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  Prologue
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Gretna Green, Scotland, Summer 1808 (or a variation thereof) 
Upon waking, Claudia Davenport, sister to Viscount Ashwood, found her head throbbing with such intensity that she feared it would split in two. Groaning, she rolled onto her side, her hands reaching up to cover her face in a futile attempt to shield her from the blinding sun penetrating even her closed lids. Had the world gone mad?
Never in her life had Claudia awoken to such pain. Never had the sun been her enemy. Never had she felt sick to her stomach.
Not quite like this.
Pinching her eyes shut, Claudia buried her face in the pillow, slowly forcing one deep breath after another down her throat and into her lungs. To her relief, she found that holding her head still eased the pain somewhat, and so she simply lay there for a long while, breathing in and out.
After a small eternity, her ears began to pick up on various sounds drifting in through the closed windows as well as the door to her room. The sounds of people going about their business. And yet, the sounds were not quite as she remembered them.
As they ought to be.
Something was different, and a frown emerged on her face.
Slowly, she cracked open an eye and peered at her surroundings.
A moment later, Claudia bolted upright in bed.
Instantly, her head rebelled at such treatment, sending jolts of pain through her being that would have brought her to her knees had she been standing. Her hands flew up, pressing hard onto her temples in the hopes of easing the pain. Still, it took a long while before she dared open her eyes again.
Squinting, Claudia took in the small chamber, the simple and sparse furnishings, the lack of luxury. “What happened?” she whispered to herself. “Where am I?”
For this was definitely not her bedchamber back at Farnworth Manor.
This was a room she had never seen before.
Swallowing the panic that began to rise, Claudia closed her eyes once more, trying to remember how on earth she had ended up in this place. The last thing she could recall was attending Lord Campton’s ball.
Once more, she heard the soft notes of the music drifting through the large rooms. Again, she found herself standing with the other young debutantes, eyes gliding over the gentlemen in attendance until—
“William,” Claudia gasped as his face took form before her inner eye. “We danced. We laughed. We—” Again, a gasp tore from her throat, and one hand fell from her temple covering her mouth in shock. “We ran off.”
Trying to swallow the lump in her throat, Claudia once more glanced about the room as though William might have been hiding somewhere in plain sight all along. But he was not. She was alone.
Careful not to move too much, Claudia inhaled a few deep breaths, allowing her mind to wander back to the night before. Slowly, images returned of her taking William’s hand and following him outside into the dark night. She remembered him helping her into his carriage, the way he had held her in his arms as the horses had pulled them toward their destination, his assurances that all would be well.
“We eloped,” Claudia mumbled, her eyes drifting around the room. “This is…this is an inn…in Gretna Green. It must be.” The breath caught in her throat, and she slowly turned her head to the left, her eyes focusing on the other side of the bed.
It was empty, and yet, someone had lain there. There was an unmistakable indentation, and…a warmth lingered that sent a shiver down her back. “What have I done?” Slowly, she pulled back the thin blanket and her heart slammed to a momentary halt.
In the bright morning sun, a few droplets of blood shone on the white linen like rubies.
The air rushed from Claudia’s lungs, and the nausea in her stomach sent her flying from the bed. Her body tensed, revolted, and she sank to her knees, one arm reaching for the chamber pot. Then her insides contracted expelling   last night’s dinner—and drink! —into the small bowl.
When it was over, she sank down, head resting against the side of the bed, her mind momentarily focused on drawing fresh air into her body. Her hand pushed the chamber pot away as the stench of its contents threatened to overwhelm her delicate hold on her body once more.
In her weakened state, Claudia felt numb and strangely detached. Her mind moved slowly as though it did not have the strength to provide her with what she sought: answers.
Still, despite an almost desperate desire to curl up into a ball and hide in a corner, Claudia knew that she could not pretend this had not happened — whatever this was!
Had she married William? Had they arrived in Gretna Green, sought out an anvil priest and—?
Claudia froze as an image drifted to the front of her mind, an image of William hanging his head in defeat, his eyes downcast and apologetic…as he had stepped away from her…and followed his elder brother, Viscount Crowemore, to their waiting carriage.
Again, panic welled up as her memories cleared.
Yes, they had come to Gretna Green, but they had not gotten married. William’s brother had found them first, ending their adventure by ordering his brother to return with him.
And William had complied.
He had bowed his head.
He had left her.
Shocked beyond words, Claudia stared across the room at the plain wall, reliving the moment disillusionment had set in. She remembered her feeling of betrayal when William had abandoned her, complying with his family’s wishes and a long-standing contract. He was to marry a duke’s daughter.
Not her.
Despite his promises, he had abandoned her.
Left her behind in Gretna Green.
Alone.
A distant part of Claudia’s mind tried to remind her that she had refused to accompany them back to England, cursing and yelling at the top of her voice. However, that part was soon shushed by the sense of betrayal and disappointment that washed over her.
Closing her eyes, Claudia wept for a dream ruined, for a life that was not to be, for the harshness of the world. Still, her emotional turmoil only managed to keep her mind silenced for a short while. Before long, it piped up once more, asking questions Claudia now feared to know the answer to.
If William had indeed returned to England with his brother, then who had slept beside her? Who had spent the night in her room? In her bed? Who had she been intimate with? A complete stranger?
It had to be, for what other answer could there be?
Gritting her teeth, Claudia pushed to her feet, doing her best to ignore the throbbing pain behind her temples as well as the slight swaying of the room. She glimpsed her clothes hanging over the back of a chair and slowly hobbled toward them.
Dressing proved to be quite a challenge in her state, and yet, it provided a momentary relief from the panic that threatened to consume her. Once that was taken care of though, her thoughts immediately refocused on that which she did not know.
And panic returned.
“No!” Claudia snapped, forcing herself not to succumb to this line of thinking for it would lead her nowhere.
What was to be done? Now that was a productive question. A question that needed an answer. Here and now.
“I need to get home,” Claudia said, feeling her mind clearing as she spoke. “I need to get back.” For no matter how angry her brother would be once he learnt what she had done, he would never turn from her. He could be a cold-hearted and unfeeling bastard, but he would not forget his obligation to her, his duty to see to his family.
Of that she was certain.
How to get home, on the other hand, was a different matter. After all, they had come here in William’s carriage, and as far as Claudia was aware, she did not have any money on her.
A frown drew down her brows, sending fresh pain through her head. How had she paid for the room? Or had—?
Loud footsteps echoed up the stairs outside her chamber, and Claudia froze. Her eyes were fixed on the door, and her mind was reeling with the thought that she was about to come face to face with whomever she had shared her bed with last night. Would she remember him? Or would he still be a stranger?
The echo grew louder as the man stormed down the corridor…and stopped outside her door.
Inhaling a deep breath, Claudia braced herself for what was to come when the door finally swung open…and her brother stormed in.
Seeing his face, Claudia almost sank to the floor as the air rushed from her lungs. Utter relief filled her, but only at first for the dark look on her brother’s face would have sent anyone running for the hills.
For a long moment, they merely looked at one another, speechless. Claudia could see the tension holding him rigid, the way his chest rose and fell as he tried his best to contain his anger, his outrage…his disappointment.
Her brother was not prone to losing his temper—never had been—but the quiet darkness that rested in his eyes sent chills down her back.
“What have you done?” he finally asked, his voice low and menacing as his silver eyes took in the room, the bed, her dishevelled state, the implications that hung in the air. “What were you thinking?”
Claudia felt her chin begin to quiver and tears sting the back of her eyes, and yet, she would not give him the satisfaction of seeing her defeated. Raising her chin, she met his eyes. “It was my choice, not yours. You have no right—”
“That it was,” he interrupted, raking a hand through his hair. In two large strides, he was in front of her, his hands gripping her by the upper arms. “This is without a doubt the most foolish thing you’ve ever done, and whether you like it or not, this time you’ll have to pay for it.”
Claudia gritted her teeth against the pain thudding behind her temples. “What did you expect when you all but locked me away? I am not free to do anything I want. I—”
“Don’t blame me for your mistakes!” he hissed before he stepped back and held the door open for her. “We shall discuss everything further at home.”
“If you insist,” Claudia snapped, relieved to at least have an answer delivered to her with regard to how she was to get home. Glaring at her brother, she stomped past him, along the corridor and down the stairs, all the while berating him, doing her best to ignore the pounding in her head.
“Be quiet!” he hissed once they’d reached the taproom. His eyes took in the many travellers coming and going before he took her by the arm and all but dragged her outside.
Despite digging in her heels, Claudia had no hope of delaying him. “You’re the most awful brother in all of England,” she retorted, wondering why on earth she was blaming him. And yet, she could not stop. She was not yet ready to face the mess she had made, and at present, he was the only one she could blame.
It was a distraction—nothing more—and one day she would have to face reality.
But tomorrow was soon enough.
Never would she have expected for the one adventure she had ever dared to embark upon to end in this way.
Never.






  
  Chapter one
A Highlander in London
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London, January 1809 (or a variation thereof) 
Six months later
Garrett MacDrummond of Clan MacDrummond, who rarely travelled far from his home in the Scottish Highlands, stood in a corner of a London ballroom. His eyes swept over the throng of people dancing, chatting, laughing—enjoying themselves. If only he could join them, he thought with a snort.
“Anything?” Lord Tynham asked beside him, his kind brown eyes turning to look at Garrett. An Englishman himself, Lord Tynham had familial ties to Clan MacDrummond and had graciously invited Garrett to be his guest for the duration of his search.
Garrett shook his head. “I dunno understand this,” he said, unable to look away. “From what people say she’s always here at the beginning of the Season.”
“Perhaps they were delayed,” Lord Tynham suggested, and yet, the look in his eyes told Garrett that he doubted his own words.
From what Garrett had been able to gather since his arrival in town, his wife was a well-known member of English society. There were few who did not know her or know of her, and he had been able to learn a great deal about her love for dancing and mingling, her desire for adventure and unconventionality. Indeed, what he had learnt through discreet and well-placed questions had only confirmed Garrett’s own impression of the wayward Lass he had stumbled upon one night almost six months ago in Gretna Green.
“Perhaps you should seek out her brother,” Lord Tynham suggested, “and ask about her.”
Garrett sighed, “But he isna here either, is he?”
“That, however, is nothing unusual,” Lord Tynham stated. “The man is known for his reticent nature. He and his sister are like night and day. As much as she longs for company, he seems to prefer to keep to his own.”
Garrett nodded, his gaze still searching.
“Have you considered making the journey to Farnworth Manor?” Lord Tynham suggested next. “Perhaps the family has decided to skip town this season as they prefer to stay in the country.”
Garrett snorted, “I doubt she would’ve agreed to such a plan,” he said. “In any case, I did stop there before coming to London, but I was told the family wasna home.”
Lord Tynham frowned. “Over the holidays? That is quite unusual.”
Garrett nodded. It had struck him as odd as well. Still, short of breaking into the house and searching the premises for his wife, there had been very little he could have done. Instead, he had gone to London hoping to meet her here once the season began.
Now, that notion seemed to be a futile hope.
All he had found in London were whispers.
Rumours circulated about her eloping to Gretna Green with a man named William Montgomery, second son to the Earl of Mowbrey. Still, unlike Garrett’s wife, Mr. Montgomery had not failed to attend the first ball of the season—nor the ones following—and he had been decidedly unattached. 
In fact, another rumour whispered of his upcoming nuptials to a duke’s daughter. Nothing was certain as of yet. However, that was how people preferred it as it gave them the opportunity to create their own versions of the truth.
When Garrett had first heard the rumour about his wife and Mr. Montgomery, he had been overcome with red-hot jealousy, imagining his wife in that man’s arms. However, as time had passed, it had become clear that the whispers that saw them as young lovebirds were made of nothing but stale air.
Inhaling a deep breath, Garrett allowed his gaze to momentarily follow Mr. Montgomery as the man swept across the dance floor with a blond-haired beauty in his arms. His fiancée? Garrett did not know, but he knew that tongues were wagging without doubt.
Still, if his wife had been with Mr. Montgomery, at least that would have presented an explanation with regard to her whereabouts. At present, it seemed as though she had dropped off the face of the earth. What had happened?
Garrett was at a loss.
The following morning when he had returned to their room at the inn, his wife had been gone. No note. No explanation. Nothing. Only the innkeeper had informed him upon questioning that a young man—presumably English—had come to take her away. Apparently, she had yelled at him quite a bit, calling him the most awful brother in all of England. 
Although disappointed, Garrett had been relieved to know that she was with her family and, therefore, safe. As much as he had wanted to follow her right away, his duty to his clan had prevented him from doing so.
So, reluctantly, he and the two clansmen who had accompanied him had returned to their laird, bringing with them the runaway couple they had been after. The lass had been a MacDrummond while the lad had been from a neighbouring clan. While that alone would have been far from an easy situation, the fact that the lass had been promised to another had complicated matters further.
As he was well acquainted with the promised lad’s family, there had been no way for Garrett to delay returning home. The ensuing talks had taken weeks before all had been resolved, and the two lovebirds had been allowed to wed. For them, everything had ended well.
Garrett sighed as he continued to search the crowd, always hoping that the next face he’d see would be hers. Would he ever find her? How hard could it be to find an English lass? And one as spirited and striking as his wife?
A part of him could not help but worry that she had changed her mind. That she had come to regret their hasty decision. That she did not care for him after all. And yet, Garrett could not pretend that nothing had happened. If she wished to be rid of him, she would have to tell him so to his face.
In all his life, Garrett had never done anything so rash, but she had caught him off guard and swept him off his feet. There had been something about her that had touched his soul and stirred his blood. Even after all these months apart, he still longed for her, knowing beyond the shadow of a doubt that even though they barely knew each other, she was the one for him.
Setting his jaw, Garrett vowed that he would find her no matter what or how long it would take. He would find her, and then he would never let her go again.






  
  Chapter two
A Moment in Time
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Three months later 
Crestwood House was utterly silent, except for the tormented grunts and cries from the labouring woman in the large bed.
“You’re doing fine, sweetheart,” her mother whispered soothingly as she brushed a wet cloth over Claudia’s forehead. “Everything shall be all right. Do not worry.”
Sinking back into the pillows, Claudia closed her eyes, desperate to rest at least for a short moment before the next contraction would grip her body and turn it inside out once more. Her breath came in short pants and sweat ran down her temple before her mother could wipe it away.
Again, silence fell over the house—if only for a fleeting moment—and Claudia felt reminded of the past three months she had spent in this tomb far away from everything she held dear.
Far out in the country, Crestwood House was a small manor house with nothing around it as far as the eye could see. There were no small villages or even an occasional neighbour. Nothing.
Only silence.
In order to keep her condition a secret, her brother had insisted she—and her mother—retreat to this place in the middle of nowhere until the child was born. Therefore, the staff had been reduced to an utter minimum, leaving them with only a trusted maid, a cook and someone to tend to the general upkeep of the house. They worked like ghosts, never quite there, doing their chores without being seen.
The silence had nearly driven Claudia mad.
For months, she had wandered the halls, the grounds, any place her feet would carry her with a heavy heart. Certainly, her mother had been there, constantly trying to cheer her up, to distract her, to keep her mind focused on all kinds of trivial things. Still, all her efforts had not been able to lift the fear and dread from Claudia’s heart.
While her rational mind had concluded that there was no way she could keep her child, her heart refused to abandon hope so easily. Again, and again, Claudia whispered to herself in the dark of night that she was doing the right thing. That her child would grow up in a loving family, safe and sound. It would want for nothing. Her brother had promised to make sure of that, and he never broke his word.
And yet, the ache never left her.
In her dreams, Claudia often saw her son’s smiling face as she rocked him in her arms until his eyes closed and he fell asleep. She could smell his hair and feel the soft smoothness of his skin. She saw the brilliant blue of his eyes and felt the quiet strength in the way he held on to her finger. These dreams brought her peace, at least for a short while; for upon waking, all the pain and dread would return, threatening to crush her.
Then she would curl into a ball, arms wrapped tightly around her rounded belly, and weep into her pillows until the sun rose the next day.
Once a month, her brother and his new wife, Evelyn, would come to visit, which was a welcome diversion from the dreariness of everyday life. Evelyn was a strong and competent woman, a doctor in her own right, who had come to Farnworth Manor to see to Claudia when she had collapsed after an argument with her brother.
Claudia liked to think that if she had not made the mistake of following William to Scotland, if she had not stayed behind and slept with a stranger, if she had not gotten with child, then Evelyn would not have come to Farnworth Manor…and her brother would have missed out on the love of his life. Sometimes fate worked in unusual ways, and sometimes Claudia wondered why everything had happened the way it had. What would come of it? It had led to something wonderful for her brother while at the same time guiding her down a path full of heartbreak. Was this it?
Ever since Evelyn had joined their family, thawing Richard’s heart, Claudia and her brother had been much closer. Although she still could not understand the way his mind worked, the way he saw the world, she could see now how hard he tried to be a good brother, how much he wanted to protect her, how much he loved her.
All of them had come closer as a family.
If only she could keep her son.
Why, Claudia could not say, but in her heart she always pictured a little boy, and she had to force herself to ignore the names that rose in her mind. No, she would not name him. She would not be his mother, and so she would not name him. If she chose his name, would she be able to say goodbye?
Her days were filled with dread as she awaited the day that life would rip them apart and send them down different paths. 
And now that day had come.
Another contraction gripped Claudia and the pain held her in its iron fist. And yet, it was not her body that suffered the most, but her heart, for she knew that each contraction brought her closer to the moment she would have to give up her child. Do not look at him! Something deep inside her whispered. Not even for a moment. Do not look at him!
When the contraction released her, Claudia sank back into the pillows, her mind closed to everything around her. She barely heard her mother’s voice or noticed the doctor—whoever he was—tend to her. Was it day or night? She could not tell. All her heart had to cling to were the last final moments with her son. Still, there was no joy in it, no happiness.
Only dread.
And sorrow.
And then something changed.
The next contraction had Claudia reaching for her knees as instinct took over. Bearing down, she gritted her teeth, trying with all her strength to bring her son into the world.
This was it. The moment she had been dreading for months was upon her.
Tears streamed down Claudia’s face as she forced herself to close off her heart. She pinched her eyes shut, feeling the pain tear through her, and then…he was gone.
Panting, Claudia lay back, exhausted in every way. A new emptiness filled her heart as she kept her gaze fixed on the ceiling. Do not look at him!
For a moment, silence fell over the room before soft wails echoed to Claudia’s ears. “It’s a boy,” the doctor exclaimed, lifting up the child.
Claudia pressed her lips together tightly against the quiver in her jaw, her hands curling into the mattress, holding on as though for dear life.
“Would you like to hold him?” the doctor asked, immediately stepping forward, holding the child up for her to see.
In that moment, two instincts collided. Self-preservation urged her to turn her head, to close her eyes, to not see while her mother’s heart pushed her to look upon her child, to hold him, to nurse him.
“Mary, will you take him?” Claudia’s mother said beside her, her voice filled with sorrow and regret, but also with understanding as her hand continued to hold her daughter’s. “You know what to do.”
With her gaze still fixed onto the ceiling, Claudia heard the maid’s quiet footsteps approach. She heard the soft rustling of clothes as the doctor lay the child into her arms. She heard Mary’s gentle voice as she whispered to the softly-wailing child.
In a moment, he would be gone. Mary would take him away, and he would be given to a good family. Claudia would never see him again, but he would be safe. She was doing the right thing. Do not look at him!
And then her head moved, and before Claudia knew what was happening, her eyes came to rest on her son’s little face.
He was perfect.
Heartbreakingly perfect.
His small round face was scrunched up in complaint as he waved his little fists. His mouth stood slightly open while his eyes were pinched shut. His skin shone warm and soft as the early morning sun reached in through the windows and touched him. For a split second, he opened his eyes as though looking for her, and Claudia could see that they shone in the same brilliant blue she had seen in her dreams.
And then Mary turned and walked away.
He was gone.
Only his soft wails still echoed to her ears, and Claudia turned away, burying her head in the pillows as her heart broke into a thousand pieces.
Aiden!
As her mind screamed his name, loud sobs tore from her throat, and she knew in that moment that she would forever grieve his loss. That her heart would never recover from this. That she would never feel whole again.
Aiden!

      [image: ]A fortnight later, Claudia found herself arriving in London.
Seated in their carriage, she glanced at the vibrant city, the Season in full swing and everyone noteworthy in town. Her eyes slid over the familiar streets and townhouses as they drew closer to their own, promising a moment of rest after this arduous journey.
Aware of her mother’s watchful eyes, Claudia schooled her features into an expression of mild interest and excitement. “It is truly wonderful to see other people again,” she remarked, her hands tense as they dug almost painfully into the strap of her reticule. “Not to insult your company, Mother, but I’m utterly relieved to be returned to civilisation.” A short chuckle escaped her throat as though she were truly amused.
“I still do not approve,” her mother objected, shaking her head as her hawk-like eyes continued to drill a hole into Claudia’s head as though she could unearth the truth if she only stared at her long enough. “You’ve only just given birth,” she whispered, her eyes darting sideways as though she feared to be overheard. “You need rest.”
Claudia swallowed, willing the ache in her heart to subside. However, it would not. “I’m not the kind of woman who enjoys solitude,” she said, forcing the corners of her mouth to remain up. “To be shut away in the country while all of London is full of excitement is torture. Quite frankly, I was and am bored out of my mind. But no longer!”
“But—”
“I’ve lost more than enough time this year,” Claudia interrupted, knowing that if she allowed her mother to speak, her kind words would eventually break her, turning her into a sobbing mess. “Half the Season is over, and I have yet to find any amusement. I want to shop and dance and—”
The carriage pulled to a halt, and Claudia’s eyes went to the tall, elegant townhouse where she had spent many happy moments. Would she ever be happy here again? Here or anywhere else?
As tears began to prick the back of her eyes, Claudia blinked her lids rapidly a few times before quickly stepping from the carriage. Movement helped, Claudia had come to realise. As long as she kept moving, as long as her mind was occupied, the pain was manageable. What she needed was a diversion…preferably for the rest of her life!
And so, Claudia had come to London, hoping to escape the pain she had waded through at Crestwood House. Every day after the loss of her son, she had spent crying, close to succumbing to despair. Never had she been the mothering type, and yet, this was her son. It felt as though a part of herself was missing. A part she would never get back.
Certain that she would lose her mind or die of a broken heart, Claudia had then decided to leave everything behind and return to the life she had had before.
The moment they stepped across the threshold, Claudia found her brother Richard and his new wife hastening toward them. Greetings and hugs were exchanged, and they soon found themselves seated in the drawing room, a cup of tea in their hands.
“I would never have expected to see you so soon,” her brother observed, his voice collected, almost cold. His eyes, however, searched hers with an almost desperate need to know that she was all right.
Once more willing the corners of her mouth up, Claudia smiled at him. “I’m fine,” she said, probably for the thousandth time since voicing her decision to return to town. “You know who I am. I was not made to be on my own. I need company.”
Holding her gaze, her brother nodded. His eyes softened, and the expression on his face seemed less tense. 
Claudia breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that he believed her, reassured by her usual frankness and forthright manner. His wife, on the other hand, was a different matter.
As a doctor, Evelyn had a sixth sense for the truth, her keen eyes now gliding over Claudia in frank perusal and judging from the expression of concern that still showed on her face, she was all but convinced. And yet, she did not say a word.
Not now.
Not with Claudia’s mother and brother present.
But she would.
Later.
After tea, they rose to retire to their rooms for a short respite before supper. Claudia was relieved to be able to escape her family’s watchful eyes for a short while as their constant concern was exhausting. She smiled at her brother and Evelyn as she turned to the door, and it was then that, out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed a small, seemingly insignificant gesture that almost crushed her heart on the spot.
Speaking to her husband, Evelyn had absentmindedly brushed her hand over her midsection. It had been only a moment. Fleeting at best. And yet, it was something utterly familiar to Claudia.
To any woman who had carried a child.
Evelyn was expecting!
With her hands balled into fists, Claudia held on to her composure until the door to her bedchamber closed behind her. Then she all but fell onto her bed, burying her face in the pillows and allowed the pain to spill from her lips. Her body screamed in agony as her heart bled with the loss of her son the same as it had a fortnight ago.
Aiden!
If only she had died in childbirth.






  
  Chapter three
A Changed Woman
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After four months in London, Garrett was close to admitting defeat and returning home to Scotland. 
And yet, he stayed. He attended every event he could, always hoping against hope to spot her in the crowd. But he never did.
When her brother and his wife returned to London three months after his own arrival, his heart almost leapt from his chest. He could barely keep himself restrained and would have stormed across the dance floor to confront them if it had not been for Lord Tynham.
“This is not the way,” his friend had whispered. “If she never spoke to them of you, this will lead to nothing good. Let me speak to him.”
Gritting his teeth, Garrett had nodded his consent, his eyes glued to his wife’s brother as Lord Tynham addressed him. In the end, his friend had returned with little news. All her brother had said was that she was visiting relatives in the country, recovering from a mild illness that had befallen her over the holidays.
Fear had gripped Garrett’s heart at the thought of her in danger, but Lord Tynham had assured him that neither her brother nor his wife had seemed the least bit concerned. So, whatever it was that ailed her, it was nothing serious.
And so, Garrett kept wondering what on earth had happened, why she had left without a word, why she had not spoken of him to her family. Anger grew in his heart, and more than once, he was tempted to reveal the truth about their connection to her brother.
However, he never did.
Honour held him back. After all, she was his wife, and he owed her his trust and consideration. If she had not spoken to her family about him, then there had to be a good reason. He had to trust in that. He needed to speak to her, but he had to find her first.
Unfortunately, with every day that passed, it seemed less and less likely that he ever would.
The evening progressed as it usually did, and feeling defeated, Garrett soon turned to his friend, wishing to take his leave and then head outside for some air. Perhaps clearing his head would help him to come up with a new strategy.
That was when he saw her.
It was only a moment. Only out of the corner of his eye, but his heart stopped, and the breath caught in his throat as his head spun around.
Accompanied by her brother and his wife, Lord and Lady Ashwood, as well as—presumably—her mother, the dowager viscountess, his wife slowly made her way through the crowd, returning greetings left and right, here and there stopping to exchange a word.
London—or at least those attending tonight’s ball—was abuzz with her sudden and unexpected return. Rumours had run wild, and everyone clamoured to speak to her and be the first to know more.
Suddenly rooted to the spot, Garrett stood and stared at his wife, his eyes gliding over her altered appearance in shock. 
When he had met her in Gretna Green, her hair had been a mess, her wild mahogany curls escaping the loosening knot in the back of her head. Her gown while exquisite had been stained with dust and sweat and the occasional spilled drink. Her face had been flushed, and her eyes vibrant despite the scowl he had seen on her face when he had first laid eyes on her. She had laughed with vigour, loud and unaffected, and her mouth had rarely stood still, words flying from her lips without pausing for breath. She had been a force of nature, untamed and wild.
And he had loved her for it.
Now, the woman he saw merely resembled the wife he remembered.
While Garrett could ignore the fact that her hair and gown were of the latest fashion, clean and immaculate, he could not ignore the paleness of her cheeks, the way her eyes failed to sparkle, the tension that clung to her features as though she hated every moment she was forced to be here. Sadness and regret hung about her like a dark cloud, and he could see the willpower it took for her to keep smiling.
Immediately, his anger evaporated as his heart went out to her. What on earth had happened to her?
In that moment, her gaze swept over the crowd and then for a heart-stopping moment met his. To Garrett’s utter shock, no recognition lit up her eyes, and her gaze moved from his without a moment’s hesitation as though they had never met before.
Instantly, his anger returned. Was she truly pretending she did not know him? That they had never met?
Stunned, Garrett stared at her. “We’re married,” he whispered without breath, his heart beating as fast as it last had the night he had met her. Had he been wrong? Had their night meant nothing to her? Nothing but a meaningless tryst? Had she truly forgotten him?
A hand clasped his shoulder. “This seems to be your lucky night after all, my friend,” Lord Tynham said, a large smile on his face as his gaze travelled back from tonight’s unexpected attendee to Garrett. “Here is your chance to find out what happened.” When he saw the scowl on Garrett’s face, his own darkened. “You don’t know what happened,” he advised in a stern voice. “Do not jump to conclusions! Speak to her! Find out the truth! I implore you.”
Inhaling a deep breath, Garrett nodded, knowing that his friend was right. Still, he could feel the blood boiling in his veins, urging him to cross to her side, drag her out of the crowded ballroom into a quiet corner and…
…kiss her as he had kissed her that night.
Growling under his breath, Garrett gritted his teeth as his mind and heart jerked him in two different directions. He could still feel his anger stirring his blood, and yet, his heart revelled in the sight of her.
After a little while, the crowd that had gathered around his wife slowly began to disperse, and people returned to their usual evening’s activities. The orchestra began to play a lively tune, and soon the dance floor was packed with couples. Laughter filled the air, and yet, the look on his wife’s face remained stoic and forced.
Garrett frowned. Did no one else notice?
Still, a closer look at Lady Ashwood told him that the young viscount’s new wife was very much aware of her sister-in-law’s true feelings. She stayed close by her side, often touching a gentle hand to Claudia’s, assuring her that she was there. Although less obvious, even her brother and mother showed their concern in subtle ways, never venturing far and doing their best to discourage others who seemed hell-bent on extracting scandalous titbits from the young lady who had been the focus of gossip ever since the previous summer.
Garrett sighed. Theirs was a close-knit family, and he was relieved to see that his wife was not alone. Still, her family’s concern made it even clearer that something had happened. Something that was of great concern to them. Something that clearly should have prevented Claudia from attending tonight’s ball.
And yet, she had.
However, judging from the determined set of her jaw, it had been her own doing. She had insisted as Garrett knew her to be capable of. In his mind’s eye, he saw her stomping her feet and crossing her arms, simply refusing to listen much less change her mind.
And yet, the look on her face was one of defeat. What had happened? Garrett wondered for the thousandth time. And why had she insisted to come here tonight?
“You are aware that the evening won’t last forever, aren’t you?” Lord Tynham asked the moment a young gentleman approached Claudia.
Instantly, Garrett tensed, watching as the man asked her for the next dance. Although her brother tried to intervene, she squared her shoulders, lifted her chin and then slowly, almost hesitantly offered him her hand.
Spinning to look at his friend, Garrett asked, “Would you mind if I asked your wife for the next dance?”
Lord Tynham’s gaze narrowed in suspicion. “You won’t cause a scene, will you?”
“I assure you I will not,” Garrett forced out through gritted teeth, his gaze darting back to where his wife was about to stand up with the young gentleman. His feet itched to be off.
“Then you may ask her.”
Nodding to his friend, Garrett addressed Lady Tynham, finding her shy, green eyes and pale blond curls a striking contrast to the woman who held his heart. At first, surprise showed on her face before understanding came to her eyes.
“It’d be my pleasure,” she said graciously and then followed him onto the dance floor, her eyes venturing back to her husband as they exchanged a meaningful look.
Garrett wished his own wife would look at him the same way.
She had once.
A long time ago.
Would they ever get back what they had lost?
All throughout the dance, Garrett’s eyes were glued to his wife. He watched her smile and move and exchange the occasional word with her dance partner. And yet, nothing seemed to touch her, her heart, her spirit, her soul. Her eyes remained dim, guarded, almost haunted.
“Will you not speak to her?” Lady Tynham asked, a gentle smile on her lips as she looked at him as one would look at a half-drowned puppy: full of pity.
Garrett grumbled something unintelligible under his breath, which to his consternation only served to deepen the look in Lady Tynham’s eyes. Was he such a miserable sight? Were his friends pitying him now?
Deep down, Garrett knew that he feared the answers he sought. Yes, he wanted to speak to his wife. He wanted to know the truth. And yet, he feared to learn that her heart had never belonged to him, that she had all but forgotten about him, that she did not want him.
Still, he could not go on like this. He had barely slept in weeks, his nights restless and filled with outlandish nightmares. Perhaps knowing the truth would finally set his mind at ease, even if it broke his heart.
When the steps of the dance finally led them together, Garrett inhaled a deep breath, steeling himself for what lay ahead. When her hand touched his, even through the glove, a jolt went through his body and he felt that same connection he had all those many months ago.
As though they had been meant to find each other.
As though they were two halves of a whole.
As though they belonged in each other’s arms.
Unfortunately, his wife did not seem to feel shaken in the least. Her eyes barely rose to meet his, and the look on her face told him that she was scarcely aware of his presence.
“’Tis a wonderful evening, aye?” Garrett asked, all but holding his breath.
A practised smile appeared on her face, and she lifted her head. Her eyes met his, and for a second, he thought to see a hint of confusion. “It is indeed,” she agreed, her voice almost timid and without strength. What on earth had happened to change her so?
“I’ve never been to London before,” he continued, not knowing what to say at her lack of reaction, “as I rarely leave Scotland.”
Her hand tensed, and for the length of a heartbeat, her brilliantly blue eyes widened ever so slightly, and she looked at him with a mixture of shock and bewilderment. However, the moment passed as quickly as it had come, and Garrett could not help but wonder if he might have been mistaken, if his eyes had deceived him.
Gathering his wits, he meant to say more but the dance drew them apart in that moment, and he watched her leave his side, the distance between them growing painfully.
“She did not recognise you, did she?” Lady Tynham asked, utter confusion on her pretty face. Then she shook her head. “How can she not recognise her own husband? Do you suppose she’s had some sort of an accident?”
Garrett inhaled a sharp breath, then closed his eyes, praying that fate had not truly erased him from his wife’s mind. And yet, he had to admit that he had not seen even a spark of recognition in her eyes. Confusion, perhaps. But nothing that would suggest she remembered him at all. How was this possible?
For the rest of the evening, Garrett watched her, torn between anger and confusion, between thinking her heartless and fearing that she truly did not remember him. More than once, he took a step into her direction, only to hold himself back in the last moment. No, his friend was right, this was neither the time nor the place for a confrontation. It would serve no one if he lost his temper in the middle of a crowded ballroom.
Patience, he counselled himself. Patience!
After all, she was finally here, here in London. Her whereabouts were no longer unknown. He could seek her out, and he would. There was no way he would return to Scotland without answers.
She was his wife, and he would be damned before he allowed her to slip through his fingers.






  
  Chapter four
A Hand Dealt
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When they arrived home after the ball, Claudia barely made it up the stairs to her bedchamber. Her whole body felt like lead, heavy and uncoordinated. Lifting her feet was trying, her muscles quivering with exhaustion. Her mind, too, felt numb, and her ears rang after being subjected to the deafening sounds of a crowded ballroom. 
Not too long ago, she had revelled in nights like these, but not tonight.
Tonight, she had felt overwhelmed by all those people rushing to her side, asking intrusive questions about her, about her absence, about William and their disappearance from Lord Campton’s ball almost a year ago.
All their questions had only served to remind her of Gretna Green, of her indiscretion, of her child.
Closing the door behind her, Claudia leaned the back of her head against the smooth wood and closed her eyes, feeling tears sting, wanting nothing more but to run free.
Then her knees buckled, and she sank to the floor in a sea of billowing fabric. Covering her mouth with her hands, she did her best to muffle the sobs that tore from her throat. At least the tears that moistened her cheeks were quiet. They would not draw her family’s attention. They would not call to them for comfort.
Comfort they could not give.
As much as they tried, as much as they felt for her, there was nothing they could do. There was no comfort. Nothing they could say that would ease the pain in her heart.
Every moment of every day, Claudia could see their concern for her in their eyes. She knew that despite her efforts she had changed, grown quiet. She was no longer the cheerful and carefree young woman she had once been, the woman they had known.
And it worried them.
Claudia loved them for it, and yet, she hated the way they looked at her for it only served to remind her of her past.
Of the night she had conceived her son. 
A night she could not remember. 
And a child she could not help but long for.
Would this pain ever cease?
When the sobs quieted, Claudia allowed her hands to drop from her mouth, her arms no longer strong enough to hold them up. And there she sat on the floor, in her ball gown, her back against the door, in a dimly-lit room and stared at the gentle flames dancing in the hearth across from her.
Her lids began to droop as a soft voice echoed in her mind. It sounded different, and yet, so familiar.
I’ve never been to London before as I rarely leave Scotland.
Claudia’s head snapped up, and she half-expected to see…
Shaking her head, she rubbed a hand over her eyes, feeling fatigue pull on her. She struggled to her feet, leaving her shoes by the door, and then crossed to her vanity, sinking onto the padded stool. Claudia knew she ought to ring for her maid, but the thought of another invading her privacy was too overwhelming.
Blinking her lids, she tried her best to stay focused, to undo the laces and free herself of her gown.
Her costume.
She had hoped for a diversion but had found nothing but reminders of that which she had hoped to forget. If she could not remember the night she had conceived her son, then why was she doomed to remember everything that had followed?
After a small eternity, the dress finally fell away, and she proceeded to rid herself of her stays and stockings as well. Only dressed in her shift, Claudia slipped under the covers, feeling the cool sheets against her heated skin.
Would she dream of him again tonight? Claudia wondered as her eyes closed and she rolled onto her side, hugging a pillow to her chest.
The man she could not remember? Would he speak to her again in her dreams as he had so often in the past few months?
Whenever he would come to her in her dreams, his voice would be warm and throaty, and it would brush over her skin like a caress. He only ever spoke words she could not make sense of, words she did not know. And yet, they sounded like endearments, words whispered to someone who held his heart.
In those dreams, Claudia felt safe and loved. She felt strong arms wrap around her, lifting her up and bedding her down gently. She could feel his fingers
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