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Suddenly, from the shadows, a hand

grabbed her arm.



Viviana found herself jerked into an unlit alcove. She looked up into Quin’s angry eyes and lifted her chin.

“Madam, you have a great deal of nerve,” he said icily. “How dare you try to ruin this.”

Viviana tried to jerk her arm from his grasp. “Don’t be a fool, Quinten,” she said coolly. “Release my arm this instant.”

Instead, he pulled her closer, his nostrils flaring with rage.

“Quin, basta!” She tore from his grasp. “The others are leaving us.”

“I know how to find the goddamned dining room, Viviana,” he rasped. “It’s my bloody house.”

“Si, caro mio, and I suspect you never let anyone forget it.”

He leaned into her. “I shan’t let you forget it, that’s bloody certain.”

“Oh, trust me, Quinten,” she whispered. “That is one thing I have never forgotten. Your rank. Your wealth. Your unassailable British privilege. I did, however, make the mistake of forgetting your title, and now I see I’m to pay for it.”

His face contorted unpleasantly. “You liar! You never forgot a damned thing you thought you could use to your advantage.”

Suddenly, his meaning dawned on her. “Oh, Dio!” she said. “You are disgusting, and you are delusional. I could buy and sell you twice over, Quin Hewitt. Trust me, you have nothing I want.”

True anger flared in his eyes then. “What I want, my lady, is to see you in private,” he growled. “Tomorrow morning. In my study.”
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Prologue



In which a Proposal of marriage is Received.

Spring, 1821

Signorina Alessandri was ill. Again. With one hand restraining the flowing folds of her fine silk nightclothes, she lurched over the closestool in her Covent Garden flat and prayed, in fluent and fervid Italian, for death to take her.

“Oh, please, miss, do speak English!” begged her maid, who had caught her heavy black hair, and drawn it back, too. “I can’t make out a word. But I do think we’d best fetch a doctor.”

“Nonsense,” said the signorina, clenching the back of the closestool in a white-knuckled fist. “It was the fish Lord Chesley served last night.”

The maid pursed her lips. “Aye, and what was it yesterday, miss?” she asked. “Not fish, I’ll wager.”

With the other hand set at the small of her back, Viviana closed her eyes and somehow straightened up. “Silenzio, Lucy,” she said softly. “We talk of it no further. The worst is over now.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” said the maid.

Viviana ignored her and went instead to the washbasin. “Where is the morning’s post, per favore?” she asked, awkwardly slopping the bowl full of water.

With a sigh, Lucy went into the parlor and returned with a salver which held one letter covered in Viviana’s father’s infamous scrawl, and a folded note which bore no address. “Mr. Hewitt’s footman brought it,” she said offhandedly.

With hands that shook, Viviana finished her ablutions, then patted a towel across her damp face as her maid looked on in consternation. The girl had been both loyal and kind these many months. “Thank you, Lucy,” she said. “Why do you not go have a cup of tea? I shall read my letter now.”

Lucy hesitated. “But do you not wish your bathwater brought, miss?” she pressed. “ ’Tis already past noon. Mr. Hewitt will be here soon, won’t he?”

Quin. Lucy was right, of course. Viviana laid aside the towel and took the note. Quin usually came to her in the early afternoon. Yes, just as he meant to do today. And oh, how she longed for it—yet dreaded it in the same breath.

She tossed the note into the fire. She had not missed the furious looks he’d hurled her way in the theater’s reception room after last night’s performance. Viviana had sung gloriously, hitting every high note in her last aria with a chilling, crystal-clear resonance, before collapsing into her lover’s arms in a magnificent swoon. The theater had been full, the applause thunderous.

But all Quin had seemed to notice was what had come afterward. The compliments and congratulations of her admirers. The champagne toasts. The subtle, sexual invitations tossed her way by the lift of a brow or a tilt of the head—and refused just as subtly in turn. It had not been refusal enough for Quin. One could hardly have ignored his cocky stance and sulky sneer as he paced the worn green carpet, a glass of brandy clutched in his hand. His uncle, Lord Chesley, had even had the effrontery to tease him about it.

Quin had not taken that well. Nor had he been especially pleased to see Viviana leaving on Chesley’s arm, as she so often did. And today, God help them, he would undoubtedly wish to quarrel over it. Viviana was not at all sure she was capable of mounting a spirited defense. But it almost didn’t matter anymore.

“Miss?” said the maid. “Your bathwater?”

Nausea roiled in her stomach again, and Viviana moved gingerly to a chair. “In ten minutes, Lucy,” she answered. “I shall read Papà’s letter whilst my stomach settles. If I am late, I shall receive Mr. Hewitt here.”

Lucy pursed her lips again. “Aye, then,” she finally answered. “But I’d be telling him straightaway, miss, about that bad fish if I was you.”

Finally, Viviana laughed.

The fleeting humor did not sustain her as she opened her father’s letter. Even the scent of his letter paper tugged at her heartstrings. She knew the very drawer of his desk from which it had been taken; the same desk in which he kept his tobacco. Then there was the penmanship itself. The broad, slashing strokes always recalled to her his indefatigable strength, the tight loops and curls, his wisdom and precision, and the lyrical words, his artistry. He was one of Europe’s most renowned composers, and not without reason.

She drew in the scent once more, then spread the letter across her lap. She read it through once, disbelievingly, then again, very carefully. Chesley, it seemed, had kept his old friend well-informed. Already Papà knew that tonight was to be her last performance in Die Entführung, and that all of London’s West End lay appreciatively at her feet. As Konstanze, at long last, she had triumphed.

And now Papà was writing to tell her she might return home. Viviana closed her eyes and thought of it. Dear God, what a strange confluence of fate and timing this was! It seemed an eternity since she had fled Venice with nothing but her panic, her violin, and her music folio to bear her company. And now, to return! Oh, it was what she had lived for and longed for almost every moment since, save for those spent in Quin’s arms. He had been, in truth, her salvation.

But now she could go home. It was a bit of a devil’s bargain, what was being offered her. Certainly it was not what she wanted. Nonetheless, as Papà pointed out, there were advantages to such an arrangement. Great advantages. It would also make his life a vast deal easier, though her father would sooner die than tell her so.

And so the decision was to be hers. Nothing would be forced upon her. Ha! Those were not her father’s words, she’d wager. Apparently, Conte Bergonzi had changed his tactics. Moreover, Viviana could tell by his careful phrasing that Papà fully expected her to refuse Bergonzi’s offer, and would forgive her if she did so. Viviana set her hand on her belly. She was not at all sure she would have the luxury of refusing.

The water was wonderfully hot when it came, and remarkably restorative. Feeling perhaps a little more at peace, Viviana was still luxuriating in it when Quin came stalking into the room. He looked at once angry and yet almost boyishly uncertain.

He stared down at her naked body and gave her a tight, feral smile. “Washing away the evidence, Vivie?”

It was a cynical remark, even for him.

For a moment, she let her black eyes burn into him. “Silenzio, Quinten,” she returned. “I had quite enough of your jealous sulking last night. Be civil, or go away.”

He knelt by the tub, and rested one arm along its edge. His eyes were bleak today, the lines about his mouth almost shockingly deep for one so young. He smelled of brandy and smoke and the scents of a long, hard-spent night. “Is that what you want, Viviana?” he whispered. “Are you trying to drive me away?”

She dropped her soap into the water. “How, Quin?” she demanded, throwing up her hands in frustration. “Mio dio, how am I doing this driving? I am not , and that is the truth of it, si?”

He cast his eyes away, as if he did not believe her. “They say Lord Lauton has promised you a house in Mayfair, and more money than I could ever dream of,” he answered. “Not until I come into my title, at any rate. Is it true, Vivie?”

She shook her head. “Quin, what would it matter if it were?” she returned. “I am no longer for sale—perhaps not even to you. Why must you be so jealous?”

“How can I help but be, Viviana?” he rasped, brushing one finger beneath her left nipple. It peaked and hardened, begging for his touch. “Men’s eyes feast upon you everywhere you go. But at least you still desire me.”

Viviana glowered at him, but she did not push his hand away. “My body desires you, si,” she admitted. “But sometimes, amore mio, my mind does not.”

He plucked the nipple teasingly between his thumb and forefinger. “And what of your heart, Viviana?” he whispered, looking up at her from beneath a sweep of inky lashes. “I have your body ensconced, ever so circumspectly, in this flat which I have paid for. Have I your heart as well?”

“I have no heart!” she snapped. “That is what you told me when we quarreled last week, if you will recall. And you need not remind me, Quin, of who has put this roof over my head. I have become mindful of it with every breath I draw.”

As if to torment her, he let his lashes fall shut, then leaned forward to crook his head so that he might suckle her. Viviana sat perfectly still, allowing him to draw her nipple into his mouth, and then between his teeth. At that, she gasped, and cursed the old, familiar pull of lust which went twisting traitorously through her body. It curled deep in her belly and left her breathless.

He lifted his head with a satisfied smile. “Where did you go last night, my love?” he asked.

She looked at him defiantly. “To Chesley’s town house,” she said. “We dined with Lord and Lady Rothers, and some acquaintances they had brought from Paris.”

“Ah, patrons of the arts, all of them, I’ve no doubt,” said Quin almost mockingly. “My uncle’s little coterie!”

“Why must you so often think ill of him? He is kind to me, no more.”

“My uncle is a fine man,” Quin returned. “It is his friends I do not trust. By the way, my sweet, what is this here, just below your jaw? A bruise? Or something else?”

Her glower darkened as he brushed the side of her neck with the back of one finger. “It is absolutely nothing,” she snapped, having no need to look. He was trying to elicit some sort of guilty reaction. “It is nothing, as it has always been nothing, Quin,” she went on. “Chesley is my father’s friend. My mentor here in London. He thinks of me as his ward, for God’s sake! How many times must we suffer this foolish argument?”

He broke his gaze, and looked away. “I cannot help it, Viviana.” He choked out the words. “You—you drive me insane. Chesley runs with a fast crowd. I cannot bear how those other men look at you.”

“And how, pray, am I to stop it?” she asked him. “What would you have me do, Quin? Give up my career? Enter a convent? I am a singer, for God’s sake, and for that, one needs an audience.” She seized her towel from the floor with a snap and pushed him away.

“I—I could pay you,” he said. “A little now, and a great deal more—eventually. Then you would not have to sing at all.”

She looked at him incredulously. “Sometimes, Quin, I do not think you understand me,” she whispered. “I must sing. It has nothing to do with money.”

He watched her almost warily as she stood to towel the water from her body. Viviana made no effort to hide her nakedness from his heated gaze as it drifted over her. She was, after all, his. He had bought and paid for her. She had let him do it, too—though she had fought it at first like a tigress.

“Lie down on the bed, Viviana,” he said when she was dry. “Open your legs. I want you.”

For a moment, she considered refusing. But God help her, she still desired him. Even though it had come to this. She had wounds and scars to last a lifetime, as, no doubt, did he. Petty jealousies and bitterness had eaten into their hearts. He was too young. Too inexperienced. And she—well, she was simply too lonely. They were just using one another now. Surely he understood that?

Certainly, she did. Yet she craved the pleasure and the peace his virile young body could give her. She craved him. And she remembered a time, not so long ago, when it had been enough to sustain her; a time when they had worshipped one another, and experienced together all the sweet delights of a first love.

“Lie down on the bed,” he said again, more firmly. “You are my mistress, Viviana. I have the right.”

And that, too, was perfectly true. Viviana tossed aside the towel, drew back the sheets, and did as he asked.

As the early-afternoon light spilt over his shoulder, Quin stripped off his clothes with the practiced ease of a man who was used to having his needs and whims accommodated. He was already hard and fully erect. As usual.

When his snug, buff trousers had been shucked and tossed aside, he crawled across the bed in an almost predatory fashion and mounted her without preamble. Viviana gasped at the invasion, her whole body arching upward.

“You are mine, Viviana,” he whispered, thrusting the full length of his erection inside her. “Do not ever forget that.”

She was not his, but she did not argue. Instead, she set her feet flat against the bed, and tilted up her hips to better take the deepening strokes.

In response, he clasped her hands in his, palm to palm, and pushed them high over her head and onto the bed pillows, holding them there as he rode her. They had become like cats in heat, she and Quin, hissing and squabbling even as they burnt for one another. She could already feel the quickening in his body—and in hers, too, despite the hurt he had done her. What manner of woman was she, to crave and cling to this?

It was as if Quin read her very thoughts. “You are mine, Viviana,” he growled, bending over her and staring into her eyes, still pressing her hands high above her head. “You are mine, damn it, and no one else’s. Say it.”

Viviana turned her head away. It was not worth the fight. “I am yours,” she whispered.

“Look at me, Viviana,” he insisted, quickening his thrusts. “Look at me when I do this to you. Sometimes, I swear, I think you mean to break my heart. Say it again. You are mine, and no one else’s!”

She returned her gaze to his, defiant. “I am mine, Quin,” she said, her voice low and tremulous. “I am my own person. But I have chosen to be with you. There is a difference.”

But Quin seemed not to hear her words. He had closed his own eyes now, and the flesh was taut across the hard bones of his face as he rode her more furiously. She felt her pelvis arch to his against her will, urgent and greedy. Oh, God, he had such a gift for this! She wanted to lose herself in this pure, physical act. Wanted to feel nothing but the joining of their bodies.

He sensed it, and the urgency drove him. In this one way, at least, he understood her. “Si, caro mio,” she crooned. “Ah, yes. Like that.”

Sweat had beaded on his temples. His face was etched with strain, stark and beautiful. “God, Vivie!” he groaned. “Oh, God, I worship you!”

She jerked her hands from beneath his, and clutched at him, gasping for breath. He thrust again and again, harder still, then one last sweet, perfect stroke. Viviana cried out, her whole body trembling. The pleasure washed over her, engulfed her, drowning out common sense.

He fell across her body, his chest heaving, the weight of him bearing her down into the softness of the bed. She stroked one hand down his taut, well-muscled back and felt tears spring to her eyes. “Oh, amore mio,” she murmured. “Oh, ti amo, Quin. Ti amo.”

And in that moment, she did love him. She loved him with all her heart, though she had never once allowed herself to say the words—not in any language he could comprehend. Soothed and spent, she simply listened to the sound of his breathing for a time. It was the simplest of pleasures, she had discovered, to lie in the arms of a beautiful man—no, this man—sated and happy, and simply listen.

But the peace, of course, did not last. Soon they were quarreling again about the events of last night. Quin had apparently taken note of every man who had so much as kissed her hand or fetched her a glass of champagne. It was foolish, almost sophomoric behavior which had worsened with her ascending fame, and Viviana gave no quarter. She had reached her wit’s end, and she told him so.

Quin reacted badly. “God, how I hate the way we must live!” he finally shouted. “I have the right to protect you. I have the right, Viviana, to show the world that you are mine.”

“Quin, amore mio, we have been through this a thousand times,” she whispered. “Such news would kill my father. He did not sacrifice everything to send me to England so that I might become a rich man’s mistress.”

Indeed, her father had sent her for precisely the opposite reason. But there was no point in saying as much to Quin. It would only serve to make him angrier.

“Signor Alessandri does not worry about this fast theater crowd his daughter runs with?” he retorted. “He does not care whose eyes are undressing you? And Lord Rothers! Good God, Vivie! His patronage comes at a price. He has bedded half the actresses in the West End.”

“Well, he hasn’t bedded me,” she returned. “Nor will he. Nor does he wish to. My God, Quin, he was with his wife. What do you think happened? A ménage à trois on Chesley’s dining room table?”

His mouth thinned, and he moved as if to turn his back on her. “Yes, go ahead. Make a jest of it, Viviana. Make a jest of me.”

She laid a hand against his chest. “Oh, caro mio, you are so young!”

He turned back to her at once. “Damn it, Vivie, I hate when you say that!” he swore. “Stop acting as if I’m some ignorant pup. I’m almost one-and-twenty now.”

“Yes, and we agreed, Quin, at the start of this—”

“I know, dash it!” he interjected, laying his hand over hers and squeezing it almost violently. “I know. I shall keep my word, Viviana. But I bloody well don’t like it.”

A heavy silence fell across Viviana’s bedchamber for a time, broken only by the distant clamor of Covent Garden beyond their windows. Eventually, however, she rolled onto her stomach and propped up on her elbows to study him, as she had done so often at the start of their tumultuous relationship.

Dear heaven, but he was beautiful, this half man, half boy she had come to love with such a breathless intensity. And she realized, quite suddenly, that despite it all, she could not bear to lose him. Even after all the harsh words—plenty of them, on both sides—she could not imagine a life without Quin. But was there any hope? She prayed there was, and not just for herself.

“Quin, caro mio,” she said impulsively. “Tell me something. Where is life going to take you?”

He lifted his head from the pillow, and looked up at her strangely. “What do you mean, Vivie?”

Viviana shrugged lamely. “I am not perfectly sure,” she said. “Have you ever considered…oh, going away, perhaps? Abroad, I mean?”

“Abroad?” he said bemusedly. “Good God! To where?”

“To the Continent?” Viviana lifted her brows. “To Venice or Rome, perhaps?”

He laughed. “Why on earth would anyone leave England?”

Viviana felt a prick of anger. “Perhaps because it is a stifling, moralizing place?”

“Vivie, it is my home,” he said, stroking a hand down her hair. “Let’s have no more talk of anyone going anywhere, all right?”

“But what of your future, Quin?” she persisted. “What do you mean to do with your life?”

“Live it, I daresay,” he returned. “What else is one to do?”

“But have you ever thought that we might—” She stopped and swallowed hard. “Have you ever thought, Quin, of…of marriage?”

His eyes widened. “Good God,” he said. “To you?”

She tore her gaze away. “To…to someone that you worship,” she managed to answer. “To—yes, to me.”

His expression gentled. “Oh, Vivie,” he whispered. “Oh, if only life were so simple.”

She pressed on, fully conscious of the hurt her pride would endure. “Perhaps it is that simple, Quin,” she answered. “You say you cannot live without me. That you wish to claim me as yours. I ask you, how badly do you wish for this?”

He cut her a sidelong glance. “Is that what all this hesitance is about?” he asked. “Are you holding out for marriage? Oh, Viviana! You knew I couldn’t marry you when we started this. Didn’t you?”

Viviana shook her head. “I am not holding out, Quin,” she answered. “It is not like that.”

But Quin was still looking at her incredulously. “For God’s sake, Viviana, I’m heir to an earldom,” he continued. “Have you no idea what an obligation that is? When I must finally wed—which will be at least a decade hence, I pray—Mamma will marry me off to some pale, flaxen-haired English miss with a slew of titles hanging off her papa’s name and fifty thousand pounds in the three-percents, and I shall have little say in the matter.”

Viviana’s eyes narrowed. “Oh! So I am too old and too foreign and too bourgeois for the grand Hewitt dynasty? Is that it?”

“Now, Vivie,” he chided, sitting up fully. “I never said that.”

“I think you hardly need to!” Viviana curled one fist into the bedsheet, grappling with the nausea again. Why in God’s name had she raised such a topic? He was right. She had known all along this would not last. But she had asked, and there was no backing away from it now.

“In a few weeks, Quin, you will be one-and-twenty,” she said, her insides trembling with rage. “Then, whom you choose to marry will be up to you. Do not dare pretend otherwise. You insult my intelligence.”

“Aww, Vivie!” He screwed up his face like the impatient young man he was. “We have our whole lives before us! I am not marrying anyone anytime soon. Why spoil what we have now?”

She gave him a mordant smile. “Si, it is a tedious business, this future, is it not?”

Quin did not catch the sarcasm. “That’s my girl,” he said, kissing her again. “Look, Vivie, I brought you something. Something which will cheer you up.” He climbed from the bed and rummaged through his coat pockets, returning with a small box. “Open it,” he commanded.

Viviana lifted the lid and gasped. The box held a ring; a wide, ornately carved band set with one large, square-cut ruby. It was a truly magnificent piece of jewelry. Viviana started to hand it back. Why did he insist on showering her with gifts? What she wanted was something his money could not buy—and this ring had undoubtedly cost Quin far more dearly than even he could afford.

Quin pushed the box back at her. “Put it on, Vivie,” he insisted. “Put it on, but just promise me one thing.”

Reluctantly, Viviana slid the ring onto her right hand. “I…yes, I shall try.”

“Promise me you will keep this one,” he said. “Promise me you will never sell it, and that you will wear it once in a while, and think of me.”

Viviana was still staring at the ring, and blinking back tears of grief and rage and love and about a hundred other conflicting emotions. “I never stop thinking of you, Quin,” she whispered.

“As I never stop thinking of you, Vivie.” But there was mild skepticism in his eyes. “Now, what time are you due at the theater?”

“Six,” she said hollowly.

“Yes, and I must go soon,” he went on. “We are wasting precious time when we could be enjoying one another. I could be telling you, Viviana, that you are the most beautiful creature on this earth. That your eyes make my breath seize, and that your breasts nearly make my heart stop. Lie down, my dear, and let me make love to you again.”

So it was lovemaking now. Not his earlier, more vulgar phrase.

She should have refused him. She should have told him to leave her bed that very moment. But the memory of a sweeter, happier time had drawn painfully near, and the future stretched out bleakly before her. So Viviana turned onto her back and let him join his strong, vigorous body to hers one last time.

Quin rose from her bed some hours later, his mood improved, but his gaze still wary. She watched him dress, drinking in his lithe, slender beauty, and wondering, not for the first time, what he would look like in the full splendor of manhood. Already, his shoulders were wide, and his face shadowed with a stubble which matched his heavy, dark hair.

He dragged his shirt on over his head, and she marveled again at the perfection which was his face. That patrician forehead, the thin blade of a nose, lean, high-boned cheeks, and the most stunning feature of all, eyes the color of the Aegean at dusk. Oh, it was no wonder he had caught her eye. But how had she been such a fool as to let him steal her heart?

She tried to watch dispassionately as he drew on his stockings and hitched up his trousers. It was not anger she felt toward him, no. It was more of a resigned acceptance. Nor did she blame him. It was her own passionate, romantic nature which had got her into this. Ah, but one could not sing without passion. And one could not truly live without romance. Viviana accepted the fact that, on this earth, one took the bad with the good, and lived a full life in return.

He pulled on his coat, then leaned across the bed, setting both hands on the mattress. He held her gaze for a time, his eyes so intense, she felt, fleetingly, as though he could look into her soul. “Tell me something, my dear,” he said quietly. “Do you love me?”

It surprised her a little, for it was a question he had never asked. And she knew what was in her heart, just as surely as she knew what her answer must be. She had at least a little pride left. “No, Quin,” she answered. “I do not love you. And you do not love me.”

He looked at her with the eyes of an old man. “No. I suppose I do not.”

She shrugged. “It is best, is it not?”

He straightened abruptly. “Well, Viviana,” he said. “At least you are honest.”

But she was not honest. She had just told him a blatant lie. And as she watched him stride toward the door, she wondered, fleetingly, if perhaps he just done the same.

No. No, it was not possible.

The door slammed behind him. Viviana exhaled the breath which she had been holding, then closed her eyes, willing herself not to cry. She listened to the heavy tread of his footsteps as he left her. One warm tear rolled awkwardly down her nose, then landed on her pillow with a soft plop!

Abruptly, she sat up in bed. No, by God, she would not cry. Not for him. Not for anyone. Not even for herself. One tear was too many—and if another followed, there might well be no end to it.

Lucy came back into the room just as Viviana was drawing on her dressing gown. “Shall I tidy up now, miss?” she asked.

“Grazie.” Viviana went to the small writing desk beneath the window. “Tonight is my last performance as Konstanze, Lucy,” she said, unlocking the little drawer which held her meager savings.

“I know, miss,” said the maid as she began to neaten the bed. “It’s been a grand run, hasn’t it? What will you do next, I wonder? Pr’haps you ought to go down to Brighton for a rest. Perhaps Mr. Hewitt would take you? ’Tis beautiful there, I’ve heard.”

Viviana was already relocking the drawer. “Actually, Lucy, I’m to go home tomorrow,” she said, handing a pitifully small roll of banknotes to the maid. “Here. I wish you to have this. Lord Chesley need know nothing of it.”

The girl looked at her incredulously and pushed Viviana’s hand away. “Why, I can’t take your money, miss!” she said. “Besides, it ain’t like you’ve got it to spare—which heaven knows it’s not my place to say, but there. I’ve said it.”

“Lucy!” she chided.

“What?” said the girl. “Do you think I don’t know, miss, that you’ve been sending every spare penny home—and selling your jewelry and eating day-old bread, too? Besides that, Lord Chesley pays me well enough to look after you, which I’ve been glad to do.”

With a wistful smile, Viviana put the money in the maid’s hand and forcibly curled her fingers around it. “Take it,” she insisted. “Where I am to go, neither Papà nor I shall need it. And I wish you to go back to Lord Chesley’s estate and marry that handsome footman of yours. This money is my wedding gift. You must buy a cradle, a very beautiful cradle, for your firstborn, and think of me when you use it, si?”

Lucy uncurled her hand and stared at the banknotes. “But how can you just up and leave England, miss?” she asked. “What’s to become of you, so far away, and in such a foreign place?”

Inwardly, Viviana’s smile deepened. The poor girl was so naively provincial—just like Quin. “It is my home,” she said quietly. “It is time I returned to it. Now, you must wish me happy, Lucy. I have just learnt that I, too, am about to be married.”

The girl’s face broke into an impossibly wide smile. “Oh, lawks, miss!” she cried, throwing up both hands. “I just knew it! I just knew Mr. Hewitt would do the right thing, soon you told him! I just knew it would all come aright somehow.”

Viviana felt a hot, urgent pressure well behind her eyes, and turned at once back to her desk. “I think, Lucy, that you misunderstand,” she said, pretending to neaten her pens and papers. “I am returning home to marry someone who used to…well, someone I used to know.”

“Oh, no, miss!” She felt Lucy touch her lightly on the arm. “But…but what about Mr. Hewitt?”

Viviana regained her composure, and turned around again. Opera required one to be not just a good singer, but a competent actress as well. “Oh, I think we have come to an understanding, he and I,” she said, forcing a smile.

“Well, I can’t see what it could be!” said the girl.

“Hush, Lucy.” Viviana set her hands on the maid’s shoulders, and swiftly kissed both her cheeks. “I am leaving England, my faithful friend. Do not grieve for me. All good things must come to an end, si?”
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In which Lord Chesley plans a Grand Aventure.

Autumn, 1830

Ah, well, all good things must come to an end,” murmured the Marquis of Devellyn as he peered into the bay window of Piccadilly’s most exclusive jeweler. “Try to look upon marriage, my friend, as the beginning of a new life; one which is rich with possibilities.”

“Yes, and a bloody awful lot of impossibilities, too,” said the Earl of Wynwood.

Devellyn grinned slyly. “Such as?”

“Such as my setting up Ilsa Karlsson in a quiet little house in Soho, which has long been a notion of mine.”

Devellyn nodded. “A tragedy,” he agreed. “Though Ilsa is a touch above your usual fare, old boy. In any case, we are here to buy a wedding gift for your bride-to-be, are we not?”

Wynwood pointed at a bracelet set with large red cabochons. “Well, what of that one?” he asked. “I rather like the color. Rubies, are they?”

“Merely garnets, I fear,” said Devellyn. “So do not even think of it; neither the garnets nor the talented Miss Karlsson. The cheaper stones your new bride may not notice, but that dragon of an aunt of hers most assuredly will. And Ilsa, well, she never goes unnoticed. For you, Quin, it must be real rubies and true fidelity, I am afraid.”

Lord Wynwood made a pained expression, and seized hold of the door handle. “Well, come along, then,” he said. “We might as well go in and get something.”

A little bell jangled high overhead as they entered. A fulsome young woman was polishing away at the expanse of glass which topped the wooden cases, and the tang of vinegar was sharp in the air. “Why, good afternoon, my lord,” she said, flashing Devellyn a knowing smile. “And Mr. Hewitt, is it not? I trust you both are well?”

“Fine as a five pence, ma’am,” said the marquis cheerfully. “But Mr. Hewitt is Lord Wynwood now. Accordingly, you may charge him extra.”

The woman laughed throatily. “My lord, how you do jest!” she said. “I fear my husband is out on an errand. May I help you until he returns?”

Wynwood looked up from a diamond bracelet he had been looking at, but not really seeing. “I wish, I suppose, to see some jewelry,” he managed. “Diamonds, perhaps? Or—or emeralds?”

“You must pardon his uncertainty, Mrs. Bradford,” interjected Devellyn, winking at the jeweler’s wife. “My friend is looking for a gift for a very special sort of occasion.”

Mrs. Bradford lifted her finely arched brows. “Why, we at Bradford and Burnet make it a point to specialize in special occasions,” she said smoothly. “Do I perhaps hear wedding bells?”

“The death knell, more like, by the look of him!” said Devellyn, laughing. “ ’Tis a gristly tale, ma’am, of yet another fine and lusty lad about to be torn from his happy bachelorhood and hoisted high in the noose of holy matrimony.”

“Oh, well, a hoisting definitely calls for fine jewelry,” said Mrs. Bradford with a straight face. “Are you looking for a wedding ring, my lord?”

“No!” Lord Wynwood’s head jerked up like a startled stag’s. “I mean…not quite yet.”

“Just a betrothal gift,” added Devellyn. “There is to be an engagement party, and he wishes to make the occasion very special for her.” He paused to gently elbow his friend. “Is that not right, Quin?”

Again, Wynwood looked up. “Quite so,” he muttered. “I want something, er, you know. Special.”

Mrs. Bradford smiled brightly and inched farther down the counter along with Wynwood. “And you were thinking of diamonds?” she echoed. “But not a ring. Perhaps a bracelet? Or a brooch?”

“A necklace, I think,” said Wynwood.

“Yes, a very fine one,” added Devellyn. “She is quite a special young lady.”

Ever the cynic, Wynwood was beginning to wonder how many more times they could all manage to use the word special before this taxing business was done with. He had a deep and abiding hatred of jewelry stores. And Dev was being damned pushy about this marriage, too, almost as if daring him to go through with it. Just now, Dev was urging him farther and farther down the showcase; pushing him, it seemed, toward the inevitable permanence of the wedded state.

Oh, bloody hell. Best pick something, then. Something special, of course. But it all looked the same to him. “That one,” he said, pointing at a heavy collar of beaten gold set with a fat, multifaceted chunk of some blue-green stone. “It is not a diamond, but it looks very…grand.”

Devellyn leaned nearer. “Er—I don’t think so, Quin,” said the marquis.

Mrs. Bradford was frowning vaguely. “Is she a very young lady, my lord?” she asked. “And what color, pray, are her eyes?”

“Her eyes?” Wynwood pondered it. “Well, her eyes are…well, they are sort of…” The devil! What color were Miss Hamilton’s eyes? “They are hard to describe, but—”

“Green,” Devellyn interjected. “She is very small, and very young, and her eyes are cool mossy green with some little flecks of gold. That collar would weigh her down like chain mail and clash with her eyes most abominably. Really, Quin, I begin to wonder if your brain is fully engaged.”

Wynwood scowled. “You are forgetting, Dev, that I have not lived a life which revolved around slavishly indulging a string of expensive, overly emotional opera dancers.”

“Oh, no indeed!” agreed the marquis in a low undertone. “The class of women you usually consort with prefers a cash transaction.”

Mrs. Bradford let an indelicate little snort of laughter escape, then turned away, her face flaming.

Devellyn cleared his throat. “Well, I should like to see some earbobs, Mrs. Bradford,” he said, as if nothing untoward had occurred. “I’ve a mind, Quin, to buy Sidonie some sapphire earbobs to go with that gown she wore to Mamma’s dinner party the other week. What do you think?”

“I think you ought to buy her a pair every week,” his friend returned. “Otherwise, she might come to her senses and begin to wonder why she married you.”

Devellyn grinned, and proceeded to have Mrs. Bradford pull out three or four velvet trays, which he inspected with meticulous devotion. He was very keen indeed, Wynwood had noticed, on pleasing his own wife.

Wynwood, however, had just about lost interest in his task. Oh, he wished to please Miss Hamilton. He truly did. But the truth was, he did not know Esmée as well as a gentleman might wish to know his fiancée. He knew, of course, that she was beautiful. She was also refreshingly pragmatic and straightforward. He could not have borne a silly, simpering London miss, or one who would rather manipulate a man than tell him the truth straight out. God knew he’d had enough of that to last a lifetime.

Esmée, of course, did not love him. That was just one of the many pragmatic, straightforward truths she’d told him. But love was not necessary, or even gratifying, to Quin. He and Esmée would learn to rub along tolerably well. Of that, he had no doubt. Esmée was easy to get along with, and easy on the eyes, too. He looked very much forward to having her in his bed, and even more forward to giving her his child—preferably the son which his mother so desperately needed.

His father’s death had been premature, unexpected, and most untimely. And at the age of not quite thirty, Quin had had no wish to give up his carefree bachelorhood in order to save the Hewitt dynasty from collapse.

His mother, however, was in a state of near panic now, though her good breeding and well-honed restraint hid it from all save those who knew her well. If Quin died without an heir, all would go to the dreaded Cousin Enoch, who would—and his mother did not exaggerate this—promptly toss her into the street. His mother would be left a dependent of her younger brother, Lord Chesley, or packed off to Oxfordshire to live with Quin’s sister, Alice. And his mother would sooner die than do either.

So the dynasty it must be. He and Esmée were going to retire to Buckinghamshire and have three or four children, and a reasonably happy life. To that end, Quin told himself, he was prepared to make whatever sacrifices were necessary, his fantasies of Ilsa and his flagrantly wicked ways—well, most of them—included. It was worth it to have Esmée. For if not her, then it would be some girl solely of his mother’s choosing.

“I shall take these,” he heard Devellyn say.

Mrs. Bradford named a price that would have bought one a piece of freehold real estate in Chelsea. Devellyn agreed without a second thought, then turned to Wynwood. “What of you, Quin?” he asked. “What have you chosen for your pretty Scottish lass?”

“I am undecided,” he admitted. “I think I had best talk to Lady Tatton first. She will know what her niece’s preferences are, will she not?”

“Or Alasdair?” suggested Devellyn, as Mrs. Bradford disappeared into the depths of the shop to wrap his purchase. “You ought to just ask Alasdair what he thinks Esmée would like. He is very fond of her, and knows her better than anyone. I am sure he could best advise you.”

Wynwood felt his temper flare. Sir Alasdair MacLachlan was one of their most disreputable and amusing companions. Or at least, he had been. Nowadays, however, Alasdair was behaving very oddly. Like Esmée, Alasdair was a Scot. And due to a convoluted misadventure involving a New Year’s masquerade, and far too much whisky, it appeared that Alasdair was also the father of Esmée’s infant sister, though almost no one knew it. Wynwood did know it, and he was getting damned tired of Devellyn bringing both of them up in the same breath. What the devil was the man getting at?

Just then, a clock could be heard striking somewhere in the depths of the shop.

“Devil take me!” said Devellyn. “Is that the time? I’m late for a tea in Grosvenor Square. Mamma will have my head on her best Minton platter. Mrs. Bradford? Mrs. Bradford! I must have that package, if you please.”

The jeweler’s wife bustled back into the shop and presented a sheet of foolscap requiring the marquis’s signature. After scrawling something illegible across it, Devellyn tucked the box in his pocket and patted Wynwood solicitously on the shoulder. “Buck up, old chap!” he said, before bolting out the door.

Mrs. Bradford was setting down Devellyn’s purchase in a green baize ledger. “May I show you anything else, my lord?” she enquired, flicking a neutral glance up at him.

“No, I think not, thank you,” he said, slapping his hat back on his head. “I will make enquiries as to the lady’s preferences and return another time.”

Quin went back out into Burlington Arcade and strode toward the pressing rush of Piccadilly. All along the street, dead leaves were swirling, some of them so bold as to blow back into the entrance of the elegant arcade itself. The autumn day was surprisingly clear, though the air was sharp, portending winter’s swift approach.

Pausing on the pavement, he narrowed his eyes against the brightness, feeling vaguely disoriented. Lord, he’d felt a fool inside the small, overheated jeweler’s shop. Devellyn was right; he did not consort with the sort of women for whom one bought fine jewels. Not any longer. And even when he had done so, it had been rubies, and nothing less.

That was why the garnets had caught his eye. He had seen them, and for a moment, he had thought of…well, of Viviana Alessandri. He had realized his misjudgment at once. Garnets had never been good enough for her; he’d known that much without asking. The rich, bloodred ruby had always personified Viviana, and her delicate, faintly olive skin had made them shimmer with life. So he had chosen each bracelet, brooch, and necklace with the utmost care, just as Devellyn had chosen the sapphire earbobs for his beloved Sidonie.

But for all the care he had put into each, Viviana had turned around and sold it, quite heartlessly and calculatingly—to pay off her dressmaker, or settle her gaming debts, he supposed. Which was, of course, her prerogative as a kept woman. Or more accurately, as a whore. And at the end of that awful, heart-wrenching affair, he had told himself that never again would he expend his emotional energy in choosing a gift—even the slightest bauble—for any woman. For the last nine years, he had not so much as darkened the door of a jewelry store. Until today.

Quin set off down the street in the direction of Green Park, but just a few yards along, he paused opposite the Bath Hotel. A fine coach and four had drawn up near the corner, where a gentleman and a lady were engaged in an animated quarrel, hands moving almost as fast as their words. He realized at once that they were wealthy, and that they were foreign. Their fine attire made plain the first. As to the latter, members of the English ton would sooner die than be seen squabbling in the street like fishmongers.

The lady’s face he could not see, but he had the strangest notion she would be stunningly beautiful. The gentleman was elderly, stooped, and somewhat frail in appearance. He was, however, holding his own. Quin caught snatches of the language, too. Italian, or something similar. As if he were the veriest rustic, Quin stopped to gawk, though he could not have said why.

Amidst all the waving and scolding, the crux of the argument was easy to discern. The lady wished the gentleman to get into the carriage. The gentleman wished to walk. The argument continued for a few more sharp words, then the elderly gentleman moved as if to leave her.

At last, the woman threw up her hands, signaling her surrender. The elderly gentleman hesitated. In an almost maternal gesture, the lady’s fingers went to his muffler, pulling it snug around his neck and tucking the ends into his greatcoat. The gentleman bracketed her face in his hands, and kissed her once on each cheek, then set off in the direction of Mayfair.

And then she turned around.

Quin felt the breath suddenly slammed from his body.

As a boy, he’d once rushed a fence he’d no business jumping. His horse had had better sense. Quin had been tossed off to one side, where he’d landed ignominiously in the grass, his heart in his throat and gasping for air for what seemed an eternity.

This time, the boyish ignominy lasted only a moment. It was replaced by a burning, righteous fury. Yet the proud lady spared him not a glance before mounting the steps into her carriage and lifting a gloved hand to signal that they should depart.

Later, when he considered it, he realized that he had, in fact, seen very little. There had been a flash of color as the woman turned, skirts of deep burgundy, jewel-like against the black velvet of her swirling cloak. A black hat set almost flirtatiously to one side, and bountiful black ribbons tied at the chin, lifting lightly in the breeze. That unmistakably proud set of her shoulders. Those slashing black eyebrows. The way she carried herself, like the haughtiest queen, stepping up into the carriage as if she owned the world.

Her face, though—yes, there was something different about her face. She did not look the same. The nose…it was not quite right. And yet, he would have known her anywhere, even had a thousand years passed. It was Viviana Alessandri. Oh, yes. And still his breath would not come, and his heart would not leave his throat.

 

By the late afternoon, the mantel clock in Lord Chesley’s Belgravia town house was running ten minutes slow, the pendulum’s doleful tock-tock-tock echoing hollowly, as if it might tick its last at any moment. The atmosphere inside the parlor was oddly subdued, too. With a neatening rattle, Chesley laid aside his newspaper and studied his lone companion.

“I think I shall go upstairs, Vivie, and have a nap before dinner,” he said, rising. “One never adequately anticipates the wear and tear of travel, does one?”

Viviana looked up from her sheaf of roughly sketched notes and music, and smiled at her host. “Si, it is trying, my lord,” she agreed. “Even little Nicolo was exhausted yesterday. A remarkable thing indeed.”

Chesley strolled toward the windows which overlooked the arboreal glory of Hans Place. “What do you wish to do tonight, Vivie?” he asked musingly. “Shall we look up Digleby, and go watch the rehearsals for Fidelio? Or—wait, I know the very thing! We could take the children to Astley’s Amphitheatre!”

Her eyes lit for a moment. “But Nicolo is too small, no?”

“Nonsense,” said Chesley. “He’ll have a lovely time.”

Viviana pushed away her cold cup of tea. She had promised herself she would not go about in London any more than was absolutely necessary. One never knew who one might run into. But at Astley’s? No, surely not. Still, it had been a long trip from Venice to London.

“How kind you are, Chesley, to think of my children,” she answered, coming to her feet. “But perhaps we ought simply to have a quiet evening here? I fear Papà may have overtaxed himself with the walk from St. James. And now he is upstairs romping with Nicolo.”

“But of course, my dear,” said the earl. “I sometimes forget just how old Umberto is now.”

“Si, as does he,” Viviana returned.

Chesley closed the distance between them, and took her hands in his. “Vivie, my dear, are you perfectly all right?” he asked. “You have not seemed yourself these last two days. Was it the travel? Have I asked too much of you, in pleading for this visit to England?”

She smiled, and squeezed his hands. “I wished to come,” she said, lying unabashedly. “I wished to be away from Venice for a while.”

Chesley laughed, and lifted her hands in his, as if he might dance her round the room. “Oh, indeed! Why stay in Venice when one can winter in England!” he said. “I’m sure it must be all the rage. No, admit it, Vivie. You wished to leave your French marquis cooling his heels, did you not? Poor devil! What was this one’s name?”

“Gaspard.”

“Yes, alas, poor Gaspard!” said Chesley.

Viviana grinned. “Gaspard had become tiresome,” she admitted. “I shall not miss him.”

Chesley’s expression sobered. “But spring is far away, my dear,” he said. “And Buckinghamshire will be very cold come January. I am feeling a little guilty for having asked so much of you and Signor Alessandri.”

“You must know, Chesley, that I cannot bear to let Papà from my sight,” said Viviana. “And in truth, the notion of collaborating on this opera has rejuvenated him. I think he was not so happy in his retirement.”

Chesley looked down at the sheaf of paper strewn across the tea table. “Well, what do you think, my dear, of young Digleby’s libretto? Will it challenge your father?”

Viviana lifted one shoulder, an almost Gallic gesture. “Si, I believe so,” she said. “Just enough. But already, I have a concern.”

“What is it, my dear?” said the earl. “I value your opinion.”

“Well, this piece—Nel Pomeriggio— I like it,” she said slowly. “The title is suggestive. In the Afternoon. It makes one wonder what the characters will get up to, does it not?”

“Yes, yes, go on.”

Viviana was nodding slowly to herself. “And admittedly, it has elements which are delightfully witty,” she went on. “So I believe we would be better served by opening something like this in Paris, at the Opéra-Comique, perhaps? But not La Scala, which Lord Digleby seems to have set his heart on.”

“He wishes far more to open as a success,” said Chesley dryly. “Your point is well made, my dear. I will explain to him how the world of bel canto opera works. He also wishes the character of Maria to have five arias. Is it too much, do you think?”

Viviana shook her head. “Papà will make it work,” she said confidently. “But you will need a strong soprano for the role.”

Lord Chesley tweaked her on the chin as if she were a mere child. “Yes, I know that, dear Vivie,” he admitted. “You did not think you were invited simply for your looks, did you?”

Viviana felt a moment of panic. “Oh, no, I cannot!” she said, sitting back down again. “Oh, Chesley, I cannot do this for you. Nicolo is yet too young, and—I—I—”

“Nicolo is four years old now,” Chesley interjected. “And you have sung with only two productions in all that time.”

“Yes, but at home in Venice,” she retorted. “Not Paris, nor even Milan.”

“And nothing at all in the last two years.”

Viviana looked away, her eyes staring into the depths of the room. She had not the heart to tell Chesley the truth—or her fears. “I had to mourn my husband,” she said quietly. “I owed him that much, did I not?”

The earl shook his head. “Don’t let your pipes rust, my girl,” he warned. “Besides, this production is months away.”

Viviana tossed a longing look at the untidy libretto. “Well, we shall see what Papà comes up with,” she said. “But I daresay it will be something very clever and very irresistible, and I shall wish very desperately to neglect my children, and forget poor Gaspard altogether.”

“If you ask me, Gaspard’s fate is already sealed,” said Chesley dryly. “But you, neglecting your children? Not in a thousand years.”

Just then, a terrible clamor arose in the direction of the entrance hall. The children came thundering down the steps, their high-pitched shrieks echoing in the stairwell. Two little girls burst into the parlor in a gale of pastel and ruffles, followed by Signor Alessandri, who carried a small boy perched upon his stooped shoulders.

“Papà!” Viviana started from her chair. “Essere attento!”

“Oh, he is fine, Viviana,” said the old man.

“I am quite sure he is!” she returned. “What of you?”

“Go! Go!” cried the boy, spurring his grandfather with his heels. “Go, Nonno!”

Go was his newest English word. Viviana tried to scowl, but failed. “Vieni qui, Nicolo!” she said, lifting the boy down.

The girls were giggling at one another. “Mamma, Lord Chesley has a big swine!” said the smaller of the two.

“A pig, Felise,” corrected her sister. “A big, hairy one—but it is…it is deceased.”

“Ah, dead pig, is it?” Viviana set Nicolo on her hip, and lifted one brow. “And this creature is upstairs? I wondered what was causing all the noise.”

“No, no!” Signor Alessandri laughed. “It is a—how you say—a taxidermy. A wild boar.”

Chesley looked almost embarrassed. “A sporting trophy from my youth,” he confessed. “I went out to Africa with a group of chaps to shoot at things. This one was old, I daresay, and simply died of shock upon seeing such a pack of silly fribbles. But I had him stuffed. I was quite proud of it for a time.”

“We rode it, Mamma,” said the eldest girl.

“Cerelia!”

“She did,” said Felise. “I was afraid. It has big yellow teeth.”

“Tusks, Felise,” said her sister, with an air of superiority. “They are not teeth.”

Nicolo was squirming now. Viviana was straining to keep a safe grip on the boy.

Lord Chesley caught her gaze, and grinned. “All fagged out, is he, Vivie?”

Viviana put the boy down and looked at the earl with chagrin in her eyes. “I am so sorry,” she said. “The children are not used to being kept to the schoolroom. They will do better, I promise, when we reach Hill Court.”

“Nonsense!” said Chesley. “Let them have the run of the house, I say.”

Viviana threw up a staying hand. “Oh, Dio, I beg you!” she said. “My nerves will not bear it. You will have not so much as a decent bonbon dish remaining if you let Nicolo loose.”

Chesley looked on at the children indulgently. “Well, another few days of business here in town, then we’ll be on our way,” he said. “We can all run loose in the country.”

A noise drew Viviana’s eyes to the tea table. Nicolo had seen her cold tea and snatched up the fine Sèvres cup as if to drink it. “No!” she cried, prying it from his still-plump fingers. “Nicolo, no!”

The boy screwed up his face and began wailing. At once, Lord Chesley went down on one knee. “Nicolo, do you like horses?” he asked. “Felise, Cerelia, what of you?”

Nicolo closed his mouth. “Hor-zees,” he echoed, clearly not comprehending.

“I like horses,” said Felise. “I’m to have a pony soon.”

“Yes,” said her mother. “If you are good.”

“I already know how to ride on a horse,” said Cerelia proudly.

Lord Chesley made a face of amazement. “Yes, but can you ride standing up, Cerelia?” he asked. “With no saddle?”

The girls’ eyes were wide now.

From his position on the floor, Chesley flicked a glance up at Viviana. “My dear, I think I have finalized our plans for the evening,” he said apologetically. “Will you indulge me?”

Viviana managed a smile. “Yes, of course.”

Chesley pinched Nicolo’s nose. “Come here, young man,” he said in very bad Italian. “I have a little treat for you. Have you ever heard of a place called Astley’s Amphitheatre?
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