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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE START IS NOT ALWAYS THE BEGINNING

          

        

      

    

    
      September 1841, Palazzo D’Avalos, Rome, Kingdom of the Two Sicilies

      Although Vittoria D’Avalos was possessed of an active imagination, the very last thing she expected to happen at her come-out ball was actually happening. The very event her late mother had warned could happen to any unsuspecting young lady.

      Ruination.

      Being caught in the clutches of a young buck well known for his antics at such fêtes might well mean she would no longer be allowed out in Society. She might even be forced to marry the rogue.

      The one who seemed intent on ruining her? None other than the self-proclaimed Lothario, Don Luciano Nicholas Michael Tucci, heir to a contea located near Naples. He was far too handsome for his own good, his dark hair, brown eyes, and height causing young girls to blush and their mothers to hope he might one day pay a call when their husbands weren’t at home.

      Unfortunately, he knew it.

      Widows adored him for his bed sport. Husbands cursed him for his audacity when it came to flirting with their wives. Young ladies were both attracted and repulsed by him, for even if any one of them managed to secure a promise of marriage, none of them wanted an unfaithful husband.

      How could this be happening?

      Vittoria had only managed to make her way down the stairs and into the ballroom a few minutes ago! Most of the guests were still arriving.

      Did Don Luciano Tucci, better known as Don Diavala, not know she would defend her own honor?

      Of course not. He didn’t know her from Eve.

      But she knew him.

      At least, she knew of him. Even if she hadn’t truly been out in Society before this evening, she had overheard gossip whilst shopping. Listened intently as her modiste shared scandalous news of Don Diavala as she hemmed her gowns.

      Then there was her great aunt Armenia, who seemed to know of every aristocrat’s various bed partners, probably because she had at one time participated—although apparently not because it was her choice to do so.

      Vittoria hadn’t learned his name by way of a formal introduction, for no names had been exchanged that evening. Surrounded by a number of aristocrats, her father was otherwise engaged in his hosting duties and unavailable to do the honors.

      When the rake grabbed her hand, led her out to a corridor, and pulled her into an alcove barely hidden by a marble statue of Apollo, the Roman copy a perfect replica of the Greek original, she was already imagining what she might do to him.

      If he lifted her skirts, she would pull the knife from her garter and hold it to his throat.

      If he attempted a kiss, she would bite his lip until it bled.

      If he thought for one second he was going to capture one of her breasts and give it a squeeze, she would do the same to the bulge at the top of his thighs, the one he had proudly displayed upon capturing her hand.

      Lorenzo, the footman who saw to the second floor of Palazzo D’Avalos, had explained she could either squeeze his arousal hard or jam her knee into it, effectively forcing her attacker to bend over so she could use the same knee to good effect upon his face, possibly breaking his nose. A hard chop with the heel of her hand to the back of his neck would send him to the floor in a world of hurt.

      She couldn’t consider the other scenarios she had imagined when they were suddenly behind a dark curtain. The image of Apollo’s pose came to her mind’s eye, and she thought of one more way she might defend herself.

      “What are you doing?” she asked in a hoarse whisper.

      “Stealing a kiss, of course. Maybe filling my hand with one of your gorgeous tits? What else would I be doing?” Luciano asked in a hoarse whisper, his rich brown eyes growing darker as his pupils dilated in the dimness.

      Her eyes widened with a combination of shock and excitement. This was some of what her mother had warned her could happen, and now she had to decide for certain if she was of a mind to participate or send him to the floor in pain. “Oh, I thought perhaps you intended to take my virtue.”

      His brows arched as a smirk lifted the corner of one lip, and Vittoria immediately regretted her words. For a moment, the sounds from the ballroom—the music, the murmur of conversations, and the baritone voice of the butler announcing the latest arrival to the ball—faded into the background. All she could hear was his inhalation of breath followed by a chuckle that sounded positively devilish.

      Not that she had any idea what a devil’s chuckle would sound like, but if she did, this was it.

      Don Luciano Tucci apparently wished to live up to his reputation.

      “Is that what you want, my pet?” he asked, one of his dark brows arching in a manner that made him appear positively demonic.

      “Are you… are you the diavolo?” she asked, her voice quavering.

      She almost believed she was fearful.

      Almost.

      “They don’t call me Don Diavala because I’m an angel,” he countered, a guttural sound accompanying his words.

      “I don’t suppose they do,” she replied in a breathy voice, sliding a silk-gloved hand down his hip and then to where the bulge of his engorged manhood rested at the top of his thighs.

      He inhaled sharply when her hand cupped his sac through his tight pantaloons and gently lifted it. “Anxious, are we?” he asked, his gloved hand sliding up her arm to her elbow. When he moved it to cover one of her breasts, she, too, inhaled, not intending for her move to cause the mound to fit perfectly into his palm.

      She lifted her knee almost in reflex, but given the layers of petticoats beneath her ballgown, the limb proved ineffectual.

      Her hand did not, though, her thumb jabbing into soft tissue as her fingers squeezed as hard as they could.

      Luciano let out a yowl at the very moment the drape disappeared from in front of them, revealing another young man.

      “Mia donna, are you in need of assistance?” the intruder asked in perhaps the worst Italian she had ever heard.

      Reacting to her squeeze with a breathless curse, Luciano bent over. At the same moment Vittoria chopped the back of his neck, the interloper shoved a knee up and into the heir’s face.

      The unmistakeable sound of cartilage being rearranged was a precursor to a howl of pain that sounded more animalistic than human.

      “Come with me,” the other man said, taking her hand in his.

      “What?” Before she could decide which fate would be better—being discovered in an alcove with Don Diavala or on the arm of the tall Englishman in the adjacent corridor—it was too late.

      She was suddenly out from behind the curtain and walking with her arm on his, their steps measured as Luciano’s moans of pain and curses continued from inside the alcove.

      A footman and the butler had already come from around a corner, and in their rush to determine the source of the animalistic yowling, they bumped the caryatid supporting the marble statue of Apollo.

      Vittoria almost felt sorry for the Roman god. Surely Apollo didn’t deserve his fate when he toppled from his caryatid and fell on the heir, one of his arrows impaling the very region that had suffered so much indignity only a moment ago.

      The servants fared better, but barely, offering expressions of sympathy and the promise of a physician.

      Beyond that, Vittoria knew not what fate awaited Don Diavala. The Englishman had already steered her into the library and quickly shut the door.

      A phrase her grandmother had said when she was young—something along the lines of ‘from out of the pan and into the fire’—came to mind before she squared her shoulders and planted her hands on her hips.

      If this man intended to continue what Don Luciano had started, he would find himself in the same world of hurt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            THIS IS THE ALMOST THE BEGINNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Two hours earlier, in Vittoria’s bedchamber

      “Is it too tight? I think it’s too tight,” Nicoletta D’Avalos Slater, Marquesa Montblanc, said in Italian as she regarded her reflection in a cheval mirror.

      “It’s fine, Aunt Nikky,” Vittoria assured her, waving away the lady’s maid who had seen to her hair. “It shows off your rising moons to good effect.” The younger woman dipped her head and glanced down the front of her own bodice. “I wish Papa would have allowed me to wear such a gown.”

      Nicoletta glanced at her only niece and allowed a long sigh. “Oh, but your gown is gorgeous. My brother must have dropped a good deal of coin with your modiste,” she murmured, fingering the silver-on-silver moiré silk. Underneath the yards and yards of draped fabric making up the bell skirt of the otherwise fitted gown was a series of puffy petticoats and every last bit of the tulle the modiste could claim she possessed. Set aside on the dressing table was a pair of dove gray gloves, the closest match to the silver. A diamond encrusted comb, a prized possession of Vittoria’s late mother, was already gracing her hair.

      “Which is why I only have two gowns this Season,” Vittoria complained, her fingers nervously pinching one of the bows holding up the drape on the right side. There were a number of rosebud bows sewn onto the skirt as well as at the edges of her square-cut bodice and along the seams of the long sleeves, their tails appearing as if they were connected to the next one in the row. She feared if someone dared pull one of them, they might all come undone and the gown would drop to her feet.

      “Is the other just as beautiful?” Nicoletta asked, her critical gaze still on her own red satin and black lace gown. In her past, she had worn the gown at one of the balls of her first and only Season. Back then, the gown had been perfectly respectable for a young lady. The bodice hadn’t been nearly as tight.

      She hadn’t been married back then, though. Nor had she given birth to two babes.

      “More so, I think. It’s blue, but not light blue. More vivid,” she said, pulling Nicoletta from her reverie. Vittoria opened the door to a wardrobe and pinched the skirt of the other ballgown.

      “Oh, it will be perfect with your black hair,” Nicoletta breathed. She reached out with a red-gloved hand and fingered the fine silk deNaples fabric. “I may have to borrow it,” she teased.

      Her niece grinned, knowing there was no way the gown would fit her aunt. “I do appreciate you and Zia Armenia seeing to my come-out,” Vittoria said, sadness settling over her features. Color had been applied to the high cheekbones of her heart-shaped face and to her full lips. Above her upturned nose was a pair of eyes that seemed to change their hue from brown to sapphire blue depending on what she wore. Dark brows matched her black hair, currently swept up into a coiffure that was already threatening to escape its pins and the diamond comb.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t miss this,” Nicoletta replied. “I am only sorry your mother could not see you looking so radiant,” she added. “She would be so proud of you.”

      Vittoria dipped her head. “She is watching from heaven, as Papa would say.” The loss of the contessa the year prior from a terrible fever had forced the delay of Vittoria’s come-out and had left her father, Edoardo Enrico Vincenzo D’Avalos, heartbroken.

      Knowing he required a new wife, Vittoria had encouraged him to use her come-out ball as a means of meeting a potential contessa. Although Edoardo had visibly winced, she knew he had been considering the possibility when she managed a peek at the guest list earlier that afternoon. A number of young widows and unmarried daughters of aristocrats were included. Those names had been preceded by other names unfamiliar to her, such as one her father claimed belonged to a wealthy American. “Probably too old for you, but I may wish to do business with him,” her father had said when she asked about Patrick McAdams.

      Nicoletta resisted the urge to wince. The entire time she had grown up with her brother, Edoardo, she had never thought him capable of empathy. To have concern for others. To think of someone besides himself. He had been the epitome of a spoiled Italian aristocrat.

      Edoardo had left Catania for Rome years before her own come-out, managing to regain some of the influence their father had lost with his poor investments and incessant social climbing.

      Marriage and family had changed Edoardo, though. Inheriting an earldom had sobered him, but it was family that had made him a responsible aristocrat. He had married the daughter of a duca and used the funds from her generous dowry to make the renovations necessary to restore Palazzo D’Avalos in Roma so it was more glorious than when their father had inherited the title the century prior.

      Even now, she knew Edoardo was downstairs seeing to the last-minute details of the ball he was to host on his daughter’s behalf. The guests would begin arriving in only a few minutes.

      “Please know that the special guests we have invited will not detract from your come-out,” Nicoletta said.

      Vittoria whirled around to stare at her aunt. “Special guests?” she repeated.

      “Donald’s family,” Nicoletta replied, keeping her voice low. “They arrived in Roma only yesterday and have taken up residence in the Villa Montblanc.”

      Her dark brows furrowing in confusion, Vittoria asked, “Is that why you’re staying with Zia Armenia at Villa D’Avalos?” Her eyes rounded. “To avoid them?”

      “No, of course not,” Nicoletta replied on a chuckle. “To surprise them. They think we are on Sicily, in the Villa Montblanc near Catania,” she explained. “And Donald believes they aren’t arriving here until next week.”

      Vittoria scoffed, obviously not agreeing with the subterfuge. “How did you manage to convince Donald to stay at Armenia’s instead of at your villa?”

      Nicoletta’s grin widened. “I told him I was having the parlor repainted and couldn’t abide the awful odor.”

      Shaking her head as she tittered at hearing her aunt’s machinations, Vittoria asked, “Are these the people who have been touring Egypt of late?”

      “They are.”

      “Didn’t one of the young men get married whilst there?”

      Nicoletta didn’t try to hide her surprise her niece would remember the details of her cousin-by-marriage, Thomas, ending up in a marriage of his own. She was looking forward to meeting the young lady, Helen, and Cousin Randy’s new bride as well.

      “Indeed. So now both the Gisborn heirs are off the marriage mart, as they would say in England,” Nicoletta responded. “Which is too bad for you.”

      Her mother-in-law, Barbara, had written to say that Randy had been “quite vexed” by his second cousin, Diana Henley, so she was relieved to learn they had married whilst the family was in Athens. Nicoletta thought perhaps she had misunderstood the meaning of the word “vexed”, for she couldn’t sort why that would be grounds for a man to marry.

      What impressed Nicoletta the most, though, was learning the young lady was not only the daughter of an archaeologist, but that she was one as well. Nicoletta had never heard of a female working in the field of archaeology. “Roma is to be their last stop on their Grand Tour,” she explained, closing the door to the ornately-carved wardrobe. “So I saw to it they had invitations to this ball.”

      “Well, I am honored, I suppose,” Vittoria said, turning her attention to the cheval mirror and standing where Nicoletta had been doing so only moments ago.

      “I am glad to hear it. Besides, it means more young men with whom to dance.”

      Vittoria blinked before her eyes widened in delight. She fussed with a couple of hairpins when another lock of hair threatened to escape her coiffure. “How is Zia Armenia? Papa said she agreed to be his hostess this evening.”

      Nicoletta lifted a bare shoulder. “She invited us to stay with her, I think because she is lonely,” she replied.

      Vittoria sounded an unladylike snort. “Armenia has more lovers than any other woman in Roma,” she claimed.

      “Vittoria,” Nicoletta gently scolded. Her eyes suddenly widened. “How would you know such a thing?”

      Holding a gloved hand behind the whorl of an ear, the young woman said, “I listen to everything that is said in this house.” A grin suddenly split her face. “You are planning to surprise your husband’s family, no?”

      Blinking at the sudden change in subject, Nicoletta turned to the clock on the fireplace mantel. “Indeed,” she acknowledged. “I thought I was excited to see them again, but Donald will be over the moon happy. He is looking forward to showing off his new daughter.”

      “Your new daughter,” Vittoria corrected her.

      Nicoletta grinned. “We’ll be moved out of Villa D’Avalos and back into the Villa Montblanc on the morrow.”

      “Why so soon?”

      Grinning, Nicoletta said, “A certain grandmother will insist her grandchildren be close at hand. If Donna Bellingham could have another babe, she would do so.” She allowed a long sigh. “Antony is spending his days with a tutor, and Amalia has been crawling for some time. I think she will be walking before the month is done. They grow up so fast.”

      Vittoria gave a start. “Papa said the same thing to me only yesterday,” she whispered.

      “Because it’s true.”

      A commotion out in the corridor had them turning toward the door. A knock sounded, and Nicoletta hurried to answer it.

      “I guessed right,” Donald Slater said on a soft chuckle, referring to the identity of the bedchamber in which the two young ladies were ensconced. He lifted his wife’s hand to his lips to kiss her knuckles. “I came bearing news. The butler announced that the Russos have arrived,” he said, referring to an aristocratic couple they had befriended in Catania. Their daughter, Nancy, was nearly as old as Antony, and the two youngsters frequently played together.

      “Maria has been looking forward to touring Roma for years,” Nicoletta remarked, referring to the Contessa Russo.

      “As it happens, Russo only required an invitation to this come-out ball to finally arrange a holiday,” Donald replied, his gaze darting to Vittoria. He let out a low whistle. “It’s a good thing my brother isn’t here, or you would find yourself a married woman before the week was out,” he teased.

      Nicoletta and Vittoria exchanged glances of amusement. “Remember, I haven’t told him the surprise,” Nicoletta whispered.

      “What surprise?” Donald asked, bowing to his niece before he took her hand to his lips. The sound of chamber music could be heard from somewhere in the distance, the quick tempo suggesting the dancing selections had already begun.

      She tittered as she curtsied. “If Zia Nikky hasn’t told you, then I shan’t either,” she replied in her stilted English. Glancing at the clock on the mantel, her eyes once again widened. “I must go down now or Papa will accuse me of missing my own ball,” she said, rushing from the bedchamber.

      Nicoletta grinned as she watched her niece depart and then turned to regard her husband with an arched brow. “I am reminded of a certain night not so long ago,” she murmured.

      He took her into his arms and kissed her on the lips. “While I was parted from you, it felt like an eternity,” he whispered. “But I shall never forget this gown,” he added, pulling away to glance down the front of her bodice.

      “It’s too tight, isn’t it?” she asked in her accented English.

      He knew better than to agree, for if he did, she would spend the next half-hour undressing to don a different gown, and they would be the ones missing the ball. “It’s perfection on you. Surely you know it’s my favorite?” He dipped his head to drop a kiss on the top of first one mounded breast and then the other.

      Nicoletta aimed a teasing grin in his direction. “If you’re sure. Will you escort me down?”

      “I will indeed,” he answered, offering his arm.

      The two took their time descending the two flights of stairs leading to the ballroom, neither one of them aware the special guests had already arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            BACK TO THE START

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, back in the Palazzo D’Avalos library

      With the library door closed against the chaos happening at the other end of the corridor, David, Viscount Penton, could hear only the sound of his pulse pounding in his ears as he regarded the young woman who stood staring at him with fire in her eyes.

      He blinked. Why was she staring at him as if he was the one who had attempted to take advantage of her behind the curtains of an alcove? “Are you well, my lady?” he asked, forgetting to put voice to his query in the limited Italian he had learned over the years. “Are you hurt?”

      The raven-haired beauty straightened even more than she already was, as if she was willing her body to meet his six-foot height. Her chin, nicely rounded, meant she wouldn’t look like a hag in her old age. She lifted it as if to make up for her lack of height, which meant he had a clear view of her entire heart-shaped face, a widow’s peak emphasizing her regal appearance. Wide violet—or were those bluish brown?—eyes were lined with kohl, and pink tinged her cheeks. Her lush lips appeared bee-stung, which suggested the rake from whom he had rescued her had probably forced a kiss on them. “How dare you put your hands on me,” she snarled.

      The way she stood with her dove-gray gloved fists on her hips emphasized the width of the silver bell skirts of her ballgown. David was reminded of his mother. When she posed so, it usually meant she was angry or annoyed. A tongue lashing would soon ensue, leaving him suitably chagrined and apologizing profusely for his wrongdoing.

      Why would this young woman have reason to be angry with him, though? “I only thought to help, mia donna. To rescue you from that… that rake.”

      He was about to ask why she was so annoyed when he noticed one of her perfectly combed black eyebrows lifting higher than the other, as if she was daring him to say more or to do something to verify her assessment of him.

      Except he already had. He tried again, this time in Italian. “State bene, mia donna?” Are you all right, my lady?

      She huffed and dropped her hands to her sides. “Your Italian is terrible,” she said in heavily-accented English.

      “Apologies,” he said. “Did he… did he hurt you?”

      Rolling her eyes, the young woman shook her head, which had a loose hairpin giving way so a lock of hair dropped to her shoulder. The diamond-encrusted comb holding the majority of her coiffure stayed in, though, sending sparkles of light dancing about the dim library.

      David was fairly sure her murmured word was a curse, but he dared not antagonize her further by reacting as if he was shocked. He had heard his mother say something along the same lines when she didn’t think anyone was within hearing range, and he had learned it was better to act as if he hadn’t heard it. “It looks rather nice like that,” he said, waving to her hair. “Makes you appear... alluring,” he added, before he had a chance to consider how she would interpret his words.

      He pointed to the Turkish carpeted-floor where the hairpin had landed so it was nearly vertical. He quickly knelt and retrieved it. Holding it between his thumb and forefinger, he offered it to her.

      She rolled her eyes as she took it from him. “Grazie,” she murmured, although her gaze, still filled with the fire he realized was indicative of anger, seemed to reignite. “I am quite able to defend myself,” she stated. “Of defending myself,” she quickly corrected.

      From the way she held the hairpin—as if she intended to stab him with it—David knew she spoke the truth. “That was quite obvious, mia donna.” When her eyes once again rounded, he added, “I could not help but hear that rake’s howling from around the corner.”

      For a moment, he wondered if he would have heard it if he hadn’t followed the couple out of the ballroom. The chamber orchestra, a quintet seated on a raised dais in one corner of the ballroom, had begun playing a waltz at the same time the young lady appeared descending the stairs, her entrance obviously a cue for the festivities to begin.

      The butler had called out her full name in a litany that seemed to last longer than the usual announcement—how many names did Italians give their daughters?—while those already in attendance applauded. Once she was off the last step, she was met with murmurs of welcome and congratulations by a number of couples who then hurried off to begin the dancing, whirling about in a large circle beneath the gold gilt chandeliers. When he noticed she was no longer among them nor anywhere along the perimeter of the ballroom, he had gone in search of her.

      She had been easy to spot given the ballgown she wore, the furbelow-infested silver-on-silver silk the perfect complement to her olive-tinged skin and raven black hair. On the arm of a conte’s heir, Vittoria seemed glad for the aristocrat’s attentions. Having learned about the Don Luciano’s reputation from Lady Vittoria’s great aunt Armenia upon his arrival—she had recognized and greeted David before insisting he escort her down the stairs into the ballroom earlier that evening—David decided he best see to the younger lady’s welfare.

      Since he now knew Vittoria could obviously take care of herself, he could at least offer her a way to avoid ruination in the aftermath.

      “Might I inquire as to what you did to him? To have him screaming like a girl?” David asked, a grin lifting the corners of his lips. Although he didn’t have any sisters, he did have a younger cousin, Grace, who used to make the same sounds as the rake had been making when she was antagonized by her older brothers, Randy and Tom, back when they had all been younger and playing along the banks of the River Isis. They wouldn’t dare try nowadays, though—like the young woman who stood before him, Grace was quite able to defend herself.

      The lady seemed torn for a moment. “I…” She waved a gloved hand in the direction of his crotch. “I squeezed his testicoli.” She emphasized her point by forming her fingers into a fist.

      Despite guessing correctly, David involuntarily jerked in response. “I shall be sure never to anger you, mia donna,” he said in a quiet voice. His gaze darted to the library door when he realized the waltz music had ended. “Perhaps it would be best if you returned to the ballroom. Before you are missed,” he suggested. “I will remain here for a minute longer so it will appear as if you have merely been in the lady’s retiring room.”

      She angled her head to one side, as if she, too, were listening for the music. “Very well. But don’t expect me to pretend as if I don’t know you when we see one another in the ballroom.”

      David gave a start. “Does that mean you’ll afford me a dance?” he asked.

      Pausing with her hand on the door handle, she stared at him as if he was a candidate for Bedlam. “You have to dance with me. Twice,” she demanded, as if she expected him to withdraw his offer. She held up two fingers to emphasize her comment.

      David bowed, and when he straightened, he wasn’t surprised to see her already opening the door. He was fairly sure he knew her name, but just to be certain, he asked, “If that is to be the case, then might I learn your name, mia donna?”

      She turned and dipped a curtsy. “Donna Vittoria D’Avalos. I will spare you all my other names.”

      Recognizing the family name as that of Nicoletta, his sister-by-marriage, David arched a dark brow. “D’Avalos?” he repeated. “A relation to the Marchesa Montblanc, perhaps?” he asked, knowing full well she was.

      Vittoria once again lifted her chin. “She is my zia.”

      David pretended to be impressed. “This is your come-out ball,” he murmured, remembering why it was their entire family had received invitations to the palazzo for this evening.

      Vittoria dipped her head. “It is indeed. If you will pardon me, I shall return to my party.”

      She had the door half open when David called out, “Wait. Don’t you wish to know my name, mia donna? Since we’re pretending we’ve already met?”

      She huffed. “You are Don David Slater, Viscount Penton, are you not?” she countered.

      David blinked. “I… I am. How⁠—?”

      “You look exactly like my zio, Donald,” she replied on a huff. Pushing her silver skirts against her legs so they would pass through the opening without snagging on the jamb, she angled her way out the door and closed the wooden panel behind her.

      David remained standing where he was for several seconds, a look of befuddlement on his face. “Damnation,” he muttered. “I think I’m in love.”
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      Meanwhile, at the top of the stairs to the ballroom

      Handing over his greatcoat and topcoat to a footman, Patrick McAdams briefly studied the tapestry drapes framing the windows on either side of the double doors of Palazzo D’Avalos. From the outside, their detail had been obscured by the sheers that hung closest to the glass windows. Now that he could see them up close, he pretended to smooth his salt-and-pepper hair into place as he glanced into a carved plaster-framed mirror perfectly placed in the entry.

      The jewel-toned tassels dangling from the edges of the drapes showed no signs of wear nor were they dusty, which meant they were fairly new. The drapes weren’t bleached from the sun, either, which suggested they had been recently installed.

      Conte D’Avalos obviously knew how to impress his guests—at least those who paid attention to such details. For one whose business was textiles, Patrick was impressed.

      Daring one last look into the mirror, Patrick noticed how his face had tanned despite his wearing a hat whenever he was out of doors. He had a thought to acquire one with a broader brim before he crossed the wide marble corridor to stand at the top of the stairs.

      He paused to regard the scene below and cursed softly. He hadn’t thought his arrival was more than a half-hour past the time printed on the invitation, but from the number of people already dancing, he realized he was late.

      “Il tuo nome, signore?”

      He gave a start at the appearance of yet another servant and wondered how many were employed by Conte D’Avalos. Two footmen had seen to his coach and driver, two more flanked the entrance as if on guard to prevent uninvited guests from entering—although neither asked to see his invitation—and another had seen to his outer garments.

      This one was different, though, his attire suggesting he was the head of the staff. “Uh, Patrick McAdams,” he said, realizing the servant had asked for his name.

      “Titolo?”

      He was tempted to answer with “Proprietor”. He was sure the only reason the conte had invited him was because Patrick had sent him a note requesting a moment of his time to discuss a business proposition. He hadn’t thought a ball an appropriate occasion at which to conduct business, but he would take what he was offered.

      Patrick dipped his head and said, “Mister... uh, Signore Patrick McAdams.” He returned his attention to the ballroom, his gaze taking in the gold, glitter, and gilt on display. The colorful gowns and the even more garish costumes worn by the men had him reconsidering his choice of black formal attire. He chuckled softly. “It’s worse than the Brits,” he murmured.

      “Perdono, Signore?”

      Patrick lifted a hand and waved it dismissively. “Niente.”

      The booming voice of the short butler sounded as he called out Patrick’s name. Blinking in surprise, Patrick scoffed before heading down the stairs. Although he was sure the announcement could have been heard in the next villa up the road, only a few of the people down below had paused in their conversations to glance up at him.

      Which was fine with him.

      The direction to which most turned showed him where their host was located, as if those in attendance sought to learn if the newcomer was known to their host. With his back to the wall, the conte was on the opposite side of the ballroom, a small half-circle of aristocrats paying homage.

      “There you are,” Patrick whispered, descending the steps as casually as he could manage given the black heeled shoes he wore.

      Attending a ball with the intention of landing a potential client wasn’t exactly how Patrick intended to do business in Rome, but from his research, he had discovered the Conte D’Avalos had influence and a sizable fortune mostly due to his marriage. The D’Avalos contea had also grown in size, some of the land featuring vineyards while the rest outside of the city was farmed.

      There was also a sizable flock of sheep.

      Patrick made his way in the direction of the conte, quickly learning he needed to stay on the carpeting that surrounded the checkered marble floor or he would cause a collision with one or more of the dancers.

      As he nodded to those who took notice of him—he confirmed his choice of black satin pantaloons and black satin topcoat was at odds with most of the other men—he was glad he had worn his favorite silver embroidered silk waistcoat. The garment seemed to be attracting a good deal of attention.

      Or perhaps it was merely him.

      Before he had even reached the conte, he felt a prickle on the back of his neck, a sure sign someone had taken an interest in his arrival.

      When his gaze darted to a tall woman who was openly watching him, he was surprised when she didn’t turn away. Instead, she merely lifted her glass of bubbly—Prosecco, he remembered learning the day before when he was buying wine—and took a drink, never taking her eyes off him.

      He might have continued his stroll toward the Conte D’Avalos, but curiosity had him taking a detour in her direction.

      As he grew closer, he was struck by her classical beauty and by how tall she was—nearly as tall as him. Rather than slouching in an attempt to hide her height, she stood proud, her bare shoulders held straight. She had every reason to, though, given her generous bosom and the way it was displayed by a bodice made of an exquisite silk trimmed in embroidery festooned with tiny beads.

      “Buonsera, mia donna,” he said, bowing. He reached for the gloved hand that wasn’t holding the glass and brushed his lips over the back of it.

      “You’re not British,” she stated, only a hint of an accent tingeing her accusation.

      Patrick blinked and straightened. “Uh, you won’t hold it against me if I am not?” he countered in English. Now that he was even closer, he discovered he couldn’t take his eyes off of her.

      She was positively gorgeous.

      One of her dark brows rose as a hint of a grin appeared on her red-rouged lips. “American?” she guessed.

      He nodded. “I am Patrick McAdams, my lady. It’s an honor to meet you.”

      “Donna Armenia D’Avalos,” she said, dipping a perfect curtsy that only enhanced her rising moons.

      A rock seemed to fall into the bottom of his stomach. “The Contessa D’Avalos?” he asked, attempting to hide his disappointment.

      Of course a woman of her beauty and grace would already be married. Probably had been for...

      He considered how old she might be. Forty? Surely no more than fifty. But he quickly set aside thoughts of her age when he saw her expression of suspicion and realized he needed to explain his presence.

      “I, uh, was invited by the Conte D’Avalos...” He paused and motioned in the direction of who he had thought might be the host of the ball.

      She followed his line of sight. “Ah. My nephew, Edoardo,” she said, a grin appearing to lighten her features.

      “Your nephew?” he repeated. He dipped his head, a combination of embarrassment and surprise heating his face.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      Patrick cleared his throat. “I thought he might be your husband,” he admitted.

      One of her eyebrows arched as her amusement became more apparent. “I don’t have one of those,” she stated, as if husbands were mere possessions.

      For a moment, Patrick wondered if she was teasing him. Then he considered an alternative. “You’re a widow?” he guessed.

      She huffed softly. “I have never had a husband,” she clarified.

      He blinked as relief swept through him. “In that case, might I be allowed a dance with you this evening?”

      It was her turn to blink. Several times. Patrick thought he saw an expression of disappointment darken her features. “You needn’t ply me with the promise of a dance in order to gain an introduction to Edoardo,” she said, the slightest hint of rebuke sounding in her voice. “I’ll take you to him now.”

      Patrick reached out to capture her wrist before she could take a step, immediately regretting the move when she stared at his hand and then directed a glare at him. “Apologies, mia donna,” he said, quickly releasing his hold. “I assure you, that was not my reason for asking.”

      She seemed to consider his words a moment before she relaxed. “Very well. Perhaps the next dance?” she offered, the music for the current dance nearing its end.

      “That would be perfect,” he said, glancing about for the refreshment table. He motioned to a footman carrying a tray of wide-rimmed glasses filled with Prosecco. “Would you like another glass of bubbly?” he asked, snagging two glasses from the tray.

      For a moment, he thought she would decline, leaving him holding the two glasses. But she accepted the glass while a different footman saw to taking her nearly empty one.

      “Might I ask what business you have with my nephew?”

      Patrick drained nearly half his glass before he said, “I heard he has a flock of sheep.” The sound of her titter had him grinning. “Pray tell, why do you find that amusing?”

      “Forgive me, but I was sure you were after Donna Vittoria’s hand in marriage,” she said. “Rather than her sheep.”

      Patrick blinked. “Uh, no….” He drew out the word as if he might have made a mistake in attending the ball. “Is that why all these other gentlemen are here?” he asked, glancing around to see a number of young bucks in the ballroom. He was especially attentive when he heard names being called out at the top of the stairs.

      English names.

      “Most, yes,” Armenia replied, her gaze going to the newcomers. “For Donna Vittoria. Not the sheep,” she added, a grin lighting her face. “The music for our dance will be starting in a moment.”

      Quick to take her glass to deposit it on a nearby caryatid along with his, Patrick offered his arm, and she placed a gloved hand atop it. “I must warn you, it’s been an age since I danced,” he murmured, leading her to the edge of the marble dance floor.

      “Whatever you do, please do not trod on my toes,” she replied. “My feet are already in pain from these slippers.”

      “I shall endeavor to keep my feet off of yours,” he replied. He glanced around and copied the way the other gentlemen held their partners, one hand at their waist while holding the lady’s hand in the other.

      With the first three notes, he knew the music was meant for a waltz, and he felt relief. This was a dance he knew.

      So did she, for he knew immediately she had been born for it. Elegance oozed from her as she followed his lead, her steps sure on the marble despite her apparently sore feet. Beneath the hand at her satin-covered waist, he could feel the supple muscles of her torso, the fabric acting like liquid gold as they made the intricate turns about the floor. The skirt flared with every turn and folded when she was back before him.

      “May I say you have the most beautiful shoulders?” he asked, his gaze sweeping across her collar bones as one of his gloved hands barely brushed over the smooth skin. Once again, she seemed to unconsciously react, briefly leaning forward as if inviting him to continue to touch her.

      “I’ve not heard that particular compliment before,” she replied. “Grazie.”

      When he marveled at how effortless the dance seemed, he wasn’t surprised when she said, “You needn’t have worried, Mr. McAdams. You seemed to have remembered how to dance.”

      “Indeed,” he replied. “Tell me, mia donna, is dancing your favorite pastime in Roma?”

      She tittered again. “Hardly. I prefer walking, actually.”

      “From what little of Roma I have seen, I can certainly understand why. No matter which direction you go, there is something of interest to see.” When they completed another turn, he asked, “Have you other interests?”

      “Only to see to it my great nipote receives an excellent offer of marriage,” she replied, her gaze suddenly darting about the ballroom as if she was in search of said niece. “And you? What are your interests, Mr. McAdams?”

      Patrick considered how to respond. He had recently acquired property for his own company off one of the squares featuring three fountains—one topped with an ancient Egyptian obelisk.

      The installation of a shingle soon followed.

      Only a fortnight ago, he had moved into the apartment above the office space, hired a valet and a housekeeper, set up his office, hired a secretary fluent in both English and Italian, and now employed a network of caddies—young boys who acted as couriers—to see to the quick delivery of messages.

      During the six months he had spent in England prior to his arrival in Rome, he had contracted with the British and North American Royal Mail Steam Packet Company for cargo space on their fortnightly runs from Liverpool to Boston. For shipments from Rome, he had an agreement with the Nattersley Shipping Company to accommodate his occasional shipments on one of their three sailing vessels that traveled between Rome and either Liverpool or London.

      Now he had to fill the cargo space.

      Although he had some suppliers in Devonshire and Lancashire, he would require additional sources to make his enterprise profitable.

      Italian sources for wool and silk.

      Spinners and weavers he had in spades, the women either working in their own homes or gathering in a brick warehouse he owned in Boston to create beautiful fabrics.

      There, his grown son, Patrick Junior, would see to the distribution of the textiles to their growing network of shops and drapers.

      He was thinking of his son when he remembered Armenia had asked him a question. “I fear I’ve had little time for hobbies given my need to set up my office here in Roma. I am expanding my business to include more product from Europe.”

      Armenia nodded. “Hence the need for sheep?”

      He chuckled. “Sì.”

      “Have you found lodgings?”

      “I bought an apartment near the Piazza Navona,” he replied, deciding not to admit he had bought an entire building.

      Her eyes widened as if she was impressed, but she said, “When we’re close to the conte, simply dance us out of the circle, and I’ll introduce you.”

      Furrowing his brows in confusion, Patrick asked, “I won’t have the honor of finishing this dance with you?”

      “Do not take offense, Mr. McAdams,” she stated. “But I fear my slippers have become far too uncomfortable for me to enjoy this waltz.”

      “I could carry you,” he offered, his grin giving away his tease. “You’re probably light as a feather.”

      Beneath his hold, he felt her entire body shiver, and he secretly thrilled that he had discovered something that unnerved her. He did her bidding, though, and turned them out of the circle of dancers only a few feet from where Edoardo D’Avalos stood holding court with a number of older aristocrats.

      The satin-clad men parted their circle for Armenia, and Patrick felt a streak of jealousy at the thought that any of them might have shared her bed at some point in the past.

      Odd that in the space of only one dance, he felt more affection for the lady than he had with anyone else since the death of his wife.

      “Edoardo, there is someone here you simply must meet,” Armenia said, holding out a hand to indicate Patrick. “Signore Patrick McAdams.”

      Patrick bowed deeply before shaking the hand that Edoardo held out. “Mio don, it’s an honor,” he said.

      “Ah, you are the American who wished to make a deal with me,” the conte said, grinning.

      “About sheep, was it?” Armenia asked, arching an elegant brow as if she didn’t believe the reason Patrick had provided.

      “Come. I will speak with you in my study,” Edoardo said, waving for Patrick to join him.

      Patrick glanced around at the others and nodded before taking Armenia’s hand to his lips. “Thank you for the dance, mia donna,” he said.

      Once again, he felt her shiver, but when he straightened, her attention had gone back to the ballroom.

      “Prego, Mr. McAdams.”

      From her look of worry, Patrick realized she had lost track of her charge.

      Since the conte didn’t seem particularly concerned, Patrick followed the aristocrat out of the ballroom, down a short corridor, and into a study featuring a cluttered desk and a huge marble fireplace.

      He would have to look for the conte’s aunt later that evening.
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