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			“I WILL NOT PLEDGE OBEDIENCE AS YOUR WIFE.”

			She studied him again, her gaze steady and without the slightest affectation. “And being absolutely proper and correct means everything to you, doesn't it? Even if it's utterly and completely foolish.” Then she tilted her head to the side and asked in all innocence, “Or is it that you can't discern the difference between matters of true importance and those that are trifling?”

			“I see the distinction quite clearly, Mistress Curran,” Devon answered, coming away from the door. “But I also understand all too well the effects of trying to play the game outside the rules. Since we're to be shackled to one another until such time as your uncle cancels the note of credit, it behooves us to have a clear understanding of expectations.”

			“I'm to conduct myself as a proper lady at all times, but what might I expect of you, Mr. Rivard?”

			Devon gave her a half-smile. “That I'll conduct myself as a gentleman.”

			Her brow arched slightly as she clasped her hands demurely before her. “It would be the better part of wisdom, Mr. Rivard, to request that the cleric remove the wifely vow of obedience from the ceremony. I have absolutely no intention of uttering such a foolish promise, and I would so dislike creating a scene that might embarrass you.”

			Devon raked her up and down with bold regard and then offered her a condescending bow. “As you request, my lady,” he answered sardonically. “Our circumstances do indeed require adaptation.”
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		CHAPTER ONE
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		Williamsburg, Virginia
April, 1774

		[image: ]URDER WOULD HAVE been a kinder fate, Claire thought, resisting the urge to chew on her lower lip. All of her plans had been made around an assumption that had proven to be overly optimistic. How could she have underestimated her uncle's spiteful nature? She sighed quietly. There was no point in chastising herself for shortsightedness. There'd be plenty of time for that after she found a way out of the ugly Byzantine maze her uncle had crafted.

		If only she'd managed to sleep some the night before. She needed a clear head, a mind that could wrest salvation from thin air. But she'd spent the night pacing her rented room, unable to think about anything except what a black-hearted scoundrel her uncle was. And now all she had to show for the effort was a brain that had all the power and clarity of lukewarm oatmeal. Claire clenched her teeth.

		“I hope, Mistress Curran, that you found your lodgings suitable?”

		Perched on the edge of the chair, Claire forced herself to swallow past the tightness in her throat, took as deep a breath as her stays permitted, and met the gaze of the man standing behind the desk. “They're more than adequate for my needs, Mr. Cantrell. I appreciate your thoughtfulness and effort on my behalf.”

		The solicitor lifted a sheaf of papers, perused them briefly, and then cast them down with a soft sigh. “It's the least I can do under the circumstances. I'd like you to form at least a favorable first impression of Virginia hospitality. Devon isn't likely to be as concerned with the warmth of your welcome.”

		Claire stared down at her lap. She didn't have to remove her worn kid gloves to know that her primly laced fingers had turned a ghostly white. Adjusting the drape of her dress and flexing the blood back to her fingertips, she said, “I'm no happier with the circumstances than Mr. Rivard will be. If a way can be found to escape the situation, I assure you that I'll do so.”

		Edmund Cantrell arched a pale brow and again picked up the sheaf of papers lying on the desk. “He's not going to believe that you're an innocent party in this affair. You're aware of that, aren't you, Mistress Curran?”

		She lifted her chin. “I had no knowledge of either the nature or the contents of the letter before yesterday, and I'll swear such before God. You yourself broke the seal.”

		“Please,” the young solicitor hurried to inject. “I meant no dishonor to you. I know your uncle by reputation, and I'm quite sure that such perfidy is common to his business practices. It's Devon who concerns me. He has a streak of suspicion in him that's both wide and notorious. He won't be as …” The man sighed and stared down at the papers as he shook his head.

		“As what, Edmund?”

		Claire pivoted in the chair, turning toward the office doorway and the direction from which the question had come. A man stood framed within it, the dark curls on his head only a scant distance from the top of the doorway, a mere sliver of space existing between his massive shoulders and the oaken sides of the jamb. The morning light stood at his back and cast his facial features into gray shadows. But she didn't have to see his face to guess the expression he wore. She could tell much about his state of mind by the broad stance he took in the doorway, by the way he commanded the room into which he faced. He was annoyed at having to be there, and he was determined to dispatch the business at hand as quickly as possible.

		She fixed her gaze on the desk before the affable Mr. Cantrell and fought back the wave of panic that threatened to propel her out of the chair, out of the office, down the street, and into blissful oblivion. A sense of pending doom settled over her shoulders even as she silently prayed, Please, dear God, let this be some other man.

		“As what, Edmund?” the stranger repeated, stepping across the threshold and stripping the woolen greatcoat from his shoulders. He turned toward the young man as though they were the only occupants of the room. “Come now, I'm a busy man and I don't have the time for parlor games.”

		Claire saw Edmund Cantrell rising to his full height and squaring his shoulders. “I was about to say that you're not nearly as understanding as I am.”

		Her heart sank with certainty.

		Devon Rivard made a soft, dismissive sound before replying, “Hardly a great revelation, Edmund. Your message said it was a matter of great importance. Given the weather this morning, it had better be.”

		“And it is, I assure you,” Cantrell responded, sweeping his hand in a wide gesture toward Claire. “May I introduce Mistress Claire Curran, of London.”

		For a quick moment Claire considered correcting the details of the introduction, to provide her former title and her proper place of residence, but then just as quickly decided against it. To be a lady trapped in a situation of obviously lower, trading-class origins… Besides, she admitted, the truth of what she was and where she came from wouldn't make a bit of difference in the larger, ugly scheme of things about to unfold. Without a word, Claire rose to her feet with a wholly feigned aplomb.

		The young attorney continued with the formalities, saying, “Mistress Curran, may I present Mr. Devon Rivard, owner of Rosewind and one of the region's preeminent citizens.”

		“A compliment undeserved, I assure you,” the newcomer said smoothly, turning toward her with the most abbreviated of bows.

		He was a rakishly handsome man with sooty eyelashes that framed eyes of darkest emerald, a mouth wide and full and somehow mocking, the corners etched with lines that seemed more faded than faint. Yet it was an intangible something about him that knotted a cord deep in the center of her chest. She named it fear and swallowed as best she could around the lump rising in her throat.

		His gaze skimmed the length of her, and she wondered if he knew that her secondhand sack dress was three years past fashionable and that she'd deepened the seams of the bodice to fit her meager attributes. With what little resolve she had remaining, Claire said, “It's a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Rivard. I only wish that the circumstances were of a different nature.”

		He lifted a dark brow while he offered her another brief bow. “I can't consider unfortunate any circumstance which brings such an attractive young woman into my company, Mistress Curran.”

		She thought the slight curve of one side of his mouth belied the compliment, and a flicker of ire coursed through her veins. The sudden warmth steadied her knees and strengthened her resolve. Claire dipped her chin ever so slightly in the direction of Edmund Cantrell, saying, “I believe you'll shortly abandon any such thinking, sir.”

		To her relief, the sandy-haired young man cleared his throat, lifted several pieces of parchment from his desktop, and began, “Mistress Curran arrived in Williamsburg late yesterday afternoon bearing sealed correspondence from Mr. George Seaton-Smythe. You're acquainted with the gentleman, are you not, Devon?”

		Claire watched the tall American stride across the office to toss his cloak over the back of an elegantly carved chair. She judged his height to be at least six and two. His boots were of soft black leather, rising to his knees and conforming to his calves. His frock coat was well tailored, the fit fashionably loose and covering the rest of him from her perusal. Not that she needed to see any more than she could. Everything about him spoke of a powerful man quite used to getting his way. Claire quickly moistened her lips and flexed her fingers at her sides.

		“ ‘Gentleman’ is a term I'd use only loosely to describe Seaton-Smythe,” Rivard replied, his back to her and his attorney. Folding his arms across his chest and fixing his gaze on something beyond the window glass, he added, “I know him only by reputation. The productions of my estate are agented through another house.”

		Her heart racing, Claire took a long, deep breath, stared at the carpet, and hoped that the attorney would make short work of the ugly business at hand.

		“It appears that Wyndom doesn't share your assessment of the man,” Edmund Cantrell continued. “On the fourth day of January last he entered into a contract with—”

		“For what sum?”

		Claire heard the steely edge of anger. The strength ebbed from her legs and she locked her knees before she could collapse into the chair behind her.

		“Two thousand pounds sterling,” answered the attorney, his voice soft in an apparent effort to ease the harshness of the truth. “According to Seaton-Smythe, Wyndom has been either unwilling or unable to repay the debt.”

		“Tell me, Edmund… Did Seaton-Smythe have the gall to pretend that he ever expected my besotted brother to conduct himself honorably?”

		Cantrell quietly cleared his throat and went on. “Mr. Seaton-Smythe has offered three alternatives for correcting the unfortunate situation. As his first offer, he suggests that you permit him to legally attach your present and future consignments until the debt is paid in full. Should that be unacceptable, then he suggests that you pay the entire amount, in sterling. Mistress Curran is to act as the courier.”

		Rivard broadened his stance and didn't look away from the window as he asked, “And the third… alternative?”

		Again Cantrell cleared his throat before he spoke. Claire closed her eyes as she listened to him reply, “Mr. Seaton-Smythe has offered to cancel the debt upon delivery of legal proof of your marriage to his niece.” Cantrell drew a long breath. “The same Mistress Claire Curran.”

		She heard the slow measure of Rivard's turn, felt the heat of his attention boring through her. Swallowing back the bitter taste of mortal embarrassment, Claire opened her eyes and met his gaze. Never in all her days had she seen such loathing, such unadulterated hatred in a man's eyes. She opened her mouth to speak, but couldn't make a sound.

		“Mistress Curran wishes to find some manner of evading the proposal,” the young attorney offered in hasty rescue.

		“Oh?” Rivard drawled, both dark brows slanting derisively. “Do you have two thousand pounds sterling on your person, Mistress Curran?”

		The cold mockery of his tone stole what precious little air remained in her lungs. She shook her head mutely.

		“Have you, mistress, any property you'd be willing to forfeit for payment of my brother's debt?”

		The sun-warmed stones of Crossbridge Manor shimmered bright before her mind's eye. But Uncle George holds the title. Her eyes aching from the threat of angry tears, Claire again shook her head.

		“If I might be permitted to offer a possible solution?” Edmund gently interceded. “Seaton-Smythe has offered to cancel the debt upon the receipt of proof of your marriage. He made no stipulations regarding the nature of that union or the duration. Perhaps …”

		“A divorce?” Rivard supplied, quirking one brow and smiling. “An intriguing idea, Edmund.”

		The young attorney stared blankly at the top of his desk and shook his head in slow disagreement. “Intriguing, yes, but with attendant difficulties, Devon. As you well know, Virginia lacks the power to grant them, and so the case must be made in England itself. Additionally, acceptable grounds are very narrow and would cause the both of you permanent social scars. I was thinking of a slightly less scandalous way out of the marriage contract. One that we can manage in our own house, so to speak.”

		“An annulment?” Claire heard herself ask in a stunned whisper. “Are you suggesting that the marriage be annulled after my uncle has pardoned the debt?”

		“Not too terribly honorable, I know,” Edmund replied. “But it would be escape without complete social ruination.”

		Devon Rivard's gaze swept her from head to hem,contempt shining in his eyes and twisting his lips into a cruel smile. “And how quickly the lady thought of it.”

		The sound of his scorn ignited fires she'd thought carefully and safely banked. The words escaped before she could stop them. “How dare you, sir, cast aspersions on my character. You know nothing of me or my circumstances.”

		She lifted her chin and appraised him in much the same manner as he had her only a moment before. “I'd rather bed the Devil himself than consider marriage to such a self-consumed fool.”

		He cocked a brow in slow consideration. Deep within his eyes a flame kindled. “You speak of your circumstances,” he said, his voice soft and yet somehow sharply cutting.

		She wouldn't explain anything to him. She'd go to Crossbridge Manor—somehow—and do what she could to sort out the disaster her life had become. Stepping around the chair, Claire took her cloak from the wall peg, saying as she did, “I owe you no accounting, Mr. Rivard. And I'll give you none. Seek a solution to your dilemma as best you can, but don't expect me to be a party to it.” She draped the woolen cloth over her shoulders and, while fastening the frog at the neck, added, “I'll make arrangements to return to London as soon as possible. If you wish for me to bear your payment to my uncle, please see that it's delivered to my lodgings before I depart Williamsburg. Mr. Cantrell knows where to find me.”

		She turned to find the attorney staring at her, his blue eyes large in his face. “Mr. Cantrell,” she said, dropping her chin in polite acknowledgment, “I sincerely appreciate your kindness and—”

		“And how is it that you intend to pay for your passage back to London?” Rivard asked, his tone no kinder than before.

		She turned to glare at him. His arms were once again crossed over his chest, but he had shifted his stance so that he rested his weight casually on one leg. The gaze that met hers was cool and distant. “Perhaps you acquired some jewelry from the woman who gave you that god-awful gown?” he ventured before she could reply. “Might you be planning to sell a bit of it for your ship passage?”

		His words struck her like a fist. Her throat tightened and she willed back the hot torrent of words. To speak would unleash angry tears and she would never give him that satisfaction.

		“It doesn't matter on which side of the Atlantic you stand,” he continued, both his tone and the light within his eyes hardening. “George Seaton-Smythe has the reputation of a wharf rat. That you're of some blood relation to him counts against you. On the other hand, that you're obviously a poor and utterly disposable member of his family speaks in your behalf. He didn't send you here and offer you for sacrifice just to rid himself of an undowered, crumb-gobbling relative. What's his true intent?”

		God only knew and she didn't want to attempt to guess. She was frightened enough already. Clenching her teeth, Claire struggled to slow her breathing. “My uncle isn't in the habit of discussing his business decisions with me, Mr. Rivard,” she ground out. Once more she turned to the lawyer. “Good day, Mr. Cantrell. And again, thank you for all—”

		“No matter,” Rivard went on. “I'll discover his motives soon enough. And you haven't answered my question as to how you intend to pay for your passage back to dear ol' London.”

		Of all the insufferable men she'd ever met… Something deep inside her snapped with an almost audible click. Claire spun about and, arms akimbo, retorted, “Are you always so rude, Mr. Rivard?”

		“It's one of the many privileges of class, Mistress

		Curran,” he retorted with a quick and humorless smile. “And how do you plan to secure—”

		“Perhaps, Mr. Rivard,” she answered with slow force, “my uncle's made provisions for such. Has that possibility not occurred to you?”

		He shook his head slowly. “He made no such arrangements. There wouldn't be any point in doing so.” A bitter smile lifted the corners of his mouth as he added, “Your uncle understands the circumstances of Tidewater gentlemen.”

		Claire narrowed her eyes and studied him. Surely he didn't mean to accept the suggestion of marriage? She watched him flick his cloak about his shoulders.

		“Have her at Reverend MacDowell's house at three today, Edmund. And bring with you whatever papers are necessary to satisfy Seaton-Smythe. I'll meet you there.”

		“I won't!” Claire spluttered, feeling her stomach sink to her toes even as a scalding heat flooded her cheeks. “I won't marry you!”

		He turned to her slowly, fire burning in his eyes and his chin as hard as granite. “Indeed you will, Mistress Curran. And without protest. You have no honorable means to secure passage back to London. Accept that you've been deliberately stranded and that lifting your skirts is the only sure means you have to feed yourself.”

		“Devon!” snapped Edmund. “You go too far, man!”

		“Nay,” he calmly replied, meeting Claire's gaze. “The lady needs to know how truly desperate her situation is. She can sell herself to many or she can sell herself to me.” He took a step closer to her and went on, his voice quiet and hard as he said, “If you choose the former, Mistress Curran, your life will be brutal and mean and short. Choose the latter and know that, when the debt's canceled, you may go your way as chaste as you now stand.”

		“And as penniless and desperate as her current state!” the attorney countered, outrage crackling through his words.

		“I'll give her a dowry,” Devon replied. “It certainly won't be much of one, but it'll be sufficient to trap herself another husband.”

		“Devon, your attitude is unconscionable!” Edmund shot back. “I regret that I ever suggested this… this farce!”

		Spinning about, the man strode toward the door. “Hell, Edmund,” he cast over his shoulder as he went. “Offer to marry her yourself when she's free. I don't give a damn one way or the other.”

		“You can't wed on such short notice,” Edmund offered quickly. “The banns have to be published. A license has to be secured. And decency demands that there be at least a day or two between its issuance and the actual performance of the ceremony.”

		Rivard paused, his hand on the latch, and turned back. His eyes blazed as he icily replied, “The requirement of the banns, a license, and decency can be set aside if the circumstances are sufficiently dire, Edmund, and you well know it. Have her at MacDowell's at three.”

		The door closed behind him with a finality that chilled Claire's soul.
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		[image: ]EVON STEPPED ACROSS the threshold of the pub and pulled the door closed behind him. The raw wind that accompanied him rolled like a storm through the thick haze of tobacco smoke, clearing it sufficiently for him to identify the men gathered around a gaming table in the back. He offered the expectant tavern keeper only a brief nod of acknowledgment before he strode across the planking toward the circle of gamblers.

		As he neared the table, a moonfaced man with a bulbous red nose looked up from his cards and smiled. “Devon, ol' man! Do pull up a chair and join us!”

		A strained smile of civility was the best Devon could muster as he replied, “Perhaps some other time, Jasper. Misfortune's shadowed me all morning, and I'd be a fool to give her another opportunity to aggravate the day.”

		“It appears that ill luck clouds the fortunes of both Rivards, then,” Jasper offered, smiling at the stiff young man seated with his back toward Devon. Jasper dabbed at his brow with a lace handkerchief as he added, “Wyndom's spent the past few hours alternately cursing us and his cards.”

		Devon laid his hand on the thin shoulder before him as he addressed the circle of men. “Then perhaps your ears would appreciate a respite. Might I borrow my brother for a short while?”

		The other players cast concerned looks at the notes of credit littering the center of the table even as they offered a mumbled chorus of assent. Devon tightened his grip on Wyndom's shoulder and all but pulled his younger brother up from his seat. The chair legs scraped against the wooden floor, setting Devon's teeth on edge. Wyndom offered petulant words of apology to his fellows before following his brother to the far side of the pub.

		“My luck was about to turn,” the younger man offered as he stopped before Devon. “I don't suppose that this can wait till eventide, can it?”

		“I've just come from Edmund Cantrell's,” Devon responded, barely containing his anger.

		Wyndom glanced over his shoulder at the game that continued without him. He licked his lips and asked, “And what did ol' Edmund need that was of such urgency?”

		“A matter of an account past due,” Devon answered, struggling with the desire to grab his brother by the lapels of his fashionable frock coat and shake him until either good sense sank in or his head toppled to the floor.

		Wyndom shrugged without looking from the game. “You've seen enough duns these past two years to have become accustomed to them. So has Edmund, for that matter. I fail to see what—”

		“This debt's particularly large,” Devon growled through clenched teeth, “and it seems Mr. Seaton-Smythe has grown impatient.”

		Wyndom turned toward him with such speed that his blond curls fluttered around his temples. His blue-green eyes large and his gaunt cheeks even more hollow than usual, he lifted his frightened gaze to meet Devon's and stammered, “But I… I…”

		Devon cocked a brow and acidly observed, “I'm glad to see that you can at least muster some embarrassment over the situation. Is it possible that an explanation might be forthcoming?”

		Taking a breath that did nothing to still the quivering of his chin, Wyndom replied, “I had a run of bad luck in Philadelphia, and the gentlemen threatened grievous harm to my person if I didn't pay off the wagers. I attempted to gather the sum, but couldn't. I went to one of Seaton-Smythe's agents because I had no other choice.” He stared at the floor and whispered brokenly, “They were going to crush my knees, Dev. What else could I do?”

		The sound of his brother's anguish dissolved Devon's fury into a hollow ache, a familiar ache of weariness and futility. “Nothing,” he said with a long sigh. “Why didn't you say something when you returned to Rosewind? I could have made arrangements to—”

		“I intended to pay him back when I recieved the payments for last year's crop. I thought you need never know. You have too many burdens already, Dev. I didn't want to add mine to those you inherited from Father.”

		Devon shook his head and fixed his gaze beyond the windows of the shadowy pub, feeling his world once again teetering on the brink of collapse. A cold hand closed around his heart as he remembered how, on the last day of his father's life, Philip Rivard had ordered from London a new coach, a Wedgwood china service for twenty-four, a half dozen dresses for his wife, and a crystal chandelier for the foyer of Rosewind Manor.

		His father had lived life in fine style, with blithe disregard for the cost. Philip's world had been fashionable and elegant and well beyond his means. In death he'd passed to his eldest son the impressive array of his earthly possessions and one of the Tidewater's most neglected estates, including its crumbling manor house and its staggering debt—a debt so enormous that every moment of Devon's life revolved around saving his inheritance from the demands of creditors.

		“Devon?”

		His brother's plaintive whisper brought Devon's attention back to the present. Pushing aside the dark thoughts, he focused on Wyndom's fearful eyes and darkly offered him the words that had become his credo. “What's done is done and we'll have to make the best of it.”

		Laying his hands on the younger man's shoulders, Devon went on, saying slowly and clearly so there'd be no mistaking the issuance of a command, “Go to the livery and hire a carriage. While you're waiting for it to be readied, send someone to Rosewind with a message that Mother and Aunt Elsbeth are to prepare a guest room. We should arrive in time for the evening meal.”

		“God,” Wyndom choked out, a line of perspiration suddenly beading his upper lip. “It's not Seaton—”

		“No. Thank the Lord for small favors,” Devon replied, managing a wry smile. “George Seaton-Smythe remains, as far as I know, in London. His niece will be our guest for an extended time.”

		“His niece?” Wyndom's eyes again grew large in his thin, waxen face. “Have you met her, Dev? What's she like? I've heard that the Seaton-Smythe women have bovine tendencies and the dispositions of spoiled lap-dogs.”

		An image burst into Devon's mind: a picture of a slim young woman with hair the color of spring honey, flashing violet eyes, creamy skin, cherried cheeks, and a defiant chin. The memory warmed his blood in a way he found particularly irritating. “Yes, I've met her,” he replied, shaking the vision from his head. “And Mistress Curran is more akin to a barn cat than a lapdog.”

		“As you said, thank the Lord for small favors,” Wyndom offered with a relieved sigh and a half-smile. “Although the Lord could have been just a bit more generous. Barn cats aren't known to be too terribly friendly. Hardly the sort of creature to curl up with you on a cold night and purr at your touch.”

		“I have absolutely no interest in sharing my bed with Mistress Curran,” Devon snapped, his ire once again rising. “While her presence at Rosewind may be lengthy, it's also decidedly temporary and purely business in nature.”

		“A situation I can't wait to hear you explain to Darice Lytton.”

		Devon scowled at his brother and snapped, “I have no obligations to Darice.”

		His brother lifted both brows in his usual expression of skepticism and smiled. “I'm willing to wager that the good widow thinks quite differently on the matter.”

		Through clenched teeth Devon growled in quick retort, “It's your willingness to wager that's mired me in this predicament. You'd do well not to remind me of—”

		“What predicament?” Wyndom scoffed with a dismissive wave of his hand. “A houseguest? I fail to see how one additional person at Rosewind will undo your grand scheme of austerity and frugality.”

		Leaning forward, Devon spoke low and hard. “That one additional person is to be my wife.”

		“Wife?” His brother's voice rose in pitch and broke. “Oh my God! Dev! You can't be serious! For God's sake, why?”

		“Seaton-Smythe will cancel the full amount of your debt upon proof of my marriage to his niece. I find myself in a situation similar to yours of a year ago. I have no other choice.” He watched Wyndom cast a glance over his shoulder at the men playing cards, noted his brother's quickened breathing. Sweet Jesus and all the saints, Devon silently cursed. Will he ever act like the grown man he is?

		“What are people going to say, Dev?” his brother whined. “How are you going to explain this? You can't possibly tell them the truth!”

		“I'm not going to tell them a damn thing,” Devon replied. “Let them think what they may.”

		“You can't!” Wyndom implored, taking a step to close the distance between them. His voice dropped to a mere whisper as he added, “They'll assume the worst. There'll be stories of impropriety and a forced marriage.”

		“It is a forced marriage.”

		“Is she…?” Wyndom asked, slanting a brow and holding his hands before his abdomen.

		“I don't know and I don't care,” Devon growled through his teeth. But, by God, it was a terrible possibility. Why hadn't it occurred to him already? He was usually quicker of mind.

		“If she's not and it becomes apparent…” Wyndom again looked over his shoulder. His voice dropped another degree. “People will say you married her for money.”

		“And what Tidewater gentleman marries for any other reason?” Devon countered.

		Wyndom shook his head. “Dev, you can't do this. The debt's mine. Let me marry her. It's only right.”

		“Seaton-Smythe set the conditions and—”

		“But everyone would expect me to do something so impulsive and ill-considered. It's my nature.” Wyndom laid a pale, slender hand on his brother's forearm. His whisper held a note of panic. “If you marry her under such hasty circumstances, everyone will think our finances are desperate.”

		Devon stepped away, drawing his arm from his brother's grasp. Raw anger surged through his veins and into his words. “They are desperate, Wyndom. How many times must I explain that to you? Should Seaton-Smythe choose to do so, he can bring us to absolute ruin. He made the offer to me. What if you were to be substituted as the groom and he were dissatisfied?”

		“Why would he object?” Wyndom countered, drawing himself up to his full height. Still, he had to tilt his head back to meet his brother's gaze as he added, “I'm a man of property.”

		“You're also a man completely without a sense of responsibility or accountability. What property you hold is at my bequest,” Devon retorted. “And it's mortgaged to the hilt.”

		Wyndom continued, undaunted, “I've my own fields and within a few short years I'll be quite able—”

		“I won't stand here and repeat an argument we've already pursued to exhaustion,” Devon replied with bare civility. “I have neither the time nor the temperament to deal with your grand illusions today. Now, if you want to preserve your fragile facade of public dignity, you'll get to the livery and fetch a carriage.”

		“And what are you going to do?”

		“I'll do what I must to salvage what I can.”

		“What am I to tell Mother in the note? And Aunt Elsbeth?”

		Devon closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I'd suggest the truth, Wyndom. And try to avoid your usual embellishments. The situation will be difficult enough without having to untie the knots of your convoluted stories.”

		Wyndom sighed and brushed imaginary lint from the sleeve of his coat. “Mother won't be pleased when she hears the news.”

		“And five minutes later, Mother won't be able to recall a single word of the missive.”

		“Aunt Elsbeth won't be pleased either.”

		“Elsbeth,” Devon countered, “is our mother's sister and companion. If she wishes to continue to live at Rosewind, she'll have to be accommodating.”

		Tugging at the linen lace that extended just beyond the cuff of his coat, Wyndom sighed. “I suppose that they'll be placated by the thought of planning a wedding. Women do seem to enjoy that sort of thing.”

		“The vows are to be exchanged at MacDowell's house at three today.”

		Wyndom's fingers froze at their task. A full second passed before his head snapped up and his gaze locked with his brother's. “Have you lost your mind?” he demanded in a hoarse whisper. “What about publishing the banns? This is scandalous! People will talk! Don't you remember what Father always said? Our reputation is our most valuable possession.' ”

		The frayed cord of Devon's patience broke. “I'm sick of living in the shackles of public appearance. Damn them all to hell and back.”

		“You have taken leave of your senses, Dev. And I won't be a party to this nonsense.”

		Devon narrowed his eyes and fixed Wyndom with a piercing look. “Have the carriage at MacDowell's by three or suffer the consequences.” Without another word he brushed past his brother and strode out.

		The heavy wooden door shook from the force of his exit. He paused on the wooden walk just long enough to settle the hat on his head and to take a deep breath of the cold, damp air. As a frosty cloud rose and wreathed his head, his anger cooled and his thinking cleared.

		Wyndom was right, but only to a limited degree. The world of the Virginia upper class did indeed rest on the careful maintenance of public appearances. To a man, they were indebted beyond sanity, beyond any reasonable hope of ever freeing themselves from economic bondage. And yet, to a man, they pretended their personal situations were secret. No one spoke openly of the vast debts owed to him or of his to others. As a group, they gambled their futures on uncertain politics, unstable markets, blind faith, and hopeless, pathetic promises.

		Devon clenched his teeth, vaulted down the stairs, and yanked the reins of his horse from the iron ring. As he mounted, the cold leather of his saddle creaked in protest. To his way of thinking, the sound epitomized the straining of his world. Squaring his shoulders, he wheeled the white gelding about and set off across the square, his mind filled with the likely consequences of the day.

		Speculative discussions of his hasty marriage to Mistress Claire Curran would spread throughout Williamsburg before dusk had descended on the community. Within a week, the news would have been carried as far north as Philadelphia and as far south as Charleston. The situation would be the chief topic of conversation among those of the propertied class for some time to come.

		Devon knew the mental habits of his fellows well. There'd be two avenues of discourse regarding his marriage to the niece of a London trader. Some would contend that his financial situation was tenuous in the extreme—that he'd wed to forestall a legal suit against Rosewind. Others would argue that the sudden marriage exhibited his business acumen—that through the exchange of vows he'd acquired a most enviable line of credit.

		A sardonic smile lifted the corners of his mouth as he considered the shortsightedness of his brother's fears. Within a fortnight the two separate lines of public speculation would meld into one. He'd be regarded as a quick and daring businessman, a virtual paragon of colonial ingenuity and spirit who had turned a truly desperate situation to his advantage.

		It didn't matter whether the assumptions were true or false. It mattered only that the perception existed.

		The continuation of the Tidewater aristocracy rested on just such illusions … and on the unspoken understanding that to challenge one man's facade would bring the world down about every man's ears.

		Yes, he knew the intricate rules that governed his existence, and he knew the consequences of failure. An image of auctioning away Rosewind formed in his mind. With a low growl he banished the dark vision. The pitiably dressed, fiery-tempered Mistress Curran was, without doubt, the last woman he'd have chosen to marry if he had free say in the matter, but prudence clearly demanded he accept the situation with as much public grace as possible. He'd vowed to save his estate and secure his future. If Claire Curran was an expedient means to that end, then so be it. And heaven help her if she, or her conniving uncle, tried to stand in his way.
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		CHAPTER THREE

		[image: ]

		[image: ]OMEWHERE A BELL SOUNDED the eleventh hour of the morning. Claire sat on the chair in Edmund Cantrell's office listening to the long, full notes and feeling the world close around her. How had matters gone so awry? And why now? She'd borne her uncle's correspondence and conducted his business negotiations countless times over the past four years. This time had seemed no different. She'd had no inkling, no warning that he was about to banish her to the deepest, darkest corner of the world. Had she missed some clue that should have served as a warning?

		Hoping the young attorney wouldn't notice her trembling hand, she raised the glass of brandy to her lips and took a careful taste of the dark fluid. The memory of Devon Rivard's mocking eyes played on her mind; the soft, cutting timbre of his words still rang in her ears. Her blood raced icy through her veins, driven by the frantic pounding of her heart.

		“There. Now isn't that better?” Edmund Cantrell asked, a kind smile dimpling his cheeks.

		No. Nothing's better at all, she wanted to sob. Instead, she fixed her gaze on the carpet and managed a weak nod as the liquid seared a path down her throat.

		Leaning back against his desk and folding his arms across his chest, the young man continued, “I've always maintained that there's nothing quite like a good brandy to put one's concerns into their right perspective. I know it's hardly proper for a lady to take strong spirits, but I believe that under the present circumstances, propriety might be temporarily set aside.”

		“You're most kind,” Claire heard herself reply.

		“It's the least I can do, considering it was my poor judgment which placed you in such unfortunate circumstances. I'm sorry, Mistress Curran. Please believe that. If there's anything I might do…”

		“If you'll draft a letter of credit against my uncle's accounts sufficient to pay for my return to London, I'd be most appreciative,” she answered, her gaze still fixed on the carpet. “I'd like to leave Williamsburg as soon as possible.”

		A long silence filled the room. She looked up to find the young man standing with his hands thrust deep in his coat pockets and wearing an expression that appeared to be a mixture of disgust and despondency.

		“I truly wish I could honor your request,” he finally said. “But your uncle didn't authorize any drafts on his accounts in your behalf. I can't do so without his written consent. Had I the resources, I'd gladly pay for your fare myself.”

		Claire moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue and swallowed past the growing lump in her throat. Despite her resolution otherwise, her voice was an incredulous whisper as she asked, “Are you saying that my uncle never intended for me to return to London?”

		With a long sigh, Edmund Cantrell nodded. “I'm afraid that I must admit that, as usual, Devon was correct in his assessment. Your uncle knew the bargain would be accepted and that there'd be no need to arrange for your transportation back to England. I'm so very sorry.”

		A shiver ran up the length of her spine as her stomach knotted hard and cold. Memories of Crossbridge Manor assailed her. It took every measure of her dignity to calmly say, “Surely, under such extreme circumstances, allowances could be made.”

		He shook his head and stared down at his feet. “Were your uncle's reputation other than it is, I'd encourage your hopes, but unfortunately…” He looked up to meet her gaze. “I believe the situation warrants bluntness, Mistress Curran. Among Tidewater gentlemen it's often said that George Seaton-Smythe would sell his mother for the right price. While that statement's an obvious exaggeration, it's woefully apparent that he is willing to sell his niece.”

		“Only because his mother's dead,” Claire muttered, lifting the glass of brandy to her lips. The rich liquor slipped easily down her throat but did nothing to loosen the frigid fingers that gripped her heart and soul. She sat on the edge of the chair, stunned by the gravity of her circumstances, her thoughts careening through the dark memories of the recent past and then vaulting ahead to a future whose shadows loomed as heavy and sad as those behind her.

		She considered both for a long moment. Her past had been written by others, and she'd dutifully played the roles they'd assigned her because she'd had no other choice. And the future… A quiet inner voice offered another, reckless course. Claire nodded to herself and instantly felt the coldness of her dread begin to ease. The future belonged to her and to no one else. She'd make of it what she would. She'd defy her uncle's efforts to forever consign her to the end of the world, to shackle her to an insolent and resentful stranger.

		Claire rose to her feet and extended the brandy glass toward the attorney. “My father was always quick to remind me that only mortal fools resist the will of the Lord. Perhaps Papa was correct,” she observed with a faint smile. “Since there appears to be little hope of altering the tide of events, I'd best be getting about the acceptance of them.”

		Edmund Cantrell nodded as he took the glass from her hand. Setting it amid the papers littering his desk, he said, “You're a most sensible young woman, Mistress Curran. A trait quite desirable and yet so uncommon these days. Devon is a very fortunate man indeed.”

		“He won't consider himself so,” she countered softly, “if I arrive at the church in my present state.” Offering him a gentle smile, she extended her hand, saying, “I do appreciate all the time you've so graciously given to my concerns this morning, Mr. Cantrell. I'll return to my rooms now so that you may get on with more pressing matters.”

		“Allow me to escort you, Mistress—”

		“Nonsense,” she interjected, fluttering her hand in a gesture of good-natured dismissal. “I won't hear of it. You have tasks awaiting your attention.” She smiled at him sweetly and, in the manner she had seen her cousins use with great effectiveness, tilted her head to gaze at him through the tips of her lashes. “Thank you, but no, Mr. Cantrell. Your offer is most gallant, but if I've managed to travel across the Atlantic Ocean, surely I can find my way down a Williamsburg walkway.”

		He bowed in acquiescence. “Then I'll call for you at the inn this afternoon. Shall we say at half past two?”

		When she nodded her assent, Edmund Cantrell took her hand in his, bent politely over it, and then let her depart.

		Moving resolutely down the street, Claire glanced up at the gray wall of clouds rolling in from the west and wondered if they portended the same weather change in Virginia as they would have in England. After a moment, she shrugged and, lifting the hem of her skirts, lengthened her stride. While she sensed a fair chance of snow in Williamsburg before the afternoon was out, she knew with absolute certainty that Satan would be sleigh riding in hell before she married Devon Rivard of Rosewind.

		DEVON EMERGED from the silversmith's shop, tucking the paper-wrapped ring into the pocket of his waistcoat and glowering. Mistress Claire Curran would be his wife in name only. The nature of their relationship didn't require a wedding band, and yet he had just spent a goodly sum to acquire one for her. The price of bowing to social expectations rankled his sense of practicality. It'd be the very last extravagance where Mistress Curran was concerned, he promised himself, reaching for the reins of his mount.

		As he swung up into the saddle, his gaze drifted down the street of the small burg. Several women, well bundled and carrying market baskets, scurried along the way, their heads bowed before the onslaught of the westerly wind. A young man with a worn and battered leather valise tipped the brim of his hat to them as he stepped aside to allow them unhindered passage.

		Devon narrowed his eyes and studied the slight figure. A name refused to come to mind, but he knew that he'd seen the youth before. Perhaps the lad was one of those employed as a runner for the House of Burgesses. Or perhaps he was simply one of the many students who studied at William and Mary and whose faces were familiar about the town but whose names were generally either not known at all or not worth remembering.

		Devon shrugged and turned his mount into the wind. He had far more important matters to occupy his mind. Lunch at his favorite pub appealed to him at the moment. Food, hot and substantial, might ease the cold heaviness that had been sitting in the pit of his stomach for the last hour. And if eating failed to ease his anger and growing uneasiness, he'd at least be in the right place to attempt to drown them.

		THE REMAINS of his noontime fare had long since been carried away. His third brandy had just arrived at the shadowed corner table when a blast of cold air intruded upon Devon's memories of an impossibly tiny waist and wondrously full, tempting lips. Gratefully, he blinked aside his inexplicable fascination with Claire Curran's physical attributes and looked about him, determined to find a more winsome creature to consume his imagination.

		Even as he did, the same young man he'd seen earlier in the street stepped across the threshold of the tavern and pulled the door closed behind himself. Devon frowned and took a slow sip of his brandy. Who was the boy? And why did he feel so damn compelled to ferret the answer from the recesses of his brain? Better this benign puzzle, he told himself, than the insanity of wondering what the Devil's handmaiden might look like stripped out of her secondhand damasks and linens. He settled his shoulders against the high back of the worn wooden settle, tilting his head so that the deeper of the shadows fell across his face and hid his appraisal.

		After a moment, the boy stepped smartly to the bar and began, “Good afternoon, sir.” He waited until the man behind the counter paused in wiping a glass and raised a brow in silent question.

		“I understand that I may find Mr. John Starnes dining in your establishment,” the lad continued. “Would you be so kind as to point him out to me?”

		“Over there,” the keep replied with a quick thrust of his chin, indicating a man seated two tables to Devon's left. “Wearing the plum-colored coat.”

		Devon contemplated the young man's rhythm of speech, knowing that he'd heard it before but unable to place it within his memories. His frustrated mind presented him with yet another image of his accursed wife-to-be, with an image of her cheeks flushed with anger, her eyes blazing, her small breasts rising and falling. Devon took another sip of the brandy and stared at the boy. The rudeness of it be damned. No other diversions had presented themselves and he simply couldn't abide another moment of Mistress Curran's haunting.

		“Excuse me, sir,” the lad began, coming to a halt before Starnes's table. “Your store clerk said that you wouldn't mind having your meal interrupted for just cause. If the truth's otherwise, I'll gladly wait until you've finished.”

		Devon took another sip of his drink and watched as John Starnes blotted his lips with the linen napkin, set it beside his empty plate, then sat back in his chair before he looked up at the newcomer and asked, “What matter of business do you wish to discuss, lad?”

		The boy adjusted his grip on the valise, then squared his shoulders and lifted his chin.

		Much like Claire Curran does, Devon's mind instantly noted. His heart lurched at the implication and his blood instantly heated. Surely not, he silently assured himself, narrowing his gaze to better study the back of the figure standing before Starnes.

		Slight shoulders. The cut of the jacket hid far more of the youth's form than it accented. Long legs. On a young man they'd be considered far too spindly; on a woman, exotically coltish, the kind of legs a man could easily envision wrapped about his hips. He cursed his lack of foresight; it hadn't occurred to him that morning to more closely inspect the goods Seaton-Smythe had offered in trade. If he'd demanded to see beneath Claire Curran's skirts, the matter before him at the moment might have already been resolved. He certainly wouldn't have found himself in the awkward situation of appraising the physical form of what could turn out to be another male.

		“…services of a person with excellent penmanship and experience in both keeping account ledgers and dealing with London merchants,” he heard the young man explaining in even, educated tones. “I was also told that should you find such a person, they'd be expected to leave for England immediately. I have such skills and experiences and have come to offer my services, sir.”

		Starnes cocked a brow. “Do you have letters of reference?”

		“No, sir.”

		“May I inquire as to why not?” Starnes asked, leaning forward to place his elbows on either side of his plate. He steepled his fingers.

		The young man moved his feet slightly farther apart, lifted his chin up another notch, and answered, “I find myself in Williamsburg at the behest of my most recent employer. Unfortunately, he neglected to provide the funds necessary for my return to London, and therefore I'm forced to seek employment with another.”

		Something quivered deep within Devon. Whether in anger or excitement, he couldn't be sure. He tossed the remaining brandy down his throat in one quick motion.

		“Is your former employer in the habit of neglecting such matters, boy?” Starnes inquired, looking his prospective minion up and down. “Or is there a particular reason for his having left you stranded on our fair shores?”

		The lad again shifted the weight of the valise in his hand. “I can only tell you that he didn't anticipate the outcome of the business I was directed to conduct in his behalf.”

		“And the name of your former employer, lad?”

		“George Seaton-Smythe.”

		Devon contained the enraged snarl that rolled up his throat. But just barely. The temptation to vault from his seat and drag her from the pub threatened to overwhelm everything else. He shoved his empty glass aside and slid forward, intending to act on his outrage. The soft voice of his tattered judgment whispered that he had more to gain from letting her play out the farce than in putting an immediate halt to it.

		“And what's your opinion of him?” he heard Starnes ask.

		“I won't speak ill of a man who's paid my wages for four years, sir.”

		“You're loyal to the man despite the difficulty of your present circumstances?” Starnes pressed. “Difficult circumstances, I might add, which are quite attributable to him?”

		She looked at a point on the wall beyond his shoulder. “Despite my circumstances, sir.”

		God, but she's a consummate actress, Devon observed acidly. The perfect picture of stalwart loyalty in the face of adversity.

		“What assurances will I have that you won't abandon my business once you reach London?” the merchant asked a moment later.

		“My word of honor is the only pledge I can offer you, sir,” she said solemnly.

		Devon clenched his hand into a fist to restrain himself. How many hours had it been since she'd pledged to abide by the terms of her uncle's heinous proposal? His conscience suggested that she'd promised nothing at all, but he ignored its pathetic voice.

		Starnes looked skeptical. “How old are you, lad?”

		“A few months shy of twenty and one,” she supplied and then hastily added, “I've traveled extensively for Mr. Seaton-Smythe during the course of my employment and have dealt with a number of sensitive business situations to his great satisfaction.”

		“And what was the nature of the business that brought you to Virginia?”

		She took a step back, stiffened her spine, and raised her chin. “I'm not at liberty to discuss another man's affairs, Mr. Starnes,” she countered, her tone pleasant but firm. “I hope you can understand my position. I would guard your affairs in the same fashion.”

		Trust that conniving minx, Starnes, Devon silently warned, and you'll count yourself lucky if all she cuts is your purse strings.

		“What's your name, lad?”

		“Crossbridge, sir,” she answered. “Clive Cross-bridge.”

		Starnes nodded slowly and pursed his lips. “I'll need some time to think on the matter,” he decided, pushing his chair back from the table and rising to his feet. “Can you return to my place of business this evening around six o'clock? I'll have made my decision by that time.”

		She hesitated. “Six o'clock it will be, sir,” she finally replied with a nod. “At your store.”

		“I believe promptness to be a desirable quality, Mr. Crossbridge.”

		“As do I, sir,” she assured him with a bob of her head. “I'll be there at the appointed hour.” She offered him a crisp bow as he walked past her. “Until then, sir.”

		Devon watched her glance about and then meander toward the bar, noting that she fished about in her coat pocket as she went. When she propped her booted foot on the brass rail, laid a coin on the bar, and with a nod of her head indicated the ale keg, the last thread of his restraint snapped. Casting his napkin on the table, he quickly stood and, swearing beneath his breath, went to put an end to her charade.

		Being forced to marry a penniless woman he didn't want was bad enough, but having that woman parading around town dressed in men's clothing, soliciting employment, drinking ale in a pub … He clenched his teeth as he casually made his way toward the oaken counter. Mistress Claire Curran had much to learn about being a proper lady and even more about being an acceptable member of the Tidewater aristocracy.

		His blood thundered an unholy beat through his veins as he neared the slight figure standing before the barkeep. She glanced up at his approach, and in the merest fraction of a second, he saw realization, fear, and decision ignite in the depths of her violet eyes.
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		CHAPTER FOUR

		[image: ]

		[image: ]HILE SHE VAGUELY HEARD the ragged measure of her breath, Claire keenly felt the pounding of her heart. Certainty thundered loud and hard through her brain. Devon Rivard had long legs and knowledge of the town to his advantage. She'd lose any footrace with him; running from him was out of the question. With no choice but to stand her ground, she held her breath and waited for the arrival of Satan himself.

		He came to stand beside her at the bar, the muscles of his neck taut with barely suppressed rage, his hands balled into fists. Claire smiled tightly and then, with every ounce of her courage and resolve, deliberately turned her back to him and picked up her mug of ale. She threw a goodly portion of the brew down her throat in a manly fashion and heard the low, coarse words he muttered beneath his breath.

		He turned slowly and ever so deliberately laid his forearms on the bar beside her. She could feel the heat radiating out of his body and across the scant distance that separated them. There were at least a half dozen taverns in the little town of Williamsburg. How had she managed to choose the one he was in? Could her luck run any worse than it already had? Was God punishing her for some great wrong she'd unknowingly committed?

		His words came quietly but edged with cold command. “You will step away from this bar, pick up your valise, and quietly make your way to your lodgings, where you will change into appropriate attire.”

		She glowered into her ale, furious at his presumption to command. It took several raging heartbeats for her to muster enough calm to ask, “And if I don't?”

		Devon stared unseeingly into the stack of glass mugs lining the counter behind the bar. Sweet Jesus, the woman had a steel spine. The last thing he wanted to do was create a public scene. To physically drag what appeared to be a young man out of a public tavern would be bad enough, but when everyone learned that the boy was really a woman and that woman the wife he'd so hastily wed… What would be left of his reputation wouldn't be worth having. Of course, if they learned that he'd done nothing to address her outrageous behavior, he'd be in the same disgusting predicament. He was damned if he did and damned if he didn't. And he resented the hell out of her for putting him in that humiliating position.

		“You have to come out of here sometime,” he whispered, determined to win one way or the other. “Either before six to keep your appointment with Starnes or in the wee hours of the morning when the keep closes shop. Know that whenever that time is, I'll be waiting for you. And the longer I wait, the madder I'm going to be.”

		Claire swallowed down her heart. Damn her uncle to hell and back for using her in such a callous way. Damn him for giving her into the hands of such an arrogant bastard. And damn the bastard for his cold willingness to bully and threaten her just as her uncle had. She needed time to think of a way out and sought it in the distraction of her ale mug.

		His hand shot forward and clamped around her wrist with a speed and strength that caught her breath.

		“Don't,” he growled, “compound your sins.”

		Claire tried to pull away, but his fingers only tightened around her wrist. She felt his pulse race through the whole of her body, felt her own heart surge and then traitorously match the beat. In that instant the axis of her fears shifted. Being forced to marry this man wasn't the worst of the fates that could befall her. Unwittingly inviting him to take physical intimacies posed a far greater danger. The tavern suddenly felt smaller, confining, stifling. She had to get out of there, had to find a way to put some distance between them.

		“Bastard,” she swore breathlessly. “Let go of me.”

		“When I do,” Devon countered, part of him desperate to do just that, another part wanting just as badly to pull her against the length of his body, “you will leave quietly and wait for me just outside the door. I'll bring your valise as the pretext for following after you. Understood?”

		Fire flashed in her eyes as she looked up at him, but she nodded. Her acquiescence surprised him and made him wary, but, being a man of his word, he immediately loosened his grip. The wave of relief was still washing over him when she stepped back and yanked her frock coat into place.

		“Do not think for one moment, Mr. Rivard,” she said quietly as she turned toward the back door, “that our contest is over and that you've won.”

		He watched her go, amazed at the depth of her defiance. Did she really have the confidence to go with it? Or was it all just bravado? And why the hell was she so mad at him? It was her uncle who'd set the trap and sprung it. He was just as much an unsuspecting victim of George Seaton-Smythe as she was. And he hated it, resented being a powerless pawn just as much as she obviously did.

		But if she thought he was going to cry friends over their common fate, she could very well think again. She was a social disaster waiting to happen, and unless he got her under firm control, she'd undo what little good would come of the public speculation regarding their marriage. In the end, he told himself as he scooped up her valise, it didn't matter whether her defiance was real or contrived. It had to come to an end.

		Her arms hugging her midriff, Claire stood in the cobbled courtyard at the rear of the tavern and glanced toward one end of the long alleyway and then the other. Large red brick buildings stood sentinel on either end, effectively corking her into a bottle. If only she'd spent yesterday evening and that morning exploring the city itself. If only she knew enough of it to find a safe place to hide until she could slip away in the night. She could find a way to make the money necessary to buy her passage back to England.

		An honorable way. She could do books. Cook. Keep house. She had once spent her days maintaining a home, running a farm. She'd excelled at it all, had enjoyed every moment of those years. All she needed was for someone to trust her, to give her a chance. She could do it again. She hadn't forgotten how. James City. Yes, she needed to get back to the port. Someone there or nearby would certainly understand her plight and take pity on her.

		A blast of warm, smoky air wafted over her, and Claire instinctively jumped and whirled about, regretting that she hadn't already run away and bracing for the next onslaught. Dear Lord, he was such a tall man and so powerfully built. The handle of her valise was invisible in the clutch of his hand, the weight of her meager belongings seemingly nothing for him to lift as he silently held it out to her.

		She would have scrambled away then, but even as she took her bag in hand, he seized her upper arm, his hand easily encircling the whole of it, his grip viselike.

		“Do you often run about dressed as a man?” he asked quietly, his green eyes blazing as his gaze slowly raked her from the top of her head to the toes of her boots.

		Ignoring the heat suddenly fanning across her cheeks, Claire took a steadying breath. She waited for his attention to return up the length of her body before she coolly replied, “As a point of information, Mr. Rivard, yes, I do.”

		He swallowed hard and then his lips compressed into a hard line as he considered her with narrowed eyes. “Where are you lodged?” he finally asked.

		Her heart skittering in renewed panic, Claire answered, “I won't tell you.”

		The merest shadow of a smile touched one corner of his mouth as he cocked a dark brow and calmly said, “Then you leave me with no choice but to strip you out of these clothes right here.”

		Claire felt her eyes widen, her insides shrink. Even as the voice of inner reason urged her to run, she heard herself gasp, “You wouldn't dare!”

		He laughed, and she heard the distinctive notes of a man who knew he had, at last, gained the upper hand. “I would indeed,” he assured her, his eyes sparkling with hard amusement. His full mouth curved upward in a mocking smile. “Our nuptials are within the hour and I have no intention of standing before a cleric with my bride masquerading as a boy. You'll go naked before you go as you're now clothed. The choice is yours, Mistress Curran. You have three seconds to make it.”

		His smile broadened. “One…”

		Every instinct told her that he'd carry out his threat; that she faced the most dangerous man she'd ever met. Yes, he would strip her clothes from her where they stood. And take great pleasure in doing so. Breathing suddenly became a labored, torturous process too difficult to bear.

		“Two…”

		“The Grissell Hay House,” she snapped, as disgusted with her own cowardice as she was with his smirking sense of superiority.

		DEVON FOLLOWED her into the small rented room and kicked the door closed behind them while saying, “Change into whatever you possess that might pass for reasonably respectable. The dress you had on in Edmund's office will do.”

		From the center of the room, she faced him, her shoulders squared as always, that defiant spark lighting her violet eyes. With her hands balled into tiny fists at her sides, she said quietly, “You're loathsome.”

		“And you're a bit of bad baggage,” he countered, moving back so that his body blocked her access to the door. “We appear to deserve each other.” The color and expressiveness of her eyes fascinated him. At the moment, they reminded him of the sky during the gathering of storms. What would they look like, he wondered, in the throes of physical passion? And in the quiet lull of the afterward?

		Devon frowned and banished the wayward thoughts. He
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