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      In the late 1700s, George St. Giles, Duke of Cranbrook, saw a need for men of his ilk to band together in times of crisis and created the Wayward Dukes’ Alliance, whose membership grew by word of mouth until known by all Dukes’ and their heirs.

      The Duke of Cranbrook, whom all the dukes look to for guidance when struggling with thorny situations, leads this informal group with wisdom and experience.

      At the start of the 1821 season, six members of the Alliance, each connected to Wiltshire through relation and friendship, enter the ballroom as single men. One by one, each man will fall under love’s influence. The question is, who will fall last?

      

      
        
        James Sunderland, Duke of Grisham

        Merritt Dryden, Duke of Roxburghe

        Levi Overton, Duke of Lennox

        Julius Kensington, Duke of Warwick

        Silas Morton, Duke of Beaufort

        Harrison St. John, Duke of Mansfield

      

      

      

      It’s hunting season, and the year’s sport is Dukes.
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          NORA

        

      

    

    
      Nora suffocated the candle, pinching the wick between her fingertips, and swallowed a cry of agony as the dying flame burned her skin. Lips crushed together, she twisted toward the closed door and prayed the footsteps shuffling past her bedchamber continued toward her stepmother’s room.

      They didn’t.

      Terror spreading through her body, Nora froze, knowing if she moved toward the desk, the noise would give Amelia cause to open the door, and being discovered out of bed would lead to questions.

      Nora’s eyes locked on the door handle, her heart hammering. She knew the risk of writing a letter before Amelia retired for the evening. However, the appointment with the postman was in less than an hour, and, for some unknown reason, Nora’s stepmother had decided to stay awake late that night.

      Unable to wait longer without risking missing the appointment, Nora crept from her bed, arguing with herself about the necessity of a candle, but gave into the pragmatic side of her mind, which stated her stepmother would never notice the muted light of one tiny flame competing with the flickering fire casting shadows across the hearth.

      Still, each scratch of the quill on the parchment sent a shudder slithering down Nora’s spine.

      This letter was shorter than usual since she had little news to report to her stepsister. In the past week, Amelia took no interest in Nora, spending most of the time writing letters in the parlor and even taking her meals in the room, leaving Nora to dine alone.

      Whatever Amelia was plotting wasn’t going to benefit Nora; of this, she was certain, and she feared her stepmother was planning to sell Nora off to the highest bidding brute masquerading as a gentleman.

      When the scraping sound of Amelia’s slippers resumed, Nora exhaled a shaky breath, which mixed with the single stream of smoke wafting up from the candlestick, and sucked on her singed fingertips.

      Waiting until she heard her stepmother’s chamber door open and close, Nora rose from the desk chair and padded over to a small shelf, which held the only books allowed in their household.

      Six books, all approved by Amelia, the worn pages read so many times, Nora could, and did, recite the stories upon command. Hidden among the pages were four shillings and one penny, money she’d secreted away from the past week’s shopping excursion with her stepmother.

      Every Tuesday, without fail, Nora sent whatever coins she could save—less the penny she gave to the postman—wrapped in parchment to the head jailer governing the prison housing her stepsister.

      The funds allowed for a private cell, fresh water, clothing, and two blankets while Winifred waited to face trial for theft. Despite her stepsister’s claim that she possessed evidence proving her innocence, Amelia refused to drop the charges against her daughter, stating only the magistrate could pass judgment upon such a lowly wretched criminal as Winifred.

      Nora couldn’t understand how a mother could treat her daughter with such contempt, especially since her stepsister wasn’t at the residence when the items disappeared. Still, Amelia claimed Winifred blemished the family name and disowned her, forbidding any mention of her daughter’s name and refusing to present Winifred’s claim of innocence to the courthouse.

      It was almost as if Amelia wanted her daughter to die in prison.

      After setting the coins in the center of the parchment, Nora folded the edges of the paper, creasing the sides to ensure the money wouldn’t slide out, and sealed the missive. Lifting her gaze to the window, Nora searched the darkness for the flash of the postman’s lantern, their signal to meet.

      A faint light floated near the front gates.

      Snatching up the candle, she turned, darted across the room, and stuck the wick into the fireplace. Fingers protecting the flame, she raced to the window, removed her hand, and lifted the candle, drawing a circle in the air.

      The lantern flashed again.

      Nora placed the candle on the desk, blew out the flame, and took up the letter and the penny, tucking both items under her left arm and pinning them to her side, hiding them from view.

      If someone should catch her wandering about the house at this hour, at least she wouldn’t have to explain why she was carrying money and a secret note.

      Creeping across her bedchamber, Nora avoided the creaking section of floor, side-stepping the board with a nimble hop, and paused beside the closed door. She pressed the side of her head to the wood, listening.

      When she was certain the corridor was empty—being caught by Mrs. Bexley was no better than being discovered by Amelia—Nora opened the door a hair’s breadth and peered through the tiny space, her eyes searching the shadows.

      Traversing the corridor in the dark was the only way to avoid detection, and though she’d memorized the pathway, counting the steps between the pieces of furniture lining the walls, the lesson had not been without danger.

      Convincing her stepmother that she was clumsy seemed easy, but Amelia was shrewd and interrogated Nora for half an hour after her first late-night excursion. Only when she admitted the bruise Mrs. Bexley spied on Nora’s shin was the result of tripping over the rug lining the corridor and crashing into the small table near the entrance did Amelia accept the explanation.

      It was mostly the truth.

      Nora left out the part regarding the time of day—or, in this case, night—when the incident occurred. Before Amelia could think of the question, Nora darted from the room, claiming she’d forgotten her shawl on the garden bench and needed to retrieve the wrap before the approaching inclement weather ruined the delicate material.

      That incident occurred last month, and considering the late hour at which Amelia retired this evening, it proved her mistrust of Nora had grown. She couldn’t fault her stepmother for that suspicion; Nora had been sneaking about the house for over two months.

      Inspecting the dim corridor again, she exhaled a soft breath. Stepping into the hallway, she closed her bedchamber door, wincing when the muted click of the latch broke the silence.

      Her head whipped toward her stepmother’s bedchamber, and she feared the sound had woken Amelia.

      Tensing, Nora poised to spring back into her room should the door at the far end of the corridor open, but nothing happened. As the seconds dragged on, the urgency of meeting with the postman overcame her apprehension.

      Muscles as taunt as a harp string, she turned to her right, counted ten steps forward, moved twice to the left, and in this fashion, counted and adjusted her position until she reached the staircase landing. She checked behind her, ensuring no one had followed, and tiptoed down the stairs.

      As soon as her foot touched the first floor, she began the count over.

      That was what caused her error last month. She couldn’t remember if she’d taken two steps or three after descending the staircase. The miscalculation resulted in a bruise, an unladylike curse, and her near capture.

      Maneuvering through the downstairs corridor with ease, hope burgeoned in her chest, and she reached the front door within moments. However, when she pulled on the handle, the door wouldn’t budge.

      It was locked!

      Chewing on her lower lip, Nora inspected the entryway, searching for the key, which usually resided on a small hook beside the entryway, but the space was empty. The key had vanished.

      Nora swore under her breath.

      She was quite certain Amelia locked the door and took the key when she retired, and, despite there being a second entrance on the side of the house that led to the kitchen and the staircase to the servants’ chambers, Nora knew, without needing to verify the hunch, her stepmother had locked that door as well.

      “But you’ve underestimated my determination,” Nora said under her breath, creeping toward the parlor.

      She’d noticed the previous week, when Amelia requested Mrs. Bexley open the parlor windows, that a person of smaller size could squeeze through the space. Nora had saved that revelation, choosing not to share her observation should it become necessary for her to escape the house.

      However, she hadn’t found the time to map out the parlor yet, and in the dark, without the muted glow of the fireplace, the room was littered with invisible obstacles.

      Extending her arm, Nora inched forward, her slippers scraping across the floor. She trailed her fingers along the nearest wall, recalling that halfway across the room, there was a⁠—

      “Oof!”

      Her knees crashed into the settee. Losing her balance, she fell forward, her body sprawling across the cushioned bench.

      The penny stuck to her skin, but the letter, weighed down by the shillings, tumbled to the floor, exuding a muted thud when the corner hit the rug, and disappeared beneath the settee.

      Grunting, Nora leaned over the side of the settee and dragged her hand across the floor, seeking the missive, a small amount of relief rolling through her as her fingers brushed over the seal. She snatched up the letter, rose, and tucked the note under her arm again, securing the parchment against the penny.

      Aiming her body toward the windows, Nora shifted one step to her left, hoping to avoid the second settee, and slid her leg forward, bringing her back foot up to meet the first. She edged across the floor in this manner, her heart hammering with each step.

      How much time had passed since she’d signaled the postman?

      His instructions were to wait no longer than five minutes. Though Nora could journey to the prison herself, an unchaperoned woman wandering the streets at two in the morning would draw questions, danger, or both.

      She skimmed her fingers over the mullion when she reached the window, searching for the lock. Grasping the fastener, Nora lifted the latch, unlocking the window.

      Breath catching in her throat, she pushed the window and cringed when the hinges emitted a high squeak, her head whipping toward the parlor’s entrance.

      She should have waited to see if the sound had woken anyone, but she didn’t have the luxury of time. Turning back to the window, Nora gritted her teeth and shoved the window open.

      Before she could talk herself out of her foolish plan, Nora squeezed through the space between the window and the frame, but her nightgown caught on the latch and pulled her backward. She struggled to yank the material from the metal fastener and ripped the delicate cloth, leaving a piece of lace dangling from the lock.

      In the distance, the light flickered and dimmed, indicating the postman moved away from the house and headed toward his next destination.

      “Wait!” she hissed, attempting to whisper and scream the word simultaneously.

      Slippers scraping the gravel pathway, she darted around a tall bush and raced toward the gate, praying the faint moonlight wouldn’t highlight her mad dash across the garden.

      “Sir!” Snatching the letter and penny from beneath her arm, she held them aloft as she ran. “Please!”

      The light stopped.

      The postman’s irritated face appeared between the fence’s iron spires a moment later. “I have other appointments to keep, Miss.”

      “I am sorry for the delay,” said Nora, adding a quick curtsy as she passed him the letter and the penny. “My circumstances have changed, and I’ve drawn some suspicion from the household. We need to set a new meeting time for next week.”

      He tilted his head, the lantern catching a flicker of sympathy as it flashed across his weather-worn, sleep-deprived face. “Next Tuesday, I will deliver a letter to your house meant for a different household. If you intercept that missive and return it to me, you can add your note without your mother⁠—”

      “Stepmother.” The correction was automatic, and she gasped, one hand flying to her lips.

      He inclined his head, accepting her undeclared apology. “Without your stepmother noticing the exchange.”

      “And the week after that?” Nora wrapped her hands around the bars and leaned closer. “You cannot possibly continue to make delivery errors without someone filing a complaint.”

      “We have a week to devise a new arrangement, and I expect an extra farthing for the trouble.”

      Tucking the penny and the letter into his coat pocket, he glanced at something behind her and melted into the darkness.

      Amelia’s fury whipped across the grounds. “I knew you were hiding something from me!”

      Paling, Nora twisted around. There was nowhere to hide.

      Her stepmother charged forward, clutching a lit candlestick. Dangling from her fingers was the missing key ring and the torn piece of lace, which flapped in the early morning breeze like a traitorous white flag.

      “I…” Nora stepped backward, colliding with the fence’s cold metal points.

      What excuse could she give for being out of bed?

      “What is his name?” Amelia glowered over Nora’s shoulder at the inky street.

      “Pardon?” Nora asked, forcing her face to adopt an expression of confusion.

      “The man you are meeting.”

      “I swear,”—she placed her hand over her thrumming heart, which drummed a rapid rhythm of terror through her veins— “there is no man. If there were, I would inform you immediately, as I have no experience in these matters and would need your expert guidance.”

      Nora knew repeating the phrase that Amelia had drilled into both girls since they were young would irritate her stepmother.

      “If you’re not meeting with a man,”—Amelia’s eyes narrowed to slits of burnt umber— “then what are you doing outside, at this hour, in your nightdress?”

      Damn.

      Wracking her memory, Nora seized upon a plausible explanation and hoped it was viable enough to convince her stepmother this early morning excursion was nothing more than curiosity.

      “I overheard your discussion with the modiste about the arrival of our new neighbor.” Nora indicated the empty street with a vague gesture. “After I retired for the evening, a peculiar noise woke me; however, when I peered out the window, I couldn’t see anything.”

      “And you decided to investigate the sound in your nightdress?” Skepticism punctuated Amelia’s question.

      “I believed the origin to be the mysterious woman’s coach, and I knew the delay in changing my clothing would cause me to miss her arrival.”

      Amelia craned, peeking around Nora at the dark residence, which had remained unoccupied for several months. “Was it her?”

      “I don’t know. The front door was locked,” Nora said, scooting aside to allow Amelia a place at the fence. “By the time I reached the gate, the sound had stopped, and the street was empty.”

      “And how did you manage to exit our home without the key?”

      Amelia knew the answer. She clutched the delicate evidence of Nora’s nighttime escapade between her fingers but delighted in asking questions to catch someone in an untruth.

      Turning toward her stepmother, Nora answered, without hesitation, “I squeezed through the parlor window.”

      Just as you suspected.

      “Why not wake me?” Amelia asked, her head bobbing in a slight nod as though approving Nora’s answer. “You know our neighbor’s appearance would be of great interest to me.”

      “The carriage was nearly past our house. I had only a few moments.” Nora nudged her stepmother’s arm. “Wouldn’t you prefer some account of our neighbor than none at all?”

      “And what account can you give me?”

      Nora licked her lips. “None.”

      “Liar!” Amelia’s hand whipped out, her fingers closing around Nora’s upper arm and pinching the skin. “I don’t know what you’re planning, but if it has anything to do with that wretched daughter of mine, I’m going to put you in chains beside her.”

      Jerking Nora toward the house, Amelia’s grip tightened, drawing a soft gasp of pain from Nora’s lips.

      “Your privilege of privacy has been revoked.” The corner of Amelia’s mouth twitched. “You will not leave this house. You will not step one toe outside unless accompanied by either myself or Mrs. Bexley.”

      “And while I’m inside?” Nora grabbed the doorframe, pulling against her stepmother’s surprisingly firm grasp. “Am I to sleep at the foot of your bed?”

      “Don’t give me any suggestions!” Yanking hard, Amelia wrenched Nora free from the doorframe and flung her at the staircase. “You will remain in your chamber until the Philberts’ ball.”

      “That’s in four days!”

      Nora climbed to her feet, rubbing the underside of her forearm where a bruise formed, the result of her stepmother’s rough treatment.

      Lips pursed, Amelia slammed the front door, shoving the key into the lock, secured the entrance, and spun around. “I would that it was longer, but I cannot continue to delay.”

      Nora’s eyes narrowed. “Delay what?”

      “Nothing of import.” Waving her hand, Amelia strolled past Nora.

      “Have you made an arrangement with someone?” Nora darted after Amelia, catching her stepmother halfway up the staircase.

      A frightful smile stretching her lips, Amelia reached out and brushed a loose tendril from Nora’s face. “I have reached no understanding with any man regarding your future.”

      The unspoken undercurrent of her words sent a shiver sliding down Nora’s spine. What was her stepmother hiding?

      Without any further explanation, Amelia continued up the staircase. When she reached the second-floor landing, she stopped and glanced back, arching her eyebrows. Silent disapproval rolled toward Nora.

      Lifting the hem of her nightdress, Nora scurried up the stairs, mumbled a hasty apology as she passed her stepmother, and darted into her bedchamber. Before she could turn around, the door banged close behind her, followed by the unmistakable sound of a key scraping in the lock.

      “What are you doing?” Nora grabbed the handle and jerked, beating her fist against the door’s carved wood panels. “Let me out! You can’t do this!”

      “I can do anything I want. I’m your guardian.” Amelia pressed her mouth against the space between the edge of the door and the frame, lowering her voice to a whisper. “And you should be grateful I didn’t send you to prison with Winifred.”

      “I haven’t done anything!”

      “Neither had Winifred, but that didn’t prevent her arrest after I accused her of theft.”

      “Why would you falsely charge her?” Nora’s heart constricted, hopelessness washing over her.

      Even if she repeated her stepmother’s confession to the magistrate—without proof—Nora’s statement wouldn’t be strong enough to dispel the accusation against Winifred.

      “She interfered with my plans for you.”
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          MERRITT DRYDEN, DUKE OF ROXBURGHE

        

      

    

    
      “Lennox! What fanciful notion has you delaying my arrival and departure from tonight’s tedious ball?”

      Merritt thrust his hat and gloves toward the butler as the door opened, strode around the stunned man, and headed toward the parlor, craving some much-needed libation for his developing headache.

      Warwick’s familiar baritone answered from the shadows on his left. “It should be a discussion regarding your shocking manners.”

      “They’ve never served me well.” Merritt chuckled, concealing his surprise at discovering his reclusive friend loitering in the entryway of Lennox’s home, and gestured toward the parlor. “How’s the leg?”

      “Pains me when the weather is cold,” Warwick said, limping into the room.

      The opulent carpet muffling the sharp echo of his ever-present cane, he shuffled toward a table in the center of the room upon which rested a silver tray holding two crystal decanters with different colored liquids.

      “And the horse?” Merritt followed, matching his pace to Warwick’s.

      “Happily gorging on my country estate.”

      Leaning his cane against the table, Warwick shifted his weight to his right leg, lifted one of the carafes, poured two drinks, and passed the nearest glass to Merritt.

      After saluting Warwick, Merritt raised the tumbler of amber liquid to his lips and drained the contents, his eyes closing as the alcohol slid down his throat, burning away the irritation plaguing his mind. When he opened them again, he found Warwick staring at him with unmistakable curiosity.

      “Something troubling you?” Warwick set down his mostly full glass. “You seem more ill-tempered than usual.”

      Merritt ignored the question. “I find it peculiar that you kept the savage beast after he caused your horrific accident.”

      “That,”—Warwick gestured with his cane— “is why you need rudimentary lessons in compassion.”

      “I thought I needed instruction in etiquette.”

      “You need both,” Lennox said from the entryway. “However, that isn’t the reason I requested your presence prior to the Philberts’ ball.”

      “And what is?” Warwick asked, claiming a seat nearest the table.

      Setting his cane against the chair’s arm, he stretched out his leg with a groan and rubbed the lower portion of his thigh.

      Lennox shook his head, refusing to answer, and planted his hands on both sides of the doorframe. “We are waiting for two more men.”

      “Two?” Merritt raised his eyebrows. “Would they happen to hold titles as well?”

      “They would.” The corner of Lennox’s mouth twitched.

      “Beaufort and Mansfield?”

      Lennox nodded in confirmation, and his gaze, drawn by the soft whinny of horses, flicked to the window facing the street. A carriage waited, framed between long emerald green drapes, and two men climbed from the coach.

      Merritt refilled his snifter halfway, sank into the chair opposite Warwick, and watched the liquid spin as he swirled the glass.

      Lifting his eyes, he sought Lennox. “The last time all of us were in the same room, Grisham admitted he’d fallen to Cupid’s arrow… Which one of us is in trouble this time?”

      “All of us,” Lennox said and twisted around as a sharp knock rapped on the front door.

      “That sounds promising,” Warwick muttered, swiping his drink from the table.

      Merritt held up his glass. “Regretting your decision to make the journey to town?”

      “Every damn time.” Warwick leaned forward, clinked the rim of his tumbler against Merritt’s, and tipped his head back, swallowing the alcohol in two gulps.

      Tonight’s appearance by the elusive Duke of Warwick would set tongues wagging. His presence attributed to the importance of the Philberts’ ball, a congratulatory betrothal gift from Mr. Philbert to his younger sister before she wed the Duke of Grisham.

      Had it not been Grisham’s engagement ball, only Lennox would have attended the festivities, as he had business dealings with Mr. Philbert. However, the event was for Grisham, and he summoned his friends from all parts of the world to celebrate his upcoming union.

      The first of their group to fall.

      Merritt followed Warwick’s example, draining his glass a second time, and returned the empty cup to the table as Beaufort and Mansfield appeared in the corridor behind Lennox.

      Beaufort’s boisterous voice rolled into the room. “Good evening, Your Grace and Your Grace.”

      Adding a ridiculous flourish, he bowed to Lennox and Mansfield, sidled into the room, and, upon spying Warwick, lowered himself to the floor, pressing his forehead to the opulent rug. “Your Grace, delightful to see you again!”

      “And you,” Warwick said, snickering as Beaufort climbed to his feet.

      After crossing the room and pouring himself a drink, Beaufort turned to his right, his green eyes sliding over Merritt. “Roxburghe.”

      Lennox closed the parlor door. “I wouldn’t antagonize him. He’s been in a foul mood⁠—”

      “Since birth.” Beaufort dodged out of the reach of Merritt’s long arms.

      “Your Grace,” Merritt said, knowing the salutation would amuse Beaufort.

      “Am I a duke as well?” he gasped, his hand flying to his chest in an absurdly exaggerated gesture.

      “According to your father.” Merritt folded his hands together and hid his mouth.

      No matter his attitude, Beaufort never failed to draw a smile to his lips.

      “Never trusted him.” Beaufort grinned and dropped into the chair beside Warwick, bumping him with his elbow. “Jump any fences recently?”

      “Horses don’t like the cane,” Warwick bit off and shifted, adjusting his leg. “Neither do ladies.”

      Mansfield made a rude sound in his throat and strode past Warwick, his deep voice growling, “You have an excuse to act as malcontent as long as you wish. Stop pretending as though you hate that stick.”

      Beaufort chuckled, leaning over and placing his hand on Warwick’s shoulder. “Don’t let Mansfield’s insensitive words offend you. He only wishes he possessed the same excuse for his brutish attitude.”

      Lifting the second decanter of liquid, Mansfield ignored them and shifted his attention to Lennox, who joined him at the small table. “Sherry?”

      Lennox nodded, and, waiting until Mansfield filled the remaining two glasses on the tray, he grabbed the least full snifter. He strolled to the far wall, staring at the fireplace and sipping his beverage.

      Once Mansfield settled into the chair beside Merritt, Lennox turned and addressed the group. “Whatever your feelings are regarding Grisham’s decision to marry, he intends to honor his responsibilities to this group as dictated by the Duke of Cranbrook when he founded the Wayward Dukes’ Alliance. Because of that vow, tonight’s invitation comes with a warning.”

      All four men leaned toward Lennox, silently waiting for further explanation.

      After returning to the center of the room, Lennox’s stoic face melted into one of warring emotions. “The older sister of his betrothed is quite agitated that she’s in her sixth season and still unattached. She and her brother have devised this ball as a means of creating an opportunity for her to better her situation through a scandal.”

      Warwick scowled, the realization he should have begged off attending tonight’s event flickering across his face. “This would be Miss Tabitha Philbert?”

      “It would.” Lennox lifted his glass in salute and finished his sherry.

      Mansfield rose, walked to the table, and deposited his untouched drink on the tray. “As I don’t recall the lady’s features, I think it would be best to retain all my senses this evening.”

      Beaufort copied Mansfield, adding his mostly full tumbler to the table. “But, you must have some idea on how to combat this thorny revelation. Surely, the great Duke of Lennox isn’t without a plan.”

      “First,” Lennox strolled toward them, “each of you needs to learn the appearance of Miss Philbert. She is of average height with dark-blonde hair and possesses⁠—”

      “An ever-present scowl.” Warwick winked at Merritt.

      “I was attempting to think of a more pleasant description,” Lennox said, his narrowed brown eyes finding Warwick.

      “Did you?”

      “No.”

      Beaufort howled with laughter. “Your advice for this evening is to avoid all blonde women who scowl?”

      “If I recall,” Merritt said, raising his voice to be heard over Beaufort’s amusement, “both Miss Philbert and Miss Isabel have the same hair color. Imagine Grisham’s disappointment if we were to spurn his fiancée.”

      Merritt’s sober comment caused a mutual feeling of unease to flow through the room.

      “I propose,” Lennox said, plunking down his glass, “that we reconvene in Mr. Philbert’s library. Once I have ascertained what Miss Philbert is wearing, I will meet with you and disclose the particulars of her outfit, after which we can spend the remainder of the evening avoiding her.”

      “Agreed.” Rising, Merritt clapped Beaufort on his back. “I’m curious to know why you arrived in Mansfield’s coach.”

      Mansfield pushed between them, shooting a glower at Beaufort. “His carriage was employed elsewhere this evening.”

      Beaufort shrugged as though unperturbed by Mansfield’s bitter comment. “I couldn’t very well allow her to walk back in the dark.”

      “Allow who?” Warwick asked as he struggled to his feet, leaning heavily on the cane.

      Not one man commented on the effort it took for him to rise.

      Once Warwick’s labored breathing returned to its regular pace, he thumped his cane on the floor, indicating his annoyance that the conversation had paused to allow him the time to stand.

      “The actress,” Mansfield said through gritted teeth, “occupying Beaufort’s bed.”

      “Actually,” Beaufort corrected in a petulant tone, “she’s not currently in my bed, as I am here with you, gentlemen, and not in my chamber where I want to be.”

      Setting his tumbler on the table, Merritt exhaled a low groan. “I share your desire.”

      A quartet of shocked expressions met his admission.

      Beaufort was the first to recover. “You have an actress you wish to bed?”

      “I have a bedchamber I wish to be in. Mine.” Merritt’s eyes flicked to Lennox. “The sooner we arrive, the sooner I can take my leave.”

      Merritt didn’t wait for a reply. His back stiff, he marched to the door, opened it, and strode into the foyer without confirming his friends had followed.

      Mansfield’s low complaint whipped out from the parlor, smacking Merritt in the back of his head. “You should leave him to Miss Philbert’s machinations.”

      Pausing, his hand on the outer door, Merritt waited, curious if Lennox would agree.

      “Despite his cynical nature,” Lennox said, his voice nearing the parlor doorway, “Roxburghe is a good man.”

      “Then he should have no trouble discerning a marriage trap.”

      Before Lennox could protest Mansfield’s rationale, Beaufort interrupted. “Ride in our coach this evening. Three dukes will cause quite a commotion.”

      Even Warwick snickered, adding, “I would like to arrive before this grand trio to witness your entrance in all its glory.”

      Merritt exited the house before an argument was presented, knowing Warwick wouldn’t agree to shackle himself to another man’s whims. A notion Merritt couldn’t fault, as he also preferred to have a method of transport available at any point for escape.

      This stratagem learned from the Duke of Grisham when Merritt was newly titled stayed with him ever since.

      It hadn’t, however, helped Grisham, for it was in this very manner of escaping a dreadful party that he ended up in the most compromising position with Miss Isabel Philbert as she’d taken refuge in his coach and not discovered until he’d arrived at his lodgings nearly a half hour later.

      Despite the ensuing scandal, Grisham seemed pleased with his impending matrimonial fetters, almost as though now caught, he couldn’t recall why he wanted to remain unattached.

      Merritt shuddered. He hoped the notion wasn’t contagious.

      Following his arrival and announcement, he sought out Grisham, spotting his friend’s tawny head towering above the line of people waiting to congratulate the blissful couple.

      Although blissful wasn’t quite the correct word, there was something feral in Grisham’s brown eyes, a possessive intensity that flared every time a gentleman took Miss Isabel’s hand and placed a kiss on her glove.

      Bowing to Grisham, Merritt said, “You look as though you wish to strike someone.”

      “I do.” Grisham’s grip around his fiancée’s waist tightened, and he dragged her against his hip. “Now that you are here, we can commence with the beating.”

      “Your Grace!” Miss Isabel paled. “Why ever would you hit the Duke of Roxburghe? He’s just arrived. What trouble could he have caused in the past few minutes?”

      “I’m not going to attack Roxburghe.” Grisham lifted Miss Isabel’s hand to his mouth, kissing an exposed portion of her wrist. “He’s going to help me trounce Mr. Garrick.”

      “It is our engagement ball,” she hissed, her light brown eyes sliding to Merritt as though she hoped he’d change Grisham’s mind.

      “And he shouldn’t have attempted to grope my fiancée!” Grisham’s voice spiked at an unfortunate time, rising just as the orchestra played the song’s final notes.

      There was silence, then an embarrassed cough, followed by the butler’s dispassionate announcement, “Julius Kensington, Duke of Warwick.”

      Those five words set off a ripple of whispers, drawing the focus from Grisham’s gaffe and sending it scampering toward Warwick, whose waxen face indicated his discomfort at the sudden notice.

      “Congratulations to you.” Merritt bowed again. “I shall take my leave before I usurp too much of your time.”

      Grisham frowned, his gaze flicking back to Merritt. “Something I should know about?”

      Pressing his lips together, Merritt bit back his grin and shook his head. “Beaufort is amusing himself.”

      “Meaning?”

      “He enjoys a spectacle.”

      Sighing, Grisham glanced upward. “If I should need to strike him as well, will you assist me?”

      “Of course.”

      Merritt turned as Warwick limped toward them and discreetly pointed toward the hallway, attempting to convey his desire to retire to the library early. However, Warwick waved him off, obviously intending to witness the madness caused by the simultaneous appearance of three dukes.

      Shaking his head, Merritt exited the ballroom, his attention drawn toward the foyer where Beaufort’s energetic voice reverberated, growing louder as the trio approached. Hoping they hadn’t noticed him, Merritt hastened down the corridor in the opposite direction, hunting for the library, which he found after two wrong attempts.

      He strode into the room, well-lit between the fireplace and numerous candlesticks garnishing every flat surface, and slammed the door shut, cutting off the deafening roar from the ballroom when the butler announced his friends.

      Peace.

      Merritt exhaled, peeled himself away from the door, and meandered over to the shelves, stopping to inspect a half-eaten piece of cake left on one of the small tables. Frowning, he turned in a slow circle, his gaze examining the empty room.

      “Such manners,” he muttered.

      Forcing himself past the discarded plate toward the bookshelves, he perused the titles, curious to learn what knowledge a man like Mr. Philbert had accumulated over his lifetime.

      Merritt’s finger trailed down one of the pristine spines, gently brushing over the leather. He knew without further inspection that if he pulled the volume from the shelf, the cover would crack when he opened the book.

      Mr. Philbert focused more on collections and appearances than the information contained within—such a waste.

      Merritt spun when an explosion of sound announced the arrival of Warwick, who hobbled into the library, limping fast enough to strain his features, and slammed the door closed as hastily as he could.

      “Not what you expected?” Merritt teased as the color returned to Warwick’s pale face.

      “A bit more excitement than I’ve been subjected to since the accident.” Warwick limped to one of the plush armchairs nearest the fireplace and sank into the seat with a grateful moan. “Would that I could spend the remainder of the evening in this room.”

      “Good manners dictate otherwise.”

      “Good manners be hanged. I’m injured. I’ve made my appearance. That action in itself should fulfill my requirement of friendship.”

      Their heads turned as the library door opened again, revealing Mansfield and Beaufort, whose expressions reflected similar degrees of amusement.

      Beaufort sidled forward. “Miss Isabel desires a turn with each of us before we make our excuses.”

      “I cannot dance,” Warwick said before Merritt could add his protest.

      “She is aware of your limitation,” Beaufort replied, adding an eye roll. “She has stated that simply conversing with you during a waltz would be sufficient for you to meet her request. She has left space on her card for all of us.”

      Warwick glanced at Merritt, an unspoken conversation flowing between them.

      Extending his arms wide into a grand gesture, Merritt bowed. “Since you are suffering, and only for that reason, I will allow you the first dance with Miss Isabel.”

      Gratitude exploded across Warwick’s face.

      “But,” Merritt said, wiggling his eyebrows at Beaufort, “I shall expect recompense for my generous sacrifice.”

      Beaufort doubled over, his shoulders shaking with silent laughter as Mansfield scooted around him and entered the library.

      His inquisitive gaze slid over the shelves behind Merritt. “Anything of note?”

      “Nothing to tempt.” Merritt inclined his head. “Although I very much doubt Mr. Philbert would notice if you borrowed one.”

      “Don’t encourage him!” Lennox strode into the library and closed the door. “He reads too much as it is.”

      Bristling, Mansfield took a step toward Lennox. “One can never read too much!”

      Lennox couldn’t present a logical argument to counter Mansfield’s statement, so he shrugged, moved to the center of the room, and changed the subject. “Miss Philbert is currently garbed in white.”

      Beaufort snorted. “Half of the ladies in attendance are wearing white.”

      “Then I propose we band together,” Lennox said, glancing at Beaufort as he joined the group. “No man is to be alone unless he is dancing—or standing—with Miss Isabel.”

      “And I think,” Merritt said, his mouth folding into a thin line, “that you are being overly cautious regarding Miss Philbert’s ability to trap a husband. She hasn’t managed the task in six seasons.”

      Lennox crossed his arms over his chest. “You think you can withstand the amorous assault of a desperate female without the support of this group?”

      “Yes, as can every other man in this room.”

      Warwick choked. “Don’t draw me into your reckless adventure.”

      Ignoring Warwick’s complaint, Lennox stepped to Merritt. “Would you agree to a small wager?”

      “Terms?” asked Merritt, a low rumble in his throat.

      “You’ve depended upon this ensemble for quite some time. If you can survive until the end of the season without neglecting your social responsibilities, requesting assistance from your fellow dukes, or gaining a fiancée, I will give you two thousand pounds.”

      Lennox extended his hand.

      But, before Merritt grasped Lennox’s fingers, Lennox added, “However, if you fail, you pay me the same amount. Do you agree?”

      “I propose a small change.” Beaufort moved beside Merritt. “If Roxburghe is unprotected, we should all be.”

      “Continue,” said Lennox, his gaze flicking to Beaufort.

      “Each man pledges ten thousand pounds, two thousand for each player and the additional portion for Grisham, who would have played had he not already lost. At the end of the season, those men who are unattached will split the winnings.”

      “And those who aren’t?” Merritt asked.

      Of all of them, he’d wager Beaufort would be the first one to fail.

      “They have the consolation of a new wife.”

      Hands shook all around, but as Warwick rose to claim his dance with Miss Isabel, a feeling of dread settled in Merritt’s stomach as if someone had placed the cold steel muzzle of a pistol against his temple.

      This wager would end badly. He knew it. He just didn’t know their bet would result in murder.
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      Of all the ridiculous circumstances to place herself into, stuffed beneath a writing desk in Mr. Philbert’s library was not how she intended to spend her evening, especially when the room was occupied by no less than five dukes.

      None of whom would be pleased to discover her hiding beneath the folds of a long drape, which she’d pulled over herself after dropping to the floor and scurrying beneath the desk at the sudden appearance of the Duke of Roxburghe, who she originally believed was Amelia.

      However, before Nora could crawl back out, the Duke of Warwick entered the room, followed by three more men of title, and she thought it best to remain concealed until they departed from the library.

      Overhearing their scandalous wager served to worsen her situation. She feared one, or all, might discover her, and… Well, she had no idea what experiencing the anger of a duke was like, but if she compared it to her stepmother’s terrifying wrath, Nora felt certain she was safer beneath the desk.

      She peered through a small space between the edge of the drape and the floor, seeking the abandoned cake plate, the second reason she’d absconded to the library.

      In addition to avoiding her stepmother, Nora sought refuge to consume as much food as possible in secret. She hadn’t been allowed nourishment since the postman incident. Amelia claimed the decision was due to the snugness of Nora’s gown, but Nora knew the restriction was punishment.

      Had Mrs. Bexley not taken pity and snuck in a small loaf of bread with the pitcher of water she placed in Nora’s chamber each morning, Nora would have starved.

      Her stomach rumbled, and Nora shifted, impatient with the dawdling nature of these men, none of whom seemed in any hurry to return to the ball, freezing when the Duke of Lennox stared in her direction.

      His eyes locked on hers, and for a moment, she felt as though he could see into her very soul, but he looked away, turned his back on her, and said, “I propose we give the funds to Warwick for keeping. Of the five of us, he’s most likely to survive the season.”

      The temperature in the room dropped, sending a smattering of goosebumps crawling over Nora’s arms, and she shivered. Her heart hammered, pumping fear through her body.

      Had they seen her move?

      The Duke of Warwick struggled to his feet, smacking his cane against one of the legs of the small table upon which her cake dish rested. “Are you claiming that no woman would find me worthy of being her husband because of my injury?”

      “Certainly not.” The Duke of Lennox lunged forward and caught the plate before the dessert slid off the table's edge. “Your odious personality will keep them away.”

      A morsel of chocolate stained his knuckle, and he lifted his finger to his mouth, sucking the frosting from his digit with a loud pop.

      Nora would have sworn he winked at her, but the action happened quickly, and her obstructed view caused her to question the memory. She couldn’t think of one reason he’d continue discussing their inappropriate wager if he had seen her hiding and assumed her brain must have incorrectly translated the movement.

      The Duke of Warwick scowled, further supporting the accusation against him, then the corner of his mouth crooked, and a smile broke his face. “I suppose I shall have to comfort my loneliness with the addition of forty thousand pounds.”

      “Presumptive,” the Duke of Mansfield replied, swiping his arm toward the bookshelves. “Roxburghe’s attitude isn’t any more pleasing than yours.”

      “Payment,” the Duke of Lennox said over the men’s sniggering, “must be made by noon tomorrow.”

      “Noon?” The Duke of Beaufort collapsed into the now vacant armchair, flinging his hand to his forehead and tilting his head back as though he intended to faint. “I don’t intend to rise before two.”

      Pressing her fingers against her lips to prevent a giggle from escaping, Nora ducked her head, her shoulders shaking.

      A long pause followed. Then the Duke of Lennox spoke, his annoyance evident. “Noon. Send your valet.”

      Jerking the door open, the Duke of Lennox exited the library and strode down the corridor.

      “Was that necessary?” The Duke of Warwick limped across the room, his cane thumping in a slow, dull rhythm. “Lennox will be in a foul mood for the remainder of the evening.”

      “Stop complaining.” The Duke of Roxburghe lifted the cake plate from the table. “You’re leaving within the hour.”

      “N—” Nora swallowed her protest, praying no one noticed the soft cry.

      It would be easier to retrieve another slice of cake than to explain why she was veiled beneath this writing desk, even if that meant risking being seen by her stepmother or Mr. Philbert, who seemed to have developed an unencouraged attachment to her after one dance.

      She was fairly certain she had not encouraged any attachment, having spoken no more than seven words to the man.

      “You detest cake,” the Duke of Warwick said as the Duke of Roxburghe—and Nora’s dessert—joined him at the doorway.

      “True…” The Duke of Roxburghe gestured toward the hallway. “But I detest untidiness more.”

      “This isn’t your home,” the Duke of Mansfield said, striding toward them.

      “That is not an excuse for shameful manners. Food shouldn’t be in the library.”

      “You never eat⁠—”

      The Duke of Warwick cut off the Duke of Mansfield with a shake of his head. “This isn’t a conversation to begin unless you wish to spend the remainder of your evening discussing the dangers of mixing paper and crumbs.”

      “Actually,” the Duke of Mansfield said, his voice fading as he exited the library behind the other two, “it would benefit the both of us since we would be too preoccupied to be ensnared into matrimony tonight.”

      “A lengthy conversation,” the Duke of Roxburghe replied, “however warranted it may be, violates the rules of our wager, as we are not fulfilling our societal obligations but using each other as shields.”

      Nora listened for the footsteps of the final man, indicating the Duke of Beaufort had also vacated the room, but she didn’t hear anything. She peered through the small space between the drape and the floor.

      No visible shoes.

      After another minute, she lifted the drape a tiny amount and popped her head out.

      On the far side of the room, the Duke of Beaufort stood with his back to her, leafing through a book. She had a brief fantasy of jumping to her feet and dashing from the room before he turned and caught her and had almost convinced herself she was capable of the feat when the dull, thumping rhythm of the Duke of Warwick’s cane echoed from the corridor.

      She recoiled, pulling down the drape and pressing herself against the wall as he entered the library.

      “Despite Lennox’s stalwart faith that no woman will want to wed me,”—Nora’s chest squeezed, filling with pity for the Duke of Warwick’s situation.— “I would feel more comfortable not abandoning this group's support.”

      Snapping the book closed, the Duke of Beaufort slid the book back in place on the shelf and turned. “Why didn’t you mention this concern prior to our wager?”

      “I hadn’t taken my turn with Miss Isabel yet.”

      “A waltz changed your mind?” There was a healthy amount of doubt in the Duke of Beaufort’s question.

      “The delightful conversation I had with Miss Isabel did.”

      “What subject could you have possibly discussed that would lead you to doubt your ability to withstand feminine charms?”

      “It wasn’t the topic. It was the conniving mothers prowling along the perimeter of the dance floor, whispering.” The Duke of Warwick stabbed the tip of his cane into the thick rug decorating the library floor. “They mentioned my name.”

      The Duke of Beaufort strode to the center of the room. “You are a duke, and despite your recent limitations⁠—”

      “Permanent,” interrupted the Duke of Warwick with a low growl. “The limp will never completely heal.”

      “Are those the surgeon’s words?” The Duke of Beaufort’s playful demeanor vanished.

      “He’s hopeful that, with time, I’ll no longer need the cane.” An unintelligible swear word punctuated the statement.

      “But why give up such a useful weapon?” The quip earned a chuckle, and the mood in the room lightened considerably. “I have a proposal. As neither of us wish to lose to Roxburghe, I suggest an agreement.”

      “We cannot assist each other⁠—”

      “I’m not going to help you; that would be cheating.” The Duke of Beaufort curled his lip as though finding the suggestion abhorrent. “I’m merely stating that for the remainder of the season, whatever event you attend, I will happen to be in the same room as you… at all times.”

      “Brilliant!” Relief flashed across the Duke of Warwick’s strained features. “If neither of us are alone, then we won’t be trapped into matrimony. However, what about those instances when one of us cannot attend? We cannot shirk our obligations.”

      “You need a third.” The Duke of Mansfield’s deep voice boomed through the library.

      The Duke of Beaufort spun, his stiff body jerking toward the entryway. “How much did you hear?”

      “All of it.” The Duke of Mansfield stepped into the room and shut the door with a definitive click. “You should have closed this before beginning that discussion.”

      “It wasn’t planned.”

      “What was it?”

      “Born of sympathy.” The Duke of Beaufort gestured toward the Duke of Warwick, a silent conversation passing between all three men. “This is Roxburghe’s absurd notion. Let him bear the full weight of his decision.”

      “Agreed.”

      A second round of handshakes followed.

      “Warwick,” the Duke of Beaufort said, “when the valet delivers my stake tomorrow, I’ll have him leave a list of events I plan to attend this month. We will continue to exchange information until the season closes.”

      The Duke of Mansfield nodded to both men. “I shall do the same. And, if there is any event that two men cannot attend, we’ll think up an excuse for the third to cancel.”

      The agreement was set, and the men opened the door and exited the room, leaving Nora alone. Fearful someone else might steal into the library for some needed privacy, she waited a few more moments, then pushed the drape up and crawled out from beneath the writing desk.

      After arranging the furnishing into its original position, Nora stepped back, her gaze sliding over the corner. Nothing looked out of place. Smoothing her skirt, she turned around and screamed.

      Leaning against the doorframe, a plate of cake clutched in his hand, the Duke of Lennox stood. “I suspected something was amiss with that desk, but I didn’t expect the cause to be a lady hiding beneath it.”

      “Good evening, Your Grace.” She curtsied, dropping her eyes.

      “How long were you in the room?”

      She licked her lips, debating the potential outcomes of revealing what she’d heard. “I was here before the Duke of Roxburghe arrived.”

      The Duke of Lennox frowned, clearly displeased with her answer. “Why did you conceal yourself? Surely, you could have simply left the room if you didn’t wish to converse with anyone.”

      “I thought the person entering the library was my stepmother and realized too late that the intruder wasn’t her.”

      “Ah.” The Duke of Lennox held out the cake plate. “Yours, I presume.”

      She shook her head, folding her hands in front of her waist. “The Duke of Roxburghe took my piece.”

      “I rescued it.”

      “Why?”

      “I wanted to know to whom the piece belonged.” He indicated the plate with his head. “And now, I’m curious about its owner.”

      “Your Grace?” Her voice cracked.

      She didn’t know much about the Duke of Lennox, save that not one person had any negative comment to say about the man. He was shrewd, amiable, wealthy, and currently staring at her as though he was trying to discern her deepest secrets.

      “Five dukes in one room, and you didn’t reveal your presence?” He glanced behind himself, ensuring the library door remained open, and stepped toward her, a dark cloud growing on his visage. “Were you hoping to catch one of us alone?”

      “N-N-No.” She mirrored his movement, sliding one foot behind the other and scooting away from him.

      “You’re not interested in finding a husband?” The disbelief swelled in his voice.

      “I’m not interested in trapping a man into marriage.” She jutted out her chin. “I prefer my husband doesn’t resent me for the whole of his life.”

      “And you’ve accepted this decision may prevent you from ever marrying?”

      “Would you prefer me to be deceitful?” She darted forward, took the plate from him, and returned to her original position, placing more than half of the room between them. “I’m certain my stepmother would be pleased to discover me alone with a duke.”

      Lifting the fork, she stabbed the tines into the cake.

      His face paled. “I have done nothing to compromise your virtue.”

      “And I have done nothing to convince you that I wish to ensnare you into matrimony, yet you’ve accused me of such.”

      She placed the bite of cake in her mouth, a small sound of delight emanating from her throat as the sweetness spread across her tongue.

      A dark flush spread across the Duke of Lennox’s face. “I apologize, Miss…”

      “Webb,” she said, adding another curtsy. “And I forgive your comment. It must be quite distressing to be constantly thought of as prey.”

      He grinned, apparently amused by her choice of words. “I’m not the only man here who feels that way. My friends share the same concern.”

      “They do not.”

      So certain was her reply that his grin faltered, and he took a step toward her again, lowering his voice. “Explain yourself.”

      She bit her lip, casting her eyes toward the open library door, and leaned closer.

      “After you vacated the library, three men returned before I could escape from beneath the desk. They crafted an agreement to be in the same room as each other but not to interact—so as not to violate the terms of your wager—for the remainder of the season.”

      Crossing his arms over his chest, the Duke of Lennox tapped a finger on his lips as though considering her admission. “There is very little difference between asking for assistance and acting as a chaperone, yet a part of me is disappointed to be excluded from their plan. I’m assuming Roxburghe was the other man not invited to participate.”

      She nodded, and the Duke of Lennox turned away, pacing the room.

      He muttered as he walked. “I shall have to think of some type of protection for myself.”

      “I may have a solution,” Nora said before she could talk herself out of the wild idea careening through her mind. “I will help you.”

      “You?” He stopped, his eyebrows rising. “How?”

      “Accompany me for the season. No other woman will attempt to entrap you if you appear interested in me. We will part ways at the season’s close, citing an irreconcilable situation.”

      “And what would this deterrence cost me?”

      “Five thousand pounds,” she replied without hesitation.

      He choked. “Why would I agree to that?”

      “Five is half of ten, which is the amount it will cost if you lose your bet, and you’ll find it quite difficult to convince another lady to act as your chaperone without receiving some type of compensation.” Nora shrugged. “Unless you prefer to get married this season.”

      “I have no intention of attaching myself to anyone.”

      “Then I suggest you stay away from Miss Creasey. She and her mother have designs upon you.”

      Nora tightened her grip on the cake plate, lifted her skirt with her free hand, curtsying, and strolled toward the door.

      “Just a moment,” he called before she exited the library.

      “Yes, Your Grace,” she said, twisting around.

      “You know this for certain?” There was a wobble in his voice as though the prospect of being shackled to Miss Creasey terrified him. “And you swear you’ll protect me?”

      She couldn’t blame him. She could think of no worse punishment than a lifetime of Miss Creasey and her mother.

      Nora looked over her shoulder at the corridor, ensuring her stepmother wasn’t hovering in the shadows, and took a small step back into the room. “I will shield you from any lady, including Miss Philbert, who I heard was quite desperate to arrange a good match for herself this season.”

      “What do you gain from our agreement?”

      “Five thousand pounds.”

      He looked as though he wanted to roll his eyes. “Why do you need the money? Surely, your stepmother provides for everything you need.”

      Nora shook her head. “We are not confidants, Your Grace. I didn’t agree to share my reasons. I merely offered to accompany you for the season.”

      “And to give up any chance of an engagement this year.”

      “The man who wins me from a duke will feel fortunate to have bested one.” She lifted her fork and pointed the tines at him. “I’d like a two-thousand-pound retainer, balance due at the end of the season.”

      “If you fail at your task to protect me,”—he paced, striding between the window and the writing desk, and paused halfway across the room— “do I receive my money back?”

      “Certainly.” She offered him a tight smile, annoyed that he doubted her ability. “Have you any other concerns?”

      “Only one.”

      The Duke of Lennox crossed the library, closing the space between them before she could react, and pinned her against the wall beside the exit. He leaned closer, his brown eyes blazing with fire, and created an intimate space between them.

      Her heart thudded erratically.

      He wouldn’t dare kiss her, not in public, not in Mr. Philbert’s library where anyone could see them, and not when he specifically stated he had no intention of marrying anyone.

      Swallowing the lump in her throat, Nora held his gaze, praying he wouldn’t hear the thunderous beating in her chest.

      She forced a question through her gummy lips. “Which is?”

      “You must swear not to fall in love with me.”
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