEMBER 1756

Delphi closed her weary eyes and tipped her face back to enjoy the warmth of the newly risen sun.

She could resume her research, for which she was enormously grateful. Although she had enjoyed her stay in the cooler north of Italy, finally she could study the glories of the city she’d dreamed of all her life. She had arrived with the Duke and Duchess of Trensom at the end of May, but they spent only a few short weeks here before the heat drove them north, along with most of the other residents of Rome. The ones that could afford it, that was. Rome was unendurable in the summer. With stifling heat and malaria rampant, they’d had no choice but to relocate for July and August.

Opening her eyes, she gazed at the grubby glory of Trajan’s Column, the subject of her current study. The marble edifice had stood for centuries, seen kings and popes come and go. Although battered and soot-stained, it remained, testament to a proud empire.

The ache in her back made its presence felt as she leaned up. Standing, she pressed her hands to the small of her back, trying to ease the stiffness resulting from long hours sitting in one position. Ruefully, she contemplated the papers at her feet, scattered over the rough stone. She’d have to pick them up. But her back hurt and her stomach growled. If she didn’t hurry she’d miss breakfast, and then Matilda would notice how long she been gone. On her own, except for the servant she’d brought with her.

Come to think of it, where was her footman? He’d excused himself some time ago, and hadn’t yet come back. Pulling her hat brim down so it shaded her eyes, Delphi swept her gaze around the immediate area. No Trensom footman anywhere. A few people wandered around the open area, mostly servants and early risers, eager to enjoy the day before the heat descended again.

She’d outlined a whole sector since she’d last remembered seeing the man. Damn the creature. If she found out she was out alone, Matilda wouldn’t let her out again. Usually, she accompanied Trensom’s daughters on their daily walk, which always included the Column, but today Margery had felt unwell, so Delphi had come alone.

Sighing, she bent and swept the scattered papers into a rough pile before standing, and turning back for her leather portfolio. Unfortunately, her skirts brushed the pile apart again, but she had little time to consider that.

The atmosphere around her stirred, her only warning before a powerful arm circled her waist, dragging her against a hard, male body. Delphi gasped in shock, terror freezing her for a precious few seconds.

She’d been stupid, allowing her footman to leave her alone. Gangs of men and youths, caroused around the city. Rome was notorious for them. Her love for the place had blinded her to its dangers and now, she would pay for it. But she wouldn’t give up easily.

The buttons of her attacker’s waistcoat pressed into her back through the thin silk of her loose, rust-colored gown. Her hat tipped forward, temporarily blinding her and sending her loosely pinned hair flying, tendrils of it tickling her shoulders. As she sucked in a breath to scream for help, her captor spun her around, shoved her hat out of the way and fastened his mouth to hers. She clenched her fists and lifted one foot, ready to bring her knee up the second she had a chance.

Delphi’s shocked gasp disappeared into his throat as the kiss turned from a rough buss to a deeper, more lascivious embrace in the space of a heartbeat. Her heart pounded fit to burst. His hands spread over her silk-clad back.

Fear leeched out of her and anger poured in to fill the void it had left. That scent; only one man used it because it was made specifically for him by a shop in Bond Street, London. And she recognized the kiss, the lips, and his hold. Adam, Duke of Kilsyth had her in his arms.

He’d only kissed her once before, but she knew him. Although she lowered her knee, she kept her fists clenched, but her arms were now, inexplicably, around him. She was clutching him rather than trying to push him away.

After he’d abruptly left London with not a word, she’d never expected to see him again.

But here he was again. Kissing her senseless. And just like the first time, she couldn’t do anything but respond.

Nestling closer, she tipped back her head, and opened her mouth.

A low groan passed from his mouth to hers. The vibration thrummed through her whole body, resonating through her, bringing her to a state of awareness she’d never expected to experience here. Or anywhere else, come to that. She loved it, hated it, wanted him. 

He spread his big hands over her back, encompassing her, making her feel safe. Delphi rarely felt safe.

​​​​​​​​​​​Wings clapped as a few of the ever-present starlings swept above them, their screams tearing the air. He tore his mouth away. 

Delphi caught sight of the wildness in his eyes before he lifted his head, staring up at the noisy birds. Watching his throat work was the third most erotic experience of Delphi’s life. The first had happened a few seconds earlier. The other in a house in Greenwich at dawn.

He gasped, sucked in a deep draft of the still-cool air and released her, stepping back before she could do something idiotic like reaching for him.

“Dear God Delphi! You were supposed to push me away and scream, not respond like a starving—” He cut off his words with a slash of his hand, the rings on his fingers glittering in the sunlight.

Delphi leaned forward and poked him in the chest. “You were going to say whore weren’t you? You think women don’t know these words?”

He pokered up, shades of the patrician duke returning. His shoulders straightened, and his clean-cut features held a trace of hauteur. “Ladies of fashion don’t use those words.”

“Yes they do,” she snapped. “Just not when men are by.”

The Duke of Kilsyth always dressed in the height of fashion, but surely this finery was too much for daytime wear, even for him. The silver embroidery on his salmon pink coat caught the early morning sun, glinting as he moved. His cream waistcoat was even more heavily adorned, and the buttons marching down the front of his coat and waistcoat flashed like diamonds. 

Narrowing her eyes, Delphi took a closer look. The edges of the magnificent coat looked worn, the silver thread tired and tarnished. His waistcoat was grubby, the buttonholes worn and too large, as if this outfit was the only evening wear he possessed. Delphi knew that was far from the case. He had an outfit for every day of the week— every day of the month probably. He never had to worry about clothes so why was he wearing an outfit that had seen better days? And why the flash and glitter? The duke usually preferred elegance to an overabundance of adornment. One ring, not three, artistry rather than abundance.

The kiss must have rendered her silly. “What are you doing here?” she demanded. “I hadn’t heard you were in Rome.”

“You consider yourself the registry for visitors to Rome?” Now the haughty duke had returned, but she wasn’t fooled, and she wouldn’t let him put her off.

Two could play it that way. She dipped into a curtsey. “Your grace,” she murmured. “What an absolute delight that you chose to grant me your presence.” Her mock gushing sycophancy was bound to annoy him, and right now she wanted nothing more than to see him fume.

He responded with a grunt. Most unducal. “Get up, do.”

Delphi rose, careful to retain her balance, disposing her hands in the prescribed way. She could be at court, she thought smugly. Not a stumble.

The gleam in his bright blue eyes told her she’d won the point.

“Such gammon!” he said before he responded to her greeting with a graceful bow. Delphi preferred the kiss, but she’d never admit to it, except to her guilty self.

When he rose, he’d restored his usual easy charm.

She bit back her initial retort. “I’d have heard you were here,” she said stubbornly. “People know we were—friends once.” So close she’d traveled half a continent to get away from the gossip. And now, here he was, standing before her, unrepentant.

“I arrived two days ago. I haven’t yet announced my arrival, or gone anywhere I might meet someone who knew me.”

He still hadn’t told her why he was here. Or where he’d come from.

“You just disappeared from London.”

“I had good reason.” 

Which he didn’t seem inclined to tell her. The Dersinghams had arrived back in London at the beginning of March, ready to prepare for the season that would begin after Easter, only to find that the Duke of Kilsyth had disappeared without a word. Nobody knew where he’d gone. Society was already gossiping, and the wicked stories that he’d traveled across the world rather than continue his courtship of Delphi had hurt her badly. 

He paced away from her, stirring a sheet of paper, but not appearing to notice. He came back. “Perhaps I should ask you what you’re doing here. Tell me you’re not here alone, my lady.”

“I’m not here alone,” she repeated dutifully. Then glanced around. “Not normally, anyway. In any case, I have as much right to be here as anyone else.” She was not beholden to him. “And I am not your anything.” Although she might have been once.

“I see no attendant. You know as well as I do how much trouble that could lead to.”

He was right, but why should she let him know that? He had no right to tell her what to do. Then again, a young, respectable woman walking the streets of Rome alone was asking for trouble. “I fail to see what business that is of yours. Where I go and what I do is my concern.”

“I beg to differ,” he said, his voice hardening. “You are a young lady of fashion and fortune, and one I know well.”

“My footman has just this moment gone on a call of nature.” Or had it been more than a moment ago? With her concentration on her work, Delphi had barely noticed him leaving, and assumed he’d returned. “He will be back any minute.”

If only Kilsyth would leave, she could gather her things and slink back to the house. And find out what he was doing in Rome, since he didn’t seem inclined to tell her himself.

Although the notion of walking from the Column all the way to the Spanish Steps daunted her somewhat, she would do it. She had little option, since she had no money for a chair, and asking Kilsyth to accompany her would choke her.

“Anything you say is irrelevant,” she said, turning away as if indifferent to him. “After what you have just done I can hardly regard you as the arbiter of gentlemanly conduct.”

His laughter infuriated her. She would leave with as much dignity as she could, so she bent once more to retrieve her drawing and notes. She couldn’t leave without those.

She shot him a cold stare. “I bid you a good day sir,” she said as frostily as she could manage as she scrambled to collect her work.

He gazed around with exaggerated deliberation, scanning the few people who had stopped to stare. Most likely at him. That costume was startling for this hour of the morning. “I see no sign of your mythical footman.”

“Indeed he is not mythical. Please do me the honor of going away.” 

Aware of her disorderly appearance, and that she was in the wrong, Delphi couldn’t think straight, didn’t want to look at him.

Her skirts disordered the papers every time she moved, and the more she tried to gather them, the more they escaped her grasp. Her agitation didn’t help her dexterity, either.

“Stand up,” he snapped. “Let me do it.”

Stiffly, she rose to her feet. She couldn’t stay here all day disordering her work while he watched her. She might as well allow him to help her.

As Delphi smoothed her skirts, the duke knelt at her feet and gathered her papers a lot more efficiently than she’d managed. He took rather longer than she liked, and paid attention to what he was picking up. 

Eventually he stood, but he didn’t give her the work back. He leafed through the sheets, examining her sketches and transcripts. “I thought you were engaging in a little light watercolor painting. But you’re not, are you?”

“No, I’m not.” Delphi kept her studies private. So humiliating that he should discover what she was doing. Society labeled her a bluestocking until she’d learned not to talk about her passion, but with this man she had let her guard down once before. 

Delphi had sometimes thought wishfully of that night in Greenwich, the first time she had met anybody remotely interested in the history of Rome. Classical studies usually meant the philosophers and the language, the legends rather than the fact.

And in case she should forget, this man had all but jilted her.

“Did you think our discussions were because I wished to please you, or that I would drop the occupation the moment I found an opportunity to do so?”

He bit his lip, shot a glance at her from under the brim of his cocked hat. “Not precisely. Life has been a little — complicated recently.”

What did he mean? Was that why he was wearing a gaudy court outfit that had seen better days? What had happened to him? “You lost your fortune? You took to the high seas, and as a result lost your title and lands? You met a woman who drove you demented, so you killed her and had to flee the country?”

That sharp laugh came to disconcert her. “None of those. I will escort you back to your lodgings. Are you with your family?”

At last the papers were tidied and thrust in the leather portfolio. Instead of giving it to her, Kilsyth slung the long strap over his shoulder and offered his other arm for her to take. If she rejected him she’d appear childish. 

Delphi had no option but to accept. “I’m with Matilda.” 

“Then I will take you to her. Which way?” he demanded.

“Not far. Truly I can get there on my own.” She didn’t want his company.

He shook his head. “Not good enough, Lady Delphi. I’m delivering you into the hands of your hosts. No prevarication.”

His determined jaw told her she had no choice. If she didn’t allow him to accompany her, he’d follow her home to ensure her safety. One part of her, the part that anticipated the walk ahead with trepidation, was glad, but she’d never admit to that.

Delphi started to walk away from the river, in the direction of her new home. “The truth is, Matilda doesn’t know I’m here on my own. And I was not, I did bring a footman. But he’s disappeared.”

When she sneaked a glance at him, she found his mouth tight and hard. “Disappeared?”

She shrugged. “Probably pleasuring some girl somewhere. He’s a local man, not one of the servants we brought from England.”

He grunted. “Or rousing his fellows to do what I did, but with a more nefarious intent. You are too trusting, Delphi.”

“Me? And what happened to my title?”

He spoke more smoothly. “If you wish it, we can ‘Lady Delphi’ and ‘your grace’ ourselves into oblivion. But I would prefer to dispense with titles, as we did once before. My name is Adam. You know that. I would be honored if you use it, at least when we’re in private.”

“Oh!” She could stiffly insist on formality, but that would be stupid. His unseemly request appealed to her at a basic level. She hated being reminded of the title she was not born with every time the person she was speaking to opened his mouth. 

“Very well,” she said, and added his name for good measure. “Adam.”

Was he still attracted to her? Did he think they could take up where they’d left off? Well, she’d soon show him that was a fool’s errand.

“There, I knew you could do it. Now tell me what you were doing there.”

“At the column?” she said easily. “Transcribing it and making a copy.”

He frowned. “Plenty of copies exist.”

She sighed. “I’m planning a monograph, perhaps even a book on Trajan and his conquests.”

Eager to put space and time between them and the far too-intimate embrace she’d shared with him, she outlined her thoughts. Passing the time by discussing a subject not intimately connected to them seemed preferable to more personal conversation. “Unfortunately the column is far too high for me to see it all, and pretty soon I will have exhausted what I can see from the ground. Most of it is worn by weather and time, so I wouldn’t be able to read it, even if I could get up close. But I’ve enjoyed the exercise.”

She would not forget what he did. Adam had caused her a great deal of grief when he’d abandoned her in London. Society had laughed at her, but worse, her family had commiserated with her. Poor Delphi. The thought of another London season appalled her, so when Matilda had asked her to accompany her new husband and herself on their visit to Rome, she’d accepted eagerly.

She would make Adam pay. Why not turn the tables and do to him what he’d done to her? Enough British people were in Rome to witness her tit-for-tat, and this time Delphi intended to come out on top.

First, she’d have to hook him in. Make him court her all over again, as he had last season in London. Then she’d laugh in his face, and tell him what she thought of him. Oh, that felt so good. At last. And being in Italy, she was in the perfect place for revenge. Nobody did revenge better than the Italians.

She guided him around a corner, into one of the narrow streets that abounded here. Rome had that in common with London, where a person had to know her way through the maze. The buildings were even more diverse than her home city. And more run-down. 

The Great Fire of London had cleared out some of the more rickety buildings, which had been rebuilt in brick and stone. Not so here. Some buildings would have tumbled to the ground if not for the added lengths of timber holding them up. They acted like flying buttresses for domestic architecture, but less beautiful and more intrusive. They did collapse every day, and a person had to have her wits about her, in order to survive.

Wits which she had completely lost back at the site of Trajan’s Column.

​“I had not expected to find you in Rome, my lady. Most English people do not survive the heat of summer.”

He was so smooth, so—civilized, for want of a better word. “We arrived in the spring, but we spent the summer elsewhere.” 

​​​“Matilda married Trensom, didn’t she? I had a letter from my mother telling me so. I was not aware they had even met.”

Because they had not met until Christmas. Matilda and Harry were so deeply in love that nobody seeing them could doubt it. Sometimes Delphi found somewhere to go just to get away from the romance. Romance was not her friend these days.

They had reached the end of the alley. Adam held out his arm in a protective gesture to hold her back, and moved ahead. When he looked right and left, Delphi understood he was checking for possible trouble. Although she considered herself perfectly capable of taking care of her own safety, her actions this morning had been foolhardy. She must never be so careless again.

When he looked back, she understood his unspoken message and stepped forward to join him, looping her hand through the crook in his arm once more.

“Matilda knew the one ambition of my life was to visit Rome. They had only meant to visit for a short time, but our stay has been prolonged. Trensom accepted the position of attaché for British visitors to Rome.”

“Laudable of him. But it gives you more time to continue your studies.”

And to stay away from London, where she would be pitied and laughed at as the spinster Dersingham who’d let a duke escape.

What did she care for society? Shaking the thought away, she studied the two alleys before them. She urged him towards the right. “It’s easy to lose oneself in this warren of alleyways. If we take the wrong path, we could find herself in the middle of a nest of thieves.”

“Like turning the wrong way out of Drury Lane Theatre would take a person into the rookery of St. Giles.”

“Exactly. This way,” she said, leading the way to the alley on the right. After a quizzical look, he followed her instructions. “You come this way often?”

She shrugged. “Every day. I usually bring the girls, Trensom’s children from his first marriage, but Margery was not well today, so I came alone. With my footman. He does exist, you know.”

He nodded, his lips compressed into a thin line. 

The alley led to a broad thoroughfare. She was nearly home. Delphi didn’t know whether to be sorry or glad that she would lose him soon. Despite his despicable behavior, she still felt that cord, clean as ever, tightening between them.

It remained as bright and shining as always, and as disturbing to her peace of mind as it had ever been.
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Chapter Three 
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ADAM STUDIED THE FRONT of the gracious building Delphi called home. “You’ve come a long way since you left Bunhill Row.”

“I have,” she murmured, “and yet some mornings I wake and think I’m still there. I plan my day as I always used to before I rise.”

“Do you miss it?” 

He turned away from the house and faced her. Delphi Dersingham still drew him as much as she ever did. But he could not allow himself to get too close to her. He’d left England thinking he’d lost her, that she would marry someone else before the coming season had ended. And yet, she had not.

Her sisters had, her brother had, even Matilda. But not Delphi. Had nobody asked her? He failed to understand why. Not astoundingly beautiful, but attractive, the kind of woman a man would look forward to waking next to.

Except he could not even think of that. Circumstances had changed too much and until he was done here, he could not afford to think of anyone else. But now he knew she was in Rome, he would find difficulty keeping away from her.

“Won’t you come in and meet Trensom and Matilda?” Her question came abruptly. Her bosom heaved distractingly under the fine lawn fichu, as if she had not meant to say it. “We could have tea.”

“So we could.” How could he refuse an invitation like that? He’d expected the cold shoulder, but she was being gracious about his abrupt departure from Britain.

At least he’d claimed his kiss. When he’d seen her alone, sketching, he could hardly believe his eyes. The shock of seeing the woman who haunted his dreams here, in the flesh, in Rome, had shocked him to the core. To see her on her own had angered and terrified him. Anyone could have taken her. Hurt her. He’d planned to snatch a quick, fierce kiss, merely as a demonstration of what could happen to her. But it had not turned out that way. Instead, that attraction between them had flared up to a fierce flame.

Now he wanted her again, but he could not have her, should never have allowed himself to give into impulse.

He stepped into a hall decorated in the Italian fashion, with floor to ceiling frescoes of some mythological scene. Not being an expert, or at least not as much as the woman standing beside him, who watched him with amused curiosity.

“Bacchus and Ariadne,” she explained, “with Theseus as the villain.”

“I see,” he said, careful to keep his tone neutral.

A presence by his side told him a servant was ready to take his outer clothing. He handed over his hat, gloves and smallsword.

The flamboyance of the floor to ceiling paintings took his breath away, as the artist must have intended, but when he looked closer he realized that this artist was no Titian.

She sighed. “Not the best example of Roman art, but it impresses visitors. Done sometime in the last century. Come.”

She led the way up a broad flight of stairs after pausing to send an order for tea from a nearby footman dressed in resplendent scarlet and gold livery. An old hand at the game, Adam recognized the flamboyant costume as a ploy to impress visitors.

Freshly invigorated from his encounter with Delphi Adam followed her up the impressive staircase, along a long wide corridor and into a drawing room. 

This room was not as gaudy as the hall, evidently intended as a private room. A basket by the fireplace contained lengths of embroidery, books on the window seat, and an open book on a table by an armchair. It held a family warmth he wasn’t aware he had missed until now.

As soon as they went in, a waft of gentle perfume and the swish of silk heralded the entrance of the new Duchess of Trensom.

Adam knew his manners. Ignoring the duchess’s sly grin, he swept into the appropriate bow. When he rose, he discovered the duke standing next to his wife, so he offered another bow. 

“May I offer my belated congratulations?” he murmured. By his side, he heard a suppressed giggle.

“Thank you,” the duchess said, a gleam of amusement in her eye.

She was the same but grander. Still the woman from the City of London with the outrageous taste in clothes and the total absence of the retiring nature expected of a good duenna. Miss Matilda Cathcart had never been the typical duenna, any more than her charges had been typical young ladies of fashion. 

Today she wore a dazzling butter yellow gown, which admittedly became her. But it was the way she seemed to glow from the inside that held Adam’s attention. She seemed years younger, the sheen of happiness surrounding her. And she wasn’t alone in that. Despite the laughter lines radiating from the outside corners of his eyes and the other signs of middle age, Trensom seemed years younger than when Adam had seen him last. They had never been close acquaintances, but of course he’d met him.

Trensom’s first wife had died some time ago, and they’d never been close. That was obviously not the case with his new duchess.

A maid entered the room with the inevitable tray of tea. The duchess dismissed the maid with a word of thanks. With a flurry of small talk about the weather and the number of British people in Rome, they settled and while the duchess poured the tea, Delphi served it.

To Adam’s pleasure, Delphi took a seat on the sofa next to him. Then she blinked at him, stiffened, as if she had not meant to do that. Adam was glad she did. 

“Do you intend to settle in Rome now?” he asked.

“Do you?” the duchess riposted.

“Probably not.” He shrugged, feigning indifference. “For now, I find the city more interesting than when I came here on the Grand Tour.”

“Too busy carousing to look at the art,” the duke commented. “I know I was.”

His admission made Adam smile, and nod his acknowledgement of that truth. “These days I’m not frantic to explore everything life has to offer. At the time I thought the dukedom wouldn’t fall to me for a long time. Unfortunately, it did. But I never forgot my time in Rome.” 

“Did you return to complete your youthful excesses?” the duke enquired mildly.

Adam shook his head, smiling. “Only to attend to a few family matters. Tidy loose ends.”

“And that entailed such blinding finery?” Delphi put in.

Fascinated, Adam watched the color rise to her cheeks as she recalled her manners. Personal remarks weren’t encouraged, but he didn’t mind one bit. Not when Delphi asked. 

He answered her. “I did not go to bed last night. I was on my way home when I saw you.”

The color became twin red flags. “Oh. I shouldn’t have asked. I’m sorry.”

“Not at all. How strange I would be if I paraded myself in the streets like this all day.” 

Not wanting to answer any more questions about where he had been and why, and he wouldn’t put it past Delphi to ask, he turned to his host. “I heard from Lady Delphi that you are the new attaché to Rome.”

Trensom grimaced. His plain blue coat with the barest touch of decoration attested to his taste, but not the formality diplomats often affected. “I had only intended to bring my family here for a private visit, but the request arrived and I decided to take it. But not for too long. We still intend to return home by the end of the year.”

“But you didn’t stay for the summer,” Adam said.

“No.” Trensom caught his wife’s gaze. One corner of his mouth turned up in a wry smile. “I had every intention of sending my wife and Lady Delphi north to a villa by the lakes while I attended to my duties.”

“But we refused to leave until he came with us,” the duchess said. “Why men insist on thinking of us as fragile creatures I will never know.”

“You must let us keep some pride, my love.” The duke took her hand and lifted it to his lips.

Adam suffered a severe shock. He had never known Trensom so demonstrative before. The man was stoic, a rock. He had not shed a tear when he’d become a widower, at least not in public. In an age where men ranted, raved and wept as the mood took them, Trensom remained calm.

Or for some other reason. “I had not heard one whisper of a new attaché in Rome.” He took a sip of tea as if the decision mattered nothing to him.

“As soon as the permanent appointee arrives, we will be off. If they do not choose one, then I will. And damn the consequences.”

Interesting too, that he did not apologize for his expletive. Adam knew why, having had conversation with the Dersingham sisters before. They had taken to society well, but they still had their quirks. Living in the vibrant City, amongst thieves, merchants and the rest had given them a robustness that amused him. And intrigued him. They had a demeanor that brooked no nonsense. He liked that too.

“When did you leave England?” the duchess asked, froideur in her tones.

Yes, he could understand. He knew he’d left Delphi to wonder, but he’d assumed matters would blow over, as they always did, and his heartache would be forgotten in the excitement of a new season. For her, at least. 

“February,” he said shortly. As soon as the journey became viable. A visit to Germany, then, when he’d discovered matters there, to Rome. His business was far from settled.

But one thing bothered him. Why did the British government need an attaché in Rome? They’d never done that before, to his knowledge. There wasn’t even an ambassador here. Or an embassy, come to that. 

The presence of a British government official could prove an unwanted complication to his plans. In that case he had better remain on friendly terms with them. Which meant remaining close to Lady Delphi. He certainly did not regret that.

What a coil! Too shrewd to remain in ignorance for long, Delphi would unearth his true purpose here unless he played his hand very cleverly. And kept her at a polite distance, which he regretted, particularly after her sweet response to his kiss that morning.

*
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AFTER ADAM’S DEPARTURE, Delphi tried to excuse herself, but Trensom stopped her with a, “One moment, please.”

Sighing, she retook her seat.

“Delphi, what were you doing at the Column alone?” Matilda asked, her tones freezing.

“Margery was ill, so she couldn’t come, but I had a figure I particularly wanted to complete. I took a footman with me.”

“Which one?” Trensom said.

“Riggio.”

“An ex-footman,” he concluded. “If he ever returns. What on earth made you think of gallivanting around Rome on your own? You know how dangerous it is.”

Delphi resented being spoken to as a small child, but she was forced to admit that she’d behaved like one. She had no excuse. “I do, but I thought I’d be safe. I was, because Adam—Kilsyth...” She bit her lip.

They were not distracted by her slip. “You will not leave this house again without informing one of us, and without taking at least one footman with you. One approved by me,” Trensom told her. “And you tell us where you’re going and when you’ll be back.”

It could have been a lot worse. Shaken more than she cared to admit by her adventure, Delphi nodded. “I promise.”

“Good. We’ll speak no more of it.”

That
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