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				One

				

				London, England, 1816

				“What do you think Lady Exeter would do if I tied my skirts and scurried up that large oak over there?” Lady Claudia Baumgartner asked her friend Helen, the Duchess of Northingshire, as they strolled through Hyde Park.

				“Hmm.” Helen tapped her finger on her rosy cheek. They both eyed Lady Exeter, who was dressed from head to toe in green ruffles and feathers. If anyone could make or break one’s favor with the ton, which represented all of English noble society, it would be this formidable woman. “Well, after she had finished huffing and puffing with acute vexation, she would snap out her green-feathered fan, wave it toward you, and declare you mad and unfit for the title of Marchioness of Moreland!”

				Claudia laughed. “It might be worth my reputation just to witness her vexation,” she said, teasing.

				“My dear friend, you can witness it on any number of occasions.” Helen smiled. “All Lady Exeter has to do is see me on the arm of my beloved husband, and she lets everyone in our vicinity know how put out about the marriage she is.”

				Claudia glanced at Helen. Although her tone had remained pleasant, Claudia worried that it still caused her friend pain whenever she was belittled. English society did not look favorably on those who married above their stations as Helen had when she married the Duke of Northingshire. 

				Claudia started to apologize for mentioning it, but Helen stopped her.

				“Do not look so bothered, Claudia. I’m fine, really. I am concerned about you, though.”

				Claudia was taken aback. “Me? Whatever for?”

				“You seem so lonely away from your home in America. I keep thinking that if you made a good match it might alleviate some of your melancholy.” 

				Claudia smiled at her friend. “Just because marriage agrees with you, it does not follow it would agree with me, as well. Besides, I have not found a man in all of England I like enough to consider a match.” She looked around the large wooded park at the handsomely dressed ladies and gentlemen and sighed. “Besides your husband, and possibly the Thornton brothers, there is no one I would think manly enough to attract me. Most of these gentlemen are. . .too soft,” she finished.

				Helen giggled. “You are just used to those rugged American and Indian men like Sam. To tell you the truth, Sam scared me to death when he kept trying to trade his horses for me. Nothing seems civilized over there!”

				Claudia smiled at her. She remembered the time Helen spent in Louisiana as a companion to Claudia’s younger sister, Josie, when she met their neighbor Sam, a Choctaw Indian. Their lives were similar in some ways—Helen, a farmer’s daughter, had left her comfortable life to live with her husband in the sometimes harsh world of the ton, and Claudia had left her family, friends, and country to live with her grandfather in a land so different from her own.

				For that reason Claudia was experiencing a twinge of melancholy. She’d received a letter from her sister the day before, and it reminded her of how homesick she was for her native Louisiana.

				When she had first heard that her grandfather, the Marquis of Moreland, had asked her to come and live with him and become heir to his title, Claudia had jumped at the chance. After all, she had always dreamed of what it must be like to wear beautiful dresses and attend balls and parties during the season.

				And, too, it was a chance to redeem her father’s name and heritage that had been damaged when he had married the daughter of the marquis’s butler. Claudia’s grandfather had disowned him, cutting him off with only a small inheritance from his mother. Left with few options Claudia’s parents, Robert and Imogene Baumgartner, fled to America and established a plantation in south Louisiana not far from New Orleans. It was there Claudia and her sister, Josie, were born and reared on the Golden Bay Plantation, surrounded by swamps and bayous, with members of the Choctaw Indian tribe as their playmates.

				In the two years she had been in England, however, nothing had been as she had imagined. Her grandfather was gruff and distant, often causing Claudia to feel alone. The balls were also a letdown. For though they were grand, she had so many rules and restrictions placed upon her that she had no time left to enjoy herself.

				At first, the ton had labeled her a rustic and an oddity because of her accent and lack of graces. But the prince regent took an immediate liking to her when she met him and labeled her “an original.” After that she was invited to all the parties, and every eligible gentleman clamored for her affections. In fact, she was often so overwhelmed by people, she wished she could go back to being unpopular.

				“So how is your search going for your mother’s father?” Helen asked, pulling Claudia from her musings.

				“My grandfather still will not speak of him, and he has forbidden the servants to tell me anything either,” she said with a sigh. She’d been searching for her other grandfather, George Canterbury, since she’d arrived in England, but the only news she’d managed to procure was concerning the marquis. Lord Moreland had terminated her grandfather Canterbury’s employment when he’d become aware of Robert and Imogene’s relationship. “I’m not even sure he’s alive, Helen. Perhaps I am wasting my time.”

				Helen took her hand and gave it a squeeze before releasing it. “Nonsense! I have told my husband about it, and he has been making inquiries on your behalf. Between the three of us we will find him,” Helen assured her.

				Claudia smiled at Helen and silently sent up a prayer of thanks to God for sending her a friend so loyal and true. “Please give him my sincere thanks,” she said earnestly. “If anyone can find out anything, I know North can,” she continued, using the duke’s nickname.

				“Of course he can,” Helen agreed.

				“Once I find my other grandfather, perhaps I’ll be in better spirits, and you won’t have to try to match me with every suitable man in London,” she teased. 

				“Not every man, Claudia—just the right one,” Helen suddenly stopped, and her breath caught. “Of course! He would be perfect.” 

				Claudia studied her friend’s awestruck expression warily. “What are you talking about?”

				Helen made a discreet movement with her hand toward the bridge to their right where a tall, dark blond man stood with a slender older woman. “That is the Duchess of Ravenhurst, is it not?” Claudia recognized her immediately. “But who is the gentleman?” 

				Helen linked her arm with Claudia’s, and together they walked toward the couple. “He, my dear, could be the man of your dreams!” she whispered dramatically.

				Claudia rolled her eyes at that statement but allowed Helen to move them closer. “Helen, I believe you have read one too many romance novels. I couldn’t possibly determine whether a man is right for me by just one loo. . . .” Her words drifted to a close as she was finally able to see his face and broad shoulders clearly. He was dressed in a dark brown riding jacket, beige breeches, and shiny black Hessians. “Oh! He’s quite handsome, is he not?” she said breathlessly. Claudia was so engrossed in her perusal of him that she was not aware she had come to a complete stop.

				Helen smiled at Claudia and tugged on her arm again. “You can be assured he will soon be the most sought-after gentleman in all of England.”

				“But who is he? Why have I not met him before?”

				“He is Cameron Montbatten, the Earl of Kinclary and heir to the Duke of Ravenhurst,” Helen informed her. “And you have not met him for he has been away at school and abroad. I heard from Christina that he’s only just returned this week.”

				Christina was married to the Earl of Kenswick and a friend to Claudia and Helen. The two of them slowed as they neared the bridge. Claudia scrambled to remember if she had been introduced to the duchess and was glad to recall she had. If she had not, then it would be improper to approach her directly. 

				But the greeting did not go as she had imagined. The moment Claudia stepped forward to make her presence known to them, Lord Kinclary turned to speak with another gentleman. And before Claudia could wonder at his rather abrupt behavior, Lady Ravenhurst spoke up. “Lady Claudia. How nice to see you on this lovely morning.”

				It became noticeable at once that the older woman had left Helen out of the greeting. “I am doing quite well, your grace,” she returned. She reasoned that she was ignoring Helen because they had not been properly introduced. “And may I present my friend, the Lady Northingshire?”

				Claudia could not believe it when the duchess cut her sharp gaze to Helen and sneered. “My dear,” she said, bringing her gaze back to Claudia, “you should be careful in choosing your friends. You don’t want your position amongst the ton damaged beyond repair, do you?”

				Claudia gasped then glanced at Helen and saw the hurt brimming in her vivid blue eyes. “I beg your pardon,” she said to the older woman, only to have Helen put her hand on her arm, stopping her words.

				“Claudia, I believe I see my husband waiting for me. You’ll excuse me, won’t you?” she whispered then hurried away, her shoulders slumped in defeat.

				Though Claudia had spent two years in England being tutored, instructed, and sometimes prodded on the proper way a lady should comport herself in every situation, she was about to undo it all. She opened her mouth to tell the older woman exactly how she felt when the son suddenly turned back to her and smiled.

				The earl was so handsome that it fairly took her breath away to receive his full attention. She had to give herself a mental shake and remember how he’d just ignored her dear friend.

				The cad!

				“You are not about to leave, are you? Mother, please introduce me to this lovely creature before she escapes,” his deep voice urged, his eyes dancing playfully. 

				She caught her breath again as his moss-green gaze swept over her face. She reasoned it might be best to leave quickly and say nothing at all before this man, who was obviously a practiced charmer where ladies were concerned, made her forget she was upset with him.

				“This is Lady Claudia, the future Marchioness of Moreland. An inherited title, I might add,” Lady Ravenhurst said. “I was about to ask her to join us for tea sometime. And, my lady,” she said, turning to Claudia, “this is my son, Lord Kinclary.”

				Claudia was already backing away from him even as he bowed to her. “I’m afraid. . .I must go,” she stammered. Before he could give her another one of his lethal looks, she turned and dashed away in the direction Helen had gone.

				❧

				In all of his twenty-seven years Cameron could not remember meeting any woman who affected him as Lady Claudia just had. She barely spoke to him, and yet he knew he must see her again.

				“Well, I must say, she reacted very rudely to you, Cam. But what can you expect from those barbaric colonists?” Cameron’s mother tugged at her pristine white gloves. 

				Cameron’s brow rose with interest as he gazed at the lady’s retreating figure. “Mother, it’s been many years since they’ve been referred to as ‘colonists,’ and I can only guess her urgency to leave our presence must have been because you said something to insult her,” he stated dryly. His mother, Margaret Montbatten, had the ridiculous notion that everyone valued and even begged for her opinion. 

				Lady Ravenhurst sniffed. “Nonsense! I only told her she should keep better company.”

				Cameron ran his hand through his hair and groaned aloud. “Mother, the Duke of Northingshire is one of my oldest friends, and now you are telling me you just offended his wife?” He shook his head, wondering how he could repair the damage. “Lady Northingshire is a lovely girl and apparently a good friend of Lady Claudia’s—in whom, I might add, I am very interested.”

				His mother seemed indifferent to his chastisement and ignored his last comment. “Lady Northingshire is a farmer’s daughter and better suited to a barnyard than a ballroom. Marrying a duke does not make one a duchess!” 

				Cameron looked at his mother, who was still pretty for her age, and wondered if she were going senile. “Yes, it does, Mother.”

				Lady Ravenhurst narrowed her eyes at her son. “Do not be smart with me, young man. I know she is a duchess. I was simply making a point.” Then her eyes widened suddenly. “What do you mean you are interested in Lady Claudia? Have you met her before?”

				Cameron sighed and tried not to fathom his mother’s way of thinking. “I met her only today, but I know she is someone I should like to see more.”

				“Hmm.” Lady Ravenhurst tapped her gloved finger on her cheek. “She is a bit of a rustic, but I have it on good faith that she is a favorite of the prince regent.”

				Cameron shook his head and took his mother’s arm. Together they walked forward. “I care nothing of what the ton thinks,” he said firmly. “Now tell me how an American girl becomes the heir to a title.”

				Cameron listened to his mother tell him about the Marquis of Moreland and how he’d named Claudia his heir. She ended by saying, “She clearly needs tutoring in the ways of a lady, but she has excellent bloodlines despite her mother and would make you a fine countess and future duchess.”

				“Mother, we are talking about a lady not a horse!” Cameron exclaimed with exasperation, then softened his tone. “You must know what it is like to want to find the perfect mate for your life—someone to share your dreams with and a life full of meaning and purpose. Someone God has chosen for you.” He’d taken his mother’s hands in his.

				His mother stared at him. “What nonsense! Marriage is a merger of two good families who produce superior children, particularly a male, to carry on the line. This cycle has been repeated for centuries. It’s the way of things, you know.” She pulled her hands away from him, tugged again at her gloves, smoothed her skirts, then took his arm. “Now let’s put this romantic foolishness aside and start planning your marriage to the future Marchioness of Moreland.”

				Cameron sighed and continued to walk alongside his mother. He knew his parents were fond of each other but married because it had been arranged and nothing more. Cameron wanted more. In his travels he’d become friends with a missionary who had such a zeal for God and a strong calling to share God’s love to others. It made Cameron ashamed of the selfish life of privilege he’d taken for granted and prodded him to search for a better way to live—one that would please God.

				He had found a way to do that, but he felt certain no lady from his world would understand or even want to be a part of it. It would take a special woman, with a similar aspiration, to be his wife.

				He was in the midst of wondering about Lady Claudia when a young woman appeared at his other side.

				“Ah, Aurora,” his mother said. “Your aunt Martin is here with you?”

				Lady Aurora Wyndham linked her arm with Cameron’s and nodded to his mother. “Good morning, your grace. Yes, she is over there speaking with Lady Exeter.”

				When Cameron’s mother had left to speak with Aurora’s aunt, Aurora tugged on his arm and led him behind a large tree.

				Cameron had known Aurora since childhood and was fond of her, but he was in no mood to deal with her theatrics. “Aurora, what—,” he began impatiently.

				“Cam, I’ve just come from speaking with Father, and I fear I have some terrible news!” She held a white lace handkerchief to her cheek.

				Cameron stopped short of rolling his eyes at her. Aurora tended to make even the slightest problem a major ordeal. “What is it, Aurora?”

				“He has demanded I become engaged in one month, or he’ll make me marry Lord Carmichael. The man is old and toothless and has already been through four wives!” She dabbed at her eyes, though Cameron was sure he saw no tears. “I could not bear to marry such an ogre, Cam. You must help me.”

				Cameron let out a sigh. “Aurora, you have had countless offers for your hand; yet you have chosen to turn them all down. Your father is just trying to force you to make a decision. I doubt he will follow through on his threat.”

				But Aurora would not be calmed. She began to pace in front of him, twisting the handkerchief. “You did not see his face, Cameron. He was serious—of that I have no doubt.” She stopped and faced him with pleading eyes. “Will you help me?”

				As Cameron stared down into Aurora’s face, he had no doubt that her luminous gaze, pouty lips, and soft, whispery voice had worked their wiles on many a man. They did not, however, do anything for him except irritate him. “If you are asking me to help you make a match before your father carries out his threat, then I’ll do what I can,” he said finally.

				A smile curved her lips as she reached out to take his arm. “I knew I could count on you, Cam,” she cooed and continued to chatter on about something else, but Cameron had stopped listening.

				He was already thinking about when and where he might see the lovely Lady Claudia once more.

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				“I beg you to reconsider this ridiculous plan, Claudia,” Helen pleaded. She was helping her fasten the buttons on Claudia’s shimmering, pale-green gown of silk and beaded taffeta. Her brunette hair was twisted artfully in a turban of the same color as her gown while a few strands framed her face.

				Claudia examined her appearance. She knew she was dressed as well as anyone at the ball would be, but she still felt as if she would never fit in. 

				“It must be done, Helen! The Montbattens, especially Lord Kinclary, think themselves far above almost everyone. Christina told me he had even tried to fight a duel with his sister’s husband while they were engaged.” She adjusted the emerald and diamond necklace at her throat. Lord Kinclary’s sister Katherine was now married to Lord Thomas Thornton, brother to the Earl of Kenswick and brother-in-law to their dear friend Christina. “Someone has to stand up to him and say it is enough.”

				Helen sighed audibly as she grabbed the gloves from Claudia’s dressing table and handed them to her. “As much as you adore the Thornton brothers and their wives, you are only doing this for my sake, and I wish you would not. North might find out, and he will make an even bigger scene over their snubbing me.”

				Claudia pulled on the last glove then took Helen’s hands into her own. “Helen, of course I am doing this for you. But you do not have to worry about your husband finding out, for I shall be most circumspect in my dealings with him.”

				Helen sighed. “But do you have to do this at a ball—his mother’s ball ? I do not care that they didn’t include me on the invitation. I’m most sure it was just an oversight.”

				Claudia squeezed Helen’s hands and then let them go so she could slip into her hooded cloak. “Of course Lady Montbatten meant it, and I would not doubt that her son had something to do with it also.” She tied the cape over her shoulders and faced her friend again. “Helen, we are each entitled to be respected no matter who we are or what station of life we are born to. We are all created equal and have God-given rights which are. . .uh. . .life. . .and liberty and”—she thought a moment then snapped her fingers—“the pursuit of happiness. It’s our constitutional right!” She threw her arms up, making her cape rise like wings on either side of her. 

				Helen looked at her strangely, then burst into laughter. “But we’re in England.”

				Claudia clamped her hand over her mouth and joined her friend’s laughter. “Oh, dear. We Americans can wax patriotic at the oddest times, I’m afraid.”

				Helen smiled, though Claudia could see she was still trying to get hold of her giggles. “Just please don’t do that at the ball,” she admonished, waggling her finger at her. “I can imagine you marching into the Montbattens’ ballroom, waving your American flag, and dumping tea into their fountains in protest.”

				Claudia giggled and straightened her cape, which had become askew. “Perhaps I’ll don the beaded leather dress one of my Choctaw friends made for me before I left and mark my face with war paint.”

				Helen walked to Claudia’s bed then returned with a satin purse. “As fun as that would be to witness, I’m afraid you’ll have to leave your war paint at home and face the wolves with only your wits to guard you.” She handed her the purse and added, “Unless I can talk you into going to my house. I do have a brand new novel we can read to each other.”

				Claudia raised her brow and narrowed her gaze at her friend. “I just thought of something. You never told me how your husband reacted when he saw the invitation made out only to him.”

				Helen looked at the floor. “Well. . .I didn’t exactly show him the invitation.” She started picking at imaginary lint on her cream-colored skirt. “I told him it had arrived and suggested we miss this one and attend the Beckingham ball tomorrow night.” She looked up and met Claudia’s gaze. “But shouldn’t we leave this matter in God’s hands? He will deal with the Montbattens as they deserve.”

				“Of course, but don’t you think God enlists our help on occasion to make people aware of their bad manners?” She smiled at her friend. “God does not mean for you to endure such disrespect—you are His child. You are also the Duchess of Northingshire, and nothing they do or say will change that fact. But tonight perhaps I can make one man understand his actions are petty and mean. I only pray he has some decent, God-fearing part inside him that can be reasoned with.”

				She turned toward the mirror one last time, and after taking a deep breath squared her shoulders. “Well, I’m ready. You’ll say a prayer for me tonight?”

				Helen looked at her in the mirror and nodded her head slowly. “I shall be praying all night, for I fear you’ll need it.”

				“I will come and visit you on the morrow and tell you about it,” Claudia said to Helen as they walked out of the room to go to their respective carriages. “I’m sure I’ll have good news about how the earl saw the error of his ways and will bring you his apology.” She prayed her statement would prove true.

				Claudia’s great-aunt Julia, who acted as her chaperone, was in the carriage and had fallen asleep as usual. Claudia would wake her up when they arrived, and after greeting the key members of her circle her aunt would find a nice comfortable chair and fall asleep again. Claudia smiled to herself and looked out the window as the carriage began to move. At least she didn’t have to worry about her aunt reporting back to her grandfather that she had sought the audience of one Earl of Kinclary.

				 Since the Montbattens’ London home was only two blocks from her grandfather’s, she and her aunt were soon standing at the grand entrance to the ballroom, and their names were being announced.

				She observed a few nods of greeting and curious looks as they entered, especially from some of the young men who’d been vying for her attention lately; but mostly she entered unnoticed since the party was in full swing. Aunt Julia went her way, and Claudia walked down the few steps onto the ballroom floor, casually glancing about in hopes of spotting Lord Kinclary. 

				“Ah, Lady Claudia!” She looked to her right and saw Lady Ravenhurst hurrying over to her. “I had almost given up on your gracing us with your presence this evening,” the older woman said in a sugary voice that surprised Claudia. Since their last meeting at the park had been such an unpleasant one, she had not expected Lady Ravenhurst to be so nice to her. “Cameron was just telling me he hoped you would save him a dance.”

				Claudia wondered why. Then suddenly the woman’s agreeable attitude made sense. Lady Ravenhurst must have high hopes for her son and Claudia. “I don’t really dance—”

				“Oh, nonsense!” Lady Ravenhurst scanned the room. “Oh, there he is—standing by the painting of the Battle of Waterloo. We just added it to our collection, so I’m sure Cameron would love to show it to you.”

				Claudia looked about the room and noticed that all the paintings depicted different battles. Very strange décor for a ballroom, she thought. She wondered how she’d figure out which one was of Waterloo. “Um. . .I don’t know—”

				“Hurry along, dear, before another young lady monopolizes his time. We wouldn’t want that, would we?” she whispered knowingly, as if the two of them shared a secret.

				“I beg your par—,” she started to say, but Lady Ravenhurst had already turned and walked away. Claudia stared after her, trying to make sense of the one-sided conversation she’d just been a part of. Lady Ravenhurst was the rudest and quite possibly the strangest woman she’d ever met. She almost felt sorry for Lord Kinclary. 

				Almost.

				She turned to the room at large then, and it was as if Moses himself had raised his staff because the crowd parted slightly, giving her a clear path to where the handsome earl stood.

				And he was indeed handsome, she thought, walking toward him. His dark blond hair seemed as untamed as it had been in the park, falling over his forehead and curling about his neck in a style longer than was fashionable. His dark grey coat and breeches fit him expertly, giving him an air of importance.

				It was not unlike watching the stance of an Indian warrior, which she’d encountered many times in Louisiana. In fact she could almost imagine him in buckskins, wearing the feathers of a chief with his long hair flowing in the wind.

				“Would you like a glass of punch, my lady?” a server asked, stepping in front of her and waking her from her odd musings. Claudia shook her head, dismissing the servant. She took a deep breath and cleared her head of her fanciful thoughts.

				How could she admire a man who was so obviously a snob and a cad?

				I couldn’t, of course, she assured herself as she started to walk again, only to find the object of her thoughts was no longer standing by the painting.

				Still feeling a bit flustered, she surveyed the room and finally found him by the painting of another battle, speaking to a pretty woman in a light pink dress.

				Claudia felt a pang of something that reminded her of jealousy when she saw the way the earl was smiling at the woman. But after reasoning with herself that she couldn’t feel jealousy when she didn’t even like the man, she headed in his direction again.

				She was almost there when he looked up and met Claudia’s gaze. On seeing her, his eyes lit up, and his lips curved into a smile.

				Suddenly she realized she was smiling back at him like a lovesick buffoon.

				“Lady Claudia,” he said in his low soft voice, “I had hoped you would come.”

				Claudia told herself over and over that she was here for Helen’s sake. She would not be charmed by this rogue, even though his words seemed to pour over her like honey and run straight to her heart.

				“Lord Kinclary,” she said coolly, “I had wanted to see you also.”

				She didn’t think it was possible, but his green eyes seemed to brighten even more, and Claudia knew her words had been misinterpreted.

				And not just by the earl. “Ahem!” The young woman beside him threw her a speculative look before gazing back up at Lord Kinclary. “Cameron, won’t you introduce us?” The woman nearly purred, and Claudia wondered if the high, syrupy tone was her natural voice or one she used only around men.

				Claudia did not miss the familiar use of his Christian name either. The young woman was crafty.

				It seemed almost a chore for Cameron to draw his gaze from Claudia to peer down at the woman demanding his attention. “Hmm? Ah. . .yes,” he murmured. “Aurora, this is Lady Claudia, granddaughter of the Marquis of Moreland. Lady Claudia, this is Lady Aurora, daughter of Lord Donald Wyndham.”

				The ladies bobbed a polite curtsy to one another, though Aurora accompanied hers with a glare.

				Claudia didn’t know if it was the effect Lord Kinclary had on her or the dislike radiating from the other woman, but she wanted to do what she came to do and go home. “Lord Kinclary, I need to have a word with you, if you don’t mind.”

				Cameron raised his brow at her. “Of course you may.”

				Claudia noticed Lady Aurora hadn’t taken the hint, for she stood stock-still, as though she should be privy to the conversation. She was about to ask her bluntly to leave, but Lord Kinclary did it for her.

				“You’ll excuse us, won’t you, Aurora?”

				Aurora smiled, though it didn’t reach her dark eyes. “Of course. I’ll be right back,” she said, leaving Claudia to wonder about what sort of relationship she and the earl shared.

				“I am all yours, Lady Claudia,” he said in a low voice. He took her gloved hand and brought it to his lips. Her head snapped up to meet his gaze, and she was stunned by the admiration gleaming there. “I have been thinking about you these last three days since we met.”

				For some reason his words irritated Claudia. Perhaps they were too practiced, or he seemed so confident the attraction was mutual. Whatever it was, it made her more determined to carry out the plan.

				She jerked her hand away before he could kiss it and held it to her chest as though she’d been stung. “Lord Kinclary! Please!”

				Surprised, but not thwarted, he responded, “Please call me Cameron, and forgive me if I’ve acted too forwardly. But when you said you had come to see me—”

				She gasped. “Do you believe I sought you out because I’ve been pining away for you for three days? What sort of woman do you take me for, Lord Kinclary?” She refused to address him familiarly.

				He was silent as he scanned her face. “I apologize for the offense, my lady,” he said calmly. “Please tell me why you’ve come.”

				Claudia was surprised he didn’t seem put out by her rejection of his advances. If he had been thinking about her for the last three days, shouldn’t he be more upset that she apparently hadn’t been doing the same?

				She drew in a breath and made herself stop trying to figure out the man. “A friend of mine has been truly offended by your actions and by those of your mother. I feel I must speak out in her defense. I don’t understand the need for higher classes to snub those of lower birth, especially when this person is such a lovely, sweet girl who would never return such an offense. I mean—”

				“Excuse me, my lady, but I have no idea of whom you speak,” he said, interrupting her.

				Claudia had expected him to remember the situation. Was he such a blackguard that he could dismiss someone without so much as an afterthought? “I, sir, am speaking of the Duchess of Northingshire, the lady you ignored whilst your mother lashed insults upon her. It is insufferable that you could be so coldhearted as to deliberately hurt someone of such a gentle and loving character.”

				“Lady Claudia!” he exclaimed in a whisper. “You have misjudged me, and as far as my mother is concerned I cannot be held accountable for what she might have said or done.”

				Claudia shook her head. “But—”

				“Wait.” he whispered again as he glanced about the room. She followed his gaze and saw that people were beginning to stare at them. “This is not the place to discuss this. If you will wait for me on the terrace, I will follow directly.”

				She was about to say no but thought better of it. She was curious as to what he had to say, but she did not want gossip to be started about the two of them. She nodded and turned then walked out into the cool night air.

				❧

				As Cameron watched Lady Claudia walk away, he tried to think why she considered him to be such a malicious person. Of course she hadn’t told him what his mother had said to the duchess. Whatever had transpired, it must have been rude and cutting. He had to admire the lady, though, for defending a friend so loyally even though she herself could risk being hurt socially for it.

				Cameron was more intrigued than ever by the beautiful American, and he hoped he could clear up the matter so he could begin calling on her.

				After several minutes he decided enough time had passed. He stepped toward the glass doors leading to the terrace. Suddenly Aurora stood in his path.

				She began speaking to him, but he was only half listening when he spotted Claudia through the windows, standing by the stone railing.

				Waiting for him. Cameron smiled at those words and wondered what it would be like for her to be waiting for him at home as his wife. He scarcely knew her, but the thought of pursuing a relationship with Lady Claudia felt fitting somehow.

				“. . .marry me.”

				Aurora’s words sounded like a gun firing in his ears. “What did you say?” he demanded, wishing he’d paid more attention. Aurora had a way of talking him into things without his being aware he’d agreed.

				Aurora sighed then curled her lips in a pout. “I’m telling you my life is in a shambles, and you are not even listening,” she said with a sniff.

				His patience was already thin. “Aurora, I meant, what were you saying about someone marrying you?”

				She moistened her lips and smiled weakly at him. “I said I’m having trouble finding someone to marry me. And since you are my oldest and dearest friend I am asking you to save me from the fate my father has laid out for me.”

				Cameron was appalled at the thought of having to marry Aurora. She was like a sister to him—and a sometimes annoying sister at that. “Aurora, you still have more than three weeks to find a husband. And I promise to do everything within my power to help you find one,” he assured her.

				She shook her head, and her eyes filled with tears. It was because she was frightened about marrying Lord Carmichael, wasn’t it? Surely she felt about him as he did her—like a sibling?

				“But if I can’t, Cameron, you must save me,” she cried softly as she reached out to clutch his arm. “Please promise me you’ll marry me if I cannot find anyone else.”

				His throat tightened in panic as he stared down at Aurora. He didn’t want her to have to marry a man who’d had his share of wives; neither did he desire to sacrifice himself.

				He looked away from her and let his gaze drift to the terrace.

				Claudia was no longer there.

				Alarmed, he tried to step around Aurora, but she stopped him. “You didn’t answer me, Cameron. Will you promise me?”

				He knew she would not leave him alone until he agreed. He only prayed he could find her a husband in time. “Yes, I promise,” he said hurriedly. “Now if you’ll excuse me—”

				He dashed outside without waiting for a response then walked to the far right of the terrace but discovered it was empty. He looked at the other end and saw a gate. He felt certain she must be walking in the garden, but when he reached the gate he found it locked.

				Cameron peered over the railing and down at the ground several feet below him. With no other doors to go through and no way to get to the garden, he couldn’t figure out where she had gone. 

				And then he spotted a small piece of torn fabric wedged into the iron leaves on the top of the gate. 

				It was green silk.
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