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Chapter One

London

1883




Miss Claire Willoughby fell in love with Harry, the Eleventh Duke of MacArran, the first time she saw him—as did every other woman in the drawing room. But it wasn’t just the incredible beauty of the man that made Claire love him. It wasn’t his shoulders, which were the width of a garden-hoe handle, or his thick blond hair and brilliant blue eyes. Nor was it his legs, well muscled from years of riding unruly horses, and exposed to their best advantage beneath the brilliant green kilt. No, it wasn’t what she saw that made her sway on her feet: it was what she heard.

At the sight of the kilt, with the silver-topped sporran hanging from his waist, the ivory-handled dirk in his heavy sock, the tartan thrown over one shoulder and pinned with the laird’s badge, she heard a lone man playing the bagpipes. She heard the wind across the fields of heather and the drone of the pipes. She heard the guns of Culloden and the cries of the widows as they grieved for their fallen men. She heard the shouts of joy at victory; the silence of misery at defeat. She heard the sound of hope at the rise of Bonnie Prince Charlie and heard the despair when he was defeated. She heard the treachery of the Campbells, and she heard the long, long wail of pain of the Scots in their centuries-old battle against the English.

All the sounds echoed in her head as she watched Harry, this man descended from generations of MacArran lairds, walk across the room. The other women saw only an incredibly handsome, dashing young man, but Claire looked beyond that and saw what she heard. She could imagine this blond giant sitting at the head of a heavy oak table, a silver goblet in his hand, flickering firelight reflected on his face as he called on his men to follow him. Here was a leader of men.

What Harry saw was a short, bosomy young American woman who was pretty, true, but what made her almost beautiful was the expression on her face. She had a look of eagerness, a look of interest in all things and everyone. When she looked at Harry he felt that he was the only one on earth worth listening to. There was curiosity and intelligence in her big brown eyes. Her small, trim body moved quickly, and she walked with a purposefulness that most women didn’t possess.

Harry quickly came to like the fact that Claire was a girl of action. She couldn’t sit still even for a moment and always wanted to go places and see things. Claire suggested outings and ordered the lunch and all Harry and his friends had to do was show up. She made him laugh and she entertained him. Sometimes she talked too much about Scotland’s history, but he found it highly amusing that recounting some battle that had taken place over a hundred years ago could bring tears to her eyes. There seemed to be a hundred dead men whom she considered heroic figures, who she said had led lives of great bravery and importance. When she talked of these men, her eyes turned dreamy and unfocused—so Harry spent that time contemplating her lovely bosom.

It was when she mentioned that Harry’s dead brother was one of her heroes that he sucked a cherry pit down his windpipe and nearly choked to death. Miss Claire Willoughby, never at a loss for action, pushed him over a chair so his belly slammed into the back of it, then she hit him between the shoulder blades so hard the pit flew across the drawing room to land with a splash in the punch bowl.

It was that action that made Harry know Claire was right for the job. Bramley House needed a mistress who could think and react quickly. And all of Harry’s houses needed a mistress who had Claire’s money.

As for Claire, she was stunned at having a Scottish duke pay attention to her. When she was in Harry’s presence, she could hardly breathe. She listened to him and looked at him and smiled at him. She said what she hoped he wanted to hear and did what she hoped he wanted her to do. And when she was out of his sight, she thought about him and sighed.

Claire’s mother was beside herself with delight when she found out that her daughter was pining for a man who was a duke. “But he’s also the laird of Clan MacArran,” Claire said, but that meant nothing to her mother.

Arva Willoughby had once been a great beauty and now she didn’t seem to notice that her flesh bulged above and below her corset. She wasn’t going to allow her daughter, who was much too studious for Arva’s taste, to miss an opportunity such as this. Arva did everything in her power to instruct her daughter in the art of winning a man.

For one thing, Arva didn’t allow the young people to spend time alone together. Arva said that a man’s interest was piqued by absence, not by seeing him every day. She said that a woman saw enough of her husband after they were married, she didn’t need to see him before the marriage too.

“Mother,” Claire said, exasperation in her voice. “The duke has not asked me to marry him and how do I know if I want to marry him if I don’t get to know him?”

As usual, Arva had an answer for everything. “You may think you know about life because you’ve spent your few years with your nose in a book, but you know nothing whatever about men and women.”

Claire was too happy to allow her mother’s pessimism to upset her. She smiled and thought of Harry and his ancestors striding across the Scottish Highlands.

It was only after she’d known Harry for over a month that Claire began to have doubts. “Mother, Harry and I never seem to have anything to talk about. He listens to me and smiles at me, but he never comments on what I say. Sometimes I think His Grace doesn’t even know who Bonnie Prince Charlie is.”

“My dear child, whatever are you complaining about? That young man is divine looking and he’s a duke. What more could you want?”

“Someone to talk—”

“Hah!” Arva snorted. “What does conversation matter in a marriage? After the first year you never so much as say more than pass the butter, and if you have good servants you don’t need to say that much. Your father and I haven’t spoken to each other in years and we love each other madly.”

Claire looked down at her book.

Arva put her hand under her child’s chin. “I know what it’s like to be young and in love. You have doubts. We all do at your age. But, trust me, there’s nothing to worry about. Your young duke is handsome, kind, thoughtful—just look at the flowers he sent to you last week—he is everything a woman could ask for. And if he doesn’t talk a great deal, that’s to your advantage. And you say he listens to you? My dear, a man who listens to a woman is worth his price in diamonds.”

Claire gave her mother a weak smile and Arva took the book from her hands. “You’ll ruin your eyes reading so much.” She looked at the cover. “And who is Captain Baker?” she asked, naming the author of the book.

“An explorer. The greatest explorer the world has ever known. It’s rumored that he’s a relative of the duke’s.”

Arva looked at the light in her daughter’s eyes and frowned. “Dear, I know what it’s like to dream. I, too, had dreams, but I’ve learned some things in my life. A woman’s entire future depends on her husband. These men you dream about, these…” She looked about Claire’s bedroom, full of books that were packed and unpacked in trunks wherever the Willoughbys went. “These inventors and artists and writers and this one, this explorer, they aren’t men you can live with. There are men you live with and men you—Well, never mind, you’ll find out about that part of life after you are married. I won’t have to tell you a thing and I daresay young Harry is worldly enough to be understanding.”

Claire wasn’t sure what her mother was talking about, but she knew she didn’t like it. “I want to love my husband.”

“Of course you do. And you love Harry, don’t you? How could you not?”

Claire thought of Harry, of the way he looked in his kilt, of the way he looked at her with his blue eyes.

Arva smiled at her daughter. “And there are other considerations. Think, Claire, what it will be like to be a duchess. Your every whim taken care of before you know you want it. You’ll be able to meet all these wayward creatures you read about. How could they turn down an invitation from a duchess? You will have freedom, Claire, freedom to do whatever you want whenever you want to do it.” The smile left her face. “And there is the little matter of your grandfather’s will. Your father and I approve of young Harry and if you marry him, you will receive your inheritance. If you do not…” She smiled again. “I’m not threatening you, dear, you do what you must, but there is your little sister to consider.”

With that Arva swept from her daughter’s room, leaving Claire alone. Sometimes her mother seemed like a silly, frivolous woman, a woman of little education and not much brain power. But sometimes her mother almost frightened Claire.

Claire put Captain Baker’s book aside and smoothed her dress. Whatever was she concerned about? Harry, duke of MacArran, was a divine man and, yes, she did love him. As her mother said, how could she not love a man like Harry? There wasn’t a thing wrong with him. If a woman were to create the perfect man, she would invent Harry.

Claire laughed aloud. She was being silly. She was in love with Harry and she was probably going to be a duchess. She was the happiest, luckiest young woman in the world.

The next Sunday afternoon Harry took Claire out alone on a lake, rowed her to a pretty little island in the middle, and helped her from the little boat. Claire sat upright on a tartan robe that Harry had brought for her, her hands folded on her lap, while he sprawled in the grass beside her. He wore an old-fashioned linen shirt with huge gathered sleeves. The linen looked as if it had been washed a thousand times and was a soft yellow with age. It was laced at the neck with a drawstring and Harry had left it open so that part of his smooth skin was exposed. He wore his green kilt, not the drawing room kilt, but one that was faded with age and use. He made no concessions in his movements to the fact that what he was wearing was actually a skirt; he sat with his legs apart, mounted horses with his usual quick, strong gestures (it was rumored that one young lady had fainted the first time she saw the kilt-clad young duke mount his horse). Now he sprawled on the grass, his kilt spread about him, a four-inch-wide belt about his waist, and looked at Claire.

“I’ve grown rather fond of you, you know.”

Claire’s heart was in her throat, pounding. She didn’t know if it was the man himself, or what he represented to her, or, as her brat of a sister said, if it was the sheer beauty of him, but Harry did odd things to her insides. “I…like you too,” she said.

“I was wondering if you’d like to marry me.”

Claire turned to him, her eyes opened in shock. She had been expecting this, hoping for this moment, but it was still a shock. There was nothing she could think of to say.

“I know it’s asking a great deal,” Harry continued. “I have a few monstrous pieces of property, including a hideous old house called Bramley. It’s falling apart, and there are a few other problems in my life as well, but I do rather like you.”

Claire began to breathe again, and she tried to swallow the lump in her throat. She wanted to recover herself before she answered. There were times, when she was away from Harry, that she had doubts about their suitability for each other, but not when she was with him. When she was with him, she could only see him and hear the bagpipes in her head.

She hesitated, not wanting to appear too eager to become his wife. Of course, what she was thinking, as she looked at his strong legs, was that she would climb a snow-covered mountain barefoot if she could marry this heavenly man and become a Scottish duchess. “Is your house very old?” she asked, trying not to allow her voice to squeak.

Harry leaned his head back, catching the warmth of the sun on his face. His lashes were quite long and thick. “I don’t remember. Bramley was built in twelve hundred, thirteen hundred, something like that.”

“It’s a castle?”

“It was at one time. Part of it’s old and falling down, but some ancestor of mine built around it.”

It took her a moment to understand what he meant. “Someone put a facade on it? You mean there’s a castle hidden inside your house?”

“Mmmmm,” was all he said.

Claire’s imagination ran away with her. She imagined one family having lived in the same house for centuries; she imagined all the history that must be in a house like that. “Is Bramley very large?”

He put his head down and grinned at her, making Claire’s heart skip a beat. “I haven’t seen all of it.”

A house so large its owner hadn’t seen all of it. It was a difficult concept for her to imagine. “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, I will marry you.”

With that Claire could no longer contain herself. She jumped up and began to twirl about, her skirt held to one side. He couldn’t help laughing, as she was rather like a puppy in her exuberance. He did so like American girls; they said what they thought and acted on their impulses. “I shall make you the best duchess in the whole world,” she said. “You’ll see. Oh, heavens, but I think being a duchess will be so very interesting.”

He didn’t say another word but slowly lifted one of his big hands, put it behind her head, and drew her face down to his for a kiss. Claire had never kissed a man before and she was anxious that she should please him. She tried to follow his lead and do what he wanted her to, but when he pulled her down to him, then pushed her body on top of his, she moved her head away. She had to use some strength to get away from him. When she was at last back on the robe, she was out of breath as she blinked at him. He had a wicked look in his eyes.

“I don’t think I’ll mind marriage much after all,” he said, and leaned back on his arms again.

They sat in silence for a while, Claire trying to calm herself. The very oddest thing had happened: when Harry was kissing her, she could no longer hear the pipes.

“You must come and meet my mother,” he said. “It’s hunting season and there’ll be some shooting. You can stay at Bramley with my family and after a while we’ll get married.”

“Yes,” was all Claire could say.

They didn’t say any more for a while—Claire had realized some time ago that Harry didn’t like to talk much—but sat in companionable silence until he said it was time to go. As he helped her into the boat, he kissed her again, softly and sweetly on the lips, then rowed her to the far shore. Claire smiled at him and thought of the future that awaited her.

•  •  •

What followed were weeks of preparation. Claire’s mother was swooning with happiness over her daughter’s announcement and the impending visit to stay at Bramley and meet the duchess. Claire wanted to spend every minute of every day with Harry, but Arva had other plans for her daughter. “After you’re married you’ll spend more than enough time with him. Believe me, you’ll see more than you want to see of a man after he’s your husband,” her mother repeated yet again.

Claire wasn’t about to allow her mother’s cynicism to upset her. She saw Harry whenever she could, never alone, but always with other people. They went with four of Harry’s friends to choose her engagement ring, a fat blue diamond surrounded by emeralds, and she knew she was going to miss him dreadfully when she went with her parents and sister across the Channel to be fitted for a divine wardrobe by Mr. Worth.

•  •  •

Claire returned from her first fitting at Worth’s Paris salon and looked about the suite of rooms of the hotel. It wasn’t the Ritz, but her mother said it was where all the really fashionable people stayed. Yet the carpet was frayed, the seat on one of the chairs was torn, and there were spiderwebs hanging from the ceiling. Claire knew it was now necessary to stay in places like this, and it was just as necessary to her mother to believe her little lie that this was actually the most fashionable hotel.

“I’m off, dear,” her father, George, said to his plump wife.

Claire knew where her father was going, for she’d seen him sneak a thousand franc note from the little box her mother oversaw. Her father was going to the races—where he’d lose the money, as he always did. Frowning, Claire pulled off her gloves and tossed them on the top of a dusty table.

Her mother instantly picked them up. “You can’t have such disregard for fine things. There won’t be more of these until after you’re married.”

“If he marries her,” said Claire’s fourteen-year-old sister, Sarah Ann, better known as Brat, while she went through Claire’s jewelry box again.

Tired and irritable from a day of standing still while she was pinned and repinned, Claire snapped the jewel case shut.

Brat just laughed. “I shall marry a man who adores me. He will do whatever I tell him to do. And he will be very, very rich. I’m not going to marry a man who’s poor even if he does have nice legs.”

“You’ll marry who I tell you to marry,” Arva said as she grabbed her younger daughter’s ear and pulled her from the room. Claire shrugged when she saw them, for she knew her mother would never actually punish her adored younger daughter no matter what she did. Within minutes the clever child would have her mother feeding her chocolates and promising her some forbidden outing.

Claire walked to the window and looked at the trees in the little park outside the hotel. The leaves were just beginning to turn in the fall air, and she thought of her home in New York. Both Paris and London seemed so different from New York, so much slower. She thought of all her nineteen years in New York and her summers in the coolness of Maine. She had taken her easy life for granted up until now, had thought it would never change. She was used to kissing her father good-bye as he went out the door to go away on his yacht, or off to some week-long hunting trip, or off for months to the wilds of the West after grizzly bear and mountain lions.

She’d grown used to the sound of her mother giving orders to their many, many servants as Arva decorated their big Fifth Avenue house for yet another party. Claire used to stop and admire the thousands of orchids hanging from the walls and mantels and the ceilings as she left on her way to the library or the museum.

For the most part, her parents had ignored their two daughters, thinking they were well cared for in the hands of their governesses. Both Claire and Brat had found it easy to bribe their overseers; for the most part, they’d led their own lives. Brat liked society, just as her mother did, and often wandered down to her mother’s parties, where everyone made a great fuss over her prettiness.

But Claire hadn’t much taste for society. What she liked were libraries and museums and talking to people who were knowledgeable in their chosen fields. Her mother hated it when Claire brought home for tea ancient professors of obscure branches of history. Arva always made derogatory remarks about how much the skinny little men could eat. “I like intelligence,” Claire had said.

But both Arva and George had been too busy to pay much attention to their daughters until their accountant had that horrid talk with them. After that, it seemed to Claire, their lives had changed overnight.

Now the house on Fifth Avenue was gone, the house in Maine was gone, her father’s yacht had been sold. All of it, their possessions and their whole way of life, had disappeared.

Now it was up to Claire to do something about it. When she married Harry and became the duchess, everything would be all right again. Her parents would have what they most wanted and her little sister would have a chance to get a rich man who adored her.

As Claire looked out the window, she smiled. She had been dreading it all, but Harry had made it easy. The old saying that it was as easy to fall in love with a rich man as a poor one was true. It had certainly been easy to fall in love with a duke.

On their third day in Paris, books that Claire had ordered while in London arrived. She began to read them between fittings, and between her mother’s constant warnings and questions. (“Will people have to curtsy to you when you’re a duchess? Will they have to curtsy to me since I’m the mother of a duchess? How will people address me? Is it as Your Honorable?”) Claire soon gave up trying to explain the difference between aristocracy and royalty, and she hated breaking the news to her mother that she, as the mother of a duchess, would have no title at all.

The books were about the history of Harry’s family, the Montgomerys. She found out how old it was and that this Scottish branch of the family, which was called Clan MacArran, had at least once had a woman as its chief. In the early fifteenth century one of the Montgomery men had married into the MacArrans and had taken the name MacArran, and then more Montgomerys had married more MacArrans until the Montgomerys were almost a separate clan. In 1671 Charles II had given the family a dukedom. There was a great deal of speculation as to why he’d done this. Some said it was for having rendered years of faithful service, but there was also a rumor that the MacArran laird had volunteered to marry a very ugly and very shrewish woman who was rumored to be a half sister of the king.

For whatever reason the clan was awarded a dukedom, at the time there was a great deal of discussion as to what name the family should be called. Should the family name be MacArran and the dukedom called Montgomery or the other way around? There was a legend that a coin was flipped. So, Harry was the duke of MacArran, yet his name was Henry James Charles Albert Montgomery.

During those days in Paris, Claire sometimes thought she was going to break under the fatigue of fittings and preparations and being part of her mother’s busy social life, but she kept remembering that Bramley was waiting for her at the end of it.

At night, tired as she was, she often couldn’t sleep, so by lamplight she read the books on Harry’s family and novels by Sir Walter Scott, read the Scottish author’s accounts of the beauty of the Highlands and the courage of the men who lived there. Claire went to sleep dreaming of heather and armies of men who looked just like Harry.

When Claire and her family returned from Paris, Harry was waiting for her. He escorted her to his carriage with the ducal crest on the door. Autocratically, he told her parents and sister that he and Claire were traveling to London alone. Claire could have cried with joy at the prospect of a few minutes away from her mother’s admonitions. Once inside the carriage, she saw that Harry had filled it with pink roses. She took the fluted glass of champagne he handed her and smiled at him—and suddenly she wished he’d kiss her. She wished he’d take her in his arms and hold her. She’d like to have him force all doubts from her mind.

But Harry didn’t touch her.

“I’ve missed you,” he said, smiling. “Did you think about me?”

“All the time,” she answered, looking at the way his broad shoulders practically filled one side of the coach.

“And what were you doing while you were away from me?”

“Buying dresses and reading. What did you do?”

Harry smiled at her over the glass of wine. He wasn’t about to tell her what he had done, for it involved mistresses and a few actresses, and some horses that he’d lost too much money on. But he was going to marry a very rich heiress and it didn’t matter how much money he lost.

“I thought about you,” he said and the way he said it made Claire’s heart flutter a bit.

To control herself, she looked out the window. “My mother won’t like that I am alone with you.”

“I think your mother would allow anything if it resulted in her daughter marrying a duke.”

Claire gave him a look of surprise. “I’m marrying you because I love you, not because I want to marry a duke.”

“Is that so?” he said, smiling, and when he smiled like that Claire forgot everything in the world except him. “And what about all this history you keep talking about? What about that place? That Cull something or other?”

“Culloden? But that was—”

“Yes, yes, a very great battle.” He leaned forward and took her hand in his, playing with her fingers. “When I think of marriage, I think of other things besides war. You’re not going to lecture me on history after we’re married, are you?”

His fingers were on her forearm. Only lace separated their skin. “I’m looking forward to getting you into bed,” he said very softly.

Claire held her breath as he leaned toward her. She knew she should not allow him such liberties, but, on the other hand, they were going to be married in a short time. Thanks to several books she’d read—books she wasn’t supposed to read—she had a general idea of what happened after the marriage ceremony.

As his lips covered hers, Claire didn’t do any more thinking. Had it not been for the abrupt halt of the carriage she wasn’t sure what would have happened, but as she stepped from the carriage, she was frowning. She wished she loved Harry as much when he was touching her as she did when she was looking at him or thinking about him.

For the next two weeks her mother kept her so busy she had no time alone with Harry or with her thoughts.

At the end of those two weeks, he came to her family’s rented town house to tell her he was leaving London to return to his home in Scotland. There were a thousand things Claire wanted to ask Harry about his mother, about the rest of his family, about what was expected of her as his fiancée, but she didn’t have a chance to say a word, for Arva chattered throughout the brief meeting. When Harry was ready to leave, he kissed Claire’s hand while Arva said good-bye, and then he was gone. Claire blinked back tears as she went back to her room. It would be one whole week before she saw him again, and she was anxious for her life to begin.







Chapter Two



Claire mounted the horse expertly, hooking her right leg over the pommel of the sidesaddle and taking the reins from the groom. She and her family had arrived at Bramley late the previous night after an exhausting journey from London. The three days the trip should have taken had actually turned frustratingly into four. The roads were rutted and frequently they’d had to pause to allow sheep to cross the road. Her mother had complained unceasingly, while her father and little sister had played one card game after another until Claire had wanted to scream. None of them seemed to realize the importance of the fact that they were visiting Scotland for the first time.

George Willoughby had looked up from his cards only long enough to comment on the fact that the country looked a bit barren to him.

“How can you say that?” Claire had gasped. “The heather is in bloom. Don’t you know what happened on this very spot in 1735? In that year—”

She broke off as her father began to yawn.

Sarah Ann, her brat of a little sister, gave Claire a look and said, “I’ll bet Harry knows all about Bonnie Prince Charlie and everything else that happened in Scotland. Or were you too busy kissing him to do much talking?”

Claire, tired and nervous, made a lunge for her sister, but the child managed to escape her even in the close confines of the hired coach.

“I do wish you two would stop arguing,” Arva said. “You’re giving me a headache. And, Sarah, I don’t think you should call Harry Harry. You’re to call him ‘my lord.’”

“Your Grace,” Claire said in exasperation.

“Beat you again,” Sarah said to her father. “Mother, my dear older sister wants you to know that Harry is to be called Your Grace. She wants you to know that she’s read many books on the subject and knows all there is to know about everything. You, on the other hand, haven’t read anything so you couldn’t possibly know about Scotland or anything else.” Brat gave her mother a smile of great innocence and sweetness.

“I said no such thing,” Claire said. “I merely—”

But Arva wouldn’t listen to her oldest child. “Claire, I know you think I’m frivolous. You’ve never missed an opportunity to let me know what you think of my trying to obtain a position in society, but, Claire, I am your mother and I do believe you owe me some respect. We can’t all know what you do. We can’t all…”

Claire listened to her mother’s familiar droning as she turned to glare at Brat. For the millionth time Claire wondered if her sister had been born the way she was or if she had been dropped on her head moments after her birth. Whatever the cause, Sarah Ann got great pleasure from causing her sister misery.

“It’s your turn to deal, Brat,” George said fondly to his youngest daughter. Whereas Arva seemed to have no idea what her younger daughter was like and could not understand why her husband and Claire called the child Brat, George knew exactly what the child was doing. Sometimes it infuriated Claire that not only did her father know, but he seemed to love, every rotten, underhanded, manipulative thing his daughter did. He found the child as amusing as Claire found her infuriating.

By the time the Willoughby family reached Bramley, it was nearing midnight. There was only a quarter moon and they could see no details of the house that was to become one of Claire’s homes, but they could see the size of it. “Vast” did not begin to cover it. The house seemed to stretch for acres across the land. It was a tall house, at least four stories, but the height of it was dwarfed by its width. Just to walk from one end of it to the other would have been a good hike.

Claire looked at her mother, who was practically hanging out of the window of the carriage. The size of the place had done what, as far as Claire knew, nothing else on earth had been able to do: Arva Willoughby was speechless.

They stopped at the approximate center of the house and the coachman pounded on the door; it seemed an eternity before someone came to open it. The time lapse gave Arva time to recover her voice and state her opinions on the fact that no one was waiting to greet them.

“You’d have thought they would have left someone on duty to meet us,” Arva said. “After all, my daughter is going to be a duchess. Do they think we are nobodies seeking shelter? Maybe Harry’s mother is mad because she will no longer be a duchess when my daughter becomes the duchess. Maybe she—”

Claire, who thought she couldn’t bear much more, turned on her mother. “She will continue to be the duchess,” she said through clenched teeth. “She will be the dowager duchess, but a duchess all the same.”

Arva sniffed. “I’m sure I don’t know all that you know, dear. I’m afraid I haven’t had your advantages. But then I have given you those advantages, haven’t I?”

“Mother, I—” Claire began but stopped when at last the big oak door was opened by a kind-looking, sleepy-eyed older man wearing a dressing gown.

Within minutes, Arva had pushed her way into the entry hall and was ordering the dispersal of their entourage of goods and people. There were two carriages full of trunks and cases, and another carriage that held Arva’s maid, George’s valet, and Brat’s governess, who was a timid little woman thoroughly terrified of her young charge. “And my eldest daughter, my daughter who will be the duchess, needs a maid. Her maid”—there was a sneer in Arva’s voice that told what she thought of the ungrateful woman—“ran away and married an Englishman.”

The man, who Claire guessed was the butler, stood listening to all Arva’s demands without so much as a flicker of interest. “Ah, now, there’s no accounting for taste,” he said softly in his Scottish accent. Whether Claire was the only one who heard him or not, she was certainly the only one who laughed, and the man turned and gave her a bit of a smile.

In spite of all of Arva’s demands and the energy she put behind them, it was an hour before they were shown to their rooms. Claire undressed herself and fell into the huge four-poster bed and was asleep before she could pull the cover up.

But she didn’t sleep long. She awoke curled into a ball: she was freezing. There was little cover on the bed and no fire in the fireplace. Her teeth chattering, she made her way out of the bed and began to look for the bathroom. There was none. Nor could she find a switch for the lights.

After staggering about the dark room for a while, she managed to find matches and candles and lit one, holding it above her head to try to see the room. But all she could see was an enormous bed and heavy oak furniture looming against the walls. There was a painting as large as a wardrobe on one wall, and she looked up to see a woman staring down at her. The woman in the painting wore a smile that made Claire think she understood.

Claire opened the door to a vast old wardrobe and smiled to see it full of her clothes. While she had slept, someone must have unpacked for her. On second glance she saw that the clothes in the wardrobe weren’t hers. She pulled out a garment. From the look of the dress it was at least fifty years old.

A shudder of cold shook her shoulders. This was no time for sight-seeing; if she didn’t get on some clothes other than her cotton nightgown, she was going to perish from the cold.

She opened both doors of the wardrobe and dove into it in a serious search for something warm to wear. There were men’s clothes and children’s, and clothes for women who must have weighed two hundred and fifty pounds. Way in the back she found a riding habit. A good, long, hard ride might warm her, she thought. The habit was a bit strange, with big sleeves and a high, belted waist, and Claire could see it was going to be too short for her, but it was wool and it came fairly close to fitting her.

She found drawers full of yellow, musty-smelling underwear, and managed to find enough to keep her skin from touching the heavy wool of the habit. There were also several pairs of knit stockings.

“Shoes,” she muttered, beginning to like this adventure. She had always loved playing dress-up with her mother’s clothes when she was a child, and now she was able to again.

She found shoes, just as she knew she would, and managed to squeeze her feet into a pair of high button, pointed toe, black leather shoes that were beginning to crack with age.

When she was at last dressed, she looked at herself in an ancient pier glass and giggled at the result. In the dark room, with its high ceilings and walls that looked to be covered in red brocade, she looked like something from out of the past. As she started out the door, she saw another cabinet, opened it, and found gloves and a few hats. She pinned a jaunty little hat that looked like a miniature of a man’s top hat at a rakish angle on her head, took a pair of sturdy leather gloves that were much too big for her, and left the room.

She had always had an excellent sense of direction, and she remembered the way down three corridors, and two short flights of stairs to the front door. The door was not locked, and from the rust she could see on the lock, it looked as though it hadn’t been locked in a hundred years or more.

Assuming the stables were at the back of the house, she started walking. Ten minutes later she was still walking as she tried to find the end of the house. Even with the gloves, she was rubbing her hands together for warmth, and she was concerned about frostbite of her frozen toes. When at last she came to the edge of the house, she took a left and kept walking. Altogether it took nearly thirty minutes to reach the stables. “I should have looked for a bathroom,” she muttered as she reached the stables.

It was barely growing light now and she could see a lantern lit inside the stables; she could hear voices.

A young man coming out of the stables nearly ran into her before he saw her, and when he did see her, he looked as though he’d seen a ghost. With her old-fashioned clothes, Claire imagined that she did look a bit like a ghost.

“Hello,” she said to the young man. “May I have a horse? I’d like to go riding.”

The man didn’t speak but nodded his head and started back toward the stables. A moment later an older man came out and asked her questions about whether she wanted a man’s saddle or a sidesaddle and if she could ride or not.

“I can ride whatever you have,” Claire said with confidence.

She stood on the cobblestones of the stableyard and waited while the horse was being saddled. One by one all the men who worked in the stables came out to stare at her with undampened curiosity, and Claire began to feel as though she were a circus performer come to town. Twice she turned and gave the men weak smiles, then turned away again.

At last the horse was brought to her and the older man gave her a leg up. He watched her critically until he saw her firmly seated, then stepped back.

“There’s a path to the east,” he said, and Claire nodded her thanks to him. As she started off she turned back and waved to all the men standing and watching her. They smiled back and some of them waved in return.

Once off the cobblestones, she urged the horse into a faster pace. She didn’t dare break into a gallop, for she didn’t know the path and was concerned with sharp turns and tree branches. Once in the trees, she dismounted and made use of the bushes, then she stood on a tree stump to remount.

Gradually the sun rose and she could see ahead of her. She broke through the trees and came to a long, open track, actually a carriage road, and she could see that there were no dangers ahead.

“Come on, boy,” she said to the big gelding. “Let’s get warm.” She applied her heels to the animal and it leaped forward, apparently as glad as she to be moving.

Claire put her head down and urged the animal forward into a run that could have won a race. She was feeling wonderful, more free than she’d felt since crossing the ocean, when everything happened at once. From out of the trees to her right, just as she was cresting the little hill, stepped a man. He was walking very quickly and for some reason didn’t seem to have heard a horse pounding across the hard-packed earth.

Horse, man and, most of all, woman were startled.

The horse reared and Claire went flying over the top of its head, landing hard on her left arm. The horse went left, toward what looked to be a marshy pond. The man, after putting his arm up to protect himself from flying hooves, started toward the woman.

“Not me,” Claire managed to gasp out as she tried to sit up. “Catch the horse before it falls in that swamp.”

The man just stood there for a moment, as though he didn’t understand the language she spoke.

“Go on,” Claire said, waving him toward the horse. She was cradling her left arm as she tried to sit upright. Rubbing her arm, she watched the man drop the stick he was carrying and begin to run after the horse.

Run in a fashion, she thought as she watched him. The man limped, barely able to move his right leg, and there was a way he held his shoulders that made her think every step he took was painful. She felt a wave of guilt for having sent an old, crippled man after her horse, but then pain shot through her arm and she hugged it to her chest.

She watched as the man caught the reins of the horse and managed to calm it. Painfully, Claire got up, her arm held close to her body, to await the arrival of the man with her horse. She walked toward the field to meet him.

When she got close enough to be able to see him she realized with a start that he was ill. He was looking at the horse and she couldn’t see his eyes, but only great illness could cause a person to look as he did: his skin was an unpleasant-looking greenish yellow.

“I am so sorry,” she began. “Had I known you were—” She broke off. What could she say? Had she known he was at death’s door she would not have ordered him to chase her horse?

The man opened his mouth to speak, but then his face lost its odd color and turned paper white. His eyes rolled back into his head and his knees began to bend.

With horror, Claire realized the man was about to faint. “Sir!” she gasped, but he just kept sinking toward the ground.

She quickly ran forward, putting her right arm out to catch him, but he fell forward onto her. She staggered backward under the weight of him, her left arm, which hurt so much, held out to the side. She spread her feet wide apart, trying to brace herself against his weight. She looked about for help, but all she saw was the horse calmly munching grass.

“Now what do I do?” she asked herself aloud. The man was a dead weight against her, his arms hanging down to the sides of her, his face pressed into her shoulder.

With great difficulty, and very slowly, she managed to lower herself to the ground, going first on one knee, then on the other. She tried to talk to the man, even tried smacking him on one cheek, but when she felt how thin his cheek was, just skin over bone, she didn’t tap him again.

For all that there didn’t seem to be much meat on him, he was a large man, broad shouldered and tall, so she couldn’t lower him with her good arm. At last she managed to extend one leg and then the other. She was now sitting with him lying prone on her, his head on her breast, his body between her legs. She offered a silent prayer that no one would come along and see her like this, then used all of her one-armed strength to roll him off of her and onto his back.

When at last he was lying beside her, Claire found she was panting from the exertion. “Sir,” she called to him a few times, but he didn’t move. She put her hand to his neck to feel his pulse, praying that she hadn’t killed him. He was alive and in fact he seemed to have gone from a faint to being soundly asleep.

Claire, sitting beside him, gave a sigh. Now what did she do? She didn’t dare go off and leave him there alone. For all she knew wolves still roamed the Scottish woodlands. As she glanced at the man she saw he was beginning to shiver.

With another sigh, she removed her ancient wool jacket, being careful not to hurt her arm. After she put the jacket over him, she gently smoothed his sweat-dampened hair from off his forehead.

She looked at him then and saw that he was an older man, probably in his late fifties or early sixties, and from his color, he didn’t look to have much longer to live. There were two old scars on his cheeks, one on each side, long, dreadful-looking scars, and she wondered what horrid thing had happened to him to cause such scars. She traced the scars with her fingertips.

Despite his age, his hair was thick and dark and a heavy dark mustache almost covered his upper lip. She noticed his lips were still full.

“You must have been quite handsome in your day,” she whispered to him, again smoothing his hair from his face. She looked down at the rest of him. He was quite tall, probably taller than Harry, but not built as Harry was. This man didn’t have Harry’s thick muscle; he wasn’t compact as Harry was, but more drawn out, tapering down to slim hips from wide shoulders.

As Claire looked down the length of him, she had to smile, for the man was dressed as oddly as she was. He wore an old shirt, a shirt that was much, much too thin for this cold morning, and she could see that he wore nothing beneath it, for the dreadful color of his skin showed through the thin fabric. His legs were encased in dirty, greasy, worn buckskin trousers that were torn in a few places. They were the type of buckskin trousers a Regency gentleman might have worn to his club. Oddly enough he had on a pair of the most beautiful boots Claire had ever seen. She always recognized quality in clothing when she saw it, and these boots were indeed the best.

Perhaps he was a gentleman fallen on hard times, she thought. He shivered again, but then so did she. She looked up and saw that the sky was covered with gray clouds. It was then she realized that a mist of rain was falling. It wasn’t real rain, not rain as she knew it in America, rain that announced itself with thunder and lightning, but a soft, cold rain that was more like a very wet fog. She rubbed the upper part of her injured left arm to try to warm herself, but it was no use. All she could do now was wait for the man to wake up and hope they didn’t both die of pneumonia. Feeling rather protective of him, wanting to make sure he was going to be all right, she moved around him, leaned back against a tree and watched the misty rain coming down. Perhaps if she thought about crackling fires and…and the house her family sometimes rented in Florida, she would get warm.

•  •  •

Trevelyan opened his eyes slowly and blinked away the mist that covered his lashes. He lay still for a moment while he remembered the events that had led up to his lying on the cold, wet ground. He remembered coming out of the woods, nearly colliding with a rearing horse, then seeing a girl flying through the air. He had started toward her, but then, in an autocratic way, and in a flat accent that could only be American, she had issued an order to him as though he were one of the stable boys.

It had been easy to catch the horse, as the creature associated people with food and shelter, but, even so, the activity had been too much for him. Just as he reached the girl and opened his mouth to tell her what he thought of her, he felt his knees give way under him and there was nothing but blackness before his eyes.

Now he woke to find himself on the ground, and on his chest was a garment that looked as though it belonged to a child. The sound of a sneeze to his left made him turn his head.

Leaning against a tree, shivering from the cold and looking thoroughly wretched, was the girl. As he lay there, blinking against the eternal Scottish rain, watching her sneeze three times in succession, he studied her face. He was sure he’d never seen such wide-eyed innocence in a human being before. She’s barely more than a child, he thought. She rubbed her nose with her hand, then turned to look at him.

She was pretty, but he’d seen prettier women—if you could call her a woman. He would have guessed her age to be about fourteen had it not been for a rather splendidly developed bosom that the combination of the rain and the thin blouse was showing off to its advantage.

“You’re awake,” she said, and looked at his intense, dark eyes. And when Claire looked into those eyes, she thought she might have to revise her first impression that he was a harmless old man. She had never seen eyes like his: dark, compelling, yet frightening at the same time. His eyes showed intelligence, complexity, and knowledge. He was looking at her so intently, with such unblinking fervor, she felt as though he were reading her mind. She frowned and looked away.

As for Trevelyan, he thought she had the most guileless, innocent eyes he had ever seen.

He started to raise himself on his elbows. At his movement, she was instantly at his side, leaning over to assist him. At one point that fine bosom of hers was pressed against his cheek. When she had helped him to her satisfaction she leaned back, and he smiled at her.

Again, Claire frowned at him. There was something about the way he looked at her that she didn’t like. He had looked at her…her mid-chest with a Machiavellian smile that made her want to smack him. He is capable of all manner of bad deeds, she thought. He is as completely unlike Harry as one human can be from another. This man’s dark, dangerous eyes weren’t like Harry’s innocent blue ones.

She straightened her shoulders. She was not going to let the man frighten her.

“Whatever is a man like you doing out in weather like this?” she asked, sounding like a schoolteacher scolding one of her pupils. “You should be home in bed. Don’t you have people to take care of you? A wife? Daughters?”

He blinked away the water accumulating on his face. “I was taking a walk,” he said, frowning. “And what do you mean, a man like me?”

“I didn’t mean to offend you, it’s just that it’s cold and wet and from the look of you, you’re none too healthy. Will you be all right while I fetch help?”

“Help for what?”

“Why, for you, of course. Perhaps the men can bring a stretcher and they can carry—”

At that Trevelyan got off the ground as quickly as possible—and he would have died before he let her see that he was dizzy from the quick motion. “I can assure you, miss, that I am capable of walking on my own and I don’t need a stretcher.” To Trevelyan’s absolute disgust, in spite of his firmest self-control, he felt himself sway on his feet, but then, to his delight, the girl slipped her right arm about his waist and moved his arm about her shoulders.

“I can see that you need no help at all,” she said sarcastically. She felt much better when she wasn’t looking at his face. At least she had succeeded in wiping that smug look off his face, that look that seemed to insinuate that he knew every thought she had before she had it.

He leaned against her. She barely came to his shoulder, but he thought her to be the perfect height. Of course had she been six feet tall or four and a half feet he realized he probably would have still found her to be perfect. “Perhaps I do need a bit of help,” he said, trying both to sound weak and to keep his amusement out of his voice.

“Let me get my horse so you can ride back to your home.”

“And what will you do if I ride?”

“Walk,” she said, then, under her breath, added, “Maybe it will get me warm.”

Trevelyan smiled down at the top of her head. “Horses terrify me. Vertigo, you know. Perhaps you could walk with me. Just for a while, until I’m feeling a bit stronger.”

Claire tried to hide her grimace. She had no desire to spend her morning playing nursemaid to this man. She knew she should have sympathy for him, after all, he was obviously ill and he had fainted, but she had no sympathy for him. She found him unsettling, annoying. He made her feel angry and she didn’t know why. Maybe it wasn’t the man. Maybe it was that she was wet and cold and hungry. By now, surely, the household would be stirring and there would be food, nice, hot food, and she could find her own clothes and—

Trevelyan saw her expression. “You do not have to go with me,” he said, pulling away and bending to pick up her damp jacket from the ground. “Please allow me to assist you to your horse. I’ll be fine on my own.”

She looked up at him, but not as far as his eyes. She avoided his eyes. She looked at the scars on his cheeks and at the color of his skin and knew she had to help him. As she slipped her arms into the cold jacket, she was tempted to leave him there, but her conscience wouldn’t allow her to leave a man who was as sick as he was. If he had another fainting spell and lay in the rain and caught some terminal infection, it would be her fault.

“No,” she said with a sigh. “I’ll help you get to shelter.”

Again she slipped her right arm about his waist and again he leaned heavily on her, making sure that he limped now and then to show her he did indeed need her help. They started walking down the path, the horse docilely following them.

“Who are you?” Trevelyan asked.

“Claire Willoughby,” she snapped, then cursed herself for being so ridiculous, but the man’s touching her bothered her. He made her feel strange: angry and restless in a way that she didn’t like.

“And what, Claire Willoughby, were you doing out before it is full dawn, riding a horse at a neck-breaking speed and wearing clothes that don’t fit you? Have you escaped your governess?”

Claire was too wet, too cold, too hungry, and in much too much pain from her arm to be polite. And, too, the man was making her more uncomfortable by the minute. “I would like to know why a man of your age and obvious ill health is allowed to roam these woods unattended. Have you escaped your nurse?”

Trevelyan blinked a few times at her words. He was used to women finding him physically attractive and he didn’t like that this pretty young thing didn’t. He decided to try again. “I take it you’re staying at Bramley. Why?”

“Could you put a little less weight on me?”

“Yes, of course.” He straightened a bit and for a moment didn’t lean on her quite so much, but within seconds he was again pressed against her as they slowly walked down the path. Trevelyan was so much enjoying the feel of her that he thought he might lead her the long way about, taking her through the Wild Wood. There was an old gardener’s cottage at the far end of the wood, and it was at least five miles away.

“Are you going to answer me?” he asked.

Claire, for all that he seemed to think she was fresh out of the schoolroom, realized he was enjoying leaning on her. Horrid old man, she thought, and wished with all her might that she had left him back there in the rain while he was lying on the ground asleep. Right now her objective in life was to get away from this man. “Perhaps you should tell me who you are. Is your house very far away?”

“Not far.” He moved his cheek down to the top of her head. She’d had on a little hat when he first saw her, but it was gone and now there was only her dark, damp hair.

“Do you mind?” she snapped, then winced when pain shot up her arm.

“You’re injured,” he said in a firm voice that was different from the helpless tone he’d been using.

“No, I’m not. I merely bruised my arm. What I am is hungry and wet and cold, so I’d very much like to get back to the house.”

“You’ll be even colder once you’re inside.”

“I thought so,” she murmured.

“You thought what?”

“That you would know about the house. You’ve lived there, haven’t you? Do you know the duke?”

He took a moment before answering. “I know the duke rather well.”

She smiled at the mere thought of Harry. “We’re to be married,” she said softly.

Trevelyan was quiet for a moment. “Ah, little Harry. Has he grown up then? The last time I saw him he was just a boy.”

“He has grown into a splendid man,” she said, then cleared her throat in embarrassment. “I mean he’s…he’s…”

“I understand. True love.”

The way the man said it, with so much cynicism in his voice, made Claire stiffen. “You don’t have to make fun of something you know nothing about.”

“But I know everything about true love. I have been in love hundreds of times.”

She gritted her teeth, all the while knowing that she had no reason to be so angry at the man. “A person experiences true love only once in a lifetime. If she is lucky. I don’t think most people find it at all. If you have been in love hundreds of times, then I don’t believe you’ve ever been in love, not really, truly in love.”

“As you are in love with young Harry?” He could not keep the amusement out of his voice, and when he felt her stiffen he almost laughed out loud. “How very young you are.”

“And how very old you are,” she snapped.

That made Trevelyan stop laughing. Perhaps he was old. Perhaps all that he had seen and done and heard in his life had made him old before his time. “I beg your pardon, Miss Willoughby,” he said. “I am Trevelyan.”

She didn’t feel like forgiving him. He was a cynical old man and she wished she’d not had the misfortune to run into him. “Trevelyan what?”

For some reason that seemed to make him think. “Just Trevelyan, that’s all. Nothing else.” He knew he’d hurt her feelings so he tried to tease her. “I was born before people were given two names.”

She didn’t laugh at his joke. “Are you related to the duke’s family?”

“Perhaps I’m the second gardener. What do you think?”

“I think you’re probably Harry’s uncle or maybe his cousin. Whoever you are, you are not anyone’s servant.”

That pleased him more than he was willing to let her know. “And what makes you think I’m not a servant?” He was hoping to hear her say that in spite of the fact that he was recovering from a serious illness, there was a bearing about him that was almost regal.

“Your boots. No working man would have boots of that quality.” Under no circumstances was she going to tell him that he was not anyone’s idea of a servant. If he looked at a prospective employer with his dark, questioning eyes, he’d never be hired. Or maybe he would, Claire thought, but he wouldn’t be hired to do a servant’s work.

“Oh,” he said, disappointed with her answer.

They walked in silence for a while, neither of them speaking, Claire wanting only to get away from him. She didn’t like him so near her. “I’ve been away for some time. Perhaps you could tell me the news of my…relatives.” His tongue fairly tripped over the word.

Claire was silent, struggling along the damp path, supporting him and her painful arm.

“Do you know much of the duke’s family? Or are you marrying into the unknown?”

“I know rather a lot, actually,” she said, implying that Harry had told her. She wasn’t going to tell this man that in between being fitted for dresses and dancing with Harry, she had spent a great deal of time researching the history of her future husband’s family.

“I believe there have been some recent deaths,” he said.

“Harry’s father and the eldest son died less than a year ago in a boating accident. When Harry’s father and oldest brother died that made Harry’s other brother, the second son, the duke. Up until then he had been the earl of…” She paused as she thought, then looked up at him. “The earl of Trevelyan.”

He glanced down at her widened eyes. “There’s no need to look at me like that. Trevelyan is a common enough name in England and I can assure you I’m no earl.”

“Mmmmm,” she said thoughtfully. “True enough, I guess. Harry’s brother would have been younger than you.” She paused. “The second son was killed but two months ago.”

“Killed? Surely you mean he died.”

Again there was that infuriating amusement in his voice, as though he thought her stupendously stupid. “I don’t think you should make jokes. Why don’t you know of a man who is in your family?”

“The family and I have never been close. Tell me about this son who was killed. I sense something in your voice, something I don’t understand.”

She was amazed at his perception. She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. She shouldn’t tell him what she knew, but then she so wanted to tell someone. She had tried once to talk to Harry about his brother, but Harry had not wanted to discuss the subject. She could understand that, could understand his grief at losing three family members in close succession. Twice she’d tried to talk to her father, but he hadn’t wanted to hear either.

Trevelyan nudged her with his shoulder. “Out with it. Tell me what you’ve heard. All lies, I’ll wager.”

“They are not lies,” she said emphatically. “I have my information from the best of sources and I plan to do something about it.”

“Do something about what, and who told you these lies?”

His hand was slowly moving down her shoulder until it was just at the top of her breast. She pushed it away and gave him a hard look but he ignored her, just kept that little smirk on his face. Curse him, she thought. She didn’t want to say a word to him; she wanted to get away from him and that’s all, but there was something about him that made her want to talk. And besides that, there was her need to talk to someone, somewhere, about what she thought about. Not since she’d left America had she had anyone who could understand what she read. She had met no one in England who was interested in anything besides the latest party.

“The Prince of Wales told me,” she said, and smiled when the smirk vanished.

“The Prince of Wales told you what?”

“Have you ever heard of the explorer Captain Frank Baker?” She had his attention now. He stopped walking and stared at her. It was heady to have someone listen to her with such intensity, with such depth of feeling. It made her feel as though she were more than her money and her pretty face and what she wore to a party.

“I’ve heard of him,” Trevelyan said softly. “But what does an innocent creature like you know of someone like him?”

“How you do presume to know about me,” she said with more smugness than she thought possible. It felt wonderful to have wiped that smirk off his face. “For your information I have read every word Captain Baker has written about his travels and what he’s seen all over the world.”

She had more than wiped the smirk off Trevelyan’s face. He gaped at her. He was truly and genuinely shocked at her announcement.

“All of his writing?”

“All of it,” she said, feeling very pleased with herself.

He didn’t speak for a while as they started walking again. “Except for the chapters written in Latin,” he said at last. “Not the chapters on…”

“On the sexual habits of the people in other countries? The chapters written in Latin? I’ve read those, too. When I was sixteen—”

“A great long time ago,” he said sarcastically.

She acted as though he hadn’t spoken. “I told my mother I could not consider myself educated unless I had an in-depth knowledge of Latin, so she hired an old man to be my tutor. Thankfully, he believed that all knowledge was good, so he helped me translate Captain Baker’s Latin chapters. There are some very unusual words in those chapters.”

“Unusual, yes,” he said thoughtfully, then recovered himself. “And what does the Prince of Wales have to do with all of this?”

“The prince told me it was believed that Harry’s brother, the second one, the one who was killed, might have been Captain Baker. Of course it’s not known for sure, because Captain Baker went to great lengths to keep his identity a secret.”

“But I heard his desire for secrecy was because he was wanted for criminal acts, that he would have been hanged if his real identity were known.”

“I don’t believe that,” she said fiercely, turning on him, moving so quickly out from under his arm that he almost fell. “I don’t believe that for a second! You couldn’t have read a word of his work if you could even repeat that dreadful rumor. It was created and spread by men who weren’t half the man he was. He was a great man.” This Trevelyan quite simply infuriated her. Perhaps her anger was irrational, but it was there just the same. At the moment she was sure that if he dropped dead in front of her, she’d put her foot on his chest, throw back her head, and laugh in triumph.

“Was he, now?”

“You can stop laughing at me,” she hissed. “It’s ignorant fools like you who make fun of what you know nothing about. Captain Baker was—” She broke off, for she didn’t like the way he was smiling at her, as though he knew everything and she could never possibly know anything. “Oh, come on,” she said, not bothering to disguise the disgust in her voice. “I’ll take you back to wherever you’re staying.”

Trevelyan put his arm back around her shoulders and they started walking. “What do you mean, you plan to do something about this information?”

“After Harry and I are married, I plan to write Captain Baker’s biography.” To Claire’s disgust, this seemed to amuse the man a great deal.

“Do you, now? And have you told Harry about this?”

“Yes.” She had no intention of telling him any more than that simple yes. It was one thing to tell a stranger of her intention to write a biography of a great man, but quite another to tell him of what went on between her and the man she loved.

“I see. You do not plan to speak more of what goes on between you and young Harry. The privacy of lovers and all that, is that it?” He smiled when she refused to answer him. “All right then, tell me of this Captain Baker. What has he done to make you think so highly of him?”

“He is—was—an explorer. No, he was more than that. He was an observer. He went where no literate men have gone before and he looked and he saw and he wrote of what he saw. He was fearless in his travels. He was a man hungry for knowledge of all the peoples of the earth. He was good and kind and loyal to his friends. When he died, the world lost a great man.” Her voice changed, betraying her bitterness. “While he was alive, he was ignored by the world. Ignored and unappreciated. I plan to change that. After I’m married to Harry I plan to write a book about Captain Baker that will let the world see what a great man it has lost.” She paused and calmed herself. “I believe that most of the captain’s private papers are at Bramley.”

Trevelyan was quiet for a while. “You’re planning to marry the young duke in order to gain access to these papers?”

Claire laughed. “Do I seem so callous? I’m marrying Harry because I love him. I was already considering marriage to Harry when I learned that his brother was—”

“Might be,” he corrected her.

“Yes, might have been Captain Baker. To write of him is a plan I have formed since accepting Harry’s proposal.”

“And when shall you do this?”

“What do you mean?”

He smiled at her. “How do you plan to discharge all of your duties as duchess and still find time to write this book? Surely it will take a great deal of research?”

She laughed. “That it will. The man never stopped writing. I’ve read a dozen or so volumes of his and Harry says there are boxes full of his journals and letters moldering away in trunks in the house. Besides writing all those books and hundreds of letters to the people who may or may not have been his family, Captain Baker also wrote to his many, many friends all over the world. At one time he was blind and he still managed to write. He fastened two parallel wires down the side of a board, affixed the paper to the board, then put another wire across the paper and used it as a guide for his hand. Nothing stopped him from writing.”

With each word she spoke Trevelyan stiffened. “I thought you revered the man. I thought you said he was a great man.”

“He was.”

“Yet you complain that he wrote too much.”

“I did no such thing.”

“You said that he wrote to everyone, thereby making his letters common. Some biographer you will be if you have such disdain for him.”

“Disdain? Common? Are you trying to put words in my mouth? I think the man was magnificent, but I’m a realist about him. I know his strengths as well as his weaknesses.”

“And how do you know that? Did you ever meet him?”

“No, of course not, but…” She searched for the right words to explain herself. “When you read a book that you love, a book that is close to you, you feel you know the person who wrote it. The writer becomes your friend.”

“And you feel you know this man in a personal way?” he asked stiffly.

She was glad of his anger, glad she was getting to him. Men like him hated the idea of a woman doing anything except gracing a drawing room. “Yes I do. He was a man of great humor, of great physical strength, of great—” She stopped.

“Yes, go on. Tell me about this man who is beyond reproach yet who bored his audience with his volumes of writing.” When he spoke, there was anger in his voice.

“You have such an ability to twist what I say,” she said, pleased at having caused his anger. “He was a man of great personal attraction.”

“Ah. Attraction to whom? Paper-eating insects?”

“To women,” she said quickly, then could feel her face turning red.

“I guess he attracted them by drowning them in written words.”

She grimaced. “No, he knew things. Things about women.”

“Such as?”

She didn’t say a word.

He recovered his composure and he was once again the smirking man she had met. “I can see you’re going to be the perfect biographer for a man like Baker. You’ll write lovely, sweet, flowery passages to describe what he wrote about the women of foreign lands. Or do you plan to ignore that part of his life altogether and write only about the parts of him that make for acceptable drawing room conversation?”

“I plan to write about all of him, but I don’t intend to give you, a man I don’t know, vicarious pleasure by telling you the details of Captain Baker’s love life.” She stopped and pulled away from him. “Now, sir, I think that—” She broke off as she heard a noise to her left, and turned to see Harry approaching. He was still some distance away, but there was no mistaking the way Harry sat a horse.

Trevelyan watched her with interest, saw the way her face changed from anger to a soft, almost melting look when she saw her fiancé.

“It’s Harry,” she said in a whisper, and there was an altogether different tone to her voice than the one she’d been using. He saw her change from an angry little spitfire to a wide-eyed, adoring simpleton. She didn’t so much as notice the sneer of disgust on Trevelyan’s face.

“You have not heard my name,” Trevelyan said, wondering if she’d heard him, as he stepped into the trees and managed to disappear from sight completely. But he stood in the shadows and watched.

Claire lifted the long edge of her riding habit, the part that was made for riding sidesaddle, and ran a few feet toward Harry, but he’d kicked his horse forward as soon as he saw her. When he dismounted the horse was still moving.

Harry put his strong hands on Claire’s shoulders and she leaned toward him. He seemed so fresh and clean, so simple after that other man, she thought, then corrected herself. No, Harry wasn’t simple. Harry was just different.

“Where were you?” Harry asked, bending toward her. There was genuine concern on his face and in his voice. “No one knew where you’d gone and I was worried.” He held her at arms’ length and looked at her. “You’re wet through.”

She smiled at him and rubbed her cheek against his hand. “I couldn’t sleep. I was cold and so I went for a ride. I fell and hurt my arm.”

To Claire’s surprise, Harry pulled her close to him, against his warm body, as he took her left forearm in his strong hands. She gritted her teeth against the pain as he applied pressure to it.

“It doesn’t seem to be broken. I think it’s just bruised.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “I would have gone with you if I’d known you wanted to ride.”

She snuggled against him and he held her tightly. “You’re so warm.” And so uncomplicated and so good, she thought. You’re so different from that other man, that Trevelyan.

He laughed at that. “I’ll take you back to the house, we’ll get a doctor to look at your arm, then you’re to spend the day in bed. I don’t want you catching cold.”

“May I have a fire in the fireplace?”

“I will see that you have a roaring fire. And we’ll put fifty pounds of blankets on the bed if that’s what it takes to keep you warm.”

“Harry, I do love you.”

He bent forward as though to kiss her, but Claire pulled away. As well as she knew anything in the world, she knew they were being watched.

Harry chuckled as he lifted her into the saddle of his horse and mounted behind her.

Neither of them heard Trevelyan walk away through the woods.
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