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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      July 1840, near Girgenti, Sicily

      From her vantage atop an ancient wall of stones not even two feet high, Diana regarded the design of a Roman mosaic with a grimace. “Another scene depicting a hunt,” she groused. “The Romans were obviously obsessed with killing deer.”

      Below her, his knees pressed into a faded cushion, Viscount Jasper Henley glanced up and shrugged. “Deer and anything else from their daily life,” he responded, wiping away another layer of dirt from atop what had at one time been the floor of a Roman villa.

      His efforts revealed more details of an opus vermiculatum—a mosaic of tiny colored glass tiles—including a tanned, well-muscled young man garbed in a knee-length tunic, his short, golden blond, wavy hair, outlined in dark brown stark against the white tile background. His bare legs displayed well-developed calves, and his feet were adorned with sandals. One hand gripped a bow, revealing him to be the hunter of the deer.

      “Oh!” Diana stepped down to join her father, careful where she placed her booted feet before stooping over to examine the newly uncovered scene. “This man is quite detailed.”

      Her father smirked at hearing her sudden interest in the mosaic. Given the size of the tiles used, the design had probably been created on a panel in a workshop by a Greek artisan and then installed when the villa was under construction. “Reminds me of the first time I uncovered one of these,” he murmured. “A few years before you were born. Your mother blushed when she saw the hunter.”

      His daughter let out a rare giggle as she reached for the pad of paper she had left on the remains of a nearby wall. “Given her poor eyesight, Mother probably couldn’t even see it,” she said on a huff.

      “She could see it rather clearly, actually,” Jasper countered. “By then I had found an oculist in Palermo who could make spectacles specifically for her,” he claimed. “She still blushes when she sees scantily clad males in artwork,” Jasper said, grinning.

      “Father,” Diana scolded. “I’m not yet one-and-twenty,” she added. “Talk of scantily clad young men is supposed to wait until after I’ve reached my majority.” Pulling a pencil from the pocket of her breeches, she sat crossed-legged next to the hunter and quickly sketched the design.

      “Don’t remind me,” he said with a grin. “And don’t let your mother see you sitting like that. She’ll scold you and me,” he warned.

      “Yes, Father,” Diana said, not changing her position.

      On any other day, she might have had to obey, but not on this day. Her younger brother, Michael, had completed another year of university at Oxford and had arrived by ship the night before with their older brother, Marcus, from London. Viscountess Marianne Henley hadn’t seen her sons in nearly a year and insisted they spend the day in her company as she shopped in Girgenti.

      Setting aside the small brush he had been using to clear away dirt from the tiles, Jasper struggled to stand, groaning as he straightened his knees. He surveyed his day’s work.

      The level of detail on this particular floor was far finer than the mosaic in the adjacent structure’s floor. In that one, the opus tessellatum was created using larger tesserae laid directly in place. The red, white, and gold geometric border surrounded a scene featuring the Three Graces from Greek mythology. Their mode of dress left little to the imagination when it came to the shape of their bodies, but he wasn’t about to mention it to his daughter.

      “How can you be sure this mosaic is Roman and not Greek, like the one next door?” Diana asked, working to complete the sketch of the mosaic before the setting sun cast it in shadow. She would bring her paints in the morning to complete the illustration of the mosaic for use in her father’s next book. He planned to publish a compendium of his finds in the Greco-Roman quarter of the Valley of the Temples, one which would include illustrations of as many of the mosaics as possible.

      Jasper knelt to brush away some dirt from the edge of the scene. “Almost all of the mosaics I’ve found in this area have been Roman,” he remarked. “I was lucky to stumble onto that one.” He motioned over his shoulder to indicate the mosaic featuring the Three Graces. “I was about to give up digging when I didn’t find anything at this level,” he explained, smoothing his gloved hand over the newly uncovered mosaic. “As you can see, that floor is much deeper down.”

      “Another foot at least,” Diana agreed.

      “Which means that house was probably built and occupied well before most of these in the Greco-Roman quarter. Perhaps several hundred years earlier.”

      Concentrating on her drawing, Diana didn’t notice how her father scanned the area around them. A line of Greek temples and other structures stretched for over a mile to make up the Valley of the Temples. Her father’s work in the Greco-Roman quarter had been ongoing for the entire time he had been married to Marianne Slater, although the family had occasionally returned to London, usually in the spring, so he could see to his duties as a viscount.

      When he didn’t speak for several minutes, Diana glanced up and noticed him staring in the direction of the Temple of Concordia. “What is it?” she asked, setting aside the drawing.

      “I’m trying to decide how I’m going to tell your mother we’re moving on to another project,” he replied, his attention still on the ruins surrounding them.

      “Another project?” she repeated. “Where?”

      He left out his breath in a whoosh. “Greece. Athens, to be precise,” he said.

      Diana blinked. “Athens?” From the way he had said the name of one of the oldest cities on the planet, she knew he was looking forward to the change.

      “I’ve a patron who will pay for me to find evidence of a missing temple. The floor of it, at least,” he explained. “So I wrote to who I think might be in charge of the restoration efforts there and have secured his permission to begin the work next month.”

      Her eyes rounded. “The Acropolis?”

      When he nodded, she quickly stood and shouted with excitement. “Oh, Father. Congratulations!” she said as she embraced him.

      Jasper chuckled softly. “Well, I’m glad to know at least one person in the family is happy to learn we’ll be moving on,” he said, mostly to himself.

      She sobered. “The boys have been away at school more than they have been here,” she reminded him. “We may only have to convince Mother of how wonderful this will be.”

      “She has so many friends here—not just Chiara,” he said, referring to the wife of his partner in archaeology, Dr. Darius Jones. The brother of a duke and a decade older than Jasper, Darius had retired from active archaeological work to concentrate on publishing books about his finds on Sicily and along Hadrian’s Wall in England. Although his original home had been in Cumbria, Darius had lived with Chiara in her villa near Girgenti for the past twenty years.

      “Your mother could speak the language—mostly—from before I met her,” Jasper continued after his moment of reverie. “I rather doubt she’s going to like moving.”

      “Mother makes friends easily,” Diana reasoned. “And she’ll be happy that the boys are done with school and living with us.”

      Despite her excitement, Jasper merely nodded. “Still, I feel as if I need some really good news to help lessen the sting,” he said on a sigh. “Or a very expensive bauble.”

      After a moment of thought, Diana’s eyes rounded. “I think I know what would help,” she said.

      “Oh? Do share,” he encouraged.

      “Take her to Rome for a holiday. Before you go to Athens.”

      Jasper stared at his daughter for several seconds before he grinned. “I think you might have a very good idea there,” he whispered.

      “The boys and I can go on ahead to Athens while you enjoy some time in the world’s most romantic city,” Diana went on, knowing full well her mother would object to leaving her grown children to fend for themselves. But if Jasper Henley had been invited—and his time there funded—that meant a house and staff would be arranged for their use. Given the situation in Athens, they would be paying witness to a city under post-war reconstruction. A city teaming with laborers and investors from all over the world.

      A city where every dig of a shovel might reveal an ancient artifact. The remains of an agora. The foundations of an oikos.

      “He was there,” Diana stated suddenly.

      Jasper blinked and regarded his daughter with furrowed brows before he chuckled. “Pausanias?”

      “Yes,” she responded, her manner guarded.

      Sobering, he finally nodded. “I believe Athens is covered in his first volume,” he said, referring to the series of books the traveler had written as he documented his tour of Greece. Pausanias’s Description of Greece helped to tie ancient ruins mentioned in classical literature with the sort of archaeology Jasper was performing nearly sixteen-hundred years later.

      The man’s observations and subsequent descriptions of ancient temples, towns, artworks, and the people he met along the way were a travelogue of sorts. Pausanias never mentioned for whom his books were intended. They surely weren’t meant as a guidebook for travelers—or those on their Grand Tours—since they didn’t mention where a visitor should seek accommodations or where they should eat or drink. However, the books allowed someone sitting in the comfort of their oikos to feel as if they had been along on the trip.

      “Would he have left some sort of evidence he was there, do you suppose?” Diana asked, hope in her voice.

      Jasper straightened as he considered her query. “How could he have not been?” he asked rhetorically. “You’ve obviously read his works. You know how detailed he is about the paintings and statuary.” When she didn’t appear convinced, he furrowed his brows. “You mean, did he leave his name carved in marble?” he asked. He scoffed but considered the possibility. “I rather doubt it, but then, I haven’t read all of his first book.”

      Diana’s mouth dropped open. “You haven’t?”

      Chuckling at seeing his daughter’s indignation, Jasper shook his head. “I learned about him, of course. I know there are ten or eleven volumes of his book. But I have not read more than the passages having to do with my own research,” he explained.

      “What if he did? Leave behind some sort of clue that he had been somewhere?”

      Jasper’s brows furrowed. “Well, I would think his books would be enough evidence of his having visited a place,” he murmured. His eyes suddenly rounded. “Are you referring to graffito?” he asked. “You think he might have carved his name into marble to indicate he had been there? As some sort of… marker?” His face screwed into a grimace. “No.” His expression softening somewhat, he added, “Well, it’s unlikely.”

      “But not impossible?” she pressed.

      He finally shrugged. “It’s possible,” he finally hedged. When his daughter displayed a grin of satisfaction, he shook his head. “But, please, if you don’t find evidence of it, don’t feel as if you failed,” he warned.

      Diana’s shoulders dropped. “What are you saying?”

      “I can see you are determined to prove your point… and it’s a good one,” he replied. “There are many a traveler who have left their marks in temples and on ancient artifacts all over the world. It doesn’t mean Pausanias did so, or that someone else did it on his behalf, though.”

      Spreading her hands out to indicate the hundreds of Greco-Roman house foundations spread out before her, Diana said, “Have you ever felt as if you failed?”

      He shook his head. “No, but then I always knew we would find evidence of Greek and Roman villas here,” he said, pointing to the Temple of Concordia in the distance. “Had we not…” He shook his head. “We would have simply dug in another place, because we knew they had to have lived somewhere.”

      Considering her father’s words, Diana angled her head to one side. “Since Pausanias wrote of Athens in Volume One—he described the temples on the Acropolis⁠—”

      “Did he?”

      She blinked. “He did.”

      “Then we know he was there,” he said with a shrug. “But it doesn’t mean he left behind any markings to indicate he was there.”

      “True,” Diana hedged.

      “But you intend to look?”

      She nodded.

      Jasper sighed. “All right. I’ll send word ahead. See if we can arrange permission for you to start work prior to my arrival,” he murmured. “But be sure to document anyone else you might find leaving behind their mark,” he instructed. “Someone else you might encounter along the way. You may find something—or someone—far more important in your search.”

      Diana considered her father’s words and finally nodded. “I’ll keep an open mind,” she promised.

      “That’s my girl,” he said, affording her a grin of satisfaction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            AN UNEXPECTED FIND

          

        

      

    

    
      August 1840, Acropolis at Athens, Greece

      Wiping the sweat from his brow with a linen handkerchief, Randolph Forster, heir to the Gisborn earldom, paused on the last marble step leading up to the front of the Propylaea of the Acropolis and turned around.

      His gaze took in the city of Athens below, many of the white houses built from the blocks of temples no longer atop the nearly flat acropolis.

      “See anything of note?” his brother, Tom, asked from where he was still negotiating the worn marble slabs leading up to the escarpment.

      “Anything not under construction?” their cousin, David Slater, Viscount Penton, asked from the bottom step. He was directing a pair of binoculars towards a nearby hilltop. “I think I found the Prison of Socrates,” he added, struggling to focus the lenses of the set of small telescopes held together by a crude frame.

      “Rubble and ruins and more ruins,” Randy responded, his voice sounding his disappointment.

      Holding an open book stuffed into the crook of this arm, Tom was studying a map. “According to this book, the Stoa of Attalos was there, in the agora,” he said, pointing out toward the remains of a building where a number of columns were still lined up, their white marble made more so in the harsh morning glare of the sun. “Which means the Temple of Olympia Zeus would be around to the left,” he guessed, his finger swinging through the air. When it came to rest, it pointed to the wall of marble blocks directly below the Temple of Athena Nike. “Out there somewhere.”

      “That was the group of columns we saw when we arrived in town,” he said. You couldn’t miss them they were so tall. We should be able to see them from the top,” Randy said, grinning at Tom’s antics.

      “You would think Pausanias would have provided more detail about what’s up here,” Tom grumbled. “I read what I could last night, and it was damned difficult. He writes like he’s an academic⁠—”

      “He doesn’t even mention the Stoa of Attalos,” Randy groused. “It was supposedly a dominant feature back then.”

      “I appreciate the detail with which he describes all the physical objects. The artwork,” David stated. “I have no trouble with the language.”

      Tom and Randy exchanged quick glances as Tom rolled his eyes. Their cousin had always excelled at school, his ability to learn foreign languages a huge help when studying the Classics.

      “Hey,” David said by way of protest. “I admit his guide is not proving as useful as my brother’s, but I still think it’s worth reading,” he explained. “There’s a good deal of history, and his eye for art is unmatched. I finished Volume One last night and intend to start the next one after dinner tonight.”

      David had obtained several volumes of Pausanias’ Hellados Periegesis, or Description of Greece, during their stay in Catania on Sicily, the second century text printed in its original Greek. Meanwhile, they had been following the guidebook his older brother, Donald, had written based on his Grand Tour from seven years prior.

      Donald Slater’s book was far more practical, providing information on where to stay, what to see, and how long it might take to explore certain cities and their monuments and temples, while the information in the Pausanias volumes didn’t seem intended for an actual traveler but rather one who wished to learn about  Greece whilst sitting in a comfortable chair in their study.

      Tom looked up from the guidebook Donald had written and directed his attention down to his right. “The theatre appears to be mostly intact,” he said in awe, referring to the Odeon of Herodotus. From his vantage, he could see the stage as well as the half-circle arcs of marble seats and the backside of the multi-arched facade.

      “Pietro said it’s still in use,” David commented, remembering how easy it had been to understand the butler of their rented house in Athens. Although Pietro spoke some English, Randy and Tom had been forced to remember their Greek from university while David, who was fluent in the language, had stood nearby and pretended ignorance.

      Randy watched Tom pass him and step around the columns making up the Propylaea—the entry to the Acropolis. “Where are you going?”

      “The Erechtheion,” he replied, excitement in his voice. In one hand, he held a loosely bound book, its pages opened to a drawing Donald Slater had done when he had visited the Acropolis seven years prior. “It has the rest of those caryatids like the one that’s in the British Museum.”

      “Why is it you’re always after young women?”

      Tom gave him a quelling glance. “I think you have me confused with Cousin David,” he replied. “Where are you starting?”

      From the moment Randy had begun the climb to the Propylaea, he had been curious about the stout white marble temple directly above and to the right of the worn steps. Now that he was nearly level with it, he wondered at its odd placement. “I’m going in this one,” he replied, frowning at how out of place a tall, dark, square tower next to it appeared. “Such a shame the Franks had to build such an ugly fortress right here,” he added.

      “Made sense at the time,” David remarked, his head dropping back on his neck to take in the worn blocks of the crenelated tower. “Made for a perfectly situated watch tower. From the top, you can probably see for miles. Are you going in?”

      Randy’s face screwed into a grimace. “Maybe later. I’m going into this temple first.” Although it was only mid-morning, the day was growing warm. The tower’s position cast a cooling shadow over the white marble temple. He glanced over at the book Tom held open, the pages displaying a sort of map of the location of the structures on the Acropolis. “The Temple of Athena Nike.” He chuckled. “Ladies first.”

      “Suit yourself,” Tom murmured, “but don’t expect much. The original temple was dismantled by the Turks and had to be reassembled by Hansen and Schaubert a few years ago. The roof was never found.”

      Randy frowned. “Hansen and Schaubert?” he repeated. His eyes suddenly rounded. “Ah, the  architects. Christian Hansen and Eduard Schaubert,” he remembered. The two had been responsible for some of the reconstruction efforts after the Greeks had won their war for independence.

      Tom and David hurried off over a field of rubble toward a temple featuring a series of caryatids perched atop the walls of a porch protruding from the north side.

      Randy continued his trek past the columns of the Propylaea and considered how best to navigate the partially buried marble blocks and broken rocks strewn about the ground. If he wasn’t careful, he would end up spraining an ankle, or worse, falling and breaking an arm—or his head—on the unforgiving stone.

      Once he made it to the entrance of the small temple dedicated to the goddess Nike, he paused in the entry in an attempt to allow his eyes to adjust to the sudden darkness beyond.

      Darkness? This temple was supposed to be missing its roof. He glanced up, realizing a tarp had been strung across two of the cella walls while the Frankish tower behind the temple cast its sharp mid-morning shadow over the rest. There was a small light source, but he couldn’t make out exactly what it was—at first.

      “You’re blocking my light.” The feminine voice held complaint in its tone.

      Quickly stepping to one side, Randy blinked when his vision returned and his gaze fell on the perfect globes of a derriere garbed in doeskin breeches. For a moment, he was reminded of the shape of an upside-down heart, until he realized said heart sat atop a pair of shapely legs leading down to a pair of black riding boots.

      The very last thing he expected to find in the Temple of Athena Nike was a woman, although he supposed he should have expected to discover a statue of the goddess at the very least.

      His cock reacted in a most undignified manner. Why it did, he didn’t have a chance to consider. He had seen his younger sister, Grace, dressed in breeches a number of times. She was a tomboy, though, and she was still young. Even before he had left England on his Grand Tour, his mother, Hannah, Countess of Gisborn, had mentioned her hope that by the time he returned, Grace would have outgrown her affinity for doing everything their younger brother, George, did in favor of more feminine pursuits.

      “Have you already finished your socializing?” the woman asked. She was still bent at the waist and holding a lantern near the marble wall, her attention clearly on the smooth stone.

      By now, Randy realized the derriere belonged to a young woman. Tucked into the tightly-fitted breeches was a white shirt. Her reddish-blonde hair was pulled into a tight bun at the back of her head, and a red scarf was wrapped around her neck. “I haven’t even begun,” he replied, not sure what else to say.

      She quickly straightened and glanced back. The lantern suddenly swung in front of her, momentarily blinding Randy. “Did my brother hire you?” she asked, the query making her suspicion evident.

      Holding out a hand to shield his eyes from the glare of the light, he said, “He did not, Miss…?”

      “Who are you?” she asked, stepping sideways so she was next to a large marble block that nearly reached her waist. From the alarm in her voice, Randy could tell she was either frightened or annoyed.

      With her face cast in the golden glow from the lantern, he realized he would prefer she be neither. “Forgive me, my lady. I am Randolph Forster, and⁠—”

      “You’re English.” It wasn’t a question

      “Yes. Oxfordshire, actually. I’m on my⁠—”

      “Grand Tour,” she finished for him, the sound of disgust in her voice. “Well, there are plenty of other temples for you to see today. Be off, won’t you?”

      Randy bristled at her dismissive comment. “Yes, I noticed,” he replied. “However, I am here.”

      Her free hand fisted and rested on her hip, a move he had seen his mother and his Aunt Barbara do on a number of occasions—times when they were annoyed and determined to make their displeasure known. The move emphasized the silhouette of her body, which had him swallowing any other response he might have made. She seemed familiar and yet he couldn’t sort exactly why.

      Had she been naked, she could have been Venus about to scold Eros.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            A BROTHER AND SISTER TOUR A TEMPLE

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, in the Parthenon

      As her brother stood at the ancient wall near the Parthenon, his gaze taking in the city of Athens below, Jane Fitzsimmons glanced down the front of her gown to discover the hem displaying a band of dust. It was as if she had dipped the bottom of her skirt into a vat of dirt with the intent of adding a gray stripe along her hemline.

      If she’d had any idea her brother Antonio, heir to the Reardon viscountcy, had intended for them to climb the hill and the steep marble steps leading up to the Acropolis on this day, she would have never chosen such a dark colored gown.

      Made of navy British silk and wool with a V-neck fitted bodice and full sleeves cuffed at the bottom and gathered at the upper arm with lace-trimmed bows, the walking gown was far too warm for late August in Athens. At least the bell skirt, featuring a drape of furbelows over a crinoline of starched linen, seemed to keep her legs cool.

      She had acquired the made-to-order costume from a ladies’ tailoring department in Bath only a few days before their departure from England, having learned with little notice she would be joining her brother on his Grand Tour. She was sure the modiste charged her father more given the quick turnaround required to fill the order.

      “But why?” she had asked when their mother told her of the plan.

      Maria Paloma Silvestri y Arístegui de Benavides Fitzsimmons, Viscountess Reardon, had sighed one of those deep sighs only mothers were allowed to make when their youngest questioned their authority. “Because you need to travel, my dear. See the world as I did.”

      Her mother had seen the world—or at least some of the Continent and part of England—because she had been born in Spain, the daughter of the seventh Conde of Albacete.

      “Besides, your father and I will be in London for the Season, and I know you despise the capital,” Maria had added, arching a dark brow to emphasize her point.

      Her mother had the right of it. Despite having spent nearly her entire life preparing for her come-out at the beginning of last year’s Season—learning French, taking dancing lessons with a dance master, learning to paint and draw and embroider and play the piano-forté—she had discovered a Season was exhausting. Attending balls, soirées, and the theatre would have been more than enough, but then there were the musicales and garden parties. The afternoon teas in the parlors of matrons who could derail her come-out with a single word of censure.

      Then there were the men.

      Always attentive men. Young bucks, outfitted in the latest top coats and colorful embroidered waistcoats, who wore pantaloons so tight, they threatened to burst their seams should they so much as bend a knee. The older gentlemen, some widowers and some who had waited entirely too long to start their nurseries, oozed desperation as they sought her for dances and then paid calls the following day, bringing with them bouquets of hot house flowers whose scents always seemed to clash with their overpowering colognes.

      If she never again smelled the scent of lime, it would be too soon.

      A Season spent touring Europe, especially the countries bordering the Mediterranean, was far preferable to another Season in London.

      Antonio had insisted they make the ascent to the Parthenon that morning, though, only their second day in the capital of Greece. “Marcus will meet us there,” he said with excitement as he held a note that had been delivered by a footman to their rooms at the Hotel Aiolos.

      Designed by architect Stamatis Kleanthis, the two-story, three-year-old hotel was located at the corner of Aiolou and Adrianou in the Plaka neighborhood. Although she had expected their accommodations to be simple, they were surprisingly elegant and comfortable. There were even balconies with wrought iron railings from which she could see the very temple in which they now stood.

      “Eleven o’clock at the Parthenon. We should take a basket of food,” Antonio suggested.

      “Marcus?” she remembered repeating.

      “Marcus Henley, heir to the Henley viscountcy and son of the famous archaeologist,” he replied, acting as if she should have known the young man. “Have you already forgotten meeting him and his sister? They were the ones who were assisting me when we arrived here in town yesterday.” Then his frown had deepened. “You met him last year in London. At one of the balls we attended.”

      She had been tempted to remind him he hadn’t introduced her to either of the Henleys, but Anthony had been so excited to see a friend from England, she supposed he could be forgiven the oversight.

      Given her visceral reaction to seeing Mr. Henley, she was almost glad she hadn’t been forced to put voice to a greeting. Never had the sight of a young man of her brother’s age had her so discombobulated.

      She didn’t even know why her heart had begun to race or why her breathing had suddenly hitched.  Marcus Henley surely wasn’t the most handsome man she had ever seen, but there was something about his masculinity—the manner in which he carried himself and the fit of his clothes—that set him apart from those who had vied for her attentions in London.

      For an Englishman, his face was entirely too wide and too tanned, his hair a shade of light brown devoid of waves or curls. His jaw seemed terribly square, and his nose appeared a bit wider than most, but then it probably wouldn’t turn into one of those hooked noses she found rather revolting on the older gentlemen. He was also too broad across the chest, as if he had been performing physical labor.

      He probably had been if he was following in his father’s footsteps as an archaeologist.

      Digging in the dirt.

      Although the thought should have left her wrinkling her nose in disgust, it instead had her experiencing a series of tingles she found both frightening and exciting.

      Whatever was wrong with her?

      “I know him from Oxford, of course,” Antonio had added, when she didn’t immediately respond.

      At that point, she had merely sighed. While Antonio had been off making new friends at Oxford during his three years at university, she had been left behind at their family estate near Bath, forced to learn all the skills necessary to attract a husband and run an aristocrat’s household.

      She pulled the glove from her left hand and used her thumb to wiggle the ruby betrothal ring she had accepted from David, Viscount Penton and the future Marquess of Devonville.

      Overwhelmed by the number of suitors she had attracted during her time in London, she had been impressed by the amiable young man who had saved her from ruination in the gardens during a ball. David was far too young to be considering marriage, but he had made her an offer she couldn’t refuse—a betrothal meant to help fend off unwanted suitors. Should she meet another she really wanted to wed, she had his blessing to break off their betrothal. Otherwise, she would be available to marry him when he was of a mind to actually settle down to the life of a married aristocrat.

      She had thought he wouldn’t be of a mind to marry until he was seven-and-twenty, which suited her just fine.

      At the time.

      Now, a year later, she was having second thoughts. Could she really wait until she was five-and-twenty—or even older—to marry David?

      

      “Ah, here’s Henley’s heir now,” Antonio said, turning from his perusal of Athens when he spotted a young man carefully picking his way through the half-buried rubble that covered the surface of the Acropolis.

      Jane surreptitiously shook out her bell skirt in an effort to rid her hem of its ring of dirt and turned to face Marcus Henley.

      With his attention on the ground in front of him, Marcus didn’t stop until he was near enough to slug Antonio’s shoulder with one fist while using his other hand to grab Antonio’s for a vigorous handshake. “You look rather well for someone who has only arrived in the last day,” he said, his greeting sounding more like an accusation. “I take it the hotel is comfortable?”

      “It is indeed,” Antonio replied. “And the trip from  Thessaloniki wasn’t arduous,” he added. “Well, not for me, at least. My poor sister suffered with the less than ideal accommodations, though.”

      Jane resisted the urge to scoff at hearing her brother’s assessment of the ship on which he had arranged their passage to the Athens port at Piraeus.  Yes, her cabin had been on the small side, but all of the cabins had been tiny on the Greek steamship that frequently made the passage from Thessaloniki to Athens as well as a few Aegean islands before heading back north. “My brother exaggerates,” she said when Marcus faced her and dipped a low bow.

      He took her gloved hand and brushed his lips over the silk fabric. “I’m sorry we were not reintroduced yesterday,” he said.

      She managed an equally deep curtsy and was forced to pull her hand from his slight grip when he didn’t let go. For a moment, she regretted having done so.

      “Oh, that’s my fault,” Antonio said with surprise. “I was sure you two would remember having met last year.”

      “Of course I remember,” Marcus said. “But given the parade of young bucks seeking your attention that evening, I rather imagine you have quite forgotten me.”

      Jane widened her eyes. “Not you, of course, but I admit your name escaped my memory.”

      Antonio chuckled. “Allow me. Miss Jane Fitzsimmons, may I have the honor of introducing Mr. Marcus Henley?” her brother asked. “Marcus is the heir to the Henley viscountcy.”

      “Mr. Henley,” she said, giving him a nod. She was certain her face was red with embarrassment and hoped the shade cast by the brim of her hat hid it. She was also fairly sure the young man swallowed as he openly stared at her. His white cravat, still stiff despite the day’s heat, hid his throat from view, though.

      “Miss Jane,” he murmured. He turned to her brother, his eyes wide. “You might have warned me she was more gorgeous than when I last met her,” he accused.

      Had any other man said what he had in her presence—and they had on several occasions—Jane’s usual response would have been to scoff, roll her eyes in an effort to hide her revulsion, and say something insipid like, “You’re too kind, sir.”

      She did nothing of the sort on this day.

      Instead she simply stared at him, unable to form any words.

      How could he appear even more arresting than he had the day before?

      “Watch yourself, my friend,” Antonio warned. “She’s under my protection whilst we’re on this tour, and I shan’t abide any antics that might ruin her.”

      Jane’s mouth opened as if she planned to argue, but she couldn’t yet form any words to counter her brother’s.

      Whatever was wrong with her?

      At least a dozen young bucks in London had said similar words directly to her face the year before, and she had been quite prepared with a suitable response, one that not only thanked them for their consideration but also made it clear their attentions were not welcome.

      Today she feared she was appearing as a fish in an aquarium, her mouth opening and closing with not so much as a bubble emerging.

      Marcus lifted a hand to his chest, the sound he emitted a clear indication he took offense at hearing Antonio’s warning. “I would never do anything to besmirch your sister’s honor,” he insisted. When he returned his attention to her, he lifted a shoulder. “Please, understand I am speaking words of truth when I say you are a vision of loveliness, Miss Jane.”

      She nodded her head, sure her face was still bright red, and not only from the growing heat of the day. “It’s very kind of you to say, Mr. Henley.”

      “Oh, do call me Marcus.” He inhaled as if he intended to say something more, but he instead turned back to Antonio. “So, allow me to give you a tour of the place. My brother is around here somewhere...” He surveyed the area around them, leaning his head back as he directed his attention around the side of a column toward the Erechtheion. “He’s been studying the caryatids on the north side of that temple over there,” he said, lifting a hand in a dismissive wave. “Before the local man in charge of this place puts him to work.”

      “Work?” Antonio repeated, his gaze directed to the Erechtheion.

      Marcus nodded. “As you know, my father has accepted the assignment of finding one of the Greek temples that used to be located here,” he explained. “With the proviso Michael be put on a team with some of the other archaeologists working over there.” He waved in the direction of the Propylaea where, despite the distance, they could see several men dressed in suits. They looked as if they were having a serious discussion, their arms waving about as if to emphasize their point. “I expect they’ll have him doing most of the digging,” he added, grinning.

      Jane moved to stand next to the fluted columns that made up the south side of the Parthenon, her attention going from the archaeologists Marcus mentioned to the Propylaea, where three young men were making their way past the columns there. Although one split off to disappear behind the dark Frankish tower, the other two hurried toward the Erechtheion. She inhaled softly.

      “David?” she said, unaware she had said the name out loud.

      “What’s this?” her brother asked, joining her at the edge of the temple floor to follow her line of sight.

      “I... I think that’s David,” she said.

      “David?” Marcus repeated. He noticeably stiffened.

      “Viscount Penton,” Antonio stated. “You know him. He was at Oxford, although he was a year or two behind us. A rather amiable sort. In fact, he and Jane are betrothed,” he said, a dark brow arching as if in a tease.

      Marcus turned to regard Jane with what appeared to be a look of hurt. “Betrothed?” he repeated.

      Jane dipped her head. “We are. I have not seen him since last Season, though,” she said softly. “Are you friends with him?”

      His features hardening into a scowl, Marcus shook his head. “I hardly know the boy. He’s an heir to a marquessate, though, so...” He shook his head, as if he had come to a disappointing conclusion.

      Eager to keep his attention, she asked, “Might you know the young man who is with him?”

      Antonio was quick to say, “That would be Thomas Forster.” He chuckled. “He’s the Earl of Gisborn’s spare heir. They must be on their Grand Tours, too.”

      “And the other?” She waved to where she had last seen the tallest of the three.

      Antonio and Marcus exchanged quick glances. “There was another?” Marcus asked in alarm. “With them?” When she nodded and indicated the small temple near the entrance, he added, “Um, if you’ll excuse me a moment, I should go check on my sister.” He bowed to Jane, who dipped a curtsy. “I’ll return shortly.”

      “Your sister?” Antonio repeated in surprise.

      “Diana. She’s doing some research in the Temple of Athena Nike,” Marcus explained.

      “Would you like us to go with you?” Antonio started to follow Marcus, but at seeing his upraised hand, he paused.

      “I would never forgive myself if you turned your ankle whilst traversing this field of rubble,” Marcus shouted. “I’ll only be a few minutes. Please, look around if you’d like—this is quite an impressive temple—and when I return, I’ll fill you in on what my father will be doing once he arrives.” He hurried off in the direction of the tower.

      Jane glanced up at her brother. “He left his sister unescorted?” she asked, censure in her voice.

      Antonio merely shrugged. “I’m quite sure Diana Henley can fend for herself,” he murmured.

      “Tony,” she scolded softly.

      “Marcus doesn’t speak very highly of her,” he said. “She’s her father’s daughter but from what he’s told me, she would have been better off born a boy, I think.”

      “Why do you say that?” she asked, her attention finally going back to her brother when Marcus disappeared into the squarish temple next to the tower.

      “Like Lord Henley, she’s apparently an archaeologist.”

      “Oh, how interesting,” Jane said in awe.

      “Hardly a suitable avocation for a young lady,” Antonio countered.

      “Why?”

      He turned and began studying the fluted columns making up the Parthenon. “Digging in the dirt all day?” he said absently. He stood next to a column and looked straight up before directing his gaze along the line of columns. “Huh,” he murmured.

      “What is it?” she asked, mimicking her brother’s moves. Her eyes widened in awe. “It’s not a straight line,” she whispered. “The columns—they’re placed along the base, but it’s clearly curved.”

      “The columns aren’t straight either,” he commented. “The sections are carved so they bow out about a third of the way up and then taper to form a smaller diameter at the top,” he said, a grin appearing. “The Greeks were all about proportion and tricking the eye to make their temples appear taller than they really were. Quite a feat, really, considering they didn’t have the benefit of machines to help with their construction.”

      “They carved all this marble by hand,” Jane said as she stepped around the base of a column, tracing a gloved finger along the seam where the bottom drum of a column met the next one up. “And matched the fluting perfectly when they stacked them up,” she marveled.

      “The alignment must have been a challenge,” Antonio remarked. “Although if I remember right, there are square holes cut in the middle of each drum. Once they were stacked one atop the other, a wooden dowel was inserted down the center to help keep everything aligned.”

      By the time Antonio had finished his explanation, they had arrived at a corner column.

      While Antonio’s attention was on the pediment up above, Jane scanned the flat area from the tower to the Propylaea and then to the Erechtheion. She lifted a gloved hand and waved when she realized both David Slater and Thomas Forster were waving in their direction. She smiled and then giggled for the first time since her departure from England.

      Perhaps her stay in Athens would be more pleasant than she expected.
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