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        For everyone who's missing traveling this year (2020), may we soon be able to explore this wonderful world again.
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        Rome Italy, 1829

      

      

      They had arrived. Finally. Molly stepped out of the carriage and stretched, basked in the warm Mediterranean sun that warmed her blood and healed the many aches and pains from weeks of travel. Rome. Just the thought of where she was sent a thrill down her spine and expectation thrumming through her blood.

      So many wonderful places to visit and see, and thanks to her wonderful friends back in London, and the Duke of Whitstone, month-long lodgings at the Villa Maius had been secured for her. The gentleman who resided here was from home, but his servants would care for her and her companion for the short time they would be in the city.

      The front door to the villa opened, and a gray-haired, voluptuous woman came out onto the street, her smile as warm as the sun shining down on her back.

      “Signora, Molly Clare, welcome. Welcome to Rome. Come, we shall serve refreshments for you. You must be exhausted.”

      Molly smiled, relieved to be welcomed so lovingly at the home. She did not know anything of Mr. Farley, who lived here, other than he was friends with the Duke of Whitstone. There had always been a little niggling concern within her that the staff may be annoyed at her arrival, being unknown to them as she was, but it would not seem to be so.

      “Thank you for having me. I hope it is not too much trouble that I’m here.” She walked in off the street into a small foyer that led onto a large, rectangular room partly roofed. A fountain sat in its center, a naked cherub squirting water from his mouth. Looking up, Molly noted the opening in the roof sat directly over the fountain, and in ancient times, it would be the place the villa would have collected its water for the family.

      “Oh, no no no. We’re very happy to have you here.” The servant ordered a tall, dark-haired man to attend to the luggage while she walked them toward a set of stairs. “Mr. Armstrong is not here. He is away in Naples for the duration of your stay, and we have been expecting you. He informed us all before he left last month to care for you well. You have mutual friends, yes?”

      Molly looked about the villa. Mosaic-tiled floors adorned the space, images of Roman life, of agricultural scenes and animals. All lower-floor rooms had their windows open, the curtains billowing with the warm, Mediterranean air. The breeze smelled of salt and spices, of oranges and freshly cut grass. She stopped a moment, taking in the view from one of the windows she could see through a doorway. The courtyard garden, full of olive trees, beckoned her to sit and savor its beauty.

      “We do, yes. The Duke of Whitstone. Although I have never met Mr. Armstrong, I am very grateful to him for allowing me to stay here.”

      The housekeeper beamed, seemingly well pleased at her compliment of her employer. “He is the best of men whom I’m sorry you shall not have the honor of meeting.” The woman started up the stone stairs. “I’m Maria, my dear, the housekeeper of Villa Maius. Should you need anything at all, merely let me know, and I shall do all that I can to make your stay enjoyable.”

      “Thank you.” They climbed the stairs, the second floor opened up to a large, rectangular room with reclining wicker chairs. A balcony stood at the end of the room. Molly could not pass without taking in the view. She stepped out onto the balcony, the breath catching in her lungs. The view overlooked the street they had entered on. At this height, it gave her a better vantage point of the city beyond. Rome. Its glory spread out before her like a gift from the gods. Her fingers curled around the stone balustrade, anchoring herself so she would not run from the villa and see firsthand the ancient city. Sounds wafted up to tease her and urge her to leave and explore.

      Soon, she promised. As soon as she had bathed and had a restoring cup of tea.

      “The center of Rome is only a short walk from here. At the other end of the villa is another room similar to this that overlooks the river Tiber. I can always have the carriage put at your disposal, however, if you do not want to walk. To see the Vatican, you shall have to avail yourself of the vehicle.”

      Excitement thrummed through her veins, and she leaned out over the railing, spying a few people out on the streets, some taking in the sights while others plied their trade. “What a magnificent city. I have always wanted to tour, and now I can. I cannot believe it.”

      “I am dreading the return journey, however,” her companion, Miss Sinclair said, joining her and staring down at the city with a disgruntled air. “Shall we have tea?”

      Molly was reluctant to leave the magnificent view, one she longed to be part of, and nor would she allow Miss Sinclair’s dislike of the distances they had traversed to dampen her excitement. If her companion did not wish to see Rome, she could stay here at the villa. Molly went about London most of the time on her own, it would not be out of character for her.

      “Yes, let’s, and then I can get started on exploring this wonderful city.”

      “Would you like to have tea on the balcony, Signora Molly?”

      “Thank you, yes,” she replied, seeing the outdoor setting and sitting. Servants bustled about the home, bringing up their trunks to the rooms. Molly could almost pinch herself just to confirm that she was indeed here in Rome. Her time was precious, only a month, and then they would be on the return journey back to England. Travel would take several weeks, and she wanted to visit some other cities on the continent before returning to London and the new Season.

      The tea was sweet and refreshing, and lovingly the housekeeper had made some biscuits with almonds through them, which squelched her rumbling stomach.

      Molly leaned back in her chair, placing down her napkin, well-sated after the fleeting repast. “Shall we finish the tour of the house, see our rooms and then decide where to go first?”

      “Of course, Miss Molly,” Miss Sinclair said, yawning.

      It had been a long day, but Molly was too excited, had waited too long to be in Rome to lie down for the afternoon. She wanted to explore, walk the streets, visit the markets, and be part of the culture here in this ancient city.

      “If you’re tired, Miss Sinclair, I can always go out without you. I do not mind.”

      Miss Sinclair’s lips pursed into a disapproving, thin line. “No, that would never do. You need to have a chaperone and company to keep you safe. I will simply have to endure it.”

      “I do not wish for you to endure Rome. I want you to enjoy it as much as I intend on doing.”

      “I do not believe that will be possible, Miss Molly. I have an aversion to heat, and if it did not escape your notice, it is very hot outside.”

      Molly turned toward the balcony, the slight breeze wafting in through the doors cooled her skin. Yes it was warm, but England was always so very cold. How could anyone not make use of such beautiful weather and explore it?

      The housekeeper stepped forward, catching Molly’s eye. “We have a manservant here, Miss Clare. He would be more than happy to escort you about Rome so you may see some of our wonderful city.”

      Molly smiled at Miss Sinclair. “See, I shall be perfectly safe. You may have this afternoon to rest and recuperate, and we shall come together for dinner this evening before tonight’s ball.”

      “You intend to attend Lord and Lady Dalton’s ball this evening? Even though we only arrived today?”

      “Of course I intend to go.” Molly shook her head at her companion, having gained the sense that she did not want to go or do anything while they were here. The prospect was not helpful, nor would it be possible. Molly had four weeks to visit this wonderful city, and she would simply have to ignore her companion’s complaints about seeing everything they could in that time.

      “Maria, will you show me to my room, please?”

      The housekeeper bustled down a wide passageway until she came to a room that overlooked more of the villa grounds, lawns, and gardens that swam with a variety of colors. The tinkling sound of water carried up to her, and she looked for the fountain but could not see it from her room. She would have to go downstairs to find it herself.

      Her room was a tiled mosaic floor that was made out in a variety of blossoming flowers. Her bed was large, opulent with its coverlet and abundance of pillows. She, too, was partial to lots of pillows on beds. It somehow made them look complete. Perfect.

      A small writing desk occupied the space before one window, and a large settee sat before her fire. Although she did not believe she would need that at all while she was here in Rome. Not with it being so warm.

      “There is freshwater and linens behind the screen for you, Miss Molly. When you’re ready to go out, come downstairs, and I shall fetch Marcus for you. He will keep you safe and show you all the best sites Rome has on offer.”

      “Thank you so much. I cannot tell you how thrilled I am about being here.”

      The housekeeper smiled before leaving her to her ablutions, the sound of Miss Sinclair’s voice as she was taken to her room echoing down the hall.

      Molly walked to the small balcony her room had and glanced down at the garden. She raised her face to the sun, breathing deep. What an idyllic location to live. One could get used to such a place and never return home to rainy, dreary old London.
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      He wasn’t supposed to be in Rome. He’d promised his close friend the Duke of Whitstone that he would leave Miss Molly Clare alone for the month she was visiting the ancient city. But he could not. Not because he wished to meet the chit—he’d long thrown away any notion of making a grand match or even trying to court a lady.

      Business brought him back to Rome a month earlier than planned. A letter from his brother’s steward in London never bode well. What had his brother done now that was so very bad that the black sheep of the family had to be notified?

      Lord Hugh Farley, younger brother to the Duke of St. Albans, pushed through the small door off the street that led into his Roman villa and strode through the gardens, headed for his office. He waved to a couple of his staff who were picking vegetables, ignoring the fact they looked a little shocked at his return. His housekeeper Maria doubly so when he strode into the atrium.

      “I shall have lunch brought into my office, please, Maria.” He half-laughed at the woman’s expression. “Do not look so shocked at my being here. I do live here as you well know.”

      The housekeeper made an awkward chuckle before following close on his heels. “You have Miss Molly Clare here, Signore Hugh. Do you not remember she is to stay a month?”

      “I have not forgot, but I received a letter from my brother’s steward that I must attend to.” His man of business in Rome had sent word to him, telling him to return from Naples as soon as possible. It was unfortunate that Miss Clare was here at the same time as he, but this was his home, and she had a companion, it would not be too scandalous, surely.

      “I do not intend to ruin her, Maria. Do amend your distress.”

      Another awkward laugh from his housekeeper rent loudly in the room. Hugh glanced up at her, not missing that she was now wringing her hands in her apron. “You disapprove.”

      “She’s unmarried, Signore. You, too, remain unmarried. We could weather any storm of her being here when you were not at home, but now that you are, tongues will wag. Whether those tongues are in Rome or London.”

      “Let them wag. I have business to attend to, and she has a companion. There is little we can do about it. I shall not allow society to rule my life.” God knows he’d allowed enough of that in London along with his family. The thought of his brother, his mother, soured the taste in his mouth. He picked up his penknife and sliced open the missive.

      “Lunch, Maria. If you please.”

      As if remembering herself, she bobbed a quick curtsy and left the room. Hugh opened the parchment and read. His blood ran cold at the black, cursive words that lay out before his eyes.

      His Grace, the Duke of St. Albans, had passed away after a carriage accident. We here inform Lord Hugh Farley that you are now the Duke of St. Albans, heir to St. Albans Abbey in Kent, Brentwood House in Surrey. and Clare Castle in Ireland.

      The rest of the missive blurred at the thought of his brother no longer living. This letter was already a month old. Hugh leaned back in his chair, staring blankly at the wall before him.

      It could not be.

      Henry was dead? His only brother. Another letter sat on his desk, the neat, flowing script that of his younger sister, Sarah. He tore it open, not bothering with the penknife. She was less diplomatic, having never been very good at making her words less blunt and to the point. Her letter contained details about their brother’s demise, of his foolhardy bet with the gentleman who formed his London set. They had planned to race a curricle from London to Southampton, and Henry had overturned the vehicle, killing himself instantly. She implored him to return to London post-haste and take up the position as the Duke of St. Albans.

      Hugh scrunched up the letter, throwing it onto his desk. London could go hang. The fickle ton may very well forgive him the scandal that dogged his every move in that city, but he would never forgive London.

      The bastards.

      The amused, excited voice of a woman flittered downstairs before the boots on his staircase echoed in the foyer. From where Hugh sat, he could see who came and went in the atrium outside his tablinum. In the past ten years that he’d lived in Rome, he realized that there had never been a woman under this roof, save the servants of course.

      He watched the threshold of his door, wanting to see what this Miss Molly Clare looked like. His friend, The Duke of Whitstone, one of only a few he had left in the world, had written to him asking for assistance in housing Miss Clare. He could not refuse.

      Every year, Hugh traveled to Naples to his vineyard there, so there were no problems offering his Roman villa while he moved to his estate in the country.

      A woman in an azure-colored dress stepped into his line of sight, and the breath in his lungs seized. She wasn’t a young woman as he thought she may be, but a woman, her figure filling out her day gown in the most promising way.

      Her hair was inky black and tied up into a motif of loose curls, some of which had already fallen out and bounced about her slender shoulders. A bonnet hung from her wrist from a vivid-blue ribbon, and a pelisse lay over her arm. Everything about her embodied what he had left behind in London. Had he stayed in England, he could now be married to a woman as appealing as Miss Clare. Had a family, children playing about his hessian boots. A pang of nostalgia thrummed through him over everything that he had lost by leaving London to live in Rome.

      By following the rules and doing what he was told.

      Not that it was his fault that he had to come away, his brother Henry had ordered him to take the fall for his wayward actions. Hugh had refused of course, until both his mother and brother had told him his ruin was done. That the ton would not accept him from that moment onward. His choice was clear, leave England or face being cut off socially and financially.

      A younger son of a duke, he had money, of course, but not enough that would keep him for long. He had not studied law or the church as one might to live. A stupid mistake.

      With nowhere else to turn, he had made some demands of his own. His brother would fund his living here in Rome. Purchase him a villa and house in Naples, a locale he had enjoyed when on the grand tour only two years before. A small price for his brother to pay since Hugh was the one losing everything, and his family.

      Miss Clare slipped on her bonnet, laughing at something Marcus, his manservant, said to her before they both walked from the atrium. “Maria,” Hugh called, catching his housekeeper’s eye.

      Maria bustled into his office, a small smile playing about her mouth. “Signore? You called.”

      “Where is Marcus taking Miss Clare?” He placed the letters from his brother’s steward and Sarah into his drawer, locking it away.

      “She wished to visit Trevi Fountain. I think they will then walk to the food market, Piazza Navona after that.”

      “I shall dine with her tonight, explain the reasons why I’m back in Rome. I’m sure she’ll understand that business has brought me home.” It’ll also allow him the opportunity to ask her about London and what the latest on dit was. He’d not dined with a woman in an age. In fact, he could not remember the last time he’d slept with one either. Too long, not that he was looking to Miss Clare to scratch that particular itch, but even so, she was attractive with her womanly curves, pretty eyes, and warm laugh. Dinner this evening may be an enjoyable affair and a good distraction after the news he’d just received.

      “Of course, Signore. I shall get your luncheon right away.”

      “Thank you, Maria.”

      Hugh slid a piece of parchment before him, picking up a quill and dipping it into the black ink. He started a reply to his brother’s steward. He wished he could feel an ounce of despair, sorrow even, at the death of his brother. He did not. He would write to Sarah, and console her as best he could. Even with the thousands of miles that separated them, she had never turned against him at least, had believed his side of the story, especially since she knew all too well what a reprobate Henry was. Even so, she would be hurting right now, she had loved them both being her only brothers, her only family left, no matter how wild or vexing Henry could be at times.

      Hugh wished he could be sorry, but his brother having joined in with the ton allowed the lies to percolate through society until his name was mud, and not admitting to his wrongdoing in the whole sorry mess was something Hugh could not forgive.

      And now he was the Duke of St. Albans. A title and responsibility he’d never wanted.

      Damn it all to blasted hell.
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        * * *

      

      Molly returned to the villa late in the afternoon after a day of walking the streets of Rome. The Spanish Steps, the markets, and the beautiful, awe-inspiring Trevi Fountain. Marcus had allowed her to visit whatever seized her attention while keeping her safe. It had been the perfect first day in Rome, and she could not wait until another commenced tomorrow.

      She entered the villa, the cooler air inside the atrium a welcome reprieve after a day in the sun. Molly slipped off her bonnet, perspiration moistening her hair and sticking to her neck. She would need to bathe before dinner. Her stomach rumbled at the thought of food as she stepped on the first stair heading upstairs.

      “Miss Clare, how very good to meet you.”

      The deep, gravelly baritone startled her, and she gasped, turning to see where the voice had come from. She felt her mouth pop open at the sight of the man before her. His tall, athletic frame was enough to turn any woman’s eye, but his face was beyond stunning. His cheekbones seemed chiseled from marble, similar to the statues she’d seen this afternoon. His raven colored hair was longer than it ought to be, was tied back off his face, and the shadowing of an unshaven jawline made her mouth dry. Her whole body shivered at his presence, and she swallowed, hoping her voice would still work.

      Molly stepped off the stair and walked toward him, giving her a moment to compose herself. She met his clear, smoky-black orbs, and something inside her thrummed, came alive at his proximity.

      She jerkily held out her hand for him to take. “Sir, I do not believe we’ve been introduced.” His mouth lifted into a delicious grin, and she bit her lip, unsure what to do with herself when he smiled. Heat crept over her face at her wayward thoughts. His eyes roamed over her features, and she schooled her emotions, willing her racing heart to calm.

      “I’m Mr. Armstrong. I live here. The Duke of Whitstone, I believe, is a mutual friend of ours.” He picked up her hand, kissing her gloveless fingers. The feel of his lips on her skin sent a bolt of awareness up her arm, and she stepped back, placing well-needed space between them.

      “Oh yes, Mr. Armstrong. How do you do? Thank you so much for offering me your home during my stay here. I hope you did not mind that his grace asked on my behalf for accommodations.”

      “Not at all.” He gestured toward the stairs. “I shall return you to your room. I’m sure you wish to freshen up before dinner.”

      “I would yes,” she said, starting up the stairs and hoping he hadn’t noticed her disarray too much. “Have you known the duke for long?” Molly hadn’t queried too much how the duke and Mr. Armstrong were known to each other, even though she was so very grateful they were. She had not wanted to stay in a hotel here in the city. She’d wanted to visit Rome and stay in an ancient villa if she could. Being here would probably be the only time she would visit the city in her life, and she had wanted to make it memorable.

      “We were in school together at Eton and socialized in the same social sphere.” He walked beside her, his hands clasped behind his back. She surreptitiously took in his attire and liked what she saw. He seemed to have the air of a titled gentleman, but that wasn’t the case from what she did know.

      His tan breeches and highly polished buckskin boots went well with his casual attire—no superfine coat or waistcoat for this Mr. Armstrong. A simple shirt and loosely tied cravat were all that he needed. It suited him, and she liked the casual way of life here in the city.

      “Whitstone stayed here when he traveled abroad a few years ago.”

      She nodded, listening to him talk of their friendship, savoring the sound of his voice, like rich, delicious chocolate that melted on one’s tongue. Molly cleared her throat, not sure why she imagined Mr. Armstrong in such a way. “Are you staying in Rome for some time, or are you just traveling through? I understood that you were going to be away from home for several weeks.”

      “I was going to be away, but I had an urgent letter from London that brought me back. I hope you will continue to stay here, Miss Clare, even with me ensconced under the same roof. You have a chaperone, I understand.”

      The thought of having Mr. Armstrong under the roof sent a thrill down her spine, and for a moment, she regretted her decision to bring a chaperone with her to Rome. Molly was, after all, a woman well beyond her first blush. It would be unnatural for her to look upon such a handsome specimen of a man and not imagine all sorts of naughty things with him. She’d read enough books on anatomy and the art of lovemaking to know that she would not be adverse to a man such as the one who towered beside her, taking her to his bed. His strong, athletic build, well-defined arms, and large hands displayed a healthy, active gentleman well in his prime.

      “I do have a chaperone. Miss Sinclair is her name. I’m sure with her being here with me, nothing untoward can be said about you being back in Rome.” Molly let out a self-deprecating laugh. “Not that anyone cares what I do in any case, save my friends.”

      “Why is that?” he asked, frowning and halting his progress at the top of the stairs. “Why would no one care what you do? I cannot believe such a statement.”

      Molly stopped and glanced up at Mr. Armstrong, losing herself in his comforting stare. “While I may have friends who are well placed in society, I am not one of them. My family was good enough to help me achieve my dream of traveling to Rome, but there will not be another such venture. I’m not certain what I shall do when I return to England.”

      “You do not wish to marry?” Mr. Armstrong ran a hand through his hair, cringing. “Apologies, Miss Clare. I should not ask you such personal questions. It is not my place.”

      She smiled, reaching out and clasping his arm. The moment her hand touched the bare flesh, she knew it for the mistake it was. To feel his warmth, the sprinkling of coarse hair beneath her fingers shot longing through her body. Only made her want to touch more of him.

      “I do not mind. If
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