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      “Oh, that horrid man! It is so unfair that he, of all people, can still show his face in polite society after what he has done.”

      Miss Abigail Laytham gave the oars of the small rowboat a hard pull, sending the vessel in the opposite direction from the loathsome monster. Perhaps she and Caelie should not have come to Hyde Park, but it was such a beautiful sunny day, and while most people might prefer to stay indoors away from the late June heat, Abigail had always hated being confined.

      Despite the ton’s newfound aversion to their presence, she refused to cower like a mouse in some dark corner of her home.

      In truth, with the Season all but at an end, she had hoped the city would have thinned by now, its inhabitants departed for their country estates. A luxury her family could no longer afford.

      “I am certain he has as much right to be here as we do,” her cousin said, her quiet voice interrupting Abigail’s thoughts.

      She pursed her lips. Caelie maintained a most charitable nature, but even she must find it difficult to turn the other cheek where Lord Roxton was concerned.

      “The man destroyed our family’s reputation,” Abigail said, as if her cousin needed the reminder. As if she hadn’t noticed she had been left fatherless due to Viscount Roxton’s callous actions.

      Caelie offered up a sad smile. “I cannot dwell on the past, Abby. I am afraid if I do, I will fall into a deep, dark hole and never find my way out. It is better to leave the past where it belongs and move forward as best we can.” But in Abigail’s estimation, Caelie had already fallen, and darkness had swallowed her bright light.

      Abigail did not share her cousin’s sanguine reasoning. She had loved her uncle. He had been the only family member willing to take her and her older brother in after fever had taken her Papa and younger brother and left her mother in a weakened state. Uncle Henry had raised her and Benedict as if they were his own and she would be forever grateful. He had not deserved such an end. Nor did her family deserve to suffer because of it. Eight months had passed and still the wound rubbed raw.

      No, some crimes were unforgivable. And Lord Roxton had committed his fair share of them, yet paid for none. A travesty that gnawed at her bones.

      Abigail took a deep breath and pulled on the oars once more. The muscles across her back strained with the effort. What had possessed her to take one of the boats out? She had wanted to protect Caelie from the stares and whispers that still followed them wherever they went, but could she not have found a secluded path to walk instead? Perspiration beaded her brow and the moisture from the Serpentine caused her perfectly tamed curls to frizz. She really had not thought this out well.

      Caelie’s swift intake of breath captured her attention. “I believe he is coming this way.”

      Abigail looked at the rowboat in the distance. It was indeed moving in their direction. “The man’s audacity knows no bounds. For all the length of the Serpentine, he has to row near us?”

      “I am sure it is unintentional, Abby. Perhaps it is time we returned home, anyway.” What Caelie truly meant went unspoken. Despite having arrived before the fashionable hour, the position of the late afternoon sun told Abigail they had overstayed their welcome. The park had become crowded and Caelie did not care to be seen. Or pointed at. Or whispered about. Abigail couldn’t blame her.

      She watched Lord Roxton’s gradual approach, a serpent slithering through the water toward its prey. Granted, he was more handsome than most serpents, with his shock of thick black hair and perfectly chiseled features.

      Anger fueled her strength and she pulled on the oars, leading them toward the shore. The distance was disconcerting. She hadn’t realized she’d rowed so far out. The other boat gained on them; Lord Roxton’s slow, steady movements much more effective than her shorter, choppier ones. Did he not realize they were there? Or was he so caught up in seducing his latest conquest, sitting at the opposite end of his boat, that he lost track of those around him?

      Abigail looked about. Within moments, he would be upon them. She had nowhere to hide, unless she planned on jumping into the Serpentine. Which she didn’t. It would mean leaving Caelie behind, and she would never desert her cousin.

      Well, she would not give him the satisfaction of acknowledging his presence. She would snub him as polite society now did her family. She would—

      “Oh!”

      The oar jerked in its mooring as she slapped the water with it. The sudden movement yanked it from her grip with a swift jolt that reverberated up her arm. She grasped at the handle, too late. The oar slipped out of her reach.

      Caelie’s concerned gaze swept from the drifting oar to Abigail, then back again, her bonnet blocking all but the profile of her straight nose and generous mouth—a mouth now pulled into a tight line of distress. One fiery lock of hair had escaped its confines and bounced gently in the breeze.

      “This is not good, Abby.”

      Abigail winced. Her poor cousin had become a recluse after the despicable Lord Billingsworth, a horrid snake perhaps as wicked as Roxton, cried off their engagement shortly after the scandal over Caelie’s father broke. They could have sought damages—Abigail wished they had—but Caelie had begged them not to and Aunt Edythe had, for once, agreed with her daughter. Aunt Edythe didn’t want any more attention, and Caelie had been too broken-hearted on all fronts to try to hold onto a man whose affections were obviously not fully engaged.

      “Do not worry,” Abigail said. It had taken a Herculean effort on her part to convince Caelie to come out for the afternoon. She had promised it would be a quiet, leisurely outing. How wrong she had been. She would find a way out of this. She just needed a minute to think. To come up with a plan. To…to…

      She reached for the oar. It floated beyond the tips of her fingers.

      “Blast it!”

      “Abby!”

      Abigail ignored her cousin’s admonishment. There was no time. She turned her attention to the remaining oar. “Help me get this loose. I can use it to retrieve the other one before it floats beyond our reach.”

      From the corner of her eye, she could see Lord Roxton’s boat drawing nearer. He had rowed close enough she could discern the well-tailored cut of his expensive clothing. Nothing but the best for Lord Roxton. While her family had to count every last shilling and hope it stretched far enough to accommodate their needs. A feat that became more and more impossible with her uncle’s creditors banging on their door.

      She and Caelie freed the remaining oar and Abigail reached out again.

      Likely Lord Roxton would find great humor in their current predicament. The man had no conscience whatsoever. How had she been so foolish as to have once thought him worthy of her consideration? Perhaps it was for the best he’d changed his mind and dropped his suit without so much as a by your leave.

      The small rowboat rocked and pitched at a precarious angle as she stretched over the side, working to retrieve the oar. Abigail stabbed at the water with the extended oar, creating enough waves to send its mate farther out of reach.

      “This is not good,” she muttered, echoing Caelie’s earlier assessment.

      “Do you require assistance?”

      Lord Roxton’s voice carried across the water, abrading Abigail with its masculine confidence and false sincerity. Such mockery. He did not care a fig about their dilemma. He was merely trying to impress the simpering miss in his boat, hiding beneath her parasol. What doxy did he cavort with this day? An actress? A young widow of low repute? Maybe the infamous Madame St. Augustine herself. Not that she cared. She didn’t. Not even a little.

      “No, I do not need your assistance,” Abigail bit out. She kept her gaze averted, refusing to give him the satisfaction of looking his way.

      She threw her arm out in one last vain attempt to retrieve the wayward oar. The boat dipped beneath her weight and she pitched forward, swallowing a scream as cold water rushed up to greet her. Her arm smacked against the oar she had been reaching for with bone-cracking force. Pain shot through her forearm, but the sensation paled in comparison to the humiliation that slapped her pride when she sputtered to the surface and found Lord Roxton’s boat not ten feet away.

      “Abby!” Caelie leaned against the side of the still teetering boat, her hands gripping the edge. With both oars now in the water, her cousin was left adrift.

      “Miss Laytham, are you injured?”

      Abigail treaded water, keeping her back to Lord Roxton. How she despised the sound of her name on his gilded tongue. “I am perfectly fine, thank you. Please, do not trouble yourself.”

      Although, she was rather troubled. How exactly did she intend on getting herself back into the boat without capsizing it and sending Caelie into the water with her?

      Caelie obviously shared her thoughts, concern dipping her eyebrows downward. “Can you touch bottom?”

      Abigail held onto one of the oars to help keep her head above water and stretched her foot as far as it would go. Nothing but more water.

      “No, I’m afraid not.”

      Lord Roxton reached a hand toward her. “Swim over and take my hand. I will pull you up.”

      The man could not leave well enough alone.

      “Do you honestly believe I would accept your assistance?”

      “Do you have another choice?”

      Had he smirked? The nerve!

      “I would rather stay here until the lake dries up. Or until…until…” She huffed out a breath. The cold water froze her brain, preventing her from coming up with the perfect set down. “Oh! There is simply no scenario where your assistance would be wanted, required, or solicited. Go away.”

      Abigail lifted one hand from the water and swiped a handful of soaked curls away from her face. What a mess she must be. This was beyond mortifying!

      She glanced at his rowing companion, sitting with her back straight and her cream-colored day dress perfectly unwrinkled. The woman shifted her parasol to block the sun at her back.

      Shock rendered Abigail mute.

      This was no actress or courtesan. Abigail had heard the rumor Lord Roxton courted Miss Eugenie Caldwell, but she had not believed it. Though only the daughter of a baron, Miss Caldwell exemplified propriety, her example held up for all the other young ladies to emulate. The very idea she would consider the suit of someone as debauched as Lord Roxton seemed inconceivable. And yet, there she was. Sitting in his boat. Staring down her perfectly shaped nose.

      “Miss Laytham. It is…lovely to see you.”

      Abigail blinked. “Yes, indeed,” she managed, as if Miss Caldwell had stopped by for tea. Not that such an event would ever happen now. Since Uncle Henry’s death, their receiving room had remained quite empty. Society did not care to associate with a family they now considered beneath their contempt. Though Abigail suspected it wasn’t so much that her uncle had fallen under the spell of Madame St. Augustine, but rather the extremes he went to win her back when she rejected him for the younger and more affluent, Lord Roxton.

      Miss Caldwell offered Abigail a polite smile, but her large brown eyes glittered with distaste and revealed her true feelings. Uncle Henry had once told Abigail the truth always revealed itself in the eyes. And the oh-so proper Eugenie Caldwell’s eyes indicated she would rather be anywhere else but where society’s cast off treaded water in the middle of the Serpentine.

      Abigail could hardly blame her. She didn’t particularly want to be here either.

      “Miss Laytham,” Lord Roxton said, his tone filled with the condescending self-importance she had been too blind to hear when they were courting. “You cannot climb back into your own boat without capsizing it and it is too far to swim to shore. I cannot in good conscience leave you—”

      “Good conscience?” She swiped at another waterlogged curl. “Are you mad?”

      He drew his extended arm back slightly. “I beg your—”

      “Oh, Abby, not now,” Caelie groaned, covering her eyes with her hand.

      But if not now, then when? She had waited eight months to face Lord Roxton and make him admit his wrongdoings, but the man had made himself scarce. It seemed he went out of his way to avoid her family. If she hadn’t known better, she would think guilt provoked such evasion. But she did know better. He, like everyone else, simply preferred to ignore their existence.

      “Since when have you ever had anything resembling a good conscience?” Abigail sucked in a deep breath. Her limbs ached from treading water and she desperately wanted to stop, but pent-up anger gave her the strength to carry on. “I am quite certain you would not recognize a good conscience if it waltzed up and sank its teeth into your be—”

      “Abby, no!”

      Caelie’s shocked tone stopped her from finishing her rather improper remark, but she continued to glare up at Lord Roxton, clamping her teeth together to keep them from chattering.

      “Miss Laytham, you are shivering. Give me your hand.”

      She stared at his hand. She knew the sad effect his touch had, even in the limited contact their brief courtship had allowed. It did strange things to her. She would rather drown than succumb to such foolhardiness.

      “I will swim to shore, thank you.” At least then she might be allowed to hold on to an ounce of her dignity. Provided she didn’t drown first.

      Lord Roxton’s gaze slid to the shoreline and Abigail’s followed. A small crowd gathered in the distance. Lovely. Had there been no witnesses, likely he would have paddled past her and continued on his way without sparing her a glance. But at this rate, everyone in town would be dissecting this newest indignity by the time the dinner bell rang.

      That they would know Lord Roxton had saved her was a horror beyond measure.

      “Nonsense,” Lord Roxton said, interrupting her thoughts. “Your skirts will drag you down before you make it half way. Allow me to pull you up so we can be done with this.”

      “Abby, please. Accept Lord Roxton’s help,” Caelie said. A thin line of tension creased her cousin’s brow. Guilt pinched Abigail’s conscience. She had made a promise to Caelie to keep their outing quiet and calamity free. A promise she had, thus far, not kept. Why was it each time she tried to protect her family she failed miserably? Could she do nothing right?

      “Take it.” Lord Roxton thrust his hand toward her once again. She had drifted closer to his boat, the gentle current doing her no favors.

      Swallowing her pride, a lump that did not go down easy, Abigail gritted her teeth and grabbed for it. This was beyond belief.

      Lord Roxton drew her to the side of his boat until she found herself staring up into his handsome face. The sun hit at such an angle his silvery eyes sparkled as if diamonds hid beneath his irises. Was it any wonder the ladies of the ton tittered and swooned whenever he smiled at them? Well she was not a silly, simpering female to be undone by such nonsense. In fact, upon closer inspection, she decided it was all a trick of the light and, in fact, his eyes were nothing special at all. Quite ordinary, really.

      His fingers curled around her hand, warm and solid. A niggling memory she thought long buried rushed to the surface. His hand on the small of her back as he whisked her around the dance floor. She had thought him the most handsome of men, then.

      Now she recognized him for the beast he truly was.

      He steadied his boat and kept the rocking to a minimum as he hauled her over the side and dropped her like a sack of potatoes at his feet. Abigail pushed herself into a sitting position with far less grace than she would have preferred. Her soaked skirts twisted around her legs and rode upward to an embarrassing degree. She grabbed at the hem and gave a quick yank to put things to rights, cringing at the sound of material tearing.

      Oh, how the fates mocked her this day.

      Lord Roxton unbuttoned his coat and struggled out of the sleeves. The motion rocked the boat slightly but not enough to concern Abigail. The command he had of his vessel irritated beyond measure.

      “Put this around you.” His coat swirled over her head and landed heavily around her shoulders. She hissed in pain, unable to stop the revealing sound. He leaned down and took her arm. “You have hurt yourself.”

      The pad of his thumb brushed lightly over the bruised area where the oar had accosted her. An uncomfortable sensation tripped up her arm and made her momentarily forget the throbbing.

      “Kindly let go of me. I am fine.” She tried to pull her arm away, but he held it firm. His warmth seeped into her skin. Her mind rebelled against the sensation as much as her body embraced it.

      “You are not fine,” he said. “You are injured.” His dark eyebrows dipped and an expression she couldn’t read crossed his face. It added an unexpected depth to his natural handsomeness.

      “It is just a silly bruise.” She did not like this side of him. His feigned concern existed only for the benefit of Miss Caldwell, to prevent her from seeing the wolf lurking beneath sheep’s clothing. But she knew better. The man did not have an ounce of compassion housed within his lean, muscular frame.

      Abigail jerked her arm away and this time he let it go.

      “Did you walk to the park?”

      She glared up at him. “Of course, we walked.”

      What other choice did they have? They were down to one carriage that Benedict had required for business that morning. Hailing a hansom cab was an extravagance they could ill afford. Besides, it was a perfectly lovely day, and they did not live far away, as Lord Roxton well knew; his bachelor residence was located only two houses down on the opposite side of the street. She could see his well-appointed townhouse from her bedroom window, if she chose to look.

      Which she no longer did.

      “You cannot walk back,” he said. He sounded no less perturbed by this fact than she. “My carriage is at the end of the lane. I will convey you—”

      “You will do no such thing.”

      Abigail tried to push herself up into the middle seat, but the boat pitched unsteadily with her sudden movement and she fell forward. He caught her about the waist and they stayed like that, nose to nose, until the boat steadied. This close, she could smell his scent.

      He positively reeked of outdoors and masculinity.

      His hands on her person left her disconcerted. They had touched like this only once before, during a waltz at Almack’s. But they had been in a room filled with people then, not sitting in a boat, soaking wet. She did not care for the way his hands on her waist injected heat into her body to battle the cold. She most certainly did not like the way said heat went deeper than just her skin and began to seep into areas where it had no business—

      “Perhaps, Lord Roxton,” Miss Caldwell’s firm tone brought Abigail hurtling back to reality. “When we reach shore, someone else could assist Miss Laytham home?”

      No doubt Miss Caldwell felt anxious to retreat from the embarrassing display Abigail provided before it colored her pristine reputation.

      Lord Roxton gently settled her onto the middle seat then looked over her shoulder to address to Miss Caldwell. “I will take her.”

      Abigail did not care for being discussed as if she was not there. “You have done quite enough. We will make our own arrangements, thank you.”

      He raised one dark eyebrow. “If I do not assist you, who will?”

      His question infuriated her, the truth behind it hitting a direct blow. Who indeed? There was not a lady or gentleman left who would even look them in the eye when they passed on the street. But to have Lord Roxton—the man who had created the circumstances that sent Uncle Henry into the emotional spiral that made him take his own life—point this out…well, it was beyond intolerable.

      “Someone surely will.”

      “No,” he said, with grave finality. “They will not.”

      Abigail wished to refute his claim, but she had no evidence to offer. He was right. No one would assist them. Even relatives of her father pretended the relation did not exist. Papa had been excommunicated from his family years before she was born and with his death long past, it seemed the newest scandal proved enough to keep their familial attachments at bay. Only Uncle Henry had acknowledged them. And now he was gone too.

      She beat back the sense of shame and dismay that threatened. She could not allow Caelie to see her weaken. She was determined she would remain strong for her family. Looking over at her cousin, she could see the anxiety framing her pretty features. Her knuckles whitened where they gripped the edge of the boat.

      “Abby, you cannot walk home as you are.”

      Abigail glanced down at the sodden mess she had become. A clear outline of her stays and undergarments showed through the soaked, pale blue muslin. Her skirts molded to her body and left little to the imagination. She hugged Lord Roxton’s coat tighter and tried to ignore the male scent that wafted up from the superfine wool. Much as it grieved her, Caelie was right.

      “Fine. We would be most…pleased,” she stumbled over the word, “to accept your assistance.”

      “Good,” he said, his manner turning brisk. “Lady Caelie, toss me the rope. I will tie your boat to mine and tow you to shore.”

      Caelie did as he requested and within minutes, they were underway. A few minutes after that, they reached the shore to the cheers of those standing along its edge. It did not go unnoticed by Abigail that the hearty congratulations were directed at Lord Roxton, while the most she and her cousin received were pitying glances.

      She reached over and squeezed Caelie’s hand. They would get through this. They had weathered worse.
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      Nicholas poured himself a stiff drink and tossed it back, letting the liquid hit his throat with a burn. The brandy did nothing to erase the image of Miss Laytham and the intense resentment rife in her light blue eyes. Amazing how a woman of such small stature could produce such an overwhelming amount of disdain.

      But he deserved it, did he not? Yes, he more than deserved it.

      Nicholas finished the glass and poured himself another. He had tried to avoid any contact with the Laythams since Lord Glenmor’s death eight months earlier. It had proven a rather easy feat, despite the closeness of their homes. The Laythams rarely ventured out into society now. First, because of the mourning period and then…well, humiliation was a hard thing to face in one’s peers.

      His ability to walk away unscathed as if nothing had happened only made things worse. Except that something had happened. And while society may not hold him accountable, the Laythams did. Or rather one Laytham did. The one that meant the most.

      And she was right to do so.

      He had become so wrapped up in exacting his revenge against Glenmor, he had ignored what was happening right under his nose. If only he had not been so determined to show Glenmor how it felt to have something dear taken away. If only he’d recognized the man’s desperation and taken his threats more seriously. If only—

      Well, if only.

      He could fill a book with that list. But Spence was right—he could not go back, only forward. Bit by bit, he’d reevaluated the mess his life had become, the level of debauchery he had sunk to, the lack of compassion he had shown.

      What he’d seen had sickened him.

      “Nicholas, do wipe that scowl from your face.”

      Nicholas looked up from his drink as his mother and sister joined him in the drawing room before the dinner bell rang. He set his drink on the counter and left it there. Getting sloshed would do him no good. He’d learned that the hard way.

      He forced a smile and crossed the room, taking a seat next to the sofa. “Forgive me, Mother. I had something on my mind.”

      “The incident at the park, perhaps?”

      Nicholas stiffened as the sound of his father’s voice announced his arrival. He had hoped the old earl would not be joining them this evening. He had been ailing, and while Nicholas would not go so far as to wish him ill, he had expected the man would take his dinner in his room. Dinner with his heir had never been an event the earl cared to attend.

      Nicholas stood and faced him. “What do you know of it?”

      His father’s stern features did not soften. They never did where Nicholas was concerned. “One cannot behave foolishly in front of others and not expect news of it to spread like wildfire. You know what this town is like.”

      Indeed, Nicholas did. He had once reveled in the discomfort that tales of his escapades caused the great Earl of Blackbourne. Now, however, he no longer had that luxury.

      Nicholas adopted an air of indifference. He retook his seat and stretched his long legs out. He refused to let his father know he’d struck his mark yet again. “What is being said?”

      Rebecca leaned forward on the sofa, her hands clasped in her lap. One dark curl bobbed near her temple. “They are saying you practically had to force your assistance on Miss Laytham when she did not wish it. No one blames you, of course. What else could you do? Leave her to drown? Eugenie insisted Miss Laytham behaved most rudely and in a very unladylike manner.”

      “Is that so?” Nicholas could not fault the accuracy of the claim. Miss Laytham had made it quite clear she would rather sink to the bottom of the Serpentine than accept his help. Had Lady Caelie not been present to impart reason to her, she likely would have. She’d always had a bit of a stubborn streak. There had been a time when he had found her spirited behavior quite amusing. Charming, even. Funny how it didn’t feel quite the same when it was turned against him.

      His father poured a drink and slowly walked over to where the others were seated, though he did not join them. Instead, he stared out the large bow window behind the sofa and took a slow draw on his drink.

      “We have spoken about this, have we not?” The censure in his voice grated. “You cannot be seen to have contact with those people.”

      Those people. As if they were lepers who might infect others with their disease. Nicholas bristled at the suggestion. The Laythams had done nothing. He and Opal were the guilty parties.

      “The Laythams are—”

      “Social pariahs. Any interaction with them will only reignite the scandal. You can hardly afford that—especially now.”

      Meaning now that Miss Eugenie Caldwell had set her cap for him. Or rather for his bank account. Despite her family’s vaunted respectability, their lack of an heir left the family’s future in peril. They could no longer count on the income from the entailed property to continue after her father passed. And with three daughters to marry off, plans had to be made to ensure their future financial stability. And those plans included him.

      Desperate times called for desperate measures.

      He pushed his mind away from Miss Caldwell. An easy accomplishment. He rarely gave her much thought when they were apart.

      “Would you have preferred I left Miss Laytham and Lady Caelie to their own devices?”

      “No, of course not,” his mother said, jumping to his defense. An action sure to stoke his father’s ire even further. “You did the right thing. You can hardly be blamed for the circumstances.”

      Rebecca cleared her throat. Her gaze darted between him and the earl. “Perhaps what Father is trying to say is that you have made such wonderful progress. It would be such a shame to lose it all now.” His sweet sister. Always the diplomat. He wondered if she ever wearied of the role.

      “Stop being so selfish and think of your family. We have worn the taint of your past behavior long enough. It ends now before it affects your sister’s prospects,” Blackbourne said. A faint smile played about his thin lips when he glanced down at his daughter, the only member of his family he considered deserving of his love.

      “Father, please.” Rebecca shot Nicholas an apologetic look. The dove gray of her gown brought out the silvery hue of her eyes, that and her dark hair were the only hint they had at least some of the same blood running through their veins. Beyond that, every aspect of her resembled their mother, while he…

      Well, he did not exactly resemble anyone, did he?

      “The thought of you returning to your old ways disgusts me,” Blackbourne said. He delivered his harsh words to the window, rather than address Nicholas directly. An intended slight. A reminder he was beneath the earl’s contempt.

      “I have no intentions of returning to my old ways.”

      “Good.” Rebecca issued the word with a relieved sigh. “See, Father, there is nothing to be concerned about.”

      Nicholas remembered a time when his little sister had worshipped the ground he walked on. How she had tagged along behind him like a shadow he could not shake. Now she was a woman in her own right, and the brother she’d once adored had become less of a hero and more of a hindrance as she developed aspirations of her own. Aspirations that included snagging Lord Selward as a husband.

      What she saw in that stick in the mud, he would never understand, but she had her heart and mind set on him, and only now that Nicholas had begun to turn his life around had Lord Selward bothered to look in his sister’s direction.

      Not a point in the man’s favor.

      His mother reached out and placed a hand over his. “I would hate to see you lose your chance at happiness.”

      Happiness. Nicholas twisted his mouth to one side. At one time, he thought he’d had it within his grasp, but it had been taken away. Now, the concept was completely foreign to him. He had not turned his life around to find happiness.

      He did not deserve it.

      It was redemption he sought, though even that seemed far beyond his reach at the moment.

      “I will be on my best behavior.” He displayed a confidence he did not feel. He had suppressed his natural desires for eight very long months. Surely, he could do it a while longer until he married the very proper Miss Caldwell. Though, seeing Miss Laytham with her dress plastered to her body, revealing the curves of her body, had stoked a fire inside of him Miss Caldwell’s cool perfection never could. A clear reminder of the tenuous hold he had on his desires. “Please do not trouble yourself.”

      Nicholas shifted uncomfortably in his seat and forced thoughts of Miss Laytham out of his mind. Perhaps it would be best if he spent the night at his parents’ house rather than returning to his own lodgings, with its clear view of Miss Laytham’s bedroom window.
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      Abigail leafed through the letters on the silver salver in the main hall. Her arm felt much improved today, though her pride still stung over having allowed Lord Roxton to convey her and Caelie home like errant children.

      The conversation during the carriage ride had been stilted and awkward, a situation she did nothing to alleviate. She did not care if the always-virtuous Miss Caldwell suggested to others her behavior was rude and peevish. What did it matter? Society had already made up their collective minds about her family and seemed disinclined to change them.

      She picked up a letter addressed to her, recognizing Lord Tarrington’s shaky penmanship.

      Lovely. No doubt another lengthy missive describing the progress of his gardens. Heavens, how she dreaded a life with this man. The age gap between them was so staggering they shared no common ground. He rambled on about botany while she responded with descriptions of her latest watercolors. A bold-faced lie if she’d ever told one. Her watercolors were abysmal and in truth, she had given up the pursuit years ago. But she had to write something, and she doubted the true thoughts and feelings of a young woman just one and twenty would be of any interest to a man well into his sixtieth year.

      Besides, they both knew he did not want her for conversation. He needed an heir, and as he had already outlived two wives who had failed in that respect, he hoped a third would prove the charm.

      A shudder coursed through her at the mere thought of what that entailed. Papery thin hands touching her bare skin; his aging body covering hers, pushing his withered manhood into her.

      Bile roiled in her stomach and threatened to rage upward.

      She was not a prude. She knew what went on between a man and woman. She and Caelie had spent enough time eavesdropping on the maids to have a proper idea of the mechanics involved. Unfortunately, she did not share the maids’ exuberance over the act when she thought of her betrothed.

      If only things could be different. Just once, she wanted to experience that kind of giddy enthusiasm before she must play the part of the dutiful wife, her independence stripped away and along with it any hope for love. Was there a more tragic circumstance than to live out one’s life never experiencing true love or passion? She could not think of one.

      She’d had the chance once, or so she thought. But Lord Roxton’s interest had cooled, and he’d dropped his suit. Abigail had fretted for months over his sudden indifference. Had she done something to turn him away? Yes, he’d always been a bit of a rake, but no more so than most young men his age and she’d been certain he was worth reforming, that he had wanted to be reformed. What a fool she’d been! Without warning, he had turned his attentions away from her and toward Uncle Henry’s mistress. She had watched helplessly as he went from a rake to a reprobate. He had changed from the man she knew. Or at least from the man she’d thought she knew. His sudden rejection still stung, but better she had learned of his true nature earlier, rather than later.

      Perhaps the sting would have faded away in time, if Lord Roxton hadn’t re-entered their lives, but he had. And thanks to his callous actions and the scandal that ensued, her choices in the marriage mart had disappeared like a wisp of smoke caught on the wind. Now, instead of entering a marriage based on affection, she must make the best match she could to keep her family afloat.

      Heaviness settled upon her shoulders. Abigail placed Lord Tarrington’s letter back on the plate and rummaged through the others. Was there not even one measly invitation? In the last week only Lord and Lady Doddington had dared to issue an invite to their masquerade one week hence, though it was clear in the note sent to her brother, Benedict, they did so only due to their familial connection with Aunt Edythe. When one read between the lines, it became evident they expected their invitation to be declined. The insinuation had been enough to anger Mother, who had quickly instructed Benedict to send back their acceptance, instead.

      The impending masquerade notwithstanding, it would have been nice to receive a genuine invitation where the people issuing it actually wanted you to attend. Abigail let out a short breath. How long must they put up with this shunning?

      Her fingers bumped against something cool and hard. Feeling around for the object buried beneath the letters, she pulled out a shiny skeleton key with an ornately designed head. Attached to the head was a length of red velvet ribbon, and at the end of that, a vellum tag.

      Abigail’s hand shook as she turned the tag over. On it, written in a clear script, was an address, date and time. Nothing else.

      But she did not need anything else. She recognized the key immediately. She had seen it once before. It had come for Uncle Henry, though at the time, she did not understand what it represented. She could no longer make such a claim.

      The key was an invitation—though not just any invitation. This one provided entry to one of the most scandalous parties of the demimonde, hosted by none other than Madame Opal St. Augustine, her uncle’s former mistress.

      She shook her head. She had loved Uncle Henry dearly. He had been their savior after Father’s untimely death. Warm and affectionate, he was filled with life—the exact opposite of his cold and shrewish wife, Aunt Edythe. Could she really blame him for seeking affection elsewhere? She did not condone his behavior, but a part of her understood it.

      But why was the key here, now? She turned the tag over. Her heart lurched in her chest. The delivery address had the correct street name, but the wrong number. It read eighty-seven. Their house number was seventy-eight. Number eighty-seven sat across the street and two houses down.

      And belonged to Lord Roxton.

      Footsteps echoed down the marble hallway. Abigail hurriedly pocketed the key, then took a deep breath to quell the pounding of her heart.

      “Good morning, sister.” Benedict strode into the room and stopped at her shoulder, reaching around her for the remaining letters.

      “Good morning, Ben.” She offered him a warm smile, which he half-heartedly returned.

      Once, he had been so quick to smile; now it appeared he had forgotten how. Since inheriting the title of Earl of Glenmor upon her uncle’s death, only tension pulled at the corners of his mouth. Between Ben and Caelie, she would be hard pressed to say who had changed more. A depressing pall had claimed them both. Ben’s due to the responsibility of taking on an earldom on the brink of ruin; Caelie’s due to heartbreak. Abigail had tried to cheer them both up, but to no avail.

      Her heart twisted. They had all had such bright futures before Lord Roxton and Madame St. Augustine crossed their paths. One could not expect more from the Queen of the Demimonde, but from a gentleman? As a gentleman, Lord Roxton, future Earl of Blackbourne, should have shown more compassion for her uncle’s plight. Even if his interest in her had waned, she would have thought some small bit of goodwill remained.

      It hadn’t. Had it, Lord Roxton would surely have accepted responsibility for his actions and deflected the worst of the scandal away from her family and put it where it belonged—at his doorstep. Instead, he walked away from the scandal as quickly as he had walked away from her, and her family was left to wear the stain of his wrongdoings.

      Well, she wouldn’t stand for it. She had failed to save her family once before, but she would not fail again. She would do whatever she must to ensure Lord Roxton accepted his role in her family’s downfall, and that he did so with the full ear of their peers. Only then would her family be vindicated and able to regain their rightful place in society. Benedict could stop worrying. Caelie could return to her once vivacious self and find happiness again.

      Benedict handed her the letter she’d ignored earlier. “Another letter from Lord Tarrington, I take it?”

      “Yes.” She took the vellum envelope and held it to her forehead like a mesmerist. “I sense it is filled in great detail about how his crocuses are very much in bloom and that he has high hopes for his rose bushes this summer.”

      Benedict sighed and the tightness around his mouth intensified. “There must be another way—”

      She placed a hand upon his arm, stopping him. “There isn’t. I do this of my own free will. You have never asked anything of me and you do not now. This is my choice.”

      “Abby—”

      She forced a bright smile, hoping the lie did not show in her eyes. She loved her family. She would not see them suffer when she possessed the ability to prevent it. Nodding at the letters in his hand, she asked, “Who do you hear from today? Anyone of interest?”

      He allowed her to redirect the conversation but guilt tainted his eyes. He glanced down at the letters in his hand and grimaced.

      “Creditors. The wolves are howling at the gates.”

      It was a familiar refrain. If they didn’t act fast, they would lose everything but the title, and a fat lot of good that would do them when they faced an empty table.

      But now…

      She squeezed the key inside her pocket. Cool metal indented her palm. Providence had given her the opportunity to confront Lord Roxton privately and convince him to publicly acknowledge what he had done. If she convinced him, she could regain her family’s honor. She could save them.

      All she required was the courage to see the opportunity through.
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      “Is it…?” Caelie rose from the writing table in her bedchamber and turned the key over in her hand, letting her words fall away.

      “It is an invitation to one of Madame St. Augustine’s parties,” Abigail supplied, though she didn’t really need to. They both knew what it was.

      The key dropped from Caelie’s fingers as if it bore the taint of the courtesan’s reputation. Her cousin paled considerably. Guilt pinched Abigail’s conscience. Perhaps she should not have dredged up the bad memories, but she could find no other way around it. If she planned on pursuing this opportunity, she would require Caelie’s assistance. Her cousin rarely did anything without thinking it through thoroughly beforehand, whereas Abigail tended to barrel into things with no thought at all. She liked to think of it as spontaneity, though Benedict insisted the correct term was foolhardiness.

      Either way, her plan required a careful approach. She would have one opportunity to confront Lord Roxton. She could not squander it with brash action.

      “What is it doing here?” Caelie whispered, motioning toward the offending item. “Madame St. Augustine knows all too well Father is dead. Even she couldn’t be so cruel as to mock us by sending this.” Fire flashed in her green eyes and for a brief moment, Abigail saw the spirit she missed so much. Perhaps her cousin wasn’t beyond reach after all.

      Abigail bent down and picked up the key. “It was sent in error.”

      “In error?”

      “It should have gone to number eighty-seven.” She held up the tag dangling from the key for Caelie’s inspection.

      Her cousin glanced up sharply. “Lord Roxton’s home?”

      “Yes.”

      A brief scratch sounded at the door. Abigail called an invitation to enter and Muri bustled into the room, carrying a tray of hot chocolate and biscuits. This type of situation called for tasty reinforcements. One could not plan properly on an empty stomach.

      Muri set the tray down on the small table near the writing desk and turned around. “You said you needed my ’elp with somethin’, miss?”

      “Yes, Muri, but first you must swear to keep what I am about to tell you strictly between us. No one else must know.” Abigail fixed the maid with a stern look. “Absolutely no one.”

      “Of course, miss. Take it to the grave, I will.”

      Abigail shifted the key in her hand then held it out. The metal object unfurled and dangled from the velvet ribbon.

      Muri’s eyes widened.

      “Do you know what this is?” It was a ridiculous question. No doubt everyone below stairs knew far more details than anyone above as to exactly what the key stood for. The destruction it had caused.

      “Oh yes, miss.” Her head bobbed up and down as she spoke. “It’s for them scandalous parties that Madame St. Augustine throws for gentlemen that’s got a particular itch and ladies that likes to scratch it for ’em. Beggin’ your pardon, my lady.”

      Caelie blushed and turned away, walking toward the window that overlooked the rose bushes. It was not a pretty sight. Since Uncle Henry’s death, they had gone mostly unattended. Their gardener had been one of the first casualties of their restricted finances and though Abigail’s mother tried to keep things up, she did not possess much of a green thumb.

      “Exactly. I need you to help me prepare for such a party.”

      Caelie swung back around. “Abby, no! Absolutely not. You will be ruined!”

      Abigail shook her head. “On the contrary. No one will even know I am there. Tell her, Muri.”

      “She’s right, Lady Caelie,” the maid said. “All the ladies wear masks and turbans and the men dress as highwaymen or pirates and such. ‘Tis important that no one knows who’s who so’s as no one can try ‘an use it against them.”

      “See? I can slip in and out with no one the wiser. Save for Lord Roxton.”

      “Have you gone mad, Abby? What makes you so sure Lord Roxton will even be there if we have his invitation?”

      Abigail dismissed Caelie’s concern with a wave of her hand. “Of course, he’ll be there. The invitation is proof he still partakes in that lifestyle, despite outward appearances to the contrary. Even without receiving the invitation, I am certain he knows when these parties occur and can easily gain entrance.” He may have fooled the rest of London with his newly turned leaf, but he didn’t fool her. She had experienced his mercurial nature firsthand. The only difference was now he would have to be more careful with his behavior, a wary attitude that only worked in her favor. “He will not dare whisper a word about my presence. If he did, the ton would know he has returned to his old ways. A fact he seems determined to cover up.”

      “Regardless,” Caelie said. “What can you possibly hope to accomplish by confronting him? The damage is done, Abby. Lord Roxton cannot change that.”

      Abigail went to her wardrobe and swung open the doors. She needed the perfect dress to catch Lord Roxton’s attention. “He can take responsibility,” she said. She sifted through the dresses. “In doing so, the ton will see how Lord Roxton’s callous actions tormented poor Uncle Henry. They can’t possibly continue to blame him—and by extension us—once they know where the true blame lies.”

      “Do you honestly believe that will happen?” The hint of bitterness in Caelie’s voice revealed her lack of conviction. Abigail didn’t blame her, but nor did she agree with her. Of course, it would happen. It had to.

      Abigail poked her head out of the wardrobe. “What should I wear? He once mentioned a penchant for red. Crimson, I believe he said. Or do you think it would matter? Perhaps he simply chases anything that moves?”

      Caelie sat on the bed. The fire Abigail had seen earlier drained out of her. “Are you so certain Lord Roxton hasn’t mended his ways? He is courting Miss Caldwell. One would hardly consider that rakish behavior.”

      Abigail stared at Caelie, momentarily rendered speechless. “It is all an act, I assure you. How could you think otherwise?”

      “I don’t know anymore. Perhaps Father’s death has had an impact on him. Yesterday, there was something different about him. He reminded me of the man who courted you, only…more subdued, I think.” Caelie shrugged.

      Abigail snorted in a rather unladylike fashion. “The man who courted me was nothing more than a wolf in sheep’s clothing. The man who made it his goal to ruin Uncle Henry for no good reason—that is the real Lord Roxton. One cannot deny he threw himself into the role with relish.”

      Caelie gave a sad smile that broke Abigail’s heart. Whatever she had suffered, Caelie had lost so much more: her father, her fiancé, even her ability to show her face in public without being scalded by shame and humiliation. It broke Abigail’s heart. She would risk everything to put things back to rights. To see her family happy once more.

      “I am convinced if Lord Roxton publicly accepts his responsibility for the scandal, people will see it was his fault and not Uncle Henry’s,” she said.

      “Do you think my father holds no culpability for his actions, Abby? He is the one—”

      “No!” She cut Caelie off, unwilling to hear it. She owed him that much, if not more. “Uncle Henry was the best of men with a generous heart. He took us in when no one else would. Yes, he strayed and shouldn’t have, but that does not mean he deserved what happened to him. Lord Roxton waited until he was in a vulnerable state and then he pounced. His actions were deplorable. But this—” she held up the key she had looped around her wrist, “this is our key to salvation.”

      Caelie shook her head. “No, Abby. That key is nothing more than an invitation to scandal.”

      Abigail turned to her maid. “Thank you, Muri. That will be all.”

      “Yes, miss.” Muri curtsied and gave Abigail a cheeky grin. Abigail experienced a second’s hesitation—would her maid keep their secret? She hoped her trust was not misplaced. She did not need the entire below stairs gossiping about her plan, especially if the gossiping reached the ears of Titus, their rather old, stuffy butler. He would not hesitate to take the information directly to her brother and who knew what that would result in. Nothing good, that was for certain.

      She waited for the door to her bedchamber to close behind Muri before turning back to Caelie.

      “You know I am expected to marry Lord Tarrington?”

      Her cousin nodded.

      “And you know the man is sixty if he is a day.”

      “Yes, but Benedict says you don’t—”

      “And being that he is old and…and…”

      “Disgusting?”

      Abigail sighed; Caelie had never bothered to hide her distaste for the aging lord. “Yes, disgusting. Once I marry him, my fate is sealed. There will be no chance of me convincing Lord Roxton to take responsibility for what he has done. Lord Tarrington rarely comes to London, and Lord Roxton rarely leaves it.”

      “Abby—”

      Abigail held up her hand to stay Caelie’s protests. She did not want to hear it. She had made up her mind. Desperate times called for desperate measures.

      “Madame St. Augustine and Lord Roxton have brought this family to social ruin and they used your poor father to do it. Benedict struggles each day just to keep us from falling into bankruptcy. You lost your fiancé, and I have no choice but to marry a man nearly thrice my age!”

      “But, Abby!”

      Abigail sat on the bed next to Caelie, the key clutched tightly in her hand until its ridges dug into the soft flesh of her palm. “My mind is set. I will attend the party, confront Lord Roxton with my demands, then leave.”

      “What possible reason would Lord Roxton have to agree to such demands?”

      Abigail took a deep breath. In truth, she had nothing. Nothing she could threaten him with or hold over his head. Nothing except the belief that perhaps somewhere, deep inside of him, a hint of the man she once believed him to be might truly exist. It was to that aspect she would appeal, and pray with all her might she could breathe life into it once again. Because if she couldn’t…

      “I will apply sound reasoning for him to do so. I will remind him that a man of honor, as he seems determined to show himself as now, would do the right thing.”

      Caelie raised a skeptical eyebrow. “What if someone recognizes you?”

      “You heard Muri. My identity will be carefully concealed. But I will need your help in keeping Mother from discovering my absence.”

      “What if someone approaches you and expects you to…to…”

      Abigail smiled. She had considered the possibility, and if she were honest, she would admit to a small thrill at the notion of indulging in a little bit of passion before marriage to Lord Tarrington destroyed any hope of ever experiencing such a luxury. But she was not so foolish as to believe the kind of passion she sought could be found at such a party. And even if it could, she did not dare. She had but one objective—to find Lord Roxton and convince him to repent.

      Abigail pushed off the bed and strode to the middle of the room. “I will be safe, Caelie. No one would force me to do anything against my will. I will be in and out before I am even noticed. I promise.”

      “But how will you know which gentleman is Lord Roxton if everyone is in costume?”

      Abigail scowled. The only wrinkle in an otherwise well thought out plan. But only a small wrinkle. After all, had she not spent the better part of two years watching him, studying him? First as a smitten young girl, then later as a rejected fool. Surely, she would be able to pick him out of a crowd. Wouldn’t she?

      She shook off the creeping doubt. “I will just know.”

      This was her one and only chance. Failure was not an option.

      “Oh, Abigail,” Caelie rose from the bed and crossed the room. Her hand pressed against Abigail’s cheek, cool and firm. “Can you not leave well enough alone? The scandal will pass in time. People will forget—”

      “You don’t believe that any more than I do. The ton’s memory is long and unforgiving. If we do not prove their scorn is undeserved, we will forever wear its stain.” She covered Caelie’s hand with her own. “Please say you will help me, Caelie. I cannot bear to stand by and do nothing while my family suffers.”

      “You are determined to do this?”

      “I am.”

      Caelie sighed and her eyes dimmed with resignation—a far cry from the conspiratorial spark Abigail had hoped for. “Fine. What do you need from me?”
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      Spencer, Lord Huntsleigh, smiled as he raised his glass. His tanned face stood out among the paler complexions surrounding the tables at White’s.

      “I am telling you, Nick, you should have come to the Caribbean with us. It was a beauty to behold. The bluest of skies, the warmest of water and the loveliest of women. And best of all, no one insisting upon some ridiculous state of propriety—except of course our friend, Bowen, here.”

      Nicholas turned his gaze to Marcus Bowen who sat quietly reading the morning paper.

      Bowen folded down one edge of his newspaper and peered over it. “I merely suggested running amuck on the beach in nothing but your shorts was a less than ideal way to spend your time.”

      Spence raised one eyebrow, bleached golden by the sun. “Did you have a better way to spend it?”

      “Your grandfather sent us there to determine the viability of the coffee plant. Not to run about playing like a child who had not a care in the world.”

      Spence shook his head. “All work and no play make for a very dull life, Bowen. You should break out of your shell and give it a go, old chum.”

      Bowen smiled. “I like my shell just fine, thank you. And your grandfather doesn’t pay me to play. He pays me to work.”

      The reminder of Bowen’s status as employee was enough to dampen Spence’s teasing. Though the Marquess of Ellesmere had raised their friend, he was not family. He bore no title or familial connections. Spence turned his attention back to Nicholas. “How have things been in our absence? Is it true you are courting Miss Eugenie Caldwell?”

      “Indeed.” He didn’t bother including any enthusiasm in his answer. He had known Spence and Bowen since they were boys. They would detect the lie for what it was.

      “And how does that fair?”

      Nicholas took a slow draw on his brandy; the aged vintage slid smoothly down his throat.

      “I believe she is expecting an offer shortly.”

      Bowen’s dark eyebrows lifted above the edge of the newspaper, a quiet telling of what he thought of the situation. “Will she receive one?”

      Nicholas shrugged. “Of course.”

      “Bloody hell, Nick!” Spence threw an arm up in disgust, nearly spilling his drink. Several heads turned in their direction. “How can you do this? We are too young to be thinking of marriage.”

      “We are eight and twenty, Spence. And your grandfather has been crowing about you picking a wife for the past three Seasons.”

      “A crowing I have pointedly ignored. I have no interest in marriage. It ties a man down. I much prefer a life of freedom and adventure and you well know it. Marriage would be akin to death for me.” He placed a hand over his heart and leaned back in his chair. “I should have been born a pirate.”

      Bowen folded his newspaper and set it on the table. “I don’t believe one is born a pirate, Spence. I believe one becomes a pirate.”

      Spence made a face. “Such a stickler for details, Bowen. Perhaps you should marry. I think the institution would suit you admirably.”

      “No, thank you,” Bowen said, coloring slightly. “The women I am exposed to do not find me suitable and the others do not suit me. I’m afraid I am destined to bachelorhood.”

      He seemed the only one of them remotely put off by this outcome.

      “Pardon the intrusion, Lord Roxton.”

      The three men glanced up. White’s major domo stood at Nicholas’s shoulder.

      “Yes, Farnley, what is it?”

      “There is a…” he hesitated, clearing his throat. “There is a lady here to see you, my lord.” He extended a hand, gnarled by arthritis, a card caught between two bent fingers. Nicholas recognized it instantly.

      “Please tell the lady in question I am otherwise engaged,” he said, without taking the card.

      Farnley swallowed. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his narrow throat. “She was quite insistent, my lord. She indicated that should you decline to see her, she would haunt the entrance until she was received, creating quite a ruckus if need be.”

      A fire crackled in the hearth while the din created by conversation from the club’s members droned on in the background. The heads that had turned to them after Spence’s outburst had gone back to their own business, but Nicholas knew it would take little to recapture their attention. Not so long ago he would have reveled in such theatrics. Now he avoided them at all costs.

      He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. Why was she doing this? Why now? After the debacle in the park with Miss Laytham, tongues were already wagging. He could ill afford another scene and give his father further proof to his claim that he was beyond redemption. He let out a slow breath. “Have my carriage brought around. Tell her to get into it. I will be out shortly.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      Nicholas waited until Farnley left before answering the question in Spence and Bowen’s respective gazes.

      “Opal.”

      Spence shook his head. “The woman has no shame. Does she honestly think you would take her back as mistress after all that has happened?”

      Nicholas shrugged. “I do not know what she wants, nor do I care. A fact I plan on making perfectly clear to her. Again.”

      He had allowed Opal St. Augustine’s beauty and carnal expertise to rule his life once, to play on his need for revenge, resulting in tragedy and disaster. He would not make the same mistake again.

    



OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/kellyboyce_aninvitationtoscandal_2500px.jpg
AUTHOR OF THE OUTLAW BRIDE

CKELLY CBOYCE

)1







