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        A quest for a title. An encounter with a stranger. Will she choose love?

      

        

      
        Miss Miranda de Courtenay has only one goal in life: to find a rich husband who can change her status from Miss to My Lady. But when a handsome stranger crosses her path at a Valentine’s Day ball, her obsession with titles dims. Might love be enough?

      

        

      
        Captain Jasper Rousseau has no plans to become infatuated during a chance encounter at a ball. He has a new ship to run, passengers to book, and cargo to deliver. But one look into a young lady's beautiful hazel eyes, and he becomes lost. Does love at first sight really exist?

      

        

      
        Their paths continue to cross until they are both stranded in Fenwick on Sea. Their growing connection is hard to dismiss, despite Miranda’s childish quest for a title at all cost. But what if the cost includes love?
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        Bath, England

        February 14, 1815

      

      

      Captain Jasper Rousseau surveyed the crowd, wishing he could be anywhere other than this ballroom full of Bath Society. Standing near the balcony door, he nodded to those who strolled past him, although he continued to wish for a hasty retreat. If past experience was anything to judge by, many of the ton gathered here tonight would look down on him. He may have enough wealth to be comfortable for more than one lifetime but, without a connection to a title, he was outside of their circle. Not that he really cared. He wanted their investment, not their approval. For the most part, the people in attendance at the Valentine’s Day Ball were strangers but some had done business with him. Indeed, somewhere in this room might be the prospective investor he was meeting in the morning.

      He caught his mother’s eye from across the room and she offered him a small smile of encouragement. He had fulfilled his obligation to her by escorting her to this event. But he would rather be at sea with the planks of his ship beneath his feet instead of in a ballroom with a cravat twisted entirely too tight like a noose around his neck. At least Bath was in close proximity to tomorrow’s meeting.

      “Buck up, ole chap,” a gentleman chuckled next to him. “This, too, shall pass.”

      Jasper steadied himself. He had not realized his face showed his feelings. “I was just admiring the dancing,” he replied before turning his full attention to the gentleman. “Have we met?”

      “Lord Adrian de Courtenay,” the man said holding out his hand.

      “Captain Jasper Rousseau,” he replied as he shook the gentleman’s hand. His soft French accent caused a flicker in the man’s demeanor before he masked the look in a friendly smile.

      “A pleasure,” Lord de Courtenay said before he, too, surveyed the room. “You’re not a regular at such an event, not that I blame you. These balls and rounds of the Season can be quite tedious.”

      “Which is most likely why I avoid them at all costs,” Jasper chuckled as if jesting, although in all honesty that reply was not too far off its mark. He was only here because his mother insisted. His parents wanted grandchildren. Jasper had yet to find someone who remotely interested him, let alone tempted him into marriage. He had plenty of time. He was, after all, only thirty. A ball, according to his mother, was just what Jasper needed. “Are you enjoying yourself this evening?”

      Lord de Courtenay gave a small laugh. “More so than you, it appears. You look as though you are at a funeral instead of a ball.”

      “I suppose I have distanced myself from the revelry. My mother would no doubt be appalled.” Jasper nodded once more to his mother across the room and plastered a smile upon his face for her benefit. “What about you?”

      “I am here with my lovely wife,” Lord de Courtenay said, discreetly pointing in the direction of a young blonde lady in a pale pink dress. She excused herself from the group of women she had been talking to and began making her way toward her husband.

      “A reason to celebrate on such a special occasion,” Jasper answered before taking a sip of his champagne. Another damn happy couple. The room was full of them.

      Lord de Courtenay raised his own glass in a silent salute. “Plenty of women here would love the chance to dance, Captain Rousseau. Find someone to perform introductions to the lady of your choice and enjoy yourself.” With a smirk of encouragement and a wave of his hand, he excused himself to meet his wife, taking up her hand and raising it to his lips.

      Lucky man, Jasper thought before he looked about the room once more. He supposed to please his mother he should make at least an attempt to enjoy himself and choose someone for the next dance.

      A young woman suddenly caught his attention as she skipped to the lively patterns of the current dance. Dark brown hair was swept up in a pleasing coiffure sprinkled with what looked like diamonds winking in the candlelight of the room. Her gown was pale blue with a pink ribbon just below her breasts. She turned and the look on her face was one of bored indifference, making Jasper inwardly laugh. Had Lord de Courtenay seen in his features what this woman showed to any who cared to gaze upon her?

      Jasper continued to view her from a distance. Blue sapphires hung from her ears while a delicate golden chain with the same stones and diamonds graced her neck. He continued to watch, a slow grin spreading, until the dance ended and she gave a small curtsey to her partner.

      As she rose, she scanned the room and he briefly wondered whom she was looking for in the overfilled ballroom. Their gazes met and held for an instant on a heartbeat. Jasper raised his glass in a silent toast and her eyes widened before she looked away, leaving the dance floor and melting away into the crowd.

      His curiosity roused, Jasper drained the rest of his glass and handed the empty flute to a passing servant. He began to move, casually walking among the throng of people, hoping to catch another glimpse of the young woman who had momentarily caught his attention. His taste did not normally run to young maidens. She could hardly be older than a score of years, he surmised, as he continued searching for her. There she was, near the banquet table.

      She appeared thoroughly engrossed in the delicacies before her. She at last took a small slice of cake decorated with a heart and placed the treat on her dish. Jasper took a plate for himself and slowly made his way down the table until they stood next to one another. They reached for a fruit tart at the same time. A gasp escaped her as she mumbled an apology, snatching her hand away from the dessert. She looked up to stare at him, and her mouth opened in an O of surprise, though her eyes twinkled with delight. They stood staring at one another only for a moment, then she rapidly turned away from him.

      A sigh escaped him. Under Society’s protocol he must be introduced to a young woman before having a conversation with her. He turned around so they were back to back, knowing it was expected of him. He could sense she had not moved to distance herself from him. Was she, too, just as interested in knowing exactly who he was? He held back a smile.

      “Bonsoir, mademoiselle,” Jasper pitched his voice to be heard over the music in the next room and other conversations intruding into their moment together. He swore he heard her breath catch in her throat and he waited to see if she would acknowledge him.

      “Good evening to you, sir,” she replied, her voice a breathy whisper. She set her plate down on the table as though filling it had been but an excuse to keep her occupied. His near empty plate joined hers and he noticed she had taken a small nibble from the slice of cake.

      Jasper waved to a servant, who quickly moved forward to offer the tray he carried. Jasper selected two crystal flutes of champagne before he hesitantly held one of the glasses toward the lady behind him. Her gloved fingers briefly touched his when she accepted his offering and Jasper’s heart raced at the contact. How could such a young miss prompt such an intense physical reaction? He didn’t even know her name.

      “Perhaps you would favor me with the next dance,” Jasper said hopefully but, of course, she would decline.

      “I am afraid I cannot,” she answered and her tone sounded somewhat disappointed.

      “Because we have not been formally introduced?” he asked, already knowing her answer.

      “Yes,” she confirmed before rushing onward, “I’m sorry.”

      “Perhaps we can find someone who could remedy the situation.”

      He waited. But instead of answering she placed her glass on the table, her fingers lingering on the crystal stem. He set his own glass down, their hands nearly touching. He swore he could feel the heat of her skin next to his own. He turned slightly to better see her. She looked up over her shoulder. At first, he thought her eyes were a soft brown but after she blinked, he saw that they were, in truth, hazel. His gaze moved down to her parted lips, wondering how they would taste after the champagne she had sipped and the sweet cake she had eaten.

      “That would be lovely,” she finally answered. She blushed before looking away and Jasper had the urge to pull her into his arms. Not that he would ever embarrass her so. As they both turned to face the room a gentleman came and bowed before her, holding out his hand.

      “I believe this dance is mine, M—”

      “Y-yes, o-of course,” she quickly stammered. As she was led away, she glanced back only once, to smile at Jasper before she once more disappeared into the crowd.

      Jasper stood alone wondering about the identity of this mysterious young lady and who, exactly, would be able to introduce them.
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      Miss Miranda de Courtenay was in turmoil and there was no one she could blame other than herself. She should have never begun to converse with a gentleman to whom she had not been introduced, let alone allowed such a lingering glance. But he had hypnotized her when he all but pulled her toward him with his dreamy green eyes.

      Filled with thoughts of him, she missed a step in the patterns of the dance! She quickly caught up to her rightful place in line with the other women. She craned her neck around the room when she dared. Where had he gone and more importantly… who was he? Never had she felt such an instant attraction. And he felt the same, she was certain. Would he seek an introduction? Would he come calling? Perhaps he was a duke or a marquis! An earl, at least—her quest to wed only nobility had been engrained in her every action as long as she could remember.

      Some of her actions to that end had been unfortunate, of course. Her horrible embarrassment during the Hollystone Hall fiasco came to mind before she quickly dismissed it. She had known the Grenford brothers were rakes, but she had never imagined they would flirt with a maiden like her without intending marriage.

      An inner voice pointed out she had only just been forgiven for her part in the forced wedding of her brother and his wife. Adrian had overreacted. He and Celia had loved one
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