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      NEDWORTH HALL, CAMBRIDGESHIRE – JUNE, 1890

      Cambridgeshire was the very last place Lady Patience Wycombe wanted to be, despite how freely her mother, the Marchioness of Fleming, sang its praises. Patience supposed the countryside was pretty, and they had driven past some lovely cottages and tenant farms on their way from the station in Meldreth to Nedworth Hall, but she would have preferred to spend her summer in London. Sanitation in the city had been improved considerably in the last several years, and as long as one did not venture into the docklands and industrial areas, London could be quite comfortable through the summer months. Especially if one intended to stay as far away from company as possible.

      “Lady Patience, do put down that book and pay attention to your surroundings,” Miss Hailstork, Patience’s mother’s lady’s maid—who had been sent along as Patience’s chaperone—commented from the rear-facing seat.

      Patience dragged her eyes up from A Study in Scarlet and adjusted her spectacles so that she could see Miss Hailstork more clearly. “I am paying attention, Miss Hailstork.” When her chaperone sent Patience a doubtful look, Patience went on with, “We departed the station in Meldreth fifteen minutes ago, we have passed three churches, two hamlets, and a building that appeared to be an almshouse of some sort. The fields in the area have been newly planted, save for the one that appears to have been left fallow this year, and five separate flocks of sheep have been breakfasting within view. By my estimate, we have another ten minutes before we reach Nedworth Hall, and if everything my mother told me holds true, we will see a grove of ancient-growth trees before we reach the house—which was constructed in the Jacobean era—and a small river with willows growing on its banks.”

      Miss Hailstork was not impressed. In fact, she pursed her lips and plucked the book straight from Patience’s hands, causing Patience to gasp in protest.

      “That is quite enough Doyle for you, young lady,” Miss Hailstork said, rather like she was Patience’s mother and not a maid at all. But then, Miss Hailstork and Lady Fleming were very dear friends as well as mistress and maid. “Your mother has sent you to her friend, Lady Cambourne, so that you might learn to be sociable, and so that you might find a suitable husband from among her other guests,” Miss Hailstork went on. “You will never do such a thing if you spend your entire summer reading.”

      Patience was desperately tempted to cross her arms and sulk, as she might have done as an adolescent, but she was no longer a child. She was far closer to thirty than to twenty, and even she had to admit that a woman of twenty-seven had no business sulking over the mandate that she should find a husband.

      “What if I have no wish to marry?” she asked Miss Hailstork, as though the woman were her mother. “What if I am perfectly content to remain a spinster for my entire life? I would rather devote myself to the causes of women’s suffrage and education than to attending vapid social functions and merely pretending to be interesting.”

      Again, Miss Hailstork pursed her lips and breathed out heavily through her nose, as though she shared Patience’s mother’s exasperation with her. Rather than addressing Patience’s question directly, she came over all coy and said, “Your mother believes that this house party at Nedworth Hall will provide you with choices of a sort you might enjoy.”

      Patience narrowed her eyes at the woman. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Miss Hailstork hesitated before saying, “Lady Cambourne has chosen her guests for the summer for deliberate reasons. She and Lord Cambourne have a mystery that needs solving, and they have invited a unique collection of…characters to help make the event memorable.”

      Patience’s pulse picked up at the mention of a mystery, and her breath caught at the suggestion the other house party guests were characters and not just the usual collection of social-climbing fashion plates.

      “Do you know what this mystery is?” she asked.

      “Vaguely,” Miss Hailstork answered with a smile that said she knew far more than she was letting on.

      That only frustrated Patience. “How do you know?” she asked.

      “Lady Cambourne’s maid is my sister,” she said. “Geraldine has been writing to me about these summer plans for quite some time.”

      Patience nodded as she remembered that detail her mother had shared with her. For Miss Hailstork, attending the house party was not merely a duty, it was a holiday, of sorts, and a reunion with her kin.

      Patience decided at once to use her chaperone’s family connection to be rid of the woman so that she might read in peace and seclusion as much as possible.

      “You must take as much time as you would like with your sister,” she said, pretending magnanimity as she sat back in the jostling carriage.

      Miss Hailstork grinned slyly at her. “I will make a deal with you, my lady,” she said. “I will be negligent in my chaperoning duties and spend time with my dear sister as long as you promise to keep company with the other guests at least once per day. And that includes the male guests as well.”

      Patience suddenly wanted to laugh. It was a topsy-turvy world indeed when a chaperone had to deal with a woman to spend time with gentlemen, and when the young woman in question only wanted to be left alone for the summer.

      “Very well,” Patience said, snatching her book back from Miss Hailstork. “I promise to make friends of both sexes this summer. But you know I am not comfortable in company and that I would rather keep to myself.”

      “I know, my dear,” Miss Hailstork said, smiling benevolently again. “But think of it this way. If you were to find yourself a husband, then you could keep your own house and never have to venture out into society ever again, if you didn’t want to.”

      Patience tilted her head to the side and pushed her spectacles up the bridge of her nose a bit as she thought about it. Miss Hailstork had a point. The life of a married woman contained so much more freedom than that of a spinster. Perhaps if she found a gentleman whom she could tolerate, marrying him would not be so bad. But the gentleman in question would either have to be extraordinarily dull so that she could ignore him or terribly interesting so that she would not want to ignore him.

      She thought about it a bit, until the carriage pulled up to the grand front entrance of the house at Nedworth Hall. As she alighted from the carriage, Patience had to admit that she liked the look of the place. There was something so satisfyingly grand about Jacobean architecture. She liked the tall windows and warm brick of the place. She could see hints of a well-tended garden off to one side, and what her mother had described as a charming path that might take one on a lovely afternoon walk off to the other side.

      Perhaps Lord and Lady Cambourne had a son that was set to inherit the estate who might be in need of a wife. She wouldn’t have minded spending her summers outside of London if she could do it in a place as lovely as Nedworth Hall.

      “Lady Patience, welcome.” Patience was greeted at the top of the stairs by Lady Cambourne, whose arms were outstretched as if to embrace her.

      “Lady Cambourne,” Patience greeted the woman with a smile, allowing herself to be hugged. It wasn’t the usual sort of greeting or one she preferred, but her mother and Lady Cambourne were close, even though Lady Cambourne was about a decade older than her mother. Lady Cambourne’s thick hair was more white than brown, but her attractive face held relatively few lines or wrinkles, and she had the spring in her step of a much younger woman.

      Miss Hailstork rushed up the steps behind her and into the arms of a woman who looked a great deal like her. Patience couldn’t help but smile at the two sisters’ happy reunion.

      “I trust your journey from London was smooth?” Lady Cambourne asked as she brought Patience into the house.

      “As smooth as could be wished for,” Patience said, adjusting her spectacles and glancing around the vast front hall, already looking for the library, or other quiet rooms where she could seclude herself.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Lady Cambourne went on. “And I am glad your mother forced you to spend the summer with me.”

      Patience had been glancing down a corridor off to the left, but she snapped her head to stare at Lady Cambourne with wide, guilty eyes. “I…er….”

      Lady Cambourne laughed. “Your mother wrote to me to say you are something of a recluse and that you were not enthusiastic about leaving London. But I can assure you, my dear, there will be plenty to keep you interested and happy at Nedworth Hall this summer. I have selected my houseguests for very special reasons, and in addition to the usual games and diversions that house parties are known for, I have a special…investigation for you all to undertake.”

      Patience’s heart sped up again, as it had in the carriage when Miss Hailstork had said the same thing. “What is this investigation?” she asked, trying not to be a ninny by overflowing with exuberance in the face of an older woman she only knew slightly.

      Instead of answering, Lady Cambourne gestured to another young lady with golden hair who seemed to be on her way somewhere.

      “Lady Yvette,” she said, catching the woman’s attention. “Might you help me greet our newest arrival? Lady Patience Wycombe has just arrived, and I am certain she could do with some tea just about now.”

      The blond lady came out of whatever thoughts had given her a slightly grave countenance and smiled brightly at Patience. “Why yes, I would be happy to,” she said in a slightly formal tone, then switched to a much more informal one as she swept up to Patience’s side. “I was just on my way to the hyacinth parlor myself. A few of us have commandeered the parlor as our own for the summer,” she added with a conspiratorial wink.

      “I will leave Lady Patience in your capable hands, Lady Yvette, since I noticed another carriage on the way, which I believe to be Lord Theydon’s.”

      “Lady Patience is in capable hands,” Lady Yvette said, leading Patience down a hallway at the back of the entry hall.

      “I should see to my room first and change out of my traveling clothes,” Patience said, gripping her book with one hand and reaching for her hat to remove it with the other.

      “Give the maids some time to prepare your room,” Lady Yvette said. “And give me time to properly welcome you to what is bound to be the most unusual and exciting house party any of us have ever been to.”

      Patience paused, her hand still on her hat, and frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Lady Yvette seemed ready to burst with excitement. “Have you not heard about Lord Carshalton’s mysterious heir?”

      Patience blinked, then moved on with Lady Yvette when she continued down the hall. “No, I have not. Is the heir attending the house party?” A thought struck her, and she frowned. “This is not one of those house parties where a single, valuable male is invited so that all of the females might compete for his attention, is it?”

      Lady Yvette laughed, the sound rich and playful. “No, although what a lark that would be.” She grinned at Patience as they entered a large, bright parlor decorated entirely in shades and patterns of hyacinth. “I would win, of course,” she said as she led Patience to a circle of chairs and couches, where one other woman—a young lady in a fine but simple blouse and skirt—stood to greet her. “I cannot resist the enticement of a competition of any sort, and I must win every one I enter.”

      Patience eyed Lady Yvette dubiously. She dearly hoped that Lady Yvette was not the sort who actually liked company and went out of her way to spend time with people…and who liked to drag others into those interactions.

      “Miss Benning, meet our newest arrival, Lady Patience Wycombe,” Lady Yvette introduced Patience to the woman who had stood. “This is Miss Charlotte Benning,” Yvette continued with the introductions as both Patience and Miss Benning curtsied to each other. “Her father is an industrialist from Yorkshire who has made millions.”

      “Oh, dear,” Miss Benning said, blushing furiously.

      Patience sent Lady Yvette a scolding look. The woman must not have known how much of a strain it was for some women to have themselves talked about so openly.

      She smiled at Miss Benning instead of explaining to Lady Yvette and said, “How do you do?”

      “Well, thank you,” Miss Benning answered.

      “Enough of that,” Lady Yvette said, waving her hands and pulling both women over to one of the couches. “I was just telling Lady Patience about the Carshalton heir.”

      Miss Benning’s entire countenance changed in an instant, and as the three of them sat, she said, “It’s all terribly fascinating, isn’t it?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know much about it as of yet,” Patience said, pushing her spectacles up a bit.

      “Lord Carshalton was as rich as the devil, but he never married or produced an heir,” Lady Yvette shot straight into the story. “At least, not a legal heir. It has become very clear, thanks to the man’s will, that he had an illegitimate child that was the result of a long-ago love affair. He has stipulated that the bulk of his fortune, the part that is not connected to the title and estate, which have gone to a distant cousin, be given to that heir.”

      “And that heir has been invited to the house party?” Patience asked, glancing between Lady Yvette and Miss Benning.

      “We think so,” Miss Benning said.

      Patience frowned in confusion. “You do not know so?”

      “No!” Lady Yvette said with far too much enthusiasm. “It is rumored that even Lord Carshalton did not know the identity of his heir. He and his former lover had a falling out before the baby was born, and while Lord Carshalton knew of the baby’s birth, he did not know whether his heir was a boy or a girl, or what his or her name was.”

      “But he left his fortune to the heir all the same,” Miss Benning continued the story. “So now, whoever discovers the identity of the heir and marries them will inherit the fortune and live a life of luxury.”

      “Lord and Lady Cambourne know the identity of the heir,” Lady Yvette went on, “and it has been whispered that they have invited the person to the house party. So all we need to do now is discover which of the guests is the Carshalton heir, and whoever wins their hand will have the life of their dreams.”

      Miss Benning and Lady Yvette watched Patience as if they were waiting for her to rejoice at the unusual situation along with them.

      Patience merely gaped at them.

      “That is the most preposterous thing I’ve ever heard,” she said, trying not to laugh, since the two other women obviously took the tale seriously. She cleared her throat and said, “In the first place, how would Lord and Lady Cambourne know the identity of the heir when Lord Carshalton himself did not?”

      “Because they knew the mother,” Lady Yvette answered. “They have known all along, but it is speculated that the mother made them take a vow of silence.”

      “That vow no longer applies, since, apparently, both she and Lord Carshalton have died,” Miss Benning said.

      Patience huffed out a breath, but her investigative nature began to buzz. “Perhaps that is the case, though I confess to not being certain I believe it,” she said. “But why, then, would they not simply come out with the identity of the heir? Why make something so delicate into a parlor trick?”

      “It must have something to do with the identity of the heir,” Lady Yvette said. “They must be someone who would enjoy the thrill of the hunt.”

      “Or perhaps the heir does not know themselves and Lord and Lady Cambourne believe it would be easier for them to be discovered in the safety of a group of friends,” Miss Benning said.

      A shiver went down Patience’s spine. If it was her, she would not want to learn such a large secret in the company of others. She was suddenly grateful that her mother had never been one for spending time away from her husband in the company of other men. As far as Patience knew, all of her mother’s friends were women.

      Which begged another question.

      “You have not referred to this mysterious heir with a gender,” she said. “Is it known whether this person is a man or a woman?”

      “No,” Lady Yvette and Miss Benning answered in unison.

      “It could be either,” Miss Benning said.

      “It could,” Lady Yvette said with a slow nod. Her face then lit with mischief as she continued with, “If I were to place a wager on it, I would guess the heir is Mr. Covington.”

      Patience blinked. “Mr. Covington.”

      “He is a very wicked man indeed,” Miss Benning said, looking overwhelmed by that fact.

      “In what way?” Patience pushed her spectacles up the bridge of her nose again, straightened her back, and folded her hands over her book and her hat—which she had finally removed—in her lap. There were many things about the situation that she did not love, but she did like a good mystery.

      Lady Yvette and Miss Benning exchanged giddy looks.

      “Mr. Covington is a bad, bad man,” Lady Yvette said with a bit too much relish. “He is a rake and a bounder of the highest order.”

      “It is said that he has left a string of brokenhearted lovers in his wake,” Miss Benning added. She leaned closer to whisper, “Both female and male.”

      Patience’s eyes went wide.

      “He is an expert gambler as well,” Lady Yvette went on. “His reputation at the card table is second to none.”

      “It is even said that he has traveled to America to take part in notorious, high-stakes poker tournaments on riverboats along the Mississippi,” Miss Benning said.

      Patience caught her breath at that. She longed to travel so that she might actually see the world instead of merely reading about it.

      “And it is well known that he is a bastard,” Lady Yvette continued. “His mother was forced out of society when it was discovered she was with child. Lord Carshalton could easily have been the father, and the disgrace that the woman suffered could be reason why she would withhold so much information from him.”

      “But that is awful,” Patience said, her heart bleeding for a woman she’d never met. “That is⁠—”

      “Oh, I beg your pardon, ladies.”

      All three of them gasped and sat straighter at the sight of the tall, devilishly handsome man who had just stepped into the doorway. Patience’s stomach flipped as the man’s sparkling, blue eyes zipped straight to her and a smile spread across his chiseled face. The man had a sort of appeal that made Patience feel as though she wasn’t wearing any clothing…and as if she did not mind that fact one bit. It was disconcerting how instantly the man had made her feel that way, despite her knowing absolutely nothing about him, not even his identity.

      Although that much was resolved a moment later.

      “Mr. Covington,” Lady Yvette said, sitting a bit straighter and touching her hair, as if to make certain she was fetching enough for him. “Is there something amiss?”

      “No, not at all,” Mr. Covington replied, smiling as though he would seduce all three of them together. “I was informed that Lord Theydon had just arrived, and since he is an old friend of mine, I wanted to say hello.” He stepped farther into the room, his smile focusing on Patience. “But I see we have another new arrival whose acquaintance I have not yet made.”

      Lady Yvette jumped up and pulled Patience with her. Patience was forced to take a stumbling step toward Mr. Covington, her hat slipping to the floor. She nearly dropped her book as well.

      “Mr. Covington, this is Lady Patience Wycombe,” Lady Yvette said.

      “Lady Patience,” Mr. Covington said, moving even closer to Patience. “It is a pleasure.”

      He gestured as if he would take her hand. Patience held hers out to him, but she still held her book, and instead of greeting the man, she looked as though she were offering it to him. “Mr. Covington,” she said anyhow, nodding.

      Mr. Covington paused, as if he was charmed but didn’t know what to do with the odd greeting, then took the book from Patience’s hand. He turned it over, then said, “Sherlock Holmes? I’ve heard good things about him.”

      Patience wanted to roll her eyes, both for her own mishandling of the greeting and for Mr. Covington’s obvious attempts to put her off-guard by flirting.

      “Doyle is a fabulous writer,” she said, taking the book back. “Do you read, Mr. Covington?”

      “Do bills at the theater count?” he asked in return.

      “No, they do not,” Patience replied in a deadpan.

      Mr. Covington’s grin widened. “What a pity.”

      Several voices were heard in the hall, and before he could go on to say more, Mr. Covington turned toward the doorway. For a moment, he seemed conflicted. Then he smiled and bowed slightly.

      “You must excuse me, ladies,” he said. “I truly would stay and get to know you better, but it has been many years since I have seen my old friend, Theydon, and I am eager to reunite with him.”

      “Goodbye, Mr. Covington,” Lady Yvette said as Mr. Covington sidestepped toward the door. “I am quite certain we will have ample opportunity to know you better as the house party continues.”

      Mr. Covington laughed as he left the room. He sent Patience one final look as he did.

      Patience tried to ignore the way that look felt like a touch on her suddenly sensitive skin.

      “You see?” Lady Yvette whispered, turning so that she, Patience, and Miss Benning formed a group again. “He must be the Carshalton heir. Everything about him screams wickedness and debauchery.”

      “Have you asked him?” Patience asked, one eyebrow raised.

      “Heavens, no!” Lady Yvette laughed. “I could never be so bold.”

      “I could be,” Patience said, squaring her shoulders. “The only way to solve a mystery is to ask questions. If Mr. Covington knows himself to be the heir, then it wouldn’t be much of a mystery at all, just a conversation.”

      “Are you planning to ask him?” Miss Benning asked, seemingly shocked.

      Patience glanced toward the doorway again, then shrugged. “Why not?” She faced her friends again. “I’m not afraid of the man or his reputation. I will ask.”

      “You are braver than I am,” Miss Benning said.

      Patience had no doubt she was. She did not hold it against Miss Benning, though. She simply didn’t believe in being frightened by things that did not matter in the long run. And since she had no intention of seeking out a husband—at the house party or ever—it didn’t matter whether her reputation was ruined by speaking to the wrong man.

      Her mother would be upset, of course, but maybe not as much as she might be. Because with the introduction of Mr. Covington, Patience suddenly began to feel as though the house party might not be as much of a waste of her time after all.
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      There was only one reason for Arden Covington to attend a country house party with a bunch of nobs who would just as soon see him drown in the Thames as give him the time of day. Money. Simply put, he needed an infusion of cash, and what better place was there to earn it, at a gaming table or by other means, than at a secluded country estate stuffed full of those who could afford to idle their time away?

      But right from the start, as soon as Arden found himself given a large and comfortable room with a gorgeous view of the estate’s gardens, and within moments of discovering the guest list contained an eclectic mix of aristocrats and notables with somewhat dubious reputations, Arden had second-guessed his purpose in being at Nedworth Hall.

      “It’s as if old Cambourne has gone out of his way to invite some of the most questionable characters in high society to his country house,” he commented to Theydon as the two of them returned from the stables after a vigorous ride across the estate a few days after their arrivals. “Half of the people here have been shunned by London society for one reason or another.”

      “As I understand, it was Lady Cambourne who made up the guest list,” Theydon said with a laugh. “And I believe her measure of whether any of us was worthy to spend the summer at Nedworth Hall was how interesting we all are.”

      Arden laughed. “Well, her ladyship is in for a summer that no one will ever forget if that was her criteria.”

      Theydon hummed in agreement. “I wonder what the scandal sheets in the London papers will have to say about this party.”

      “Probably that we engaged in every sort of shocking and scandalous activity,” Arden said, smiling at the idea. “And we would not want to disappoint them, would we?”

      “Not at all,” Theydon said, pretending it was a serious conversation.

      Of course, no sooner had they decided on debauchery as the order of the day when Arden spotted Lord Rothbury walking across the lawn with Lady Angeline O’Shea on his arm.

      “Then again,” he said, growing more serious, “there are a few lambs in amongst the wolves at this party.”

      Theydon hummed in agreement, then nodded to where a certain Mr. Howard was chatting with Lady Eleanor Feilding while the dreadful woman’s lady’s maid walked a few steps behind them, her head bowed and her countenance sallow.

      “There is nothing remotely interesting about Howard, aside from his fortune,” Theydon said. “And Lady Eleanor is an absolute pill and hardly the sort of lively company one would expect at a debauched party.”

      “Agreed,” Arden said, frowning. “So if we aren’t all here to make a mess of each other’s reputations, then why are we here?”

      “Why, to discover that bastard Lord Carshalton’s bastard, of course,” Theydon said, his smile amused once more.

      “That can’t be all of it,” Arden said, though he had a decided interest in discovering who the heir was, and snatching them up, if he could do it. That sort of money only came along once in a lifetime, and the good it could do for his endeavors was astounding. He figured he had as good a chance as anyone to snatch up the mystery heir.

      “Well,” Theydon said, still grinning. “There is, of course, the possibility that Lord and Lady Cambourne gathered all of the misfits and broken dolls together so that we might make matches amongst ourselves and spare the better people of society from having our lot inflicted on them.”

      Arden laughed. “That seems to be as good a reason as any,” he said.

      They’d reached the part of the garden that opened into flat lawns and pretty flowerbeds, where several arrangements of chairs and refreshment tables had been made. The archery equipment that Cambourne had promised to set up later stood off to one side, beside a bundled bit of netting that could be used for a tennis or badminton court. From everything Arden had seen in the few days since he’d arrived, their hosts had provided for every sort of amusement house party guests could want during a long, and potentially hot summer.

      “So, do you have your eyes on anyone?” Theydon asked, leaning closer to Arden.

      Arden grinned and scanned the various guests as they baked in the sunshine. Some conversed with each other as they strolled through the flowerbeds, a group sat at a table under a marquee, playing cards—an activity Arden was immediately interested in—and a few sat in solitary silence, reading or painting, or in the case of Miss Pennypacker from Philadelphia, staring off into nothing while biting her lip.

      But it was Lady Patience Wycombe whom Arden’s surveying gaze landed on. Everything about the woman made him smile. She was intelligent and unafraid to speak, which he’d learned during their brief introduction a few days before, and at supper conversations since. She was beautiful as well, with thick, dark hair that she kept in a more natural style than some of the bouffants the other ladies had worked their hair into. She had porcelain skin that Arden wanted to run his hands and lips all over, and a mouth that was made for sin, if he was allowed to think something so cliché. But it was the woman’s prominent spectacles that truly excited him. He loved a woman with spectacles. Something about them reminded him of his school days and the countless teachers who had taken a ruler or a switch to his backside.

      Yes, please.

      “Ah, Lady Patience,” Theydon said, then nudged Arden’s arm. “Yes, I think she is a likely candidate as well.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Arden said, startled by the snap of jealousy that coursed through him.

      Theydon noticed his reaction, of course, and laughed. “I meant as Carshalton’s heir, you lovesick puppy.”

      “I’ve barely met the woman,” Arden replied with a flat look, irritated that Theydon had read him so quickly. But then Theydon’s words sunk in. He blinked and asked, “You think she’s Carshalton’s heir?”

      Theydon sent him a sly grin. “Honestly, I think you are Carshalton’s heir, Arden. And so does everyone else.”

      Arden kept his mouth shut. He knew for a fact he was not the heir in question, but if Theydon and the others wanted to believe he was, he would let them. It might gain him easier access to the money he so desperately needed.

      “Why do you think it would be her, then?” he asked.

      Theydon shrugged. “The rumor is that her father, Lord Fleming, was friends with Carshalton, but that they had a falling out many years ago. Right before the time of Lady Patience’s birth.”

      Arden glanced to Lady Patience again. “Is that so?”

      “Apparently,” Theydon said. “And it is said that Lord Fleming cares more for his sons than for his only daughter, even though she is the youngest and accomplished in many ways.”

      Arden turned back to Theydon. “The man could simply be a misogynist,” he said.

      “Or he could know something we don’t know.”

      Arden glanced across the lawn to Lady Patience once more. He smiled when she turned the page of the book she was reading while making a face, as though reflecting the emotions of the characters she was reading about. Perhaps she was Carshalton’s heir.

      He was pulled from his thoughts on the matter as Lord Cambourne walked up to him and Theydon from behind and rested a hand on each of their shoulders.

      “Gentlemen, how are you enjoying the wonders of Nedworth Hall so far?” he asked.

      “I, for one, am enjoying them immensely,” Theydon said, turning his attention to the group of ladies that had just stepped out of the house and begun to walk toward where Lady Patience was reading. “You’ve provided so many delightful diversions for us.”

      Cambourne laughed and took a step back. “That was my wife’s doing. She is determined to make as many matches this summer as she can.”

      “Ah, I suspected as much,” Theydon said, a flush coming to his cheeks as he continued to watch the ladies—who had now interrupted Lady Patience from her reading and appeared to be attempting to coerce her into walking with them. “She’s picked a strange combination to attempt matchmaking, though,” he went on.

      “Not so much when you come to understand who everyone is,” Cambourne said, flickering his considerable eyebrows. When both Arden and Theydon glanced to him, he went on with, “Society is such a fickle thing. It will turn against some of the brightest and best of its own kind if so much as a hint of scandal has touched any of them. My lady wife thinks that is all nonsense, of course. She has gathered people whom she believes to be in danger of being thrown over by those who fancy themselves good society for a variety of silly reasons so that you all might make matches amongst others who are in danger.”

      “Your lady wife is brilliant,” Theydon laughed.

      Arden laughed with him, but his heart wasn’t in it. Particularly as he watched Lady Patience be forced up from her seat—as a maid came to take the book Lady Yvette had snatched from her—and propelled along to walk with the other ladies. He could not understand why members of high society could not just let each other be.

      Another humbling thought came to him as he noticed Miss Benning strolling along in Lady Patience’s group as well. As far as he knew, there were no stains on Miss Benning’s reputation either, other than the fact that her father was an industrialist who had been born a laborer. Nor on Lord Avery O’Shea’s, the Earl of Carnlough’s, nor his sister’s characters, even if they were Irish. Lord O’Shea tipped his hat to the ladies as they crossed paths at the edge of the rose garden, then glared in consternation at Lord Rothbury, who was still escorting his sister. The man was good enough to have a care for his sister’s reputation, it seemed.

      “Cambourne,” he said, wincing a bit as his conscious pricked him. “Are you quite certain you would like me to remain here for the summer?”

      Cambourne glanced incredulously at Arden. “Whatever do you mean? Of course I want you here.”

      “Your wife might have gathered the worthy misfits of society here to make matches, but I think we all know that my reputation is so damaged that even her good intentions could not salvage it.”

      Cambourne grew serious. He cleared his throat before glancing to Theydon. “Would you excuse us for a moment, sir?” he asked.

      “Of course.” Theydon bowed graciously, then said, “I believe those young ladies need an escort anyhow. Perhaps I’ll discover more about Lady Patience’s origins if I accompany her.” He sent Arden a teasing wink before walking off to intercept the ladies.

      Cambourne huffed and shook his head. “Theydon needs to find himself a wife before he gets into any more trouble than he’s already in,” he said.

      Arden’s brow went up and he pivoted to watch his friend walk away. “Theydon is in trouble?” he asked.

      “Don’t you worry about that,” Cambourne said. “You need to worry about yourself first. Or should I say, you need to worry about your mother?” He arched one eyebrow questioningly.

      Arden let out a breath, knowing full well what Cambourne was getting at. “She is managing perfectly well at the moment,” he said in a low voice. “The funds that she was able to obtain from the Sisters of Mercy have gone a long way toward repairing the orphanage roof, and even paying for Mama to take all of her little chicks for a brief holiday by the sea.”

      “That is a privilege few orphans are ever treated to,” Cambourne said with an expression of surprise. “Your mother is a good woman.”

      “My mother is a saint who has been wronged by everyone who should have cared for her,” Arden growled, balling his hands into fists. “But as lovely as the holiday was, for her and the children, it was not financially wise. I will need to win quite a bit of money at the card table while I am here to make up for it.”

      Cambourne dismissed Arden’s concern with a wave of his hand. “You’ll win, and what you fail to win, I would be willing to donate to the cause.”

      “You have given enough already, my friend,” Arden sighed. “I cannot bleed you for more.”

      Cambourne stared incredulously at him. “You would not have to bleed me for anything if you would come clean about your charitable endeavors. Haven’t you grown tired of deliberately ruining your reputation yet?”

      Arden laughed. “Is that why you’ve invited a reprobate like me to your house party?” he asked. “To reform me?”

      “Perhaps,” Cambourne said with a shrug.

      Arden tried not to sneer. “I’ve no wish to be reformed, Cambourne. I love the freedom of a ruined reputation. I can go wherever I like, speak to whomever interests me, and go to bed with anyone I please with impunity. I’ll not give that up simply to make others happy.”

      “I know, dear boy,” Cambourne said with sudden paternal affection. “I did not invite you here to change you. I invited you because I know you can earn a year’s worth of income for your mother’s orphanage here, perhaps from Mr. Howard alone. The man is terrible at cards, but has a fortune at his disposal. The Duke of Foxley as well, though he is accomplished at cards.”

      “You brought me here to cheat and steal from your guests?” Arden asked, his mouth twitching with the urge to smile.

      “I brought you here to enhance your income,” Cambourne said, a humorous sparkle in his eyes. “Lady Cambourne brought you here because she is desperate to see you married off at last.” He paused, then added, “Also, because you are an obvious candidate in the hunt for Carshalton’s heir.”

      “Do you know who it is?” Arden asked, his mind suddenly spinning with the possibilities that would open to him, his mother, and the orphans if they had Carshalton’s money. “Is it Lady Patience?”

      Cambourne replied with a maddening grin. “I know who the heir is, yes,” he said. “As for the rest of that….”

      He chuckled and glanced off to where Theydon, Lady Patience and her friends, and Mr. Howard, Lady Eleanor, and Lady Eleanor’s maid had all converged by the rose garden.

      “Do not do yourself a disservice by thinking you are not wanted here, Arden,” he continued in a moment of candor. “I have always known you to be more than who you believe yourself to be. Lady Cambourne feels the same way. You are free to have all the licentious fun you want, but take it from me, that sort of enjoyment is even better when you have a dedicated partner to share it with.”

      The way he wiggled his eyebrows made it hard for Arden to keep a straight face. He had long suspected that all of the rumors he’d heard about Lord and Lady Cambourne and the sort of fun they liked to have were true.

      Instead of arguing with his host, he said, “You would be saving me a great deal of time if you simply confirmed Lady Patience is Carshalton’s heir.”

      Cambourne laughed. “Now why would I do that when you could have the enjoyment of solving the mystery yourself?”

      Arden shook his head and laughed as Cambourne winked, then walked away from him. He really did like the old bastard. He liked Lady Cambourne as well. It was no wonder the two of them knew the identity of the Carshalton heir. They knew a great many of the darkest secrets of society—both those who had fallen out of favor with it and those who were still in good graces. As enjoyable as the party would be the way they had planned it, Arden mused that it would have been even more enjoyable if they’d invited some of the nobs who fancied themselves to be so pure, but who were, in fact, darker than any of the questionable men and women who had been invited to Nedworth Hall for the summer.

      Those thoughts had him watching Lady Patience across the lawn again. If it was true that Lady Cambourne had selected her guests because they each had some mark against them, then Lady Patience very well could be Carshalton’s heir. There didn’t seem to be a single thing wrong with her otherwise. She was bookish and perhaps a bit too straightforward, but Arden had never seen that as a fault, and certainly not something that would need to be kept a secret.

      And she was beautiful. He imagined she would be even more beautiful without her clothing, spread and panting in his bed. People of all sorts were always more inclined to give up their secrets when they’d given up their body. Perhaps Lady Patience would confess her true parentage, and give her hand in marriage, after he’d seduced her into revealing all. And even if she wasn’t Carshalton’s heir, Arden couldn’t help but think that getting Lady Patience into his bed would be a revelation for both of them.
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      The first week of the house party went much as Patience expected. Lady Cambourne provided ample entertainment for her guests that she insisted was not required, but was simply there for those who wished a more structured form of leisure. And then she proceeded to coax, coerce, or outright bully Patience into taking part when all Patience wished to do was sit in the library and read or wander through the grounds of Nedworth Hall in peaceful contemplation. Alone.

      “You know I cannot allow you to pass another day without at least attempting to keep company with the young men under our roof,” Lady Cambourne scolded her with a sly smile on the sixth day of the party. “I promised your dear mama that I would at least attempt to marry you off.”

      Patience had sighed and pursed her lips at Lady Cambourne’s words—which were little more than an extension of her mama’s matchmaking endeavors—then gone off to join the musical entertainment in the conservatory.

      But even Patience had to admit that there were a few advantages to the party. She rather liked some of the other female guests, who were swiftly becoming friends. She found Lady Angeline O’Shea to be the sweetest, most charming of friends, though the interest the young Irishwoman had developed in the overly dour Marquess of Rothbury mystified her. Patience couldn’t say the same about Lady Eleanor Fielding, whom she found to be fickle and overly proud, and who treated her companion, Miss Silverstone, abominably. And she was wary of Lady Yvette and the American heiress, Miss Melanie Pennypacker, because both women could be exceedingly loud when encouraged. Unfortunately, they encouraged each other frequently.

      Patience liked Miss Charlotte Benning, though. She was the youngest daughter of an industrialist who had made a fortune outfitting ships that did trade with India and China. He had stakes in those shipping endeavors as well. Unsurprisingly, as Patience came to know Miss Benning better, she discovered there was some sort of irregularity with her mother that the poor thing was unwilling to speak about. She was intelligent and thoughtful, though, and did not leap into every activity Lady Cambourne presented—unlike Lady Yvette and Miss Pennypacker—but Miss Benning would not say more than a few words about her origins at all.

      Which tickled Patience’s fancy and reminded her that one of the house party guests was Lord Carshalton’s mysterious heir.

      Miss Benning was most definitely a possibility as the heir. Patience found herself mulling over the scant information she had learned about the woman as she walked the hallways of Nedworth Hall a week after her arrival, on a rainy afternoon when all the guests were forced to stay inside. In the distance, Patience could hear the sound of someone banging on a piano while someone else sang, interspersed with laughter to make her think there was a game and not a concert in the conservatory. She tried to avoid that, keeping to the side of the house made up mostly of small parlors and a billiards room instead. Her new friend’s unwillingness to say much about her family, her mother in particular, was suspicious. But at the same time, Patience also had her suspicions about Mr. Covington.

      The thought of Mr. Covington, coupled with a burst of male laughter from the billiards room, caused Patience to stop in her tracks and press a hand to her stomach. She was furious with herself for reacting like a ninny every time she saw the man, or even heard his name. Mr. Arden Covington was a cad and a rake. For the last week, she had watched him flirt with everyone from Lady Angeline to the Duke of Foxley—although the charm he poured out for Foxley seemed to be more about getting the duke to part with the contents of his wallet at the card table than anything scandalous.

      Patience walked on, hurrying past the billiards room. That was the other thing. Mr. Covington was a gambler, as she had seen for herself when she wandered into the room where the gentlemen were playing cards in her efforts to escape from the informal ball being held in the conservatory on Friday night. The pile of cash in front of him that evening had been more than enough for Patience to see he was quite familiar with whist or poker, or whatever high-stakes game the gentlemen had been playing.

      It was exactly the sort of thing a wicked, illegitimate heir of a man of questionable character would do. As much as it irritated Patience to think that she had fallen into Lady Cambourne’s trap of piquing her interest in the identity of Lord Carshalton’s heir, she had to admit that she was eager to be the first to learn the truth. Which meant she would be forced to spend time in company instead of⁠—

      “Oh, Lady Patience.”

      Patience froze in her steps and scrunched her face tight at the sound of Mr. Howard calling to her from the doorway of the billiard room. Of all the blasted people to waylay her on her way to…wherever she had been about to end up, it had to be that odious man.

      There was nothing for it but to turn to Mr. Howard with as polite a smile as she could manage, push her spectacles up the bridge of her nose, and say, “Is there something I could do for you, Mr. Howard?”

      Mr. Howard chuckled in a way that made Patience’s skin crawl as he sauntered toward her. “I was hoping you’d ask that, because I can think of a great many things you could do for me.”

      The way he glanced over her form made Patience wish she had a book to clutch to her chest in order to hide herself from view. Oafs like Mr. Howard were a large part of the reason she detested society.

      “I was just on my way to—” Patience scrambled for a way to end the sentence. She hadn’t really been on her way anywhere, she’d just been bored. “On my way to join the others in the conservatory,” she finished. The best way to keep herself safe from Mr. Howard’s attentions was to be in company.

      “You must allow me to accompany you,” Mr. Howard said, stepping even closer to her.

      Patience frowned over the idea that she must do anything Mr. Howard suggested. She pushed herself into motion, striding down the hall at an ungraceful pace so that she might avoid taking the man’s offered arm.

      “Lady Patience, do wait up,” Mr. Howard said, coming after her. “I have a great many things I should like to discuss with you.”

      “Oh, I…I don’t know….” Patience did her best to avoid looking at the man as she hurried toward the conservatory.

      Mr. Howard laughed. “There is no fire, my lady,” he said. “You’ve no need to run. Moderate your pace and tell me about your mother.”

      Patience nearly stumbled over her own feet, which forced her to walk slower. At least they were close to the conservatory now. “My mother?”

      “Yes,” Mr. Howard said, wiggling his eyebrows. “Was she at all acquainted with Lord Carshalton?”

      Patience’s mouth dropped open. Mr. Howard could not possibly think— “I am not the heir,” she told him, then ducked quickly into the conservatory.

      “Perhaps we should discuss the matter further,” Mr. Howard said, following her in. “In private.”

      “Oh, I could not.”

      Patience nearly shouted in relief to find Lady Cambourne just inside the conservatory doorway, watching the antics of Lady Yvette and Lord Theydon as they performed some sort of comic duet. Patience widened her eyes at Lady Cambourne, then jerked her head slightly toward Mr. Howard as he came up behind her, peering over her shoulder as if she were wearing a low-cut ballgown—which she most certainly was not—and he could take a look at things he should not.

      Blessedly, Lady Cambourne caught onto Patience’s dilemma at once.

      “Mr. Howard,” she whispered, so as not to disturb the performance. “Could I have a word with you?”

      “As long as it is a short one,” Mr. Howard chuckled. He winked at Patience and muttered, “Stay right there,” as he crossed to Lady Cambourne.

      Patience most certainly did not stay right there. The moment Mr. Howard was distracted, she bolted from the room. It might not have been particularly genteel of her, but the second she was in the hallway, she picked up her skirts and ran.

      The conservatory was the anchor point of the house’s east wing, so Patience hurried away from it, across the main entrance hall, and over to the house’s west wing. The west wing was slightly larger. The upper floors held many of the guest bedrooms, including her own. It also held the library, which was the one place Patience knew Mr. Howard would never venture. It was the perfect safe haven for her now, as it would provide not only a secluded space devoid of predatory houseguests, but enough books to⁠—

      Patience gasped out loud as she darted into the room, only to find Mr. Covington reclined on a sofa near one of several sets of tall windows containing French doors. He was in only his shirtsleeves and a lightweight, knitted vest that belonged on a cricket pitch and not a manor house, and he had his shoes off. His stockinged feet were propped on one of the arms of the sofa, and his trousers had inched up enough that Patience caught a flash of skin at his calf.

      Already breathless from running, Patience clapped a hand to her heaving chest and tried not to laugh at the irony of being startled by the show of an ankle.

      Mr. Covington noticed her the moment she appeared, of course. He snapped the book he was reading shut and sat up so quickly Patience figured he must have gone dizzy. But instead of swooning, he burst into one of his warm, open smiles.

      “Lady Patience,” he said, tossing his book aside cavalierly and standing. “What a pleasant surprise.”

      “Mr. Covington,” she said, fidgeting uselessly for a moment before pushing her spectacles into place. “You said you did not read.”

      “Call me Arden, please,” he said, stepping around the chair that blocked her from the sofa and moving to meet her. “And I may have exaggerated that claim.”

      Patience’s lips twitched with the urge to smile. She told herself to run, but unlike her encounter with Mr. Howard, neither her feet nor her body wanted to move away from Arden.

      She blinked and shook her head. “I cannot call you by your given name.”

      “Why not?” Arden shrugged, a glimmer of mischief in his eyes.

      “It isn’t appropriate. You are not my brother nor a kinsman,” Patience said.

      “No, I am not,” Arden said in a purr that sent shivers through her belly and lower.

      Those shivers seemed to knock some sense into her. Patience let out an impatient breath through her nose and lowered her shoulders, bringing her hand away from her stomach. “Mr. Covington, please do stop trying to seduce me,” she said in a no-nonsense voice. “It is a waste of your time and mine.”

      Arden’s brow flew up in surprise, and for a moment, something other than wickedness crossed through his expression.

      “Why do you consider it a waste of my time?” he asked. “I enjoy seduction in all its forms. Do you not think yourself a worthy target for my mischief?”

      Patience’s mouth fell open. That was not what she would ever have expected the man to say. “No!” she answered, then immediately grasped the implication of her words. “No, I mean, it is not that I find myself unworthy of being seduced⁠—”

      Her own words gave her pause. Did she find herself unworthy of being seduced? Mr. Howard certainly hadn’t thought so. Nor had half a dozen other untoward gentlemen who had cornered her at public and private events, thinking they had a right to make her squirm simply because they were men and she was a woman.

      When she came out of her flash of thought, Arden was watching her with a curious look. Patience decided to be forthcoming with him.

      “Your lot seems to think that women are nothing more than prizes to be won or dolls to be played with,” she said, scowling. “You make your insinuations and press yourselves upon us, but then blame us if anyone sees you at it and make certain our reputations are the ones that are ruined. I have had enough of it.”

      Patience turned to go, but before she could take more than a few steps, Arden called after her, “I’m sorry.”

      That was enough to prompt Patience to turn around and narrow her eyes at him in an attempt to ascertain if he was serious or if it was just another way to play with her.

      Arden stayed where he was instead of pursuing her, which was a point in his favor. “I’m sorry,” he repeated, then sighed and pushed a hand through his hair. “You are right. Men prey upon women because we are selfish and we see your lot as weak.”

      Patience was so stunned by the honesty of those words that she took a step back toward him. “You would admit that?”

      Arden shrugged. “It’s true, so why not.”

      She didn’t know whether to be pleased by his honest admission or infuriated by the truth. “And is that what you are doing now?” she asked. “Preying on me because you want me for some reason?”

      A spark of heat entered his eyes that brought back the shivery feeling in Patience’s unmentionable parts. “I do want you,” he admitted, moving slowly closer to her. “How could I not? You are a bright star in an otherwise dull field.”

      “I am a spinster who wears spectacles and dislikes company,” Patience said in a flat voice.

      Arden laughed in a low, throaty way that had Patience catching her breath. “You are unique and clever. I like that in a woman. And you are beautiful, because of your spectacles, not despite them.”

      Patience reflexively raised a hand to touch the frame of her spectacles. They helped her to see, and that was all. She’d never imagined anyone would find them interesting.

      Arden went on with a tiny shrug of one shoulder as he came to within a few feet of her. “In addition, I happen to like making love,” he said. “I’m well-known for my proclivities. I’m good at it. So why should I not openly express my interest in sharing something I am good at and that I enjoy with someone I like and wish to make happy?”

      Patience’s mouth opened, but not a single sound came out. When he put it like that, it seemed to make all the sense in the world. Why were people so prudish when it came to matters between men and women? She’d read Mary Wollstonecraft and Edward Carpenter and more on the subject of free love and sexual freedom, even though she and her mama had had to resort to nefarious means to get their hands on those books and hide them from her father.

      “I see I have shocked you,” Arden said, his grin turning wolfish as he slipped even closer to her.

      “No, it is not that,” Patience said, sounding far too breathless for her own good.

      She gasped again when Arden closed the gap between them, hooking his arm around her waist and pressing their bodies close together.

      “Let me shock you even more,” he said with a growl, then slanted his mouth over hers.

      Patience had never been kissed before. Not like that. Arden was hot and possessive as he teased her lips into opening, then explored her mouth with his tongue. It seemed ridiculous and intrusive for all of a second before she found herself melting into his invasion and seeking more of it. He tasted her as if she were a delicacy, and she saw no reason not to explore him in return.

      Arden made a sound of surprise and approval as she raised her arms to circle him and tilted her head a bit so that she could kiss him in return. The way his hand stroked her back, settling just below the waistband of her skirt, made her blood sing with excitement. His crisp scent—shaving soap and musk—filled her nose and made her want even more of him. And when he drew his hand up to caress the exposed skin just above her collar at the back of her neck, Patience felt something move within her that seemed to want more.

      “Lady Patience?” Mr. Howard’s voice calling from the hallway startled both of them out of their ardor. “Lady Patience? Where are you?”

      “Quick!” Patience hissed, backing away from Arden enough to grasp his hand and dart for the nearest French door to the garden.

      “No time,” Arden whispered in return, tugging Patience in another direction.

      They ended up behind a long, thick curtain to the side of one of the windows just as Mr. Howard’s footsteps sounded on the library’s wooden floor.

      “Lady Patience?” Mr. Howard’s voice was questioning. A moment later, he let out an irritated sigh. “Damn, annoying chit,” he muttered before the footsteps continued to the far end of the room.

      Patience held her breath, pressing herself against Arden’s warm body. His arms circling around her made her feel safe and concealed, though she was well aware it was all an illusion. Only a dolt would fail to see two people mashed together behind a curtain, but if anyone was that dolt, it was Mr. Howard.

      “Lady Patience, where are you?” Mr. Howard called out again.

      “Don’t worry,” Arden whispered so quietly Patience almost didn’t hear him. “If he finds us, I’ll protect you.”

      Oddly enough, Patience was certain he meant that. Even stranger still, she believed it. She believed Arden could keep her safe.

      “Fucking bitch,” Mr. Howard’s hiss sounded from the room a moment later before the clip of his footsteps sped up and headed out of the room.

      Patience’s mouth dropped open in outrage. She had half a mind to step out of her concealment to give the bastard a piece of her mind.

      But Arden strengthened his grip on her and whispered, “Don’t. Let him leave.”

      She clamped her jaw tightly and listened to the sound of Mr. Howard’s footsteps fading down the hall. Her ire settled a little as they disappeared into the distance, but she would forever hate the man after what she had heard.

      When it was finally safe to come out of hiding, she pulled away from Arden.

      Or at least tried to.

      Arden pulled her back against him and cradled the side of her face to tilt it up to him. He then brought his mouth down over hers with a force of passion that not only knocked her spectacles askew, it took her breath away.

      There was more to that kiss than the first one, more than a bit of fun and seduction in the library on a rainy afternoon. That kiss was filled with promise and excitement. It made Patience feel as though she’d been pushed off a cliff and was falling into something new and scintillating. Arden was most definitely going to have his way with her. The only question remaining was whether he would take her right there in the library or whether he would whisk her away to whichever guestroom he’d been given.

      But as quickly as those thoughts came to her, he stopped and pulled back, nearly releasing her entirely.

      “I’m sorry,” he said in a mystified voice. “I shouldn’t.”

      He stepped back even farther, holding aside the heavy curtain so Patience could leave the closed space. A rush of cool air swirled around her, making her realize how stuffy the space behind the curtain had become, but she wasn’t certain she liked it. She wasn’t certain she liked not being seduced at all.

      “Forgive me,” Arden said, leading her into the open part of the library, then turning away so he could fetch his shoes and the book he’d been reading. “I…you deserve more than this.”

      With that, he nodded respectfully to her, then marched proudly out of the room in his stocking feet.

      Patience watched him go, utterly perplexed. How could a man make her feel so wonderful one moment, then leave her feeling hollow and brittle the next…by nobly preserving her virtue? It wasn’t at all what she would have expected from a man with such a jaded reputation. And while she was puzzling over things, how odd was it that she could be so disgusted by one man’s advances and so aroused by another’s, particularly when the one who had done so much more than throw words at her was the one she wanted more from?

      She shook her head and started out of the library, making up her mind to go to her room for the privacy she needed to deal with the turn of events. She needed time to analyze the whole thing and to decide whether she wanted to pursue Arden the way men like him typically pursued women much savvier than her, or whether she wanted to go back to her books for the summer.
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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.
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