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      Jane Austen’s world meets the Highlands of Scotland in an exciting new, sexy Scottish Regency series by USA Today bestselling author Eliza Knight. Gently bred ladies collide with noble Scottish heroes in these new dramatic and emotionally charged tales of misadventure, love and defiance of social conformism.

      

      Bryson Mackenzie Fraser, Lord Lovat, is in need of a wife, but not just any bride will do. He needs someone unaware of his reputation in the Highlands or the stipulations behind his inheritance. On the pretense of visiting his aging aunt in London, he begins his search in earnest. Except the ladies of England find his Scottish upbringing distasteful. While at a club, he overhears an old baron speak of the five beautiful daughters he must marry off before he dies. The way seems surely paved—all Bryson has to do is follow the baron and his family to the English countryside, where he can begin his wooing in earnest.

      

      Miss Freya Grysham, daughter of Baron Braye, finds herself and her four sisters in dire straits when her ill father informs her that the entail of his title, lands and fortune is unbreakable. This means her braggart of a cousin will soon inherit everything. With a laughable dowry and a cynical, if droll, demeanor, finding a willing mate will be a challenge, especially with the arrogant Lord Fraser constantly in attendance. She cannot shake the man who appears to disdain all of society—the man she can’t help but admire.

      

      Then circumstances force Bryson and Freya to separate. To win Freya’s heart this Scot must set aside his pride. Will Freya say “I do” before the clock runs out?
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        The Ladies’ Marriage Prospects Bulletin

      

      

      
        
        Bryson Mackenzie Fraser, Lord Lovat: due to inherit the Earldom of Aberdeen Scotland. 20,000 per annum. Several estates and castles in Scotland. House in Mayfair. House in Edinburgh.

      

      

      

      The moment his carriage crossed into London, rocking rather uncomfortably on the cobbled roads, Bryson Mackenzie Fraser, Lord Lovat, wished he could knock on the roof and order his footman to turn right around.

      But Bryson was in town for a reason. Not a reason he liked or agreed with—yet there was no other purpose for venturing into London, with its stink, literally and metaphorically.

      At that precise moment, someone splashed a bucket of something disgusting onto the streets, and several others promptly walked through it. My god, what a mess.

      Bryson felt more comfortable on the back of a horse than in a carriage, with the fresh, clean air of the Scottish moors surrounding him.

      Ballocks, but he hated all the rules of London society. If he weren’t titled, he wouldn’t have to worry about the rules. He would go about his workday and come home to a hot meal and dram in front of his fireplace, where he could read a good book before falling into bed.

      Instead, he would have to wine and dine, dance and romance one dithering fool after another while tucked into a ridiculous, pompous costume. Trousers and jackets and cravats be damned. Give him his kilt and a loose shirt any day.

      But his grandfather had made it very clear. If he was going to inherit the Earldom of Aberdeen—and the properties and funds that went with it—he needed to take an English bride. And the old bastard had no problem writing him out of the will—his exact words. Thereby bringing so much of what Bryson hated full circle. What was an earldom with no property or money to fund it?

      The idea of not marrying and letting his inheritance go to his cousin seriously crossed Bryson’s mind. To be free of the responsibility, and most importantly, of being chained to a woman he didn’t care for, was enticing. He was happy remaining a baron for the rest of his days and living peacefully at Castle Fraser. There he wouldn’t have a wife to contend with.

      Bryson’s only examples of what a wife meant to someone were the faint memories of his parents, which were hardly memories at all given he had been so young when he lost them, and then his grandparents—which wasn’t pleasant—wasn’t that great of an example either.

      Dear Old Granny had been a force, but if she was thunder, her husband was lightning. The arguments…my god. It had been a blessing when he’d finished at Oxford and been able to move to Castle Fraser rather than returning to his grandfather’s seat to resume the torment all over again.

      So why the hell was he going through with this?

      Simple. It was a matter of pride. Well, and he wanted to set up a better life for his sister.

      Finding an English bride was going to be a piece of cake. After all, he was rich, and with marriage, his future inheritance of a wealthy earldom would be sealed, and what lady of society didn’t want to be a countess with enough coin to buy a new dress every day of the year?

      Bryson guessed those two things alone would be good enough to get him in front of a few simpletons. He had no faith that the women of the ton would be anything but that. So, he had to pick the best of the bunch, have the banns called, and meet her at the end of the aisle. A couple of “I do’s” later, the whole business would be finished. Back to Scotland, inheritance secured.

      This was a chore and nothing more. A means to gain what he wanted in the end.

      The other thing was an English bride wouldn’t know about the rumors circulating Scotland that had tarnished his reputation. Or at least he hoped not. They’d been printed in the papers, but he supposed English brides didn’t care about Scottish news. They all read the London rags, but from what he had gleaned, not too many covered his past transgressions. He’d yet to make a name for himself that was exciting enough. But this season, he was sure to be up front and the center of attention. Mostly people would wonder who the hell he thought he was waltzing into London to take a bride.

      Because of that, rumors might resurface.

      The rumors weren’t true, of course. But most didn’t know that because he wasn’t one to air his dirty trews in the wind And he also wasn’t one to correct people who were idiots. They were beneath him. Why should he lower himself to their standards?

      He knew the truth. His family knew the truth. And that was all that mattered.

      Lady Daven, Aunt Bertie to Bryson, was waiting for him in the drawing room of his house in Mayfair when he arrived, a smile on her ancient face. Though he owned this house, he had never considered it home, and instead, when his aunt had been widowed, he’d given her full rein to make it her own. She was older than his grandfather but with the energy of someone still in adolescence. The old darling was probably going to live forever. With the tragic passing of his parents on a voyage to Canada, his aunt had become like a mother to him, and Bryson adored her.

      Visiting her was the only good thing about coming to London. Well, and the ability to get this marriage business out of the way so he could secure his and Lucy’s futures.

      “Bryson, my dear,” Aunt Bertie said, refuting all society edicts that demanded she greet him in a much more formal way and use his titles. Perhaps that was also one of the reasons he loved her so much. He’d never tell anyone how much he loved her refusal of society edicts in the home, though. In public, he was the perfect society gentleman, if only because he remembered the sting of her boxing his ears, though it wasn’t as bad as her twin sister Aunt Simone, Lady Heaton.

      “Aunt Bertie,” he said, pulling her frail body in for a hug. She smelled the same, like lavender and roses, plus something medicinal.

      “Have you gotten taller, lad?” She stared up at him, patting his chest with a wrinkled hand, a twinkle in her still sharp blue eyes as she pinched his stubbled cheek. “Certainly hairier.”

      Bryson chuckled. “I haven’t grown a day in over a decade, but ye, my dear Aunt Bertie, I think ye’ve shrunk.”

      “Nonsense.” She batted him away and then shuffled to the bell pull ringing for tea.

      They settled into chairs opposite each other, and she poured him some tea, adding more sugar than he usually took with a wink as if he were still a lad with a sweets obsession.

      “Thank ye,” he said, sipping from the delicate cup. So many memories in the taste of that sweet tea. Most of them were happy.

      “It is so good to see you,” she said. “My brother told me about your…predicament.”

      Bryson settled his cup back in the saucer. “Then he’s saved me the trouble.”

      “Indeed.” She added another lump of sugar to his cup. “He is a stubborn old goat, but I think he knew you’d prefer a Scottish bride.”

      Bryson’s mother had been Scottish, his father English, and hence it was his mother’s father who wished to keep the blood thinned, he supposed. Likely out of spite. And with no sons of his own, his grandfather was putting those stipulations on his grandson.

      “That is almost exactly what he told me.” He winced at the overly sweet taste of his tea. It had to be half sugar by now.

      “Well, perhaps you’ll find a bride here who is English and Scottish and then you’ll both get what you want.” Aunt Bertie grinned conspiratorially and tried to add another lump of sugar to his tea, but he was able to cover it in time.

      “You’ll have me in a sweets coma, darling aunt.” Bryson chuckled. “But ye make a good point. I could look for a wife of Scottish and English descent.”

      Her eyes widened in delight. “Oh, goodie. I’ve compiled a list.”

      “A list?” He should have known. Bryson suppressed his smile.

      Aunt Bertie nodded and stood, moving toward her writing desk, where she pulled a piece of parchment from a drawer. Bryson took the list, reading at least a dozen names scrawled in her familiar pen.

      “I’ve also procured you invitations to all of the social activities these lovely young ladies will attend. Balls, soirees, dances, luncheons, musicales, operas, etc. …” She waved her fingers as if scrolling through an invisible list.

      “Is that so?”

      “It is. And before you say that I’m a meddling aunt who needs to mind her own business, I will have you know that me doing this work before your arrival ensures you’ll be back in Scotland sooner than you’d thought.”

      Bryson shook his head, unable to keep himself from laughing. “Ye know me verra well, Auntie.”

      “Of course, I do. Now, have a jam biscuit. Raspberry, your favorite.”

      He did as he was told, staring at the long list of names, having no idea who any of the ladies were, and trusting in his aunt’s research, which was easy enough.

      “They are all quite accomplished and beautiful,” she said. “I think you could do well with any of them.”

      To think that one of these names on the list would soon be attached to his. A wife. His wife.

      “There is one thing,” she said.

      Bryson raised an eyebrow.

      “Your reputation.” Aunt Bertie winced, though it was more of an exaggerated gesture than serious.

      Still, Bryson grimaced. “I do wish people would mind their own business.”

      “People don’t know how to do that. Anyway, your past, the rumors, they have circulated before, but I assure you if you be yourself, no one will believe any of those foul rumors.”

      The rumors of his ruthless and callous personality were, of course, false and entirely due to one stupid bastard who had spread them. And that stupid bastard was believed. What did that make the believers?

      Bryson sighed heavily. This might present a bit of a challenge.

      “But,” his aunt leaned closer, one eyebrow raised, “more than one lady has been persuaded to look the other way when she saw money and titles. And I have it on good authority your name has been added to The Ladies’ Marriage Prospects Bulletin.”

      “Verra true.” Bryson frowned. “But Auntie, what the hell is The Ladies’ Marriage Prospects Bulletin?”

      Aunt Bertie’s mouth flashed an “oops” expression as if she shouldn’t have let that part slip. “Oh, never you mind about that. It’s just a little list for the ladies to know who is looking for a bride so they don’t waste their time.”

      Bryson grunted. Not unlike the list in his lap.

      “Be lavish with your gifts, and they will have no choice but to bat their eyes.” She nodded at him as if it would all be that easy.

      Bryson grunted. “Have ye gifts in mind?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do. It’s on another list.”

      “I willna trouble ye for it, now, Auntie. But when the time comes, I could use the help.”

      “My pleasure.” She pointed at his nearly full teacup. “Now, finish your tea and freshen up. Your first gathering is a garden party in just over an hour.”

      Bryson managed not to groan, though he did grimace. He reached for a few of the jam biscuits to make himself feel better. “These jammies are delicious.” He ate about six of them, washed down with what had turned into liquid sugar, then did as his aunt had ordered and went to his room to freshen up.

      A valet was waiting, even though in Scotland, he rarely used one. His usual attire was more suited to a ride on the moors than a walk through someone’s grand garden.

      “The gray or the blue, my lord?” the valet asked, holding up two different jackets he didn’t remember bringing.

      “I see Her Ladyship did me the honor of having a wardrobe commissioned,” he mumbled.

      “Indeed, sir.”

      “Too kind.” And too hilarious. Bryson shook his head once, then said, “Blue.”

      “And her ladyship has advised for the time being that you refrain from wearing your kilt, sir.”

      Bryson pressed his lips together, not wanting to scare the poor valet with what he wanted to say, and instead, he nodded with a regretful glance down at his kilt.

      He had to remember that, besides his reputation, he also had to suppress his Scottishness, which would be distasteful to some.

      Two hours later, his predictions came true on all fronts.

      Bryson stood at the edge of the garden, his breeches a wee bit too snug in the wrong place, wishing his aunt had also added to her list events that included at least a few of his friends in town. He had plenty, seeing as how he had been schooled at Eton and Oxford. But from what he gathered, none of them were here.

      Alone, he sipped a too-sweet punch, wishing it had been cut with some whisky.

      He’d tried speaking to a few of the women. His aunt had made the introductions with a wink if they were on the list, but now she’d gone off to chatter with friends, and he’d tired of the questions.

      “How far is your seat from London?”

      “How many times a year do you come to London?”

      “Is a Scottish winter cold?”

      “What is Scottish society like?”

      “Do you host many balls?”

      “Is your castle drafty?”

      And the one that annoyed him the most, as they giggled behind their hands and asked why he wasn’t wearing a kilt. He was tempted to tell them it was because his aunt had told him not to, but instead tried for humor, saying he didn’t want to terrorize them with his bare legs.

      If his aunt didn’t end his misery soon, he’d have to abandon her, which wasn’t very nephew-like or gentlemanly, and she’d gone to all this trouble just for him.

      Then, to his relief, she appeared, sauntering across a pebbled path with another young lady on her arm. He tried to smile but felt he was baring his teeth.

      “There you are,” Aunt Bertie said, a little tilt in the corner of her mouth as she suppressed a knowing smile. “I’d like to introduce you to Miss Freya Grysham. My dear, this is my nephew, Bryson Mackenzie Fraser, Lord Lovat.”

      The lady was dressed in a simple white dress with a pink ribbon at the waist, her dark curls done carefully, falling perfectly in the right spots to frame her face, and another pink ribbon threaded at her throat. There was no doubt she was gorgeous. But her name had not been on the list, and from how she narrowed her intelligent eyes at him, he had a feeling that she found him as distasteful as the rest did.
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        The Ladies’ Marriage Prospects Bulletin

      

      

      
        
        Hugh Gray, Earl of Ashbury: 15,000 per annum. Several estates in England. House in Mayfair. House in Edinburgh.

      

      

      

      Freya adored Lady Daven. She was sweet and funny and usually fun to talk to, even if Freya’s friends did make fun of her for preferring the company of an old widow to some of the younger ladies in attendance.

      Good company was good company, plain and simple, and neither age nor gender played a part.

      But, as Freya stared at the hulking Scot before her, she had to wonder if she’d spent too much time with Lady Daven, and perhaps she’d given her the wrong impression. That was—that she was interested in marriage. Or worse, interested in marriage with the stuffy Scottish lord looking down his nose at everyone within his periphery. It was obvious he was on this errand for his elderly family member.

      Besides, her older sister Riley had yet to find a match, and society rules stated it would be bad form for her to accept an offer until Riley had been betrothed. Ha! She practically laughed aloud at the trajectory of her thoughts. As if she had already determined that Lord Lovat, sweet Lady Daven’s nephew, would ask her. Freya was fairly confident in herself but not that confident.

      “My lady.” The Scot bowed, not breaking eye contact with her nor smiling, which made her feel a little like… Oh, she wasn’t certain, but she felt as if he were judging her and finding her lacking. His gaze scanned her from the top of her head to the tips of her shoes.

      She suppressed a shudder at being so closely examined. He raised a brow at her when he caught her eye, and Freya stared at him, unable to make her face work into either a frown or a smile.

      All the while, her mind tunneled curiously. What was his conclusion from his careful examination? Oh, she was ridiculous even to want to know. She was accomplished in all the things a lady should be. And while she wasn’t the most beautiful woman in attendance, she didn’t have snot coming out of her nose either. And yes, her dress wasn’t from Paris, but it wasn’t threadbare.

      “My lord,” she answered coolly with a curtsey much quicker than her mother would have liked if she’d been watching.

      “My nephew arrived in London today,” Lady Daven was saying, touching the Scot’s arm briefly in a show of affection, warranting a gentle smile from the man, which Freya tried not to let warm her heart. “Miss Freya enjoys riding in the park—as do you, Lord Lovat.”

      Freya stared at him, watching his expression shift from boredom to understanding and a flicker of confusion as he looked back at her. Did he not think she would know how to ride? What exactly was going on in his brain?

      She pursed her lips, trying not to be offended. Most of the ladies she knew could ride a horse; it wasn’t unheard of. Did the women in Scotland not? Now it was her turn to look at him in confusion. She cocked her head, her eyes slightly squinting as she stared at him.

      Lady Daven cleared her throat after a beat.

      “Would ye like me to get ye some punch?” Lord Lovat stood straighter now, glancing at his aunt, his entire body practically rippling with the need to run away from Freya.

      My goodness, but he was rude. And yet he was so caring toward his aunt.

      “No,” his aunt said, and there seemed to be some underlying command in it as Lord Lovat stared at the older woman.

      Slowly, he turned back to Freya. Was that a flash of panic in his eyes?

      “Would ye like me to get ye some punch, Miss…”

      Oh, dear lord, he’d already forgotten her name. So bored was he with her he hadn’t even bothered to pay attention. Freya’s stomach tightened, and she was glad she had followed her mother’s rules about nibbling only and not eating in social gatherings; else, she was certain to feel that food rising now.

      Freya drew in a breath through her nose and straightened her spine. She smiled stiffly at Lord Lovat. “No, thank you, my lord. I shall be fine in getting it myself.” Then she glanced at his aunt, her smile softening. “Lady Daven, if you would excuse me, I see my mother waving to me.”

      Of course, her mother was not anywhere nearby. She couldn’t see her at all, but that didn’t stop the lie from falling from Freya’s lips. She’d beg forgiveness later, but right now, she simply wanted to get away from the lord making her feel worse than she ever had at any social gathering, including when her sister Molly started to sing to the crowd. Of the five of them, sweet Molly had not been blessed with musical ability, nor did she possess the ear to understand that fact. Poor dear.

      Without waiting for an answer and knowing her behavior would be seen as quite rude, Freya hurried away from the gigantic Scot with the sour disposition. With every foot of distance between them, some of the weight of that hefty interaction fell away.

      Rather than find her mother as she’d led Lady Daven to believe she would, she sought out her sister, Riley, also her best friend and confidant.

      Riley stood with a few of the other young ladies and beamed when she saw Freya. She was the most beautiful of the five sisters, older than Freya by a year. Golden where Freya was dark, and with eyes as blue as the sky. She possessed an equal beauty on the inside, and a sweetness that Freya hoped would never dull.

      “My goodness, do tell us about the handsome stranger,” Riley said, glancing toward where Freya had left Lord Lovat and Lady Daven.

      The other ladies tittered as they nodded their agreement, eager smiles on their curious faces.

      “Handsome?” Freya frowned and turned to see where the man’s head was ducked in conversation with his aunt.

      “Did you not notice?” Riley laughed. “He’s positively an Adonis.”

      Freya wrinkled her nose. She supposed he was rather beautiful to look at from afar, but the sour expression on his face had ruined it up close. Though admittedly, before his aunt had issued an introduction, there had been a flicker in her belly as he’d looked at her with a mixture of curiosity and interest. That had quickly evaporated with the ensuing interaction.

      His dark hair was longer than was fashionable, and he’d secured it with a thin leather strap at the base of his neck. Gray eyes, fringed with dark lashes, had met hers, and his full mouth had been of particular note, given the thinness of most of the bachelors’ mouths this season. But of course, why should she be thinking about kissing a stranger, especially one as rude as he was?

      Oh, why did he have to ruin today for her? It was truly unfair that a mere few minutes had put a damper on her otherwise good mood.

      “Well?” Riley urged, and the other ladies nodded, leaning in, practically on tiptoes to hear better.

      “He is Scottish.” She said it as if it were a fault. And unbidden, her mind finished her thoughts. With excellent bone structure. A strong jaw and a defined brow. Cheekbones that arched in a way that made me think exactly of Adonis, as you mentioned Riley. Too bad he spoiled it all with his open-book expressions that made me feel like a pile of horse shi—

      “I do love their brogues,” Lady Sarah Wimbledon said, with a little hand flapping to her forehead as if she would faint, pulling Freya from her head.

      “I suppose if you like a brogue dripping with condescension.” Freya feigned indifference, even if it still smarted.

      The ladies’ mouths fell open in shock, and they glanced from each other back to Freya.

      “My goodness, but how could anyone so handsome be so unkind?” Lady Victoria Strachan said, a small pout on her lips.

      Freya shrugged, then looked for her mother, who was certain to be wagging a disapproving finger at such an unladylike gesture. “It was peculiar, I admit.”

      “Well, I heard Lady Daven’s nephew sent his sister away to live in Canada. Can you imagine him putting her on a ship right after their parents died doing the same thing as if he wanted her to suffer a similar fate?” This came from Lady Rebecca Smithton, who looked as if she’d witnessed the supposed sinking of the ship right in the center of the ballroom only moments ago.

      How incredibly horrible.

      Freya shook her head slowly and frowned as she took an offered lemonade from a passing footman. “Well, I am not at all surprised. In our very short interaction, he barely uttered a word, but his facial expressions said it all. I couldn’t get away from him fast enough. I’ll be surprised if anyone can stomach him besides his aunt.” There did seem to be a warm connection between the two that Freya found utterly confounding. He’d been sweet to his aunt. The complete opposite as he’d been with her.

      “I wonder what he’s doing in town?” Rebecca mused.

      “Besides repelling ladies?” Freya asked with a laugh and then rolled her eyes—another thing Mama would wag her finger at. “We didn’t get that far.”

      “I dare you to go back,” Lady Sarah said, a wicked grin curling her mouth.

      Freya scoffed. “Not in a million years.”

      Her friends pouted as if they really did want her to humiliate herself all over again. This garden party certainly was boring if that was the entertainment they sought. “He practically questioned whether or not I knew how to ride a horse. As if any lady worth her salt doesn’t.”

      The ladies laughed at that, but then Victoria said, “Well, the women in Scotland do often ride a little differently than we do here.”

      “Is that so?” Freya asked, taking a sip of her lemonade. “How?”

      Freya and her sisters had some Scottish roots, though who didn’t nowadays? There was no longer a family seat across the border, so she’d not had occasion to visit. But how different could horseback riding possibly be? Not enough that he would question her ability, she thought.

      Victoria leaned in as if she were going to say something scandalous. “They straddle the horse. And sometimes ride bareback.”

      The rest of them sucked in a shocked breath, covering their mouths as if Victoria had said they rode naked. And Freya, missing only a fraction of a second, followed suit with a glance at Riley, hoping her sister wouldn’t betray that she loved to ride that way when no one was looking—not nude, but bareback and astride. Riley pretended to be stunned by Victoria and didn’t reveal Freya’s secret at all.

      “How very uncivilized.” Sarah frowned and sipped at her lemonade, eyeing Lord Lovat now as if he’d come to the garden party in muddy boots.

      “Well,” Freya said, trying to turn the topic of conversation to something else. She did not want to hear one more word about Lord Lovat or re-live her embarrassing moments in his company. Even thinking about it brought a mild blush to her cheeks. “Who is going to Lady Alderley’s ball tomorrow night?”

      That did the trick, and the ensuing conversations were about dresses, shoes, dances, music and which eligible bachelors would be in attendance. The Ladies’ Marriage Prospect Bulletin had been posting the eligible bachelors for weeks. So, of course, they gossiped about that as well, and who wanted dances from whom, and who was more handsome or had a snaggle-tooth. If their mothers heard them talking, they’d be apoplectic. The bulletin was a secret printing, and only the ladies of the season eligible for marriage received its publication thrice weekly in the post. Always addressed to them so no one else would open it.

      The first time she’d received a letter, she’d been both intrigued and curious. Of course, her naughty nature stood out with something like that. But Riley had been mortified until Freya told her she had also gotten one and that her friends had too. Then they’d felt free to discuss it, whereas before, Riley had been certain someone thought to humiliate her by personally sending her the salacious pamphlet. They’d had many discussions on who the author could be, but alas, they’d not yet figured it out.

      While the conversation was gripping, Freya found her eyes scrolling over the crowd in search of the tall, dark-haired, brooding Scot.

      He’d not moved from the spot where he’d planted his feet as if they’d grown roots. But now his aunt had left him, and beside him was another man, and Lovat was…smiling and laughing.

      Freya’s breath caught. She didn’t realize the man would know how to have a good time. And oh, how laughing and smiling changed his face. All the sourness evaporated and was replaced by something incredibly appealing.

      “Is that Lord Ashbury with the Scot?” Freya asked, though what she wanted to ask was, how could the kind Ashbury be talking to that jerk? And making him laugh? My god, they seemed to know each other quite well and were enjoying each other’s company. How strange.

      Riley sighed heavily beside her. Her sister had had eyes on Lord Ashbury since last season and been too shy to press onward in her suit. Not that she would be able to do much more than flirt or make eye contact, but when he approached her to fill out his name on her dance card, Riley was always turning away out of nervousness. And he approached her a lot. Freya had tried to coax her sister to be more outgoing with him. It was clear he was interested.

      “It is,” Riley said, her whole demeanor softening.

      The three of their friends leaned in to get a closer look. “Perhaps we should shift ourselves near them to overhear their conversation,” Rachel suggested with a wiggle of her brows.

      “I think a walkabout would be much more suited and less conspicuous,” Freya said, always up for a bit of spying. At least it would make the garden party more interesting. Besides, she wanted to know what Lord Ashbury had said that was making Lord Lovat enjoy himself so much.

      The five of them linked arms and started to take a turn about the garden, the heels of their slippers crunching on the gravel. And though she wished she hadn’t looked, Freya couldn’t help it when her eyes met the steel of his as he glanced their way.

      While Lord Lovat was scowling once more, Lord Ashbury smiled in their direction and beckoned for Lord Lovat to follow him as he approached. There was reluctance in every inch of the Scot’s demeanor as he kept pace with his friend.

      My goodness, but never in her life had Freya thought a walkabout as terrible an idea as she did now.
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      The few sips of the sickeningly sweet party punch that Bryson had taken were stuck somewhere in his throat, as were the words he wished to say to his dear friend. Ashbury, who’d been talking amicably with him moments ago, appeared to have gone mad within a few seconds.

      Awestruck or dumbstruck, Bryson wasn’t sure, but all intelligible syllables had left the man’s tongue as he fought to regain his metaphorical consciousness while he slapped Bryson in the belly and told him to look.

      Being a dutiful mate, Bryson observed what had caught Grey so off guard as to make his brain fatigued. With his gaze in the same direction, Bryson had the opposite reaction.

      As if their first encounter wasn’t bad enough, now if he hazarded a guess at her forward momentum, the lass was returning, and this time with reinforcements. Four other young ladies. All beautiful, all looking their way. Bryson checked his mate to be sure this was indeed the direction he’d wanted him to look, and this time he let out a little groan. To make matters worse than they already were, it seemed that his best mate from childhood, Ashbury, was watching the ladies with quite a lot of interest.

      Nay, not seemed. The man, without a doubt, was very interested.

      “My goodness,” Ashbury murmured under his breath, straightening and fidgeting with his cravat.

      Bryson glanced at him sideways, utterly confused by his friend’s behavior. Preening right there in the damned garden. What in blazes?
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