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CHAPTER ONE
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She had been mad to agree to this. Stark, staring mad. So of course it must be love.

But now, staring down at the ladder, with its top rung still some four feet below her bedroom window, Claire found it difficult to remember just how much she did love Harry.

What was she doing to think of running away with a man she had known a scarce month?

It had all seemed so sensible with Harry’s arms about her. It had seemed the perfect answer when his lips teased the skin just under her jaw, and his husky voice whispered to her that he would carry her across the Scottish border where no license was needed to marry. And where a parent had no say over the future of a woman who was nearly of age anyway.

But, with the moon full and a ladder against Roxburgh House, Claire found her heart thudding and her stomach knotted. And it all seemed madness.

She glanced behind her again, her gaze darting around the bedroom that had sheltered her life. Her watercolors of the exotic lands she had imagined hung upon the wall—shadows she could not distinguish. Her shelves of books—geography, travel guides, and histories—seemed for once so empty of comfort. Tucked between the heavy volumes were hidden the novels her father scorned, which her mother had smuggled to her. But those stories told of how uncomfortable adventures were. And her bed stood opposite the window, looking solitary and virginal in the moon’s light.

Silence cloaked the house, other than for the creak of aged wood, a sound so empty that Clarie’s throat tightened and unshed tears stung her eyes.

She would leave it all if she stepped out onto that thatcher’s ladder. She would leave everything, including her family.

Her hands tightened on the bundle she held. “Pack light,” Harry had said. “I’ll buy you gowns in Lisbon.”

And so she had only taken the miniature of her parents, her grandmother’s pearl broach, a second gown—in a serviceable dark green—one extra pair of stockings, a comb, and her locket with a clipping of her sister’s hair.

It all seemed so little to take to a new life.

Could she even do this?

A rattle of pebble against glass pulled her focus back to the open window. The summer breeze billowed the drapery around her, bringing the damp smell of soaked ground. Thank heavens it had at least stopped raining.

Taking her lower lip between her teeth, she leaned forward and peered outside again.

The dark figure at the base of the ladder, burly and masculine, offered some comfort. Moonlight flashed off the silver braid on his uniform. She could picture even now how dashing Harry had looked when she had first met him at the Huntingdon Assembly a month ago. He was dashing and handsome; what lady would not have fallen in love with his reckless smile and the wicked glint that danced in his gray eyes? 

She took a deep breath and let it out again. This was what she wanted—a life of adventure, a life of passion, a life with Harry. She repeated that litany again in her mind. But it could not quite silence the voice that whispered, “Oh, you are making the most awful mistake this time.”

Wrinkling her nose against that voice, she put back her shoulders. She had made her choice. And if her impulsive nature got her into trouble yet again, well, it could not be any worse than the other option that faced her.

In truth, it had been a simple enough decision. Go with Harry, or forever bury herself in dull, soul-killing security. She was not going to do that. She was not going to marry Lord Haltwistle. Not. Not. Not!

Five days ago her father had come home, delighted with himself for securing her future.

“Four thousand a year and a title as well. And not a cent spent to launch you! Damn, if I’ve not done better than when I shuffled Jenny off to that squire of hers.”

Sitting in the drawing room, Claire had stared wide-eyed at her father, at his burly figure and his drink-reddened face. His eyes glittered, but she knew—as did all the household—how to judge if he had gone from jovial to belligerent to self-pitying to dangerous. And he looked just a few glasses over congenial.

With her embroidery folded in her lap and her stomach churning, she watched her father splash burgundy into a glass. Summoning her courage, she wet her lips and said, her voice almost steady, “But...but, Father, he’s fifty!”

Her father turned on her, eyes flashing and Claire dropped her stare. She glimpsed, but did not need, the warning glance sent to her by her mother.

She kept still as her mother said, her voice quiet and filled with its usual long-suffering, “Mr. Roxburgh, our dear Claire is not yet twenty. Perhaps this could be put back un—”

“Twenty! And what did we marry Jenny off at? Eighteen it was. If this one gets any older, not even Haltwistle will want her. And, you, my girl, mark that you are polite to him tomorrow when he comes to call. I told him you like children, and you’ll have three ready-made for your care, so do not start simpering to me. It’s a good match!”

Claire stood, long-suppressed rebellion erupting. “Good? For whom? I do not—”

Glass slammed down upon polished wood, startling Claire into silence. Then the yelling had started. She could have borne her father’s anger. Lord knew, she felt its heat often enough. But it was her mother’s tears that had finally ended her defiance. She gave in, meekly agreeing to see his lordship.

Her chest tightened even now at the memory of how awful it had all become. She had fled tears and recriminations, running to the orchard, her own tears hot on her cheeks, and a sharp ache in her chest.

They would make her do it, she knew. She would give in to her father’s demands, and he would marry her off to a gentleman more than twice her age.

It had seemed providence to have Harry find her, sobbing on the grass. Of course, they had been meeting in the orchard in secret since their first encounter at the assembly, but for him to have found her there, on that day, seemed a sign. And when he had suggested they run away to Gretna Green—only a few day’s ride to the North—well, it seemed so reasonable a course.

Claire stared down at the ladder again, at the dark masculine form that waited for her. She took a breath and closed her eyes to say a prayer. She tossed her light bundle out the window.

A muffled curse rose, and she winced at her own bad aim, but she swung her leg over the sill before she could change her mind. Holding in her mind the memory of Harry’s arm about her shoulder and his words teasing her ear, she set her mouth and her determination.

Soon she would be in his arms, and it would feel right again.

But, oh, she wished she could silence that doubting voice at the back of her mind.

Her slippered foot found the first rung on the ladder, though she had to stretch her toes to find the rough wood. Clinging to the window sill, she settled her feet more firmly. She hung there for a moment, her pulse racing and her throat dry.

She had not worn gloves, nor a bonnet, with the idea that she needed a firm grip on her descent and an unobstructed view. But her cloak tangled about her legs, blown by the wind. Cold fingers shook as she braced them against the wall and felt downward with her foot for the next rung.

One more reached.

Then one more.

She strained to hear a shout from her father or a cry of alarm from her mother or a servant. But her father had drunk himself to sleep in his library, as he too often did, and her mother never came out of her own room at night. And the servants kept to their own rooms, for they knew what was best for them.

Another step and Claire gripped the top of the ladder with her hands. A breath shuddered from her. She wet her lips, feeling more confident now.

Twisting, she tried to glance down and gauge how much further until she stood on solid ground. As she did, her kid slipper skidded off a wooden rung. She let out a cry, and muffled it at once—but too late.

With numb fingers, she clutched at the ladder, but it tipped with her weight. She let go, instinct taking over as she fell.

Somehow, someone’s arms caught her, solid and strong and all too awkward. Her skirts ended up around her knees, so that her garters showed. Her cloak tangled around her. But she was caught fast, with one arm around her waist, and another around her legs. Breathless, she clung dizzily to him. His scent—male, and touched with the lightest of spice—shot alarm through her. She noted at once the difference in the massive shoulders, the daunting height, the startling size of him.

Stiffening, she braced the heel of her right against the silver braid of his regimentals. “You’re not Harry!”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Alan Carlton’s mouth twisted as he stared at the girl in his arms. Well, now he knew why Harry had concocted this mad idea of eloping with some gentleman’s daughter when he should have been thinking that they were soon due to rejoin their regiment.

Lit by moonlight, she seemed a slender fairy child, all golden curls, pale round face, and glimmering dark eyes. Her curves lay sweet and easy against him, and he could see very well that Harry had been thinking with the wrong part of his anatomy.

That was not going to make any of this easier.

He frowned at her, put her on her feet, and took up the bundle she had dropped onto him.

Her head just topped his shoulder, but she stood with her face turned up to him, her expression not quite visible in the full moon’s light. Her words came out fierce and low. “Who are you? Where is Harry?”

He kept his own voice hushed as he answered, “Captain Alan Frederick Carlton at your command, Miss Roxburgh. Harry sent me to fetch you, with his deepest apologies. I am to tell you he is winning you a ring, and the cost of your wedding.”

He waited to see how she would respond to this information. With luck, she’d take it badly and would climb back up that ladder and they’d have done with this folly.

In the moonlight, he saw a frown pull together her delicate, arched brows. For an instant, he hated to see her troubled, and he could have kicked Harry for creating this predicament. But that had never done any good before. Harry would be Harry. It was up to Alan to try and make this right.

“Well, then you had best take me to him,” she said, her chin up.

She had courage. He had to give her that. And he tried to think of arguments he might give her to convince her to change her mind about this adventure. He had rehearsed a dozen of them on the ride here, but with her staring up at him, expectant and all too pretty in the moonlight, he found he had nothing to say. All his sensible phrases dried in his mouth, and he knew he was going to have to find another way to do this.

Turning on his heel, he started for the horses. He left her to follow, half hoping she would not. And when he did not hear footsteps behind him, he turned back. 

She had hesitated on the grass, tilting her head to stare up to her bedroom window—at least Harry had gotten right which room was hers. He hoped she was debating the wisdom of this madcap idea. Lord knew, Harry wasn’t one to ever think twice about the wisdom in anything.

Please think again, and yet again on this, he willed her. Harry didn’t need a wife. Not when it meant an end to their days as bachelor-brother officers. Which is why he had offered to come and fetch Harry his bride. It was proof enough to him that Harry did not really love her, not if was willing to allow the dice to take precedent. And he had thought to come here and talk her out of this.
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