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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      For those who enjoy following the growing family relationships, I have included a brief history of Wycliffe Manor, and additionally, there is a partial of the earl’s family tree on my website

      For those of you who have difficulty remembering names (as I do), this character list (located in the back of the book) will help.

      These books can stand on their own, but it’s a little more fun to start at the beginning to see how the family comes together and grows and watch the village and manor come to life again.

      For the grammarians among you, I have chosen to modernize the spelling of “blond/blonde” because I can. Unfortunately, I cannot single-handedly eliminate the idiocy of lie/lay. I must hand that to future generations. . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE HISTORY OF WYCLIFFE MANOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Wycliffe Manor is the ancestral home of the Earls of Wycliffe, built on the remains of Gravesyde Priory, for which the village is named. In the way of medieval fiefdoms, the earls resisted district boundary changes, so the estate, in 1815, is an exclave of Shropshire, although south of Birmingham and surrounded by Worcestershire, creating legal havoc when it comes to crime.

      George Reid, the fourth Earl of Wycliffe, lost his only son, and with no male heir apparent, arranged to distribute his wealth and all other estates to his female relations upon his death in 1781. His son’s widow, Lady Gabrielle Reid, had a life interest in Wycliffe Manor and lived there until she died in 1801.

      The fun begins when the trustees of the last earl’s estate attempt to dispose of the manor after the viscountess’s death. Since the earl left his worldly goods to ALL his relations, the manor now belongs in equal parts to every Reid descendant, including that of his siblings and a growing family he never knew.

      Except this is the turn of the nineteenth century, and the male trustees are reluctant to turn over a substantial estate to females, bless their feathery little heads. The lawyers insist on a male to accept the inheritance and the responsibility, and the only one they can find is an American Army officer, Captain Alastair Reid Huntley. Family legend says he is a descendant of Lady Reid’s affair with a French count, but the marriage lines and birth are appropriately recorded.

      By the time these legalities were decided, however, Captain Huntley was busy fighting the British, and it took two more years of war and recuperation from serious injuries before he agrees to sail to England.

      Amidst all the legal squabbling, the manor was abandoned to a pair of elderly caretakers for nearly fifteen years. The earl left a legacy for maintaining the manor, so important repairs were made, but bats will play when the master’s away.

      And so our story begins in 1815, in The Secrets of Wycliffe Manor, with the arrival of Captain Huntley. As the heirs gradually return to their ancestral home, they discover unresolved mysteries and stir up new ones. Fortunately, the Reid family enjoys a good puzzle.
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          CLARE: MONDAY MORNING

        

      

    

    
      June 19, 1815

      

      “Sleep, wake, eat, go to bed again. . . Is this what my life has become?” Dorothea Talbot dramatically read the passage from the late Lady Reid’s diary as if it were Shakespeare. “It sounds as if she’s prepared to do something dreadful.”

      The slender heiress should have been dancing through London’s glittering ballrooms, not immersed in the tribulations of a lady from a prior century in a decrepit manor in rural Gravesyde Priory.

      Copying her ink-splattered, cross-hatched manuscript onto a fresh page, Clare—Clarissa Knightley, soon to be Huntley—didn’t glance up at her drama-prone young cousin. The passage from the diary described her own boring life before she’d cast it off and taken up residence at Wycliffe Manor. After living through multiple deaths in a state of constant chaos these past months, Clare wondered if boredom might not be preferable.

      Like Clare, Dorothea possessed most of the Reid family features: blond hair, widow’s peak, blue eyes, dimples, oddly attached earlobes, and backward thumb. The earls of Wycliffe had left their mark on their younger generations. But what ought to be the deciding factor, Clare had recently concluded, was eccentricity. She had thought it only her nephew and herself, but after finally meeting the rest of her family. . . They were simply not normal.

      To prove her point, Dorothea continued, “I believe we have a ghost.”

      “Fine, as long as I don’t have to invite it to the wedding, you might direct it to the east wing. The late viscountess will enjoy the company.” Clare continued copying pages. After bats, pistols, and murderers, ghosts didn’t score high on her scale of fear.

      Dottie didn’t leave but asked warily, “You know about the spirits?”

      With a sigh, Clare removed her spectacles and set down her pen. It was obvious her heiress cousin wouldn’t leave until she had whatever she’d come in here for. “The lady’s perfume haunts us. It is in everything. May I help you?” She gestured at the diary the girl held.

      “I think The Lady is fretting. I do not generally have this strong an impression from those who have passed. I’m not certain what she expects.” Vaguely defiant, Dottie showed no sign of embarrassment at this admission to humbug.

      Clare had dismissed the aloof heiress as a little too high in the instep for the mostly impoverished relations in the manor. But Dottie’s eight-year-old brother had accompanied her to the manor, and she had offered to help pay for the tutor, so Clare felt obliged to pay attention.

      “How does one know that a ghost frets?” she asked, reasonably enough.

      “It is just. . .” Dottie waved her hand helplessly. “A sensation that she paces, I think. If you are laughing at me, I will go away. I just thought it would be remiss not to mention it. Her anxiousness may mean an unwelcome intruder among our guests. Or staff—I believe we’ve recently hired more?”

      Ah, the arrival of her unwanted former suitor as one of the wedding guests no doubt agitated Dottie, but if the chit wanted to blame the late viscountess. . . Clare really needed to find out more about the debonair Comte Avignon—later. “I have more than enough to do worrying about people I can see. I will leave you in charge of the unseen. If you discover the lady’s problem, we will do our utmost to help.”

      Clare had yet to encounter ghosts, but that didn’t mean they didn’t happen. And if anyone could figure out how to return as a ghost, it would be a Reid, although the poor, unsuspecting viscountess had simply married into their insane family. That was probably enough to make one mad enough to return and haunt the next generation or three.

      It wasn’t until Dottie bobbed a curtsy and departed that Clare wondered why her cousin had chosen to read that particular passage aloud. It did sound as if the viscountess had been in serious doldrums. She should have asked the date. They’d never learned exactly how Lady Reid had died, but she’d only been in her fifties, much too young to depart this mortal coil.

      Given her own catastrophic life, Clare understood why her novel writing inclined toward the Gothic. Saving the heroine from villainy gave her a control she did not otherwise possess. But she wasn’t about to investigate a possible ancient crime on the eve of her nuptials. She had quite enough on her plate juggling the ever-growing household and arriving guests, and hoping to finish copying her new manuscript before the dual ceremonies. The final wedding banns for her cousin would also be read this Sunday.

      Less than a week to go. . . She blushed just thinking about Hunt’s increasingly ardent attentions. Bookish, plain, bespectacled, she’d never considered herself an object of desire, but her American fiancé apparently saw more in her than she did. She knew she was marrying an intelligent man, so she hoped that was Hunt’s wisdom and not his blind eye showing him what wasn’t there.

      First, she needed to send off this manuscript. The small income she received from her writing paid for her seven-year-old nephew’s tutor, in a roundabout sort of way. She didn’t dare tell anyone except her best friend and Hunt that she was a novelist writing under a male pseudonym. Her father’s rural, very conservative family would call her scandalous and try to remove Oliver from her care, as they had once before. So she had to pretend Oliver’s education was paid for by her grandmother’s trust, which barely paid living expenses. Like all their current residents, she’d found a haven from poverty in Wycliffe Manor.

      Wishing Dottie hadn’t left the office door open. Clare returned to her copy work, ignoring the men tramping in and out through the courtyard door.

      A rising argument from the direction of the library, regrettably, could not be ignored. The last earl had left an immense library, knocking down walls and expanding the original space to include all the tomes he’d accumulated over his lifetime, plus all those from his ancestors. The earls bought books the same way they collected jewels.

      Fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on one’s viewpoint, the fourth earl of Wycliffe had been the last earl. After the death of his only son, he’d broken the entail, sold all his estates except the Reid ancestral pile, and consolidated all the libraries here, to the delight and consternation of many.

      She locked away her pages and set out to calm troubled waters.

      “My father was not mad,” Lady Lavinia was shouting as Clare arrived in the library doorway. Wearing her hair in a towering gray pompadour fashionable in her youth, the mole on her thin lips quivering, Clare’s great-aunt glared her contempt. “Wycliffe simply did not wish any jackanapes to come along and help themselves to the family treasures.”

      Undeterred, the scholarly, white-haired Lord de Sackville sat with one long leg crossed over his knee, inspecting a list on his writing desk and jotting notes. “Hiding a fortune in gems is mad. If he wished the family to have the family jewels, he should have added them to the estate inventory and stored them in a vault, as any sane man would.”

      The baron waved away the lady’s splutters. “One must be mad to be a Reid, sorry, my lady. My son is marrying a Reid heiress who prefers to work in a kitchen, so I’m not blind. Reids do not think as others do. If anyone knew that, the earl must have. He granted all his immediate heirs fortunes before he died, then left Wycliffe Manor to any and all family, knowing no one would live in this ancient isolation unless they were in dire need of funds. Genius is almost always mad, and I believe the earl was a genius. He has provided for future generations, well aware that his immediate heirs were unlikely to have anything left for their offspring.”

      “Well, I never.” Lady Lavinia threw down copies of the late earl’s eccentric map and rose to her narrow feet. She wore the full skirts of another era, and her high heels were visible. “My sons were never deprived of anything they needed.”

      “Your sons died unfortunately early, my lady.” Clare took the dowager’s thin arm. “And the earl knew that Reid men are too adventurous and don’t live long lives. And women and children suffer for their losses. He was a compassionate, understanding man.”

      And a lunatic, but she didn’t need to say that.

      “Hmpf.” Lady Lavinia shook her off. “If you’d marry well, as one must, you needn’t worry about finding what wasn’t meant to be found. I will admit, your Captain Huntley is a fine figure of a man, but looks don’t put food on the table.” She sailed off in the direction of the long gallery, where her illegitimate granddaughter held sway. There was another argument in the works.

      “I take it she cannot work out the puzzle,” Clare said dryly, glancing at the pages her aunt had scattered on the library table.

      “The codes you’ve found in the earl’s family paintings are devilish,” the baron admitted. “I thought if I could put the codes in order, we might find any maps faster. I do not wish to sell books that might hide further clues.”

      They’d broken the codes concealed on two paintings from the gallery, using them to locate maps inside two old tomes. The earl had included a letter with one saying it was actually the fifth map. Neither of the drawings they’d uncovered had been much more than a square with odd niches and an X outside the lines, not particularly useful on their own.

      “One must assume the other maps are pieces of paper like the two we’ve found. It is easy to shuffle through pages to discover if anything is hidden. I’d rather translate the codes and find the books that way, not that I’m any good at it,” Clare said.

      “That’s what I attempted to do,” the baron admitted.

      “And Lady Lavinia thought to join you?” Odd. Her great-aunt generally preferred sitting in her upstairs salon, poking needles into cloth. . .

      Like her granddaughter. Clare dithered in the doorway, wondering if she should follow the lady. Lavender was only seventeen, the result of a liaison between Lady Lavinia’s young son and a maid. Lady Lavinia had sent Lavender to boarding school but never accepted her in any other manner.

      “The baroness is looking for trouble,” the baron agreed. “You should allow her to meddle more in the weddings, perhaps.”

      “Elsa has a menu prepared for the breakfast. Henri is cleaning up the tavern in preparation for entertaining the village. I cannot imagine what she might do to aid in the cause.” Sleep, wake, eat, go to bed again. . . Clare heard the late viscountess’s plaintive cry.

      Acknowledging the importance of keeping the aunts from disturbing Jack’s bibliophile father, Clare sailed off to engage in peacemaking. They needed the baron to finish preparing for the book auction meant to help pay the mortgage.

      Lady Lavinia needed occupation. Lavender would fling her grandmother out of the sewing room the way the baroness had flung Lavender’s mother out of the house. The scene promised to be immense.

      Why, oh why, did Clare have to be the adult in the household?
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          HUNT: MONDAY MORNING

        

      

    

    
      “We none of us have what might be called a solid income.” Captain Alistair Huntley, commonly known as Hunt, kicked through years of wood debris and weeds. “I am terrified of marrying Clare, then discovering we can’t keep the manor. I have nowhere else to take her.”

      “Elsa will put you up on her Newchurch estate,” Jack, the former Lt. John de Sackville casually offered. The son of a baron, he had a loose idea of what constituted supporting a family. “For now, I am grateful to have a roof over my head and food in my belly. . . and amazingly excellent food at that.”

      As former soldiers, Hunt and Jack had deep respect for their current ramshackle situation. That did not mean genteel ladies appreciated poverty. And Wycliffe Manor, to put it gently, consumed every farthing in their limited pockets and demanded more.

      Paul Upton, the son of a curate and only recently ordained, had lived in poverty all his life. With a frown, he gazed down the muddy wooded path they traversed. “I would like to be my own man, reliant on my own abilities, but admittedly, carpentry pays a great deal better than the church. If this path ends at the brook, I can build a bridge, but even making the chapel’s field accessible does not mean I can rent it out. The path does not seem well-used.”

      In front of them, Arnaud Lavigne shrugged. “No one knows of it but me. It’s not as if there are any young men left to farm these fields with a war going on.”

      Taller than Hunt, his half-cousin had lost a great deal of weight in a French prison and later, living the life of a hermit after he’d fled Napoleon’s censorship police. An overly-principled French count, and a brilliant artist, Arnaud spoke seldom and lived for his art. They’d only dragged him away from his easel on this sunny June day because the women had turned his studio gallery into a madhouse with final preparations for the weddings and the onslaught of guests that had just begun.

      Six more days. . . Two weddings on the same day may have been a little much to undertake, but neither Hunt nor Jack was willing to wait longer. And then Jack’s father wanted to hold a book auction directly after the weddings, so he might return to his own home. The immense manor was chaos even without all the new, untrained, hires.

      “Try being an artist and earning a living,” Arnaud continued. “Especially here, in rural nowhere.”

      That may have been more than Arnaud had said in the past week. Hunt had to listen. “So you’re looking for the earl’s jewels in hopes we can set you up with a studio in London?” He couldn’t hide his amusement. The earl’s jewels were a myth as far as he was concerned.

      “I want a finder’s fee if I find them.” Arnaud strode ahead, stomping overgrowth with his battered boots.

      Arnaud had been the one to discover the code in the earl’s paintings that had led to odd maps and hidden letters about jewels. Since he’d lived here longer, he’d had more time to explore than the rest of them. He was the one who had told Paul about this nearly invisible path leading from the manor to the field the late earl had donated to the church.

      From the looks of it, only Arnaud had used this muddy track recently. Given the London highway direction, perhaps their banker might have used it occasionally, if he arrived on horseback, but it wasn’t wide enough for a carriage.

      The lane did, however, seem to be a more direct path to the chapel than the winding carriage drive.

      Hunt glanced over his shoulder. The upper stories of Wycliffe Manor’s faux towers were all that were visible above the overgrown canopy of trees. Anyone riding this path would be invisible until they reached the house. “We may need to put up a gate on this lane for security. The brook, river, and cliffs create barriers to the rest of the grounds. The drive gives us a good view of anyone approaching. I’ve always considered the manor secure, but this. . . is concealed enough to be a smugglers’ path.”

      “Poachers, maybe,” Jack objected. “We are too far from the sea for smugglers.”

      “You want to explain away that cellar full of brandy that we inherited?” Hunt asked cynically, before continuing, “This comes out in a field and not the road?”

      “There’s a low place in the brook, an overgrown hedgerow, and a deteriorating stile before we reach the road. Paul can fix that.” Striding ahead, Arnaud kicked aside a fallen branch—and halted abruptly.

      They were all on foot. Jack caught up first, cursed, then kneeled in the muddy leaves.

      Hunt and Paul stopped beside Arnaud. The late morning sun broke through the thick canopy of beech leaves and pines to illuminate a man sprawling on his back in the mud. Not far away, his horse nibbled weeds.

      “Faint pulse,” Jack called. “He’s alive.”

      Hunt bit back expletives to kneel on the man’s—the boy’s?—other side. “I don’t recognize him. Did he fall off his horse?”

      Paul pointed up. “That branch hangs low. I could probably ride under it, but a tall man. . .”

      “Would have to be riding hard not to see it. I’ve ducked below it. I suppose at night. . .” Arnaud reluctantly bent over the stranger. . . and froze.

      “You recognize him?” Hunt had only met his half-cousin a few months back, but he was learning the artist’s many moods. This was one of wariness.

      “I could be wrong. It’s been years since I’ve been to my estate. But that flat, long nose is distinctive and resembles that of Barbeau, a lawyer my family used upon occasion. This man is too young to be him, but he had several sons, all with the same unfortunate beak. I don’t know what would bring one here.” He kneeled down to lift the lad in his big arms.

      Despite his bad knee, Hunt returned to his feet before his cousin, taking the placid horse from the clergyman’s inexperienced hold. “We’d better keep this one alive,” he said wearily, patting the mare to steady her while Arnaud settled the unconscious stranger over the saddle. “The women are likely to have hysterics if we have one more burial. Aren’t all Frenchmen gathering to fight Wellington?”

      The news from the continent arrived slowly and not particularly accurately, but it seemed certain that now Napoleon was back on the throne, there would be war. Again.

      “If this is just an accident, there shouldn’t be a problem. Elsa and Clare have sensible heads on their shoulders,” Jack said. “But why the devil was anyone on this path that even we didn’t know about?”

      Hunt glanced at his cousin. Arnaud knew the hidden route. But his artistic cousin’s expression had closed up, a certain sign that he was retreating to ugly memories.

      “Why was any Frenchman here at all?” Arnaud asked gruffly.

      Less than a week until Hunt could finally call Clare his, and they had another damned mystery on their hands. He winced as the boy groaned. Maybe he could talk his betrothed into leaving these shores and going back to America with him. England didn’t appear to be as safe as one would think.

      “Let us try to keep this from the women until we know more,” he suggested, knowing he only protected them until gossip ran loose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          ELSA: MONDAY MORNING

        

      

    

    
      “Him, I find in your new chambers, where he does not belong!” Their newly hired French valet shook his small, old-age freckled fist at a taller, younger valet with a head full of blond hair.

      Lady Elspeth Villiers had thought retreating to a kitchen more peaceful than dealing with her querulous noble family. Foolish of her. Now she had all her family’s servants under her feet.

      The target of the little Frenchman’s rage was her half-brother’s valet, Roberts. She supposed the young man had been in their bridal suite, spying on her fiancé at her brother’s behest. She’d deal with his prying lordship later. Flinging her heavy skillet on the stove, she glared at the pair invading her domain. “Roberts is Villiers’ man. Take your quarrel up with him.”

      “I was merely seeking Mr. de Sackville,” Roberts said stiffly.

      She’d not met Roberts before. Her noble brother must have retired his elderly servant and replaced him with this handsome jackanapes, who was a little too full of himself and hadn’t learned to stay out of her way.

      Jack—Mr. de Sackville’s—new valet was also new. A fussy, irritating little man, Victor had been all they could find willing to live a far remove from civilization. An added benefit though, Victor had brought his wife, Marie, who had agreed to be Elsa’s maid. They’d come from the agency with impeccable references, although most of the couple’s former employers appeared to be deceased. The pair weren’t young, but they were immensely competent.

      With two weddings in less than a week and guests arriving daily, Elsa desperately needed the experienced hand of a trained lady’s maid, and Marie was good. She didn’t want to lose her.

      “Roberts sticks his nose everywhere,” a third valet, George, complained as he trotted down the stairs carrying used linens. Of medium height, build, and age, George looked the part of invisible valet, except for his pockmarked skin and the red rash on his jaw.

      Reminded that her mother had brought her lover and their servants to add to the bedlam, Elsa flung onions in the hot skillet, then grabbed her cleaver to chop more. She had an assistant, but she found wielding the cleaver resulted in intelligent men backing away.

      George didn’t seem to be particularly intelligent. Valet for the no-doubt fraudulent French count her mother had persuaded to accompany her, he helped himself to a leftover breakfast roll. “I found Roberts wandering downstairs last night.”

      Elsa disliked the buffoon, perhaps because she disliked his employer. She hadn’t expected her mother to attend her wedding. She definitely hadn’t expected her to bring Comte Avignon, an escort Elsa had never met, along with an entourage of servants the moldering manor could scarcely house with any degree of comfort. The attic servants’ quarters hadn’t been used in decades, and now their limited staff was divided between opening the vast attic and cleaning guest rooms.

      She had formed no solid opinion of the stout Avignon, but if George’s annoying habit of not understanding his own stupidity was any indication, the count was a dolt.

      “If you saw Roberts downstairs after everyone retired, that means you were downstairs as well,” she pointed out in irritation. “Why is everyone bothering me?”

      “Monsieur desires to know when the buffet is ready.” George wasn’t any more French than Elsa, but his scowl was fierce.

      Roberts and Victor intelligently stalked out when she waved the cleaver. George merely tore apart the roll to cram it between his skinny lips.

      Before Elsa could chop off his fingers, Nettie Upton trotted down the stairs. A newly-discovered family member and their marvelous new housekeeper, Nettie was also a former curate’s wife, with experience in ordering people about—and pacifying outrage. She swatted George with a cleaning rag and silently pointed at the stairs.

      The fool departed under her withering glare.

      Upstairs/downstairs hierarchy did not exist at Wycliffe Manor, where heiresses cooked and family members held the highest staff positions.

      “Lackwit,” Elsa muttered, flinging chopped onions into the skillet.

      “No more so than the coachmen Paul found in his churchyard claiming they were looking for family graves.” Paul was Mrs. Upton’s son and the village’s new curate, the reason the weddings could finally be performed.

      The graveyard was at the manor, not the church. Elsa rolled her eyes. “Surely treasure hunters don’t believe the earl buried jewels in a grave?”

      The mystery of the missing family jewels had captured everyone’s imagination, most likely because they were bored far from the city’s entertainments.

      “Or your lordly brother is spying. His secretary was in the gallery at dawn. And I just caught your new maid in the unopened west wing, where she had utterly no reason to be.” Nettie sat down at the trestle table where Elsa’s mostly new and inexperienced kitchen staff worked at their various tasks, absorbing the tittle-tattle and sensibly staying out of her way.

      Elsa found a boiled turnip and whacked it into mash. This had been her fear all along—that Villiers would attempt to stop her marriage. Her half-brother was only trying to protect her, she understood. But he still thought her a terrified adolescent, incapable of fighting off villainous money grubbers. He didn’t recognize that she’d learned a thing or two since her one failed London Season.

      She’d loved Jack since childhood. Now that he finally felt confident that he could take care of a wife and was ready to marry her. . . She wouldn’t let her meddling brother intervene.

      Villiers’ secretary was no doubt conversing with Lord de Sackville over the settlements, wreaking havoc with their marriage plans. Her new maid’s wandering was the least of her problems. “Marie was probably searching for linens or a better chair. She has elevated notions of our consequence.”

      “That’s the odd thing.” Nettie polished a spoon that didn’t meet her standards. “I could swear I’ve seen her before. She seems more familiar with the manor than I am, yet I have lived here before, albeit twenty-five years ago.”

      Elsa glanced over her shoulder at all the listening ears. Most of her staff were not local. She declined to add to the speculation.

      But if her new maid had lived here when Nettie had, she, too, knew of the missing jewels.

      She’d have to check Marie’s references more thoroughly.
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          HUNT: MONDAY NOON

        

      

    

    
      After leaving their injured visitor in the infirmary in the manor’s back hall, Hunt ran upstairs to scrub off the worst of his filth. Trained as a U. S. Army engineer, he’d never expected to become lord of a manor and had yet to learn how to stay neatly attired. With a houseful of company, he had to pretend to be decent for Clare’s sake. A genteel lady who still suffered from the horror of seeing her sister die in an Egyptian riot, his fiancée would imagine the worst of an unconscious stranger practically on their doorsteps. He’d at least look civilized before breaking the news.

      In quiet resignation, James, a former batman, took Hunt’s mud-splattered coat, holding it with distaste on one finger. Hunt had a hard time calling the peg-legged ex-soldier a valet, but James was learning his ways. “It is a very good thing that you still have your uniforms, sir. One hopes the household will be repaired before everything you own is in the dustbin.”

      “You’re starting to sound like Quincy, James. Is that to teach me to speak properly too?” Hunt stripped off his shirt. Quincy was their ex-prizefighter butler. Hunt had no idea how the man had learned educated speech.

      “I would not presume.” James caught the linen before it hit the carpet. “Mr. Walker brought up a letter for you. He thought you might wish to see it immediately.”

      His best friend since childhood, Walker knew Hunt better than anyone. If he personally delivered a letter, Hunt had better read it. He hoped this was good news for a change. He didn’t have much to offer Clare as a wedding gift, but he could at least try to give her peace.

      He located the fragile folded paper on the washstand, and recognizing the handwriting, ripped off the seal. He scanned it eagerly with his one eye, then grabbed a monocle to peruse the hen scratching again.

      Unheeding of his filthy uniform trousers, he collapsed on the nearest chair. Combining elation with despair would do that to a man. He shouldn’t have asked about his father’s ring.

      “Sir?” James asked worriedly.

      “Where’s Clare?” He couldn’t even think until his ever sensible bride-to-be read this. Cursing and cheering at the same time would simply scare poor James. Clare would understand.

      Or should he hide the letter, pretend it came too late? That’s what he wanted to do, he realized. It was wrong. He knew it was wrong. It was no way to start a lifetime’s journey of wedded bliss. But the interminable wait to have Clare in his bed was down to less than a week. . . He went about half-cocked all day as it was. He’d have to take off the roof to keep occupied.

      But if they waited. . . He might give Clare a better ring than he’d been able to afford.

      With a groan, he hurriedly washed and threw on the clean shirt and waistcoat James handed him. The stiff neckcloth was more than he could tolerate, however. Donning his morning coat, he crammed the letter into the pocket, but brushed away the neckcloth. “I’m just grabbing a bit of luncheon before returning to work on the plumbing. Let’s not waste the laundry.”

      He clattered down the marble stairs with the letter burning a hole over his heart. Clare wasn’t in the small dining parlor where a buffet was laid out. She wasn’t in her office or the library.

      Loud voices carried from the long gallery at the front of the manor. Hunt assumed the original Wycliffe who’d sacked the priory had preserved the two-story Gothic cathedral façade so he might build his new manor with an impressive portrait gallery and ballroom for his ladies. By the sixteenth century, fortresses must have gone out of favor.

      To provide income for the locals as well as the manor, the creative Reids had turned the two-story gallery into a button manufactory and seamstress/tailor business. Arnaud had set up a studio near the cathedral windows. All far more useful than a ballroom, in Hunt’s opinion.

      Reaching the gallery, he focused on Clare—slender, blond, patiently listening—before he realized she was involved in an imbroglio involving her young cousin, Lavender, and her elderly Aunt Lavinia. As a descendant of a long line of aristocrats, Clare spoke as if to the manor born and generally did not need to raise her voice. Except her relations were also descendants of the earl—and more arrogant.

      “This is my home, my friends, my family. You are not allowed to come in here and usurp them,” young Lavender shouted. Once given permission to sew anything she liked, the lovely blond adolescent had bubbled into a cheerful soul. Shouting was not normal. “Go back to one of your very many estates that you will not allow me to enter!”

      Hunt winced at the direct blow. The little seamstress was an illegitimate Reid.

      “Your mother was not welcome,” the slender old lady overrode her. “She was a trollop who got your father killed. I sent you to school so you’d learn to be the proper lady he’d be proud of!”

      Hunt suspected this fight had been a long time coming. He didn’t want any part of it. He glanced pleadingly at Clare, who seemed unprepared to separate the combatants.

      “Ladies, this is no way to settle your differences.” Apparently understanding his unspoken plea, Clare inserted herself into the argument more forcefully. “I think we should call a family council after luncheon. Lady Lavinia, if you will return to your parlor, I’ll have your meal served there. Lavender, you are providing a very poor example for your workers. Go outside and cool off a bit. Your puppy needs his walk.”

      Reminded of her pet, Lavender swooped down to pick up the dog mop—the reason she’d left the school Lady Lavinia had installed her in. Having said her piece, the elderly lady stalked out, head high, her stride more militant than usual.

      With a sigh, Clare took Hunt’s arm and let him lead her away. “That storm has been brewing for a while. I feel as if I’m a mother to a household of adolescents, and that includes the aunts. What happened to your neckcloth?”

      Just hearing her voice calmed his inner turmoil. Clare might be spooked at gunfire, but she had sufficient experience with upset apple carts to keep a cool head.

      Ignoring the comment on his improper attire, not knowing how to say what needed to be said, Hunt merely handed her his letter. He was an engineer, not a diplomat. He didn’t know how to explain bombshells. They just exploded. If he survived this one, he’d tell her about the stranger they’d carried into the infirmary.

      She cast him a surprised glance and unfolded the cross-hatched page under his new gas lamp. The instant she read the signature, she removed her spectacles from her pocket and donned them. “Your mother? She has replied to your news of the wedding already?”

      “No, there’s not been time. Our letters most likely crossed.” His family lived outside Philadelphia. Ships were fast these days, but they’d only decided to wed a month or so ago.

      She scanned the letter quickly, then more slowly, her eyes going rounder behind her lenses. “She’s coming here? She’s crossing an ocean to see the home she never knew?”

      The earl had disowned the adulterous viscountess and her second child, Hunt’s mother. Once she’d grown to adulthood and married, Frances Huntley had sailed off for America, never having seen Wycliffe Manor.

      “I think the news of her mother’s journals set her off. That, and I may have mentioned you. After I nearly died, she hasn’t stopped worrying about me.” Hunt had always gone his own way, off to school and the Army without giving his family much thought—until a British bombshell had taken his eye and nearly his life.

      He was thirty now, about to start a family of his own, and he wanted. . . He wasn’t entirely certain what he wanted. Clare could probably explain it to him, if he asked.

      She blushed at the knowledge she was about to meet his family, then apparently did a mental calculation. “She says she’s sailing soon after she posts this letter! She could be here any day. That was almost a month ago!”

      “A passenger ship will be slower than a mail ship, but yes, surely in a week or two.” He waited for her to grasp his dilemma.

      It didn’t take long. She clutched the letter to her breast and studied him, wide-eyed. “We must postpone the wedding until she arrives! She ought to see her only son wed after coming all this way.”

      Exactly what he feared. “But the house will be filling up with bidders for the book auction,” he warned. “Are you certain?”

      Before she could respond, Jack strode down the hall, looking furious and anguished at the same time. Hunt’s heart fell to his feet.

      “The patient has died,” the blunt ex-soldier announced, regardless of the effect on delicate females.

      Clare, predictably, screamed, “What?”

      Perhaps he should have mentioned the accident first.
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      Clare’s best friend, Meera Walker, left the infirmary, drying her hands and shaking her head. Meera’s Hindu mother and Jewish father had both been apothecaries. Their daughter had followed in their footsteps, until their premature deaths. Alone and bereft, she’d followed Clare to this Gothic horror of a manor and found love.

      Walker, her new husband, emerged from the infirmary to rub Meera’s shoulders. Hunt’s best friend and a descendant of African slaves, he had a head full of book learning he employed for the manor’s benefit. Not an exceptionally tall man, he still towered over his wife.

      “I couldn’t save him,” Meera whispered mournfully.

      “No one could have saved him,” Walker corrected, hugging her.

      Clare buried her face against Hunt’s broad chest in sorrow. He had said the patient was a stranger. That didn’t mean they shouldn’t feel grief. They’d seen too many deaths in the past weeks.

      Hunt’s open shirt gave her too much access to the enticing musk of his chest. His comforting arms surrounded her, but her mind wouldn’t rest. She had so many questions. . . “Do we know who he is?”

      Lounging against the wall, Hunt’s younger French cousin wore a troubled mien. Henri looked much like Hunt—tall and muscular, dark-haired, with square chiseled features, but he was younger, more slender, and usually had more charm. He answered grimly, “Nothing on him but a pocket watch and a coin purse. If
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