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      If Miss Lydia Baker had been harboring any hopes that her family had summoned her home from her finishing school for the evening because they’d missed her company, the notion was swiftly dashed the moment her father’s protégé arrived.

      “Sir Wendell, you made it,” Lydia’s mother cried, with such enthusiasm, Lydia felt a pang of suspicion.

      A glance at her elder sister Imogene’s smug smile in her direction made Lydia’s belly turn.

      What was Wendell doing here? But of course...

      She could guess.

      Her father smiled and strode over to greet the fair-haired man, whose father he’d counted amongst his closest friends.

      “Sir Cedric,” the other man said with a deferential nod of his head. “How good of you and your wife to invite me.”

      “Nonsense,” her mother said as she ushered him in to join the small gathering that was almost entirely made up of family. “You know you are always welcome here.” Her mother’s glance slid toward Lydia who was curled up in an armchair in the corner reading.

      That was Lydia’s next clue that her worst suspicions might be proven true.

      “Why, you are practically family,” her mother continued.

      Lydia dipped her head behind the book as her heart jolted and skittered with alarm.

      But he isn’t family.

      Everyone else here was. Her mother’s brother was in the corner napping, while her cousin and his wife had been contentedly playing cards before the fire. But Wendell was not, despite the fact that their families had spent a good amount of time together when Lydia was young.

      She burrowed into her seat farther, sinking lower. It was all that time together as children that made her stomach turn at the sight of him now.

      It was what had a voice in her mind shouting, he is not family!

      “Surely you know everyone here,” her mother was saying, and Lydia heard mumbled greetings along with her sister’s pretty words of welcome.

      When her mother had insisted that she leave the School of Charm to join them all for dinner, she’d been told it was a family gathering.

      Wendell was not family.

      He will never be family.

      The words of protest stayed firmly stuck in her head as she did her best to be invisible. Even if Imogene hadn’t been smirking in her direction a moment ago, there was no way anyone would believe Wendell’s presence here tonight was for Imogene’s sake.

      No, he was here for her. Lydia shut her eyes when the words on the page began to blur. She should have seen it coming.

      The whole reason she’d been sent to the School of Charm was as a last-ditch effort to make her more appealing to men. An effort that her mother was quick to say had failed, even though she hadn’t even been there a full year.

      But apparently, her parents had expected her to learn how to speak to members of the opposite sex without stammering and blushing, and they’d hoped it would happen in a fortnight.

      So no, it shouldn’t come as a shock that her parents’ intent in bringing her here tonight had been to form some sort of match.

      After all, Imogene might have been slightly older, but her future was secure and everyone knew it. A beauty and a flirt, the girl could have her pick of men. The only reason she wasn’t married already was that she was holding out for a title. Everyone expected her to marry into wealth and status.

      And for Lydia, they expected...

      “Wendell,” her father’s voice boomed.

      Lydia fumbled with her novel before it fell into her lap. It wasn’t that her father’s voice had been so very loud. Just that he’d approached without her realizing and was now standing directly in front of Lydia. To Wendell, he said, “You remember my daughter Miss Lydia, do you not?”

      Wendell’s teeth glinted when he smiled and his boyish, handsome features split with the friendly grin. “Of course! Lydia and I are old friends, aren’t we, Lydia?”

      Her lips parted, but her heart slammed dangerously in her chest and any words she might have uttered died in her throat.

      Her father’s smile wavered, and Lydia caught the flicker of disappointment in his eyes.

      In Wendell’s she saw...smug satisfaction. A glimmer of amusement at her expense. There and gone so quickly she wasn’t even sure herself if she was being paranoid, and definitely too brief for anyone else to take note of it.

      Wendell reached for her hand which lay limp on top of her novel. He held it in his and bowed over it—a gallant, silly, foolish gesture. And she was certain she caught a challenge in his eyes when he said. “How wonderful it is to see you again.”

      She couldn’t speak. She could barely breathe for the way her heart was racing and her stomach was churning. Bile rose in the back of her mouth and she tugged her hand out of his just as he released it, so her hand flung back too quickly and she smacked her own chest.

      “Yes, I can see Lydia is quite overwhelmed at this happy reunion,” Wendell said smoothly.

      Her father smiled at that, and it seemed every relative in the room gave an indulgent chuckle.

      Her mother smiled at Wendell like he was some dear creature to take such pity on her mute, awkward daughter.

      Anger sizzled in her veins, but it only rendered her even more speechless. Her hands gripped the novel as her father continued the introductions. Wendell was greeted by all as some sort of returning hero.

      More like a recurring nightmare. The anger that burned in her chest started to sting the back of her eyes.

      Tears of anger. How useless. She let out a sharp exhale of irritation. Useless was exactly how she felt right now, watching the boy who’d bullied her during childhood charm her family.

      “Sir Cedric has been too kind,” he was saying, making her mother’s smile turn doting.

      It made Lydia’s stomach turn. Was she the only one who saw that it was all a false pretense? The man might have charm, but he was vile through and through. He’d been cruel as a child, and she had no doubt that trait still remained.

      They couldn’t honestly expect her to marry this man, could they?

      She watched her mother laugh as he launched into a tale about his time abroad. Before his father passed and he’d taken on the baronet title, Wendell had gone to the continent to ‘earn his keep,’ her father used to say.

      Doing what? No one seemed to know precisely. Something to do with exports or imports. All that mattered was that when his father fell ill and he’d returned home, he’d come with a fortune.

      And when his father died and he was needed at home to care for his mother and sister, he’d gone to work for her father at the Home Office.

      Her father approached while the others were being entertained by Wendell’s tales. “Are you all right, my dear?”

      She forced a smile because there was genuine worry in his eyes and she didn’t want that. She was tired of being the object of everyone’s pity or concern.

      The concern in her father’s eyes was unbearable now, just as it had been when she’d been young and ill. Her whole childhood had been spent in her sickbed, and she’d seen enough fear and worry in her father’s eyes on those nights when he’d prayed over her, asking that her soul be taken to heaven.

      She hated that he still worried about her. Her mother too. And Imogene...

      She heard Imogene’s tinkling laughter at Wendell’s story and winced.

      Well, Imogene didn’t worry about her so much as resent the fact that she was still alive.

      “I know we took you by surprise,” her father was saying. “And for that I’m sorry. Your mother was worried that if we told you of our plan—”

      “That I’d run and hide,” she said softly.

      He smiled indulgently. “Something like that.”

      She couldn’t argue. Because she would have.

      “We just want to see you happy and settled,” he said, his gaze turning back to Wendell. “And Wendell knows you. He doesn’t expect you to...” Her father faltered slightly. “To change.”

      She pressed her lips together. Somehow his kindness stung more than Imogene’s mockery and her mother’s criticisms.

      “I don’t want to marry him, Father,” she said.

      It came out as a whisper, though. And either he didn’t hear or he ignored it.

      “There’s no need to be alarmed this evening, my dear,” he said with a more jovial tone. “He just wishes to rekindle your old friendship, that’s all.” He patted her knee and gave her a wink. “I don’t think that’s too much to ask, do you?”

      She shook her head to make him smile. And because she supposed it was true. It wasn’t too much to ask.

      Or it wouldn’t be...if there’d ever been a friendship to rekindle.
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      Luke’s neck strained at an odd angle as he tried to read the small print of the newspaper that hovered at the edge of his father’s desk.

      “Luke, are you listening to me?” His father’s voice cracked like a whip.

      Luke’s head snapped up, and some part of him that he supposed would never grow up so long as he was around his parents, flinched at the reprimand.

      A grown man with years of military service and espionage work under his belt and he flinched like a child at his father’s stern tone.

      He shook his head with a rueful laugh.

      “You think this is amusing?” his father demanded.

      “Now, now, George.” Luke’s mother strode into the room, commanding both of their attention as they got to their feet. “I hope you’re not tiring him out too much, George,” she continued as she went up on tiptoe to kiss Luke’s cheek. She followed that with a pat that made him feel approximately six years old.

      “He needs to know the state of things,” his father started.

      “And he’ll learn.” She arched her brows at Luke. “Won’t you?”

      Luke smiled. “Of course.”

      Did he have any other choice? He knew better than to ask. And his mother had only recently begun to seem more like her old self these days. For several long months she’d been too mired in grief over the unexpected death of her eldest son that she’d barely left her rooms.

      The least Luke could do now was promise to do what was expected of him.

      “As viscount and heir, your brother was intimately acquainted with the finances and workings of each and every one of our estates,” his father continued.

      It was difficult not to tune him out seeing as how Luke had heard this same lecture too many times to count. Even more difficult when that newspaper was lying so close, he could almost…

      “Don’t you agree?” his father said.

      “Er...” Luke looked to the imposing earl before him. Was this how his brother had felt all these years when he was summoned to this study and lectured ad infinitum?

      Poor bloke. No wonder he was such a stuffed shirt bore.

      No offense intended, he offered up silently just in case his brother could hear him in heaven.

      His father arched his brows, looking every bit the great and powerful Earl of Langley. He was still waiting for an answer.

      Did Luke agree?

      “Yes,” he said simply.

      His mother beamed at him as his father nodded with a huff.

      “I knew you’d come around,” his mother said. “Didn’t I tell you, George?”

      His father grumbled something incoherent, and Luke took the opportunity to edge closer to the newspaper. It was about the man Luke had helped to out as the provocateur who’d been planning a riot. They’d caught him before he and his allies could cause too much damage, but what was more alarming—and what reporters hadn’t gotten wind of—was the documents they’d found in his rooms when they’d arrested him.

      It was information about spies who worked for the Home Office, and it was the sort of information that could get a man killed if it fell into the wrong hands.

      A familiar unease niggled at him. He hadn’t been able to find out how the man had gotten the information, and worse they didn’t know for whom it was ultimately intended.

      His brows drew down and he gave in to temptation, reaching out for the newspaper—but his father snatched it up first.

      “This rioting business is none of your concern anymore, Luke,” he snapped. “We’ve been over this.”

      Luke’s jaw hardened. It was one thing to demand that Luke step in to fill the role his brother left vacant, but his father was bullheadedly unwilling to see that Luke’s career prior to his brother’s passing hadn’t been some simplistic, meaningless hobby. And he couldn’t just walk away from his old life as if it had never happened.

      But Luke’s mother was already intervening before he could argue.

      “Now, now, dear,” she said to her husband. “Luke’s doing his part to learn about the estates.” When it seemed her husband might interject, she hurried to add, “And he just agreed that he’d find himself a wife this season, didn’t he?”

      Startled, Luke turned to see his mother beaming at him with a pride. “Yes, a wife and home is precisely what you need to acclimate to this new life.”

      Luke’s lips parted but no sound came out. Was that what he’d just agreed to?

      “And a good thing you’ve finally come around, too,” she continued. Her gaze took in the crow’s feet he could no longer ignore and the hint of gray at his temples. “After all, you’re not a young man any longer.”

      He shifted with a frown. “I’m not an old man, either,” he muttered.

      But his comment went unnoticed as his mother launched into all the ladies who’d make a fine viscountess and, eventually, countess.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. This change was all happening too quickly. He’d never been outright opposed to marriage, but a happy home life had never coincided well with his job. And no one had cared that he’d preferred to remain free and untethered so long as he was still just the spare.

      He let out a harsh exhale. There were many, many perks to being the spare, a fact he’d taken for granted.

      “A good wife will be an asset to you, dear,” his mother said. And she was so earnest, he couldn’t bring himself to protest.

      “Of course,” he murmured.

      “So, you’ll do it then?” She beamed and his father was regarding him with a noticeable lack of disdain.
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      Lydia’s friend Mary stopped walking in the park to clap her hands together in delight. “It will be such an adventure, Lydia. Just imagine it!”

      Lydia merely smiled. She was no stranger to adventure...in books.

      In fact, one such book was currently tucked under her arm, just waiting until she could steal a moment alone to dive back into the intriguing story of Elsbeth and Demetrius and their dashing escape from swashbuckling pirates.

      In real life, however, she had no inclination toward adventure or intrigue or...anything that had to do with interacting with others, really.

      And a masquerade was certain to involve socializing, and a lot of it.

      The very thought made her heart stutter and her blood run cold.

      “It does sound like fun,” their friend Eloise said when Lydia stayed silent.

      As both Eloise and Mary had married recently, they no longer lived at the school, and Lydia was grateful for their visit this morning, which had led to this outing to the park.

      Miss Farthington, the headmistress of their finishing school, was walking behind them, two maids following a short distance behind her.

      Lydia smiled contentedly as Mary and Eloise continued to chatter on about the masquerade Lydia’s parents were hosting, discussing the gowns they’d wear and who would be there.

      How her mother would have loved to have a daughter like Mary or Eloise. One who actually enjoyed balls and soirees.

      And masquerades.

      She hadn’t realized she’d wrinkled her nose until Mary laughed and threw an arm around her shoulders. “Lydia, dear, you don’t have to look quite so horrified. It’s just a party.”

      Eloise gave Lydia a hopeful smile. “And you can wear a mask. That ought to help you overcome your shyness, don’t you think?”

      Lydia lifted one shoulder as she smiled.

      No, she could have said. Not even a mask could help her to overcome the shyness that had been her burden to bear ever since she could remember.

      “I think you’ll look quite striking with a mask,” Mary said, squeezing Lydia’s arm. “With your gorgeous red hair and red lips, we ought to find you a black mask.”

      “Ooh, with feathers!” Eloise added.

      This sent both of her friends into more chatter about what they planned to wear to the event.

      Truly, the Season hadn’t even begun in earnest, so a party of any kind was a highly anticipated event.

      Or a highly dreaded event, as the case may be.

      Miss Farthington came up alongside Lydia while the other two were talking about gowns, and the kind headmistress gave her an understanding smile. “Is your mother insisting you attend?”

      Lydia nodded. Miss Farthington was well aware of how badly her mother and her father wanted Lydia to overcome her shyness in order to make a good match.

      Her parents might not have the titles of the peerage, but they had wealth and connections most would envy, as well as all the social graces one could ask for. Imogene, as well. It was just a pity that poise and grace hadn’t made its way to the youngest daughter.

      Miss Farthington was well aware that the School of Charm was her mother’s last great hope to find herself with a daughter who might flirt and laugh and giggle like the other ladies of their acquaintance.

      Really, they’d likely just be happy if she spoke. At all.

      And perhaps if she could manage to do so without turning beet red...

      Yes, they’d likely be pleased by that, as well.

      “I only wish Charlotte could be here for a masquerade,” Mary said with a sigh.

      Charlotte was Eloise’s younger sister, and a dear friend to Mary and the others at the School of Charm.

      “I’m sure she’d love to be there as well,” Eloise said. “There’s nothing my sister loves more than causing mischief at masquerades.”

      Everyone laughed at that.

      “When will she return from her travels abroad? Did she say in her last letter?”

      Eloise and Mary fell into a conversation about Charlotte’s adventures on the continent with her husband, and Lydia realized that Miss Farthington was still beside her, her demeanor one of expectancy.

      Miss Farthington was lovely and gracious and poised and kind...but she was also stubborn. And absurdly patient. She’d decided on Lydia’s very first day at the finishing school that she would wait as long as it took for Lydia to ‘come out of her shell,’ as she put it.

      And right now she was demonstrating that fact as she waited quietly for Lydia to contribute to the conversation. When Miss Farthington’s sympathetic stare became too uncomfortable, Lydia wet her lips and asked quietly, “Will you be in attendance, Miss Farthington?”

      The petite brunette tipped her head to the side to study Lydia. “Would you like me to be there?”

      Lydia nodded so quickly, Miss Farthington laughed.

      But while Lydia was grateful that Eloise and Mary would be in attendance, it went without saying that they’d be occupied by dancing with their husbands or chatting with the other couples.

      Miss Farthington was well able to hold her own in a crowd as well, of course. The daughter of a viscount, she had more aplomb and grace than anyone Lydia knew. It was only the matter of some broken engagement that kept Miss Farthington from being the belle of the ball herself.

      Lydia eyed the woman now. She wasn’t much older than her charges, and she was a true beauty with her dark hair and fair skin. If she wanted to make a match, she could have one. Not even a whiff of scandal would keep most men away.

      But in taking the headmistress position, Miss Farthington seemed to have kept herself away. Taking herself out of contention for the marriage mart.

      Lydia nibbled on her lip. Not for the first time, she wondered why.

      If she were as beautiful and confident and brave as Miss Farthington, she’d embrace all life and society had to offer. Even intrigue and adventure.

      Lydia hugged her book to her chest with a sigh. Until then she had Demetrius and Elsbeth, and the hundreds of other books that filled her father’s library.

      “Oh, look who it is, Miss Farthington,” Mary cried.

      Lydia and Miss Farthington looked to where Mary was pointing.

      The brazen brunette didn’t seem to realize that perhaps pointing and shouting were not the most subtle way to call one’s attention to a cluster of handsome gentlemen.

      “Oh my,” Miss Farthington murmured. “It’s him.”

      Who him was, Lydia wasn’t entirely certain. She assumed they were all as awe struck as she was by the tall, broad-shouldered gentleman who stood in the midst of the small cluster of men.

      Oh my, indeed.

      Her heart beat a little faster and her lungs forgot how to function. And then, just like always...her tongue felt a hundred times thicker.

      It had always been like this, her entire life. With her poor health, she’d seen blessedly few people during her childhood. Mostly just her immediate family and their close friends. So perhaps it was no wonder that as she grew older, strangers left her tongue-tied and her mind a terrifying blank. But the older she grew, the more acute her symptoms became.

      Especially around excessively handsome gentlemen.

      Handsome gentlemen were well and good in her novels, but in real life?

      She tore her gaze away from the man with his thick, dark hair, and his strong features. His jaw, nose, and cheekbones like something to be found on a statue.

      Like he’d been cut from marble.

      She didn’t realize she was frowning over the matter until Eloise turned to her and Miss Farthington with an arched brow. “Goodness, I didn’t expect you both to look so irritated at the sight of handsome men.”

      Mary grinned. “Miss Farthington, don’t say you’re not pleased to run into Mr. Grant.” To Eloise and Lydia she added, “We met him before at Lady Dabney’s salon. He’s a brilliant scientist.” Her face lit with excitement. “Perhaps we should go say hello.”

      Miss Farthington made an odd sound in her throat, like she’d gone to protest and stopped herself, perhaps.

      Lydia blinked in surprise. It was one thing for her to be alarmed at the prospect of approaching a group of handsome gentlemen. But the lovely and accomplished Miss Farthington?

      It seemed both Lydia and Miss Farthington were spared the awkward encounter as Eloise grimaced. “Mary, we really ought to get back. The carriage will be arriving to take us to the dinner at the Maxwells this evening.”

      Mary’s face fell. “Oh yes. I suppose I lost track of time.”

      Lydia felt a wistful smile tug at her lips. It was rather lovely to see her friends settle into married life so contentedly.

      Actually, it was rather lovely to see her friends. Period. She’d never really had friends before the School of Charm, and it was still a little overwhelming to be around people who actually took notice of her.

      Overwhelming in a good way. Usually.

      “Lydia, I cannot wait to meet your parents and see the home you grew up in,” Mary said as she leaned forward to kiss Lydia’s cheek. “The masquerade will be delightful, just wait and see.”

      Eloise wrapped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “And we will all be there to ensure that you enjoy yourself as well.”

      Lydia’s smile faltered. Her friends really were too kind.

      Much too kind.

      In that sense, sometimes they were overwhelming in a not-so-good way.

      Up until recently it was only her parents who nudged her and prodded her in an attempt to get her to speak more.

      Now she had three lovely friends who seemed to have made it their mission as well.

      When the two girls left, Lydia turned to Miss Farthington, surprised to see that she looked distracted. Her gaze drifted back to the cluster of men and then away quickly.

      After a long silence, Lydia finally broke it. “Would you like to continue to stroll?”

      “Oh, er...” Miss Farthington turned to her with a smile. “I don’t think I’m up for much more. And besides, there’s business for me to tend to at the school.”

      Lydia nodded, though her heart felt heavy in her chest. The weather was only just starting to be nice enough for strolls such as this one, and she did so enjoy reading out of doors.

      Miss Farthington squeezed her arm. “You go on. Kitty can accompany you while Dolores goes back to the school with me.”

      They glanced back to see the maids waiting expectantly.

      “Are you certain?”

      Miss Farthington nodded. “Of course!”

      With one last parting smile, Miss Farthington and Dolores departed, and Lydia and a blissfully quiet Kitty walked farther into the park until they found Lydia’s favorite reading spot. There was a bench nearby, which Lydia gestured for Kitty to use so she could work on her knitting. She preferred to lean against the thick trunk of a tree a little ways off, hidden from the path with its pedestrians, and for long splendid minutes she lost herself in the world of Elsbeth and Demetrius and their grand adventure.
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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
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