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      Spring 1796, Rome

      A young man watched from the stairs below as tears streamed down Chiara Ferraro’s face and sobs racked her body. She didn’t seem to care that her tears were staining her gold silk gown, or that an escort or lady’s maid was nowhere near, or that a piastra had fallen from one of her gloved hands and was clattering on its way down the stairs.

      This is why I’m here, Antony remembered. A visiting British archaeologist had begged Antony to be at the steps of the Forum no later than four o’clock that afternoon.

      I will see to it you shall have your opportunity to make your affections known to the young lady. Her father will give you his permission to marry her if you wish to do so.

      Or, at least that’s what he thought the foreigner had said. His Italian was abysmal, and Antony’s command of English wasn’t much better.

      More than a little curious and ever so anxious to learn if the Brit’s words were true, Antony had made his way down the partially colonnaded Via Sacra to the Forum and surveyed the scene of turistas and young lovers enjoying a fine afternoon in one of Rome’s most historic sites. A quick glance at his pocket watch had him frowning when the hour was nearly four o’clock, and there was no sign of the young lady.

      And then she was suddenly there, the sounds of her sobs alerting him to her presence.

      He hurried up the steps, retrieved the piastra, and bowed before her, helping himself to the gloved hand that wasn’t wiping tears from her cheeks. “Non piangere, signorina,” he pleaded. Do not cry.

      Chiara blinked and stared down at the young man who knelt before her. She recognized him, of course. He had been a guest in her father’s villa on many occasions, his wealth providing patronage for archaeological expeditions and money for ancient artifacts in need of a safe place to be housed.

      “Signore Romano?” she whispered, blinking again before she sniffled.

      A fine lawn handkerchief was pressed into her hand along with the wayward piastra before he straightened from his bow. Despite standing on the step below the one on which she stood, he was still taller than her. Taller and more handsome than she remembered, with his jet-black hair and brown eyes, a square jaw that might have been clean-shaven this morning, but was now displaying dark stubble. He had a mouth that smiled easily because, well, the dental gods had blessed him with straight, white teeth and lips that she just then noticed seemed perfect for kissing.

      “Sì,” he replied as he angled his head. “Cosa ti ha turbato?” he asked. What has upset you? He still wasn’t sure from where she had come. He had half-expected to find the Brit escorting her, so discovering she was by herself was a surprise.

      He had seen the two in each other’s company at her father’s home, although it was possible she was merely playing hostess on her father’s behalf. If the two had engaged in any kind of affaire, they had certainly hidden it well, for there was no scandal surrounding the young woman. Besides, when would they have had any time? The archaeologist was off surveying digs all around Rome and had been for months.

      Using the corner of the handkerchief to dab at her eyes, Chiara regarded Antony with a watery smile. “Niente,” she said with a shake of her head. “Anche se ho bisogno di una scorta a casa,” she added, glancing about as if she just then realized where she was. Nothing. Although I am in need of a ride home.

      Ah, Antony realized. This was the Brit’s plan all along. A way to arrange for Samuele Ferraro’s daughter to require an escort to see her home. A way to give him time to spend with the beautiful young lady with the dark brunette hair, golden eyes, and lips he wanted to kiss every morning and every night.

      But would she want to kiss him?

      “Sarò onorato di prenderti,” he replied as he held his arm for her. I shall be honored to take you.

      Placing a gloved hand on his arm, Chiara joined him on the same step and dared a glance up at him before turning her attention to the sleeve on which her hand rested. The quality of the superfine of his topcoat was a testament to his means. His embroidered waistcoat was just as expensive, although not a bit ostentatious. His leather boots were shined to a gloss that might have blinded her should the sun’s rays reflect from them.

      But most important of all was how he looked at her. As if he loved her.

      Perhaps he does, she considered, before she sniffled one last time.

      If she couldn’t have the man to whom her heart had pledged itself, then she could have a man her head deemed a good match. Sometimes the second-best was really the right choice, after all.

      So when she raised her gaze back up to meet his, she allowed a brilliant smile. “Grazie, mio eroe,” she said with a sigh. My hero.

      Antony Romano never thought to hear such an endearment from Chiara Ferraro. His heart soaring as he led her to his carriage, Antony planned how he would ask her father’s permission and propose later that night.

      

      From where he stood hiding behind the base of a statue, Lord Darius blinked back tears. He could barely breathe as he watched the wealthy Italian escort the love of his life to a waiting town coach, the expression on her face and the way she was gazing up at Antony Romano suggesting she had already forgotten about him.

      Perhaps it is best this way, he thought. It’s not as if he could offer for her hand, after all. And although he had offered carte blanche, part of him hoping she would join him in England, he was relieved she hadn’t accepted. She deserved better than him. Better than a life as a mistress.
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            A CHANCE SIGHTING AT A BALL

          

        

      

    

    
      Lord Attenborough’s annual ball, 1816

      Despite the French doors having been opened to the gardens behind Lord Attenborough’s mansion in Park Lane,  Jasper Henley still found the crush of the ball nearly unbearable. The cloying scents of perfumes and colognes had the champagne tasting rather odd. His heart was racing far faster than it should considering there wasn’t a single woman within his line of sight who could elicit such a response. And it was growing progressively more difficult to breathe.

      The orchestra, seven musicians seated on a raised dais at one end of the ballroom, was in the middle of the third dance set of Lord Attenborough’s annual ball when the viscount realized he needed air. Fresh air. His fear of crowded spaces was about to send him into a state of panic.

      Winding his way through the members of the crowd not dancing the cotillion, he managed nods of acknowledgement to those who waved or called out to him. At the site of Alistair Comber, he paused and angled his head. “Comber?” he questioned just as he came to a halt.

      “Henley! So good to see you,” Alistair replied, clapping a large hand against Jasper’s upper arm. “I thought you were in Italy.”

      Jasper gave a start. He had been in Italy. Some three years ago. “I was. Finished the dig and returned with some magnificent pieces for the collection,” he said, referring to the Roman artifacts he brought back on behalf of the British Museum.

      “But you’re going back, aren’t you?” Alistair countered.

      Jasper blinked. “I am. I leave for Sicily next week,” he acknowledged. “Lord Darius—Dr. Jones—has sent word of a find near Girgenti. Said there is a potential for finding hundreds of mosaics in an ancient Greco-Roman site.” He suddenly frowned. “I thought you were on the Continent.”

      Alistair nodded, realizing it had been a long time since they had seen one another. “I was. Just got back in February.” The second son of an earl, Alistair Comber had been an officer in His Majesty’s army. His last assignment had been in Belgium for some of the final battles against Napoleon’s forces. “After Father disinherited me for selling my commission...”

      “He didn’t,” Jasper replied in shock.

      “I took a position as a groom for Lord Mayfield, married his daughter, and now I’m in charge of his stables.”

      “Your mother wouldn’t have allowed Aimsley to disinherit you,” he argued, remembering how Patience, Countess of Aimsely, doted on her sons. Besides, it was well known the woman had her husband wrapped around her pinky.

      Alistair grinned. “I’m back in my father’s good graces, it’s true,” he admitted. He sobered when he noticed the fabric band wrapped around Jasper’s upper arm. The black arm band that signified mourning was barely visible given the formal topcoat Jasper wore was black. “Oh, I apologize. Who... who died?”

      Jasper’s eyes widened a bit at hearing the young man’s query before his brows furrowed. He wondered how Alistair knew he was supposed to be in mourning. Then he remembered the arm band. “My wife. Sophie. The damned influenza got her last fall,” he murmured.

      Although most men would have removed any evidence of their mourning after only a few months, Jasper found he couldn’t. Not just yet. As for why he would attend a ball, especially a crowded one, he hadn’t planned to do so. Their host, Lord Attenborough, insisted that he at least take a look at the current crop of demoiselles. “You need to consider your duty, Henley. Time to find another wife and get a child on her,” the older earl urged. “Start your nursery.”

      Not that Jasper was interested in the current crop of young ladies. They always seemed so young. At one-and-thirty, he figured he would be happy finding a widow, or a young woman who had maybe been missed by others intent on marrying for beauty or blunt. Someone who was over three-and-twenty. Someone who wasn’t made too independent by having come into their majority and therefore taken possession of their dowry and a companion.

      And a place at the gaming tables.

      “How awful,” Alistair remarked. “I cannot imagine losing my Julia,” he murmured with a shake of his head. “I do hope you’re here for a bit of respite,” he added, his gaze attempting to take in the entire ballroom. “Although, in this crush, I’m not sure how that might be possible.”

      Jasper could think of a couple of places where he might find respite this very moment. The library, if it wasn’t occupied by an amorous couple intent on a coupling. Or the gardens, where at least he could get some fresh air. Maybe commiserate with Cupid, who stood poised to shoot an arrow from the top of the garden fountain. That cur had been responsible for his marriage to Sophie, for Jasper had been kissing his late wife next to the fountain when they were caught in the act.

      He had already planned to ask for her hand, of course. But being forced to do so because of an innocent kiss took away any romance from the subsequent proposal. At least Sophie didn’t seem to mind too much. She was an agreeable wife. A happy wife. At least, Jasper hoped she had been.

      “Congratulations on your marriage. I’m off to the gardens. I need some air,” Jasper announced before he gave a nod, made his way around Alistair, and headed toward the French doors.

      Just as he was about to step outside, a most odd sensation—a sort of niggling at the nape of his neck—had Jasper pausing. He turned around to find he was being watched by a young woman sitting beneath a potted palm not ten feet away. Dressed in a white gown, she could have been any one of the dozen or so demoiselles in attendance, except she seemed a bit older. Her honey blonde hair framed an oval face that would have been nondescript except for her eyes. Their bright blue was arresting, and yet he was quite sure they were also unseeing.

      How was it then that she seemed to be staring at him, a rather besotted look on her face? Perhaps she could see and was merely lost in a pleasant thought.

      His phobia forgotten, Jasper weaved his way through the crowd to where the young lady sat, glancing about in search of a companion or chaperone who might introduce them.

      “Hello,” she said, coming to her feet in a graceful move that segued into a deep curtsy. Her gown, a column of white silk de Naples embroidered with white silk threads, had obviously been made by one of the best modistes in London. The fact that it was white suggested she was unmarried.

      “Hullo,” Jasper managed as he gave a bow. He dared a glance to his left and then to his right. “Pardon me, but I... it looks as if your companion, or chaperone—”

      “Aunt,” she interrupted with a sly grin.

      “Has gone missing,” he continued, worry evident in his voice. How could such a delectable creature be left alone among the palm trees at the back of Lord Attenborough’s ballroom?

      “She’s dancing with Lord Devonville.”

      One of Jasper’s eyebrows cocked up. “Ah. Poor thing,” he murmured, not intending for her to actually hear the comment. Her brilliant smile had him a bit mortified when he realized she had heard. Besides the dimple that appeared in her left cheek, her porcelain skin bloomed with a pretty shade of pink while her bright blue eyes focused on him to the point he realized she could see, although perhaps not well. “Oh, pardon me. I didn’t mean it like that,” he said with a shake of his head.

      “Oh, I won’t tell him. I promise,” she countered, her face still displaying an expression of delight.

      Jasper blinked. “You know him well enough to tell him should you wish to?” he wondered aloud, daring a glance at the dancers who were still performing the cotillion. They would continue to do so for at least another fifteen minutes.

      The young lady nodded. “Devonville is my uncle.”

      Blinking again, Jasper had to resist the urge to say, “Poor thing,” again when he realized two things at once. The woman who stood before him had to be Lord Donald Slater’s daughter. The woman who was dancing with Lord Devonville was either his marchioness, Cherice, or else his sister, Adele, Countess of Torrington.

      No wonder this young woman’s gown appeared so expensive! Donald Slater was a distiller of some of the finest scotch in all of the kingdom. His home and the base of his operation was somewhere barely over the border of Cumberland. Prinny had once suggested the border be moved so that Slater’s scotch could be considered a product of England. “It’s very good to meet you, Miss Slater,” he murmured as he lifted her gloved hand to his lips. “Jasper Henley, at your service.”

      Her suddenly widened eyes gave away her momentary surprise at Jasper’s ability to sort her name. That she didn’t immediately excuse herself and return to her chair had Jasper feeling a bit of satisfaction.

      “Then perhaps you could escort me on a walk through the gardens?” she replied. “It’s rather warm in here, and I could use some air.”

      Rather surprised at the request—when had a young woman ever asked him if they might take a turn in the gardens—Jasper dared another glance at those who were dancing, wondering if he could catch Lord Devonville’s attention and attempt to let him know he would be removing the young lady from the ballroom. When he couldn’t find the marquess among the dancers, however, he had a thought the man and his new wife might be in the library.

      Probably enjoying a tumble this very moment.

      “Would you like me to fetch your shawl? It’s a bit chilly out there,” he warned, half-turning as he continued his attempt at locating the Devonvilles.

      The woman shook her head. “You’re most kind to offer,  Lord Henley, but truly, I will be fine. It is Lord Henley, is it not?”

      A bit hesitant, Jasper finally turned around and offered his arm. “If you insist,” he finally replied “And, yes, I am a viscount.”

      

      Miss Marianne Slater placed a white kid-gloved hand onto Lord Henley’s arm and allowed the viscount to lead the way to the French doors. Why she had decided to fix her gaze onto the man who now escorted her to the back of the Attenborough’s ballroom, she wasn’t quite sure. When he had walked past her, he hadn’t been close enough for her to see him with any kind of detail—he appeared as blurry as any other attendee at that night’s ball—but the faint scent of lime briefly freshened the air around her. There was also his determined gait as he hurried to reach the exit, a rhythm to his walk that was unlike any of the aristocrats who were in attendance.

      Whatever could have captured a man’s attention so thoroughly as to have him rushing to leave a glittering ball such as this?

      A liaison in the gardens? Illness? Extreme boredom? Heat?

      Well, Marianne could certainly understand if heat was the cause. Although she dearly loved the gown her aunt had arranged for her—Madame Suzanne assured her it was beyond au courant—the long sleeves and silk fabric were rather warm. She couldn’t imagine dancing in this crush. She would probably faint.

      So, out of curiosity, she had allowed her gaze to follow his retreating figure. When he suddenly turned around and made his way back to stand before her, she thought perhaps he recognized her. That perhaps she had been introduced to him at some point in her past and simply couldn’t see him well enough to discern his identity.

      But how was that possible? She had just come from Canobie in southwest Scotland for only her second time in London since her birth, the first one having been the occasion of her birth at Devonville House.

      No one from Canobie would have received an invitation to Lord Attenborough’s ball. Well, perhaps her father would, but only if it was known he intended to be in London this week. And he hadn’t paid a visit to the capital since his oldest nephew, William, joined His Majesty’s Navy, and that had been six years ago.

      But Marianne was sure she didn’t recognize the lime-citrus scent of this man’s cologne, nor his light brown hair. When he spoke, she was very sure she hadn’t heard his voice before.

      Her body seemed to think otherwise, however, for she was acutely aware of the precise fit of her gown, of how her gloves hugged her arms, of how a few of the pins in her coiffure dug into her scalp, of how her breasts seemed to swell beneath the corset her aunt had insisted she wear.

      Aware, and rather uncomfortable in a manner she had never before experienced.

      It’s entirely too hot in here, she thought at the very moment he was close enough that she could make out his features quite clearly. Aristocratic, but not proud. Green eyes, straight nose, high cheekbones, and a complexion that suggested he spent a good deal of time out-of-doors. Riding horses, perhaps, she thought, which would explain the snug fit of his formal attire. His expression suggested a practiced  friendliness to which she was immediately attracted.

      So what else could she do but say, “Hello,” and dip a curtsy?

      Then Marianne remembered she had no business introducing herself to a strange man.

      Where are you, Aunt Cherice? Aunt Adele? Uncle William?

      

      The cool air had Jasper inhaling a deep breath even before his feet hit the flagstones leading to the gardens. Unlike Lord Weatherstone’s gardens, the Attenborough gardens featured row upon row of Japanese lanterns. The ethereal glow from the paper globes lit most of the area behind the house, including the fountain. A statue of Cupid—the very same Cupid who had paid witness to Jasper’s first elicit kiss with Sophie Knox—hovered over the double-decker dishes that made up the base of the fountain. Despite the blindfold wrapped around his head, he seemed poised to shoot an arrow into the heart of whomever dared pay him a visit.

      “Are you sure you’re not too cold?” Jasper wondered as they made their way to a parterre garden featuring tulips and bluebells. Due to the cooler spring weather, few of the flowers were actually in bloom.

      “I’m quite comfortable,” Marianne replied, a sigh escaping as she took a deep breath and reveled in the scents of spring flowers and fresh greenery. “Although I appreciate Madame Suzanne’s creation...” She indicated the gown she wore. “I fear it’s more appropriate for a winter ball.”

      Jasper paused a moment, his gaze traveling over her gown. Try as he might to seem unaffected by the gown—or her in it—he found he couldn’t help but admire her. “Given how chilly it is tonight, you may find Madame Suzanne’s beautiful creation a blessing before the night has ended,” he countered with a grin.

      Marianne angled her head and regarded him for a moment. “Thank you, my lord,” she managed. “Truth be told, I had no idea if it would suit, since I haven’t attended a ton ball before.”

      Jasper considered her claim. “But you’ve been to balls in... where do you live exactly?”

      “Canobie,” she replied. “Every district ball, and all of my father’s soirées, of course. He likes to host one every time a batch of scotch is ready for shipment.”

      Wondering if the attendees at those particular soirées were gifted with any of the casks of scotch, Jasper was about to ask when Marianne suddenly stopped and inhaled. “Roses?” she whispered, her gaze darting about as if she were trying to determine from where the scent of roses had come.

      Jasper did a quick survey of the immediate area and finally found a single bush displaying just two peach roses. Far too early and too cool for the flowers, he wondered how these two had managed to bloom. “Over here,” he said as he led them to the rosebush. He watched as Marianne sought the roses with her free hand, her fingers seeming to first caress the leaves surrounding the meager blooms before they touched the petals. She lowered her face until her nose grazed a peach velvet petal.

      A frisson shot through Jasper as his body imagined how it would feel to have those two fingers caress his body as she was caressing the rose petal. Even gloved, they promised a sensation he hadn’t realized he missed.

      Sophie rarely touched him so. She had never been comfortable seeing him shirtless. Never been comfortable in the marriage bed, although she was willing on the nights he asked if he might join her. He was determined to get a child on her if for no other reason than he believed she needed someone to love.

      Long after what had happened in these very gardens, he discovered she didn’t marry him because she felt affection for him, or because she aspired to marry a lowly viscount, or because he wanted to marry her, but because she had been forced to do so.

      Her father had caught them kissing next to the fountain of Cupid.

      It wasn’t until after Jasper buried her in the family plot in Kent that he discovered she had felt affection for another. A young man who had departed for the Continent as part of Wellington’s army and died near Ligny.

      Jasper never learned the identity of the other man. Sophie had accepted her fate with such grace, he had no idea she loved another. Even so, he did everything in his power to see to it she didn’t regret their forced match.

      He certainly didn’t.

      Marianne raised her face to his, a brilliant smile appearing. “They’re beautiful,” she breathed.

      Jasper nodded, although he couldn’t take his eyes off of her to even look at the roses. By the dim light of the Japanese lantern nearest them, he still found her eyes arresting. He knew from how she gazed at him that she could see him clearly, so he smiled in return. “There should be some tulips around here,” he murmured as he led her along the crushed granite path to another flower bed. “Do you have a favorite color?” The small parterre garden was edged in tiny clusters of white flowers, but behind those, a row of red tulips were open.

      “I’ve only ever seen red ones,” she replied, bending over to study a tulip, her hand nearly clutching his arm as if she needed it for support. From how close her face was to the tulip, Jasper wondered if she was studying the stamen inside the bloom.

      “There are yellow ones in the next section,” he commented, his gaze taking in as much of the garden as he could make out in the candlelight from the lanterns. He listened for the strains of music that would indicate it was time for the next dance—and the cue that he needed to return the young lady to the ballroom. At some point, her aunt would discover she was missing.

      From the sound of her gasp and the smile she displayed, Jasper realized her delight, and he led her to the next section of the parterre.

      Once again, she bent down and studied the flower, her gloved hand barely touching the bloom. “They must be bright yellow by the light of day,” she commented as she stood up.

      “They are, indeed,” Jasper agreed, as much amused by her enthusiasm as touched by it. He returned her to the path. Directly ahead, Cupid loomed, his bow drawn back as if he were taking dead aim in their direction. “Ah, we’re in the middle of the gardens,” he said with a sigh.

      Blinking when he realized they had come to the scene of the crime, so to speak—the fountain next to which he had been caught kissing Sophie just before he was about to propose marriage—Jasper stared up at the statue of the diminutive Greek god and wondered what to say. Marianne saved him from having to make a comment, though, when she asked, “Is he aiming his bow in our direction? I apologize, but I cannot make out the details from this distance.”

      Jasper allowed a chuckle. “He is,” he admitted. “But whatever do you mean you cannot make out his details?” he asked. Did she refer to Cupid’s rather small genitalia? He is just a boy, he thought.

      Or was she referring to his arrow?

      “I am possessed of very poor eyesight, my lord,” she answered as she turned her attention to him. “I only know it is a statue of Cupid because my aunt warned me I might be kissed in his presence.”

      Jasper furrowed a brow, a bit bothered by both of her comments. “What do you see of him, then?” he asked as he turned his attention back to the marble god, ignoring the comment about the warning she had been given.

      “A blurry white... thing,” she managed to get out. “I can see this bowl in which the water collects,” she added as her gloved hand brushed over the lip of the fountain’s lower bowl. “But he is entirely out of focus.”

      Watching as her gloved hand grazed over the marble’s edge, Jasper once again felt the need to tamp down his sudden arousal. Goodness, but if her fingers touched one more thing besides him, he would be quite jealous!

      What had she just said?

      Something about focus.

      Something he needed to do, it seemed.

      Remembering how she was able to see him clearly up close, he realized she was near-sighted. He moved a bit closer. “Have you been to see the Townley Collection at the British Museum?” he asked in a hoarse whisper, attempting to keep his contempt for the collection’s namesake from coloring his question. The man’s money had been responsible for the plunder of statues from several countries—mostly Italy—and resulted in a plethora of poor copies and stolen relics throughout England and Northern Europe.

      Marianne turned to him as her face brightened in delight. “Why, just yesterday, in fact. My aunt, Lady Torrington, took me to the museum. The manner in which the exhibits were displayed allowed me to see everything in great detail!” she enthused.

      Jasper blinked, well aware he no longer had any control over what was happening behind the placket of his breeches. “So, you found you... enjoyed your visit?” he asked with a arched brow.

      “Oh, enjoy is not the word I would use, my lord—”

      “Jasper,” he interrupted. “Call me Jasper.”

      Marianne blinked. “Jasper,” she repeated in a whisper, her expression suggesting she was testing the name in her mind. Her eyes brightened again. “Thrilled would be a more appropriate term. Why, I was allowed to stand so close to each and every statue, I could actually see them clearly,” she claimed happily.

      The viscount regarded her for a moment, stunned that a lady would find statues in the British Museum thrilling. God, but she was beautiful when she made such a claim. Happy, too, which was so infectious, Jasper found he could do nothing but smile. And then, when she angled her head and regarded him with an expression suggesting she could see him quite well, his lips were suddenly on hers.

      Despite knowing exactly what could happen if he was caught kissing a young lady in front of the statue of Cupid in the gardens behind Lord Attenborough’s mansion in Park Lane, Jasper Henley could not help himself. Miss Marianne Slater was a jewel. Even if she wasn’t a diamond of the first water, she was of the second, and he wanted to taste her delight. Partake of her joy. Revel in her discovery of the statues in the British Museum.

      Even if they were those from the Townley Collection.

      She seemed just as willing to learn his secrets, for she returned the kiss within moments of their lips touching, and she did so in equal measure. She tasted of champagne and strawberries, and smelled like jasmine in the summer. When one of his arms moved to pull her closer, she didn’t resist but instead moved even closer until the front of her body was pressed against his.

      From somewhere in the back of his brain, Jasper remembered the chill in the night air. He absently undid the button of his topcoat so that he could slip first one arm and then the other out of it even as he continued the kiss. He wrapped the garment around her shoulders, which had her breaking off the kiss to murmur a whispered, “Thank you,” before her lips were once again pressed against his.

      Jasper would have continued the kiss—Jesus, but she was the perfect panacea on this night—but he was suddenly aware that they were no longer alone in their worship of Cupid.

      Not only had the twit shot one of his deadly arrows, but he had done so with witnesses present.

      Again.

      Jasper finally ended the kiss, his forehead pressed against Marianne’s as his eyes squeezed shut.

      Here I go again.
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      A moment later

      Jasper didn’t want to straighten and look over at whomever stood watching them. He wanted to renew the kiss. Wanted to pull Marianne Slater even closer to his body. Close enough so she wouldn’t feel the least bit of chill. Close enough that they would appear as one body to whomever stood staring at them.

      But propriety had him realizing it was too late for either of them.

      They had been caught.

      Shot by Cupid and caught by...

      Jasper lifted a hand to the back of Marianne’s neck and pulled her head against his shoulder, his lips briefly pressed to her forehead. “Courage, my sweet,” he whispered, girding his loins for what was to come. He finally looked to his left to find not one, not two, but three people regarding him with various expressions of shock.

      The former Cherice DuBois, currently the Marchioness of Devonville, displayed an expression of awe, as if she had just seen her favorite fairy tale come to life. Jasper was quite sure he heard her whisper, “How romantic,” before she allowed an audible sigh.

      Adele Slater Worthington Grandby, the new Countess of Torrington, blinked and thankfully appeared impressed, as if she might have doubted his kissing abilities.

      William Slater, Marquess of Devonville, displayed an expression that might have been a cross between murderous resolve and disbelief. Or perhaps he was merely experiencing a moment of indigestion.

      “Hullo,” Jasper managed, not about to let go his hold on Miss Slater. Knowing she wouldn’t be able to make out the identities of their interlopers—at least, not until one of them said something—he didn’t want her falling into the freezing water of the fountain, or rushing off into a hedgerow, or trampling the few flowers that had managed to bloom despite the chill.

      “Lord Henley?” Adele, Countess of Torrington, was the first to break the silence, a lorgnette held to her face.

      Jasper managed a bow despite his continued hold on Marianne. “Good evening, my ladies, my lord,” he replied.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Devonville asked, his brows furrowed in a familiar frown.

      “He’s kissing your niece, of course,” Cherice replied on Jasper’s behalf, her comment loud enough to be heard by all five of them. “Cupid shot him,” she gushed. “So romantic.”

      Devonville gave his wife a quelling glance. “So ruinous, you mean,” he countered.

      Jasper felt Marianne stiffen in his hold, but he didn’t dare let go of her. “Miss Slater is completely innocent,” he argued with a shake of his head. “This is entirely my fault. She claimed to find the statues in the British Museum thrilling, and I was overcome by her infectious enthusiasm.” He moved an arm up to Marianne’s shoulder, still covered with his topcoat, as if he expected she might try to escape his hold.

      He felt a good deal of satisfaction when she made no move to do so.

      She obviously didn’t want to end up in a hedgerow.

      Or in the fountain.

      Devonville blinked. Jasper was fairly sure all three of them blinked, in fact, which could only mean they had absolutely no appreciation for the relics in the museum.

      “You do know what this means, Henley?” Devonville asked, one hand raised to point a finger at him.

      Jasper sighed, well aware of what it meant. “I do. I believe I have found a soulmate in your niece, Lord Devonville. Which begs the question. To whom do I ask permission to marry Miss Slater?”

      Cherice’s eyes widened as her clasped hands were suddenly beneath her chin. “Oh!” she managed, looking as if she might swoon at any moment. “It’s only her first ball in London!”

      Adele was far more practical, one finger raised to point at her brother.

      Devonville lifted his chin—both of them, actually—before he furrowed his brows. “That’s a good question,” he acknowledged. “Normally I would say her father, but Donald isn’t due here from Canobie for a week. It would take days for a missive to reach him, and by then, he’ll already be on his way—”

      “William!” Adele said in a hoarse whisper. “You outrank your brother. Give the poor man your permission,” she insisted.

      “Oh, yes, do!” Cherice enthused, her gloved hands clapping together as if she had just paid witness to the opening night of a play at the theatre.

      At the moment, Jasper felt as if he was the star of the play and poor Marianne was the tragic chit about to be tossed into a volcano—or to the Kraken—to appease the gods. Since he was standing to her side, he had no idea what she thought of the proceedings. If she even agreed with what was about to happen.

      “Very well, Henley. I give you permission to marry my niece,” the marquess stated as he straightened in an attempt to match the viscount’s stature. He frowned. “If I remember correctly, you’re about to depart on one of your archaeological expeditions, are you not?”

      Jasper nodded. “I am.” He allowed a wan smile to form, rather relieved he had plans for the near future. Plans for an expedition to the island of Sicily. “Indeed. I have already booked passage to someplace warmer than here,” he replied.

      “Good. Then if we arrange a quick wedding, you can take my niece along. Make it your wedding trip,” Devonville stated, his words more of a warning than a suggestion.

      Jasper felt a good deal of satisfaction when his reply of, “The Kingdom of the Two Sicilies it is, then,” resulted in a collective gasp, including one from the woman he still held in his arms.  He could feel her gaze on him, feel how stunned she felt at hearing his words. “That is, if my future viscountess is in agreement?” he asked as he turned his attention back to Marianne.

      Poor girl. Did she have any idea of what had just happened?

      At least she seemed to see him clearly as she stared at him in disbelief before a brilliant smile appeared. “I am,” she breathed, her words almost a question.

      “Very good. Then, I do believe I have the honor of the next dance, my lady,” Jasper said as he heard the unmistakeable tempo of a waltz. He gave a deep bow to their interlopers, offered Marianne his arm, and felt a good deal of relief when she dipped a curtsy and hurried alongside him back to ballroom.

      He couldn’t help but notice how she occasionally glanced in his direction as they made their way, as if she expected him to claim it was all a huge mistake at any moment. “I shall pay a call at the archdeacon’s office on the morrow,” Jasper said just before he opened the French doors leading back into the ballroom.

      “Whatever for?” Marianne asked, stepping over the threshold and turning to regard him as she did so. She remembered she wore his topcoat and slipped it off her shoulders.

      “For a marriage license, of course.” At her blank stare and slight shake of her head, Jasper wondered if she just couldn’t see him or if she was simply unfamiliar with marriage licenses. “It will also allow us to wed in five days, if we wish—without requiring the banns to be read.”

      Marianne could tell he was pulling on his topcoat—although her eyesight was poor, she was close enough to make him out with some clarity. “You truly intend to wed me?” she asked as he once again offered his arm. She wondered what he meant when he referred to the reading of the banns. In Scotland, there was no need for banns to be read.

      Jasper blinked. “Of course.” He captured one of her hands in his and brought it up to his sleeve, intending to lead her to where a circle of couples was already formed and performing the waltz. He stopped, though, and furrowed a brow. “Do you know how to waltz?”

      Marianne shook her head. “I cannot even claim to have seen it performed, my lord,” she replied sadly, still rather stunned she would be married soon. And all because of a kiss in the gardens.

      Disappointment had Jasper leading her back to where he had found her, intending to simply stand with her during the dance. “I’ll teach you,” he said when they were at the potted palm where he had first found her. He wasn’t about to give up on the idea of dancing with her.

      “Here?”

      “Indeed.” He gently turned her to face him, placed a hand at her waist, which had her giving a start, and then took one of her hands in his. “Put your other hand on my shoulder,” he instructed as he straightened his body.

      Marianne did as she was told, but from her expression, Jasper knew she wasn’t comfortable. “Can you... see me?” he asked, one of his brows arching up.

      She nodded. “Well enough,” she replied, a bit hesitant. Although she couldn’t make out his facial features with any kind of detail, she knew it was him from his height and breadth, the color of his hair, and the scent of lime that surrounded him.

      “Perfect. You needn’t see anything else but me.” For the rest of our lives, he almost added. “Now, when I push your hand, you step back whilst I step forward...” He demonstrated the step, relieved when she managed to step back on the correct foot. “Step together,” he said as he guided her somewhat to the side. “And you step forward as I step back.”

      Although she faltered a bit, he kept a tight hold on her and allowed a grin when they were back to where they had started. “That’s it. We just do it over and over...” He continued the steps, rather pleased at how she followed his lead so well. But given her near blindness, he supposed she had no choice.

      A nearby wallflower and her chaperone retreated farther down the wall when they perceived they were about to be trampled. “People are staring,” Marianne whispered hoarsely.

      “How can they not? You’re the most beautiful woman in the entire room,” he countered, silently counting the steps as they moved to the music. He wondered if perhaps her sight was better than he first thought. Otherwise, how was it she knew people were staring?

      Marianne blinked, her face blooming with color as she dared a glance to her left and then to her right. Although she couldn’t see anyone clearly, she was sure she and Henley were the center of attention. “You’re a bounder, Lord Henley,” she claimed.

      “Jasper,” he whispered. “Now I’m going to move us over to where everyone else is dancing,” he added, his hand against her waist pushing her sideways a bit.

      “What if someone...?” she started to ask just as Jasper avoided a collision by pulling her closer to him.

      “I shall protect you, my lady,” he assured her.

      From the way he seemed to survey the space around them, Marianne realized he would protect her. Now that she had the steps down—the entire dance was rather simple—she found she could enjoy it as Jasper seemed intent on showing her off. Not that she could really see well enough to know for certain, but at no point did anyone step on her, nor did her shoulders bump anyone. Soon, she was displaying a hesitant grin.

      A moment later, and they had merged into the circle of dancers making their way around in a huge arc. “I take it you don’t have a subscription to Almack’s for the Season,” Jasper said.

      Remembering the name from something her aunt had said when she first arrived in London only a few days ago, Marianne shook her head. “Aunt Cherice claimed we would be attending on Wednesday nights,” she replied. “She wanted me to obtain some sort of... voucher?”

      Jasper grinned. “A voucher to dance the waltz. Which you’re doing rather well without,” he said, the idea of wedding the young woman becoming more real. Not so daunting as it had been out in the garden, when he had simply put on a brave face and behaved as if it was his plan all along.

      When they had made their way out to the gardens, he had no intention of being caught kissing Miss Slater. Certainly no intention of having to marry her. And now, not even an hour later, he was once again betrothed to be married because he had kissed a woman next to the fountain featuring Cupid.

      The cur.

      The chubby-cheeked troublemaker.

      The doubly chubby-cheeked, multi-dimpled...

      Jasper blinked as he realized Marianne was regarding him with the most brilliant smile. Christ, but she was beautiful, her bright blue eyes as stunning as her smile.

      “What is it?” he asked as they whirled about in the wide circle of dancers.

      “I do so love this dance,” she replied happily.

      “Then we shall do it at every ball to which we’re invited,” he replied. From the corner of his eye, he could see they were being watched, and not by someone who admired their moves. Given how the music seemed to be ending, Jasper slowed their movement and finally pulled them to a stop when the music ceased. He dared a glance to the man who watched them from the perimeter of onlookers.

      William Slater, Marquess of Devonville, was regarding him with an expression that suggested he had better return Marianne to her aunt and see what his future... uncle? Faith!—His future uncle was a marquess!—wanted of him.
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      Two moments later

      Jasper bowed to Marianne’s deep curtsy and offered his arm. “I believe I must return you to your aunt now,” he said as he leaned in her direction. “Devonville wants a moment of my time.”

      Marianne dared a glance in the direction he indicated, although she couldn’t see anyone well enough to discern their identity. “Thank you for teaching me the waltz,” she managed before she realized she was standing next to her aunt, Cherice.

      Jasper had already lifted her gloved hand and was brushing his lips over the back of it before saying, “I shall call on you tomorrow afternoon. Perhaps we can ride in the park for the fashionable hour?” he suggested.

      Giving her head a quick shake, Marianne’s eyes seemed to widen with fright before she said, “I do not ride.”

      A twinge of disappointment had Jasper rethinking his plans. “Then I shall come for you with a carriage,” he countered with a shrug, relieved when her grin returned, as did Lady Devonville’s, he couldn’t help but notice. As for a carriage, it might have to be his phaeton—he didn’t own a barouche or a curricle.

      He took the marchioness’ gloved hand and quickly brushed his lips over the back, deciding it might be too soon to refer to her as ‘aunt’. “Good night, my lady,” he said with a bow. He gave his intended another nod before turning his attention to Lord Devonville. “You wanted a word?” he asked.

      Devonville regarded the viscount a moment. “Indeed. Let’s see if we might find a bit of privacy in the library.”

      Jasper nearly blinked at the suggested meeting place. Didn’t the marquess know the room would be occupied by a couple in need of a tumble? Why, the marquess had probably been doing that very activity with his marchioness when Jasper took his niece into the garden! “The study might be less crowded,” he suggested when they took their leave of the ballroom. As they moved farther from the crush and down the carpeted hall toward the study, the noise of the ballroom lessened.

      “Pray tell, how long have you known Marianne?” Devonville wondered as they stepped into the study. Although no lamps were lit in the room, a fire provided enough light to see by.

      Jasper was about to reply with, “Who?” when he realized the marquess referred to his niece. The woman to whom he would find himself married within the week.

      Marianne.

      He tried the name in his head and decided it suited his betrothed perfectly. “About an hour and... perhaps ten minutes. I just met her this evening, it’s true,” he admitted. “Where have you been hiding her?”

      Devonville gave him a quelling glance. “She only just arrived in London three days ago,” he replied, helping himself to a cheroot from the box atop the room’s enormous desk. “This was the first entertainment to which we could escort her.”

      “For the purpose of finding a husband,” Jasper stated, not making it a question.

      Rolling his eyes, the marquess gave his head a shake as he regarded the cheroot. He set it aside, apparently deciding to forgo a smoke just then. “I’m sure that was my marchioness’ intent when she invited the girl to spend the Season with us,” Devonville replied with an arched brow. “Marianne has only been to the capital once before, and that was back when she was born.”

      “So you have been hiding her,” Jasper accused lightly.

      The marquess repeated the quelling glance. “My brother hasn’t been in London for nearly six years, although he’s due to arrive next week.”

      “So he’s been hiding her.”

      Devonville finally shrugged. “Not intentionally, of course. But what’s a widower to do when he lives near such a small village? Marianne is nearly three-and-twenty, but despite her beauty, she has no prospects in Canobie.”

      This bit of information explained much, although Jasper was surprised to learn she lived in the borderlands. Her speech held no suggestion of a Lowlander’s lilt. “Is every man a monk up there?” Jasper asked, trying to lighten a mood that seemed to grow darker as the marquess continued to regard him.

      “She’s blind, Henley. Surely you noticed.”

      Jasper gave a start, despite his intention to appear nonplussed by the marquess’ manner. “She is not blind,” he countered with a shake of his head. “Near-sighted, surely, but not blind.”

      Devonville gave a shake of his own head. “She may as well be blind. She can only see things when they are close up—”

      “A pair of spectacles will solve that problem,” Jasper said with a shrug. When the marquess’ face appeared more pinched than normal, he sighed. “What is it?”

      Allowing a sigh of his own, Devonville said, “Apparently, she has a pair. She was wearing them when she arrived in London, but ever since Cherice welcomed her into our home, she hasn’t worn them. In his last letter, my brother mentioned she went about wearing them everywhere she went in Canobie. Wore them quite regularly. But since she’s been here, she’s quite stubborn about refusing to wear them.”

      Jasper frowned. Had Cherice spoken with her? Explained that eyeglasses were not regarded kindly by the Beau Monde? Which had him wondering why lorgnettes and quizzing glasses were acceptable eyewear for members of the ton, but spectacles were not.

      Half the members of the Royal Society wore eyeglasses, and yet their use was expected if for no other reason than they added an aura of wisdom to men who were already seen as experts in their fields. “How bad can they be?” Jasper countered.

      The marquess rolled his eyes. “Have you ever seen a pair of Martin’s Margins?” he asked rhetorically. “With clear glass lenses?”

      The viscount’s eyes darted to one side, as if he thought he might find the offending eyewear standing next to him. “I may have,” Jasper hedged, realizing he had never paid much attention to eyewear. A few of his colleagues wore spectacles. His uncle used a pair of bifocals when he was doing his books and for reading. They made him appear wiser. Older, too, but then the man was well into his fifties.

      “They’re hideous,” Devonville stated, his thumbs and forefingers forming ‘O’s that he then raised to frame his eyes. “Ugly black circles with even uglier...” he motioned with his fingers to indicate the hinged sides that had to wrap around the head.

      Jasper grimaced. “Surely an oculist can see to a pair that wouldn’t appear so... hideous,” he countered. Most of the eyewear he had seen had lenses held in gold wire or silver or iron frames. The marquess no doubt referred to eyeglass frames made with tortoiseshell or horn, which would explain their dark color and thick circles.

      Devonville gave a start, as if he hadn’t considered that option. “Oculist?” he repeated.

      “Of course. I’m a member of the Royal Academy. We have a couple of oculists in our midst. Waller is getting on in years, but he still has his practice. He’s the oculist to the king,” Jasper explained, referring to Jonathan Wathen-Waller, an eye surgeon of some renown. “Unfortunately, James Ware died last year,” he added with a bit of sadness.

      In the prior century, Ware had been a partner of Wathen-Waller’s, and when Ware left to open
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