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      Lady Ava Woodmoor, the rather spoiled, youngest daughter of the Earl of Heatherfield, of Scotland, has just said goodbye to her longtime companion, who has wedded a man she picked out for her. Deciding that she is rather good at matchmaking, having had a hand in this, as well as arranging for the love match of her elder sister, she is determined to make this her new hobby, and begins in earnest with a several new friends she’s made in town and neighbors.

      

      Gavan Douglas, Baron Darkwood, fed up with Ava’s meddling which has now affected him and a crofter on his land, who is now threatening to migrate to Canada and take his laborers with him, makes haste to Heatherfield. While there, Gavan scolds Ava for her interference, but can’t help himself for jumping into the game, when a newcomer in town appears to be the perfect match for a lass that Ava has regretfully mislead. Gavan will do anything he can to keep the two apart while Ava will do anything to keep them together.

      

      As schemes tangle and sparks fly, Ava and Gavan discover that their greatest challenge is not in keeping others apart—or pushing them together—but in resisting the pull between themselves. What began as a battle of wills soon turns into a dance of hearts, and the more they spar, the more they risk falling into the very match they never saw coming.
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        The Ladies’ Marriage Prospects Bulletin

      

      

      
        
        Above all, a lady must remember: a gentleman is the hunter, she is the quarry.

        The deer does not chase the stag.

      

      

      

      How fortuitous for Lady Ava Woodmoor that her eighteenth birthday also happened to be the very day she was making her debut in society. What better way to mark such a monumental year than stepping out into the world where she might claim the love of her life and live happily ever after?

      She had been giddy all morning, and now here she was at Strathcael’s assembly rooms, her father, the Earl of Heatherfield, at her side as he presented her to the matronly ladies of this little village in the Scotland she so dearly loved.

      Ava curtsied to the old dragons, ignoring their assessing gazes, while her eyes swept the room for the one gentleman she most longed to see.

      There he was, Gavan Douglas, son of Baron Darkwood, and the love of her life. She had adored him since the age of seven, when he chased away every bee from her fistful of flowers, and when one still managed to sting her, he squashed it and took her hand as she wailed all the way back to Heatherfield Castle.

      Gavan had hinted that tonight was important, and the only conclusion Ava could draw was that a proposal was imminent. After all, he had kissed her for the first time just yesterday beneath the willow on her father’s estate, where they played cards every Sunday after mass.

      Oh, the kiss had been a dream. Even now the warm press of his lips was seared into her soul. After tonight, she told herself, she would be able to kiss him whenever she pleased.

      But when Gavan entered the assembly room, he didn’t even glance at her. Instead, he strode past her toward the dance floor and promptly asked Lady Emma Trentham for a dance. At first, Ava thought he was teasing her, prolonging the suspense of his proposal. Yet then he asked Lady Gabriella McGregor, and Lady Rebecca Mars, and Lady Wilhelmina Paisley, even the Dowager Cochrane. Every woman within reach of the dance floor was asked—except her.

      Her father remained oblivious to the slight, but her friends, Miss Poppy Featherstone and Miss Freya Grysham, noticed at once. Just as Ava was about to burst into tears, they guided her into the garden, where the cool air soothed her torrent of emotions.

      “I hate him,” she muttered. No doubt there would be some cruel snippet in this week’s Ladies’ Marriage Prospects Bulletin about her humiliation, and when she saw it, she would toss it into the hearth and watch it burn, like her dreams.

      “What game is he playing?” Freya asked, eyeing the well-lit windows of the assembly room where laughter and music spilled out into the night.

      “A terrible one,” Poppy replied indignantly.

      “He promised tonight would change my life,” Ava said with a trembling breath. “And he was right.”

      Her two friends exchanged skeptical looks as Ava vowed, with all the earnestness of a broken heart, never to love again.
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        The Ladies’ Marriage Prospects Bulletin

      

      

      
        
        It is not the duty of a young lady to arrange marriages for others; she should be wholly occupied with arranging herself into one.

      

      

      

      The only other time in Lady Ava Woodmoor’s life that she could remember being this satisfied with herself was the day she’d convinced her governess to jump into the pond to catch a toad.

      Today was entirely different with her friends Lord and Lady Myrton married off in a match created by herself. The ceremony had been held in the rose garden, just as she'd envisioned, with pale pink peonies overflowing from every urn and garlands of wisteria dripping from the archway. Even the lace runners along the aisle had matched the bride’s gloves—Ava had seen to that personally. It was, as she liked to think of it, perfectly orchestrated bliss.

      The wedding nuptials had been splendid, and right now Ava was reliving the work of her design.

      The ceremony had unfolded beneath a canopy of white and pink roses, stitched with ivory ribbons that fluttered like sighs in the breeze. Ava had insisted on a string quartet, and the soft strains of their music had given the vows a picturesque glow—just as she’d planned.

      No detail had escaped her notice. After all, she’d been planning her own wedding since she was a wee lass, until she’d decided she wasn’t ready to marry and had made it her mission to give her well-planned dreams to everyone else. The hand-tied bouquets of pale blush roses and lavender had filled the air with a most beautiful scent. The flower girls wore wreaths Ava had woven herself. Artistry. Order. A vision executed to perfection. Even the doves had cooperated—released at the precise moment the couple kissed, their white wings sweeping into the sky like the ending note on a love story she had written.

      The bride had wiped discreetly at her damp, bliss-filled eyes, while the groom had looked stunned by joy, and the audience had practically swooned. Ava took it all in with the quiet satisfaction of a master at work.

      The wedding had been everything she could have dreamed for the happy couple. Elegant, emotional, and, most importantly, entirely of Ava’s enterprise.

      Her feet deliciously ached from having danced the afternoon away, even if her father had warned her to contain herself. Ava had been entirely too jubilant for his peace of mind. But when was her father ever calm?

      Oh, it had been glorious. And heaven help her if she wasn’t already planning the next. She’d made the decision last season after having played a part in the connection—and subsequent wedding—of her friends Poppy and Dougal, the Earl and Countess of Reay. She’d spotted the way Poppy’s eyes lingered just a touch too long across the ballroom and noticed how Dougal’s usually stern expression had softened, almost imperceptibly, whenever she passed.

      Ava had orchestrated not one but two dances without either of them realizing she’d put them directly in each other’s paths. There’d been exhilaration in the wondering—would it work? A jolt of panic when they’d nearly bypassed each other without speaking. But then, oh, the thrill. The brush of fingers, the shy glances, the spark caught between them like sunlight on crystal.

      In that moment, Ava had felt the rush of secret power. As if she controlled the fates. Well, maybe just nudged them a bit.

      From that day forward, she’d made it her mission. Her calling. Her responsibility. To see all those of eligible age perfectly matched and marched down the aisle.

      As long as it kept her from having to do the same.

      She told herself she had no desire for matrimony. And yet... there had been a strange tug when she watched the newlyweds depart earlier, hand-in-hand and utterly unaware of anyone else. A tug she refused to name.

      And it wasn’t as if she hadn’t had offers. There’d been plenty. But not one of them gave her that spark, that flutter in her belly she knew was necessary before agreeing to love, honor, cherish.

      She’d already helped several of the townspeople tie the knot, too. No matter their class or station, she was willing to help them cross from the world of the unwed, into the institution of marriage. Love didn’t discriminate, and neither did Ava’s ambition. But lately, a whisper of doubt crept in when the music faded, and the flowers were carted away.

      What if it wasn’t always joy she was stitching together, but the illusion of it?

      Ava listened to the fading laughter, the quieting of the music, as the newly married couple rode their carriage off into the distance. A flash of envy threatened to knock her off kilter, but she kicked it away, reminding herself that she had yet to meet someone who made her swoon the way Lord Myrton had knocked the balance from his bride’s feet.

      Still, something about the hush that settled after the guests had moved on to tea and cake and conversations, left her feeling unmoored. The rose petals scattered on the lawn no longer looked celebratory, but like debris. The doves had flown. The quartet had packed their instruments.

      The spell was broken.

      And Ava, master of the magic, stood at its center—feeling triumphant and alone at the same time.

      She let out a long sigh. It was fine. She had work to do. More matches to make. Other people’s love to orchestrate.

      That flicker in her chest? That weight on her shoulders? She refused to give it a name.

      “Admiring your handiwork?” The deep rumble of her nemesis Gavan’s voice slid up her spine and he came to stand beside her.

      Impeccable timing, Gavan Douglas, Baron Darkwood had. She was still basking in the afterglow of a perfectly executed ceremony when he showed up, like a stormy rain cloud drifting over her sun-drenched day.

      “Do ye no’ have someone else ye could be bothering?” She didn’t bother to keep the disdain from her voice. No matter how rude she was to him, he never seemed to catch her hints that she would rather have the earth open and swallow him whole than have to speak to him again.

      “My, my, are we no’ testy?”

      Ava rolled her eyes and contemplated leaving this very perfect spot with the very perfect view of the slowly disappearing carriage. But really why should she be the one to leave? Gavan was intruding on her space not the other way around.

      “I canna fathom another way to be around ye. Ye are rather irksome.” She flexed her fingers, keeping herself from crossing her arms in a most unladylike fashion.

      “Irksome. Hmm.” Even the way he said hmm was entirely irritating.

      “Did ye want something or are ye just set on being a bother?”

      “I can assure ye, my lady, there is nothing ye have that I want.”

      Good. Perfect. Excellent. Then why did her stomach drop like she’d just swallowed a stone?

      Her jaw tightened. It was nonsense, of course. He’d come to her. Still, the words landed with a weight she hadn’t expected. She didn’t care, she told herself. Not one bit. She had orchestrated a wedding today. She was the one being useful, building futures, while Gavan simply… smiled.

      My goodness was he really so obtuse?

      In an attempt to calm herself, she smoothed her hands over her gown, a delicate shade of buttercream silk, embroidered with fine ivory thread and little rosebuds, the hem just brushing her ankles. It was a gown meant to be admired. Preferably from a distance. Preferably not by Lord Darkwood, who was staring entirely too boldly at the skirt which housed her legs.

      “Best be running along then, my lord, else ye’ll miss the next person to annoy.”

      The man had the audacity to chuckle, which only prompted Ava to sort through a mental catalogue of every Shakespearean insult she knew and to subsequently ask the lord for forgiveness for her sinful and cruel thoughts. Gavan couldn’t help being a complete annoyance. It seemed to be the way he was born, for she’d never known him not to make her bristle.

      She glanced at him sideways, letting out a rather mournful sigh. She didn’t even like him. Absolutely not. So why did she feel oddly… noticed whenever he showed up?

      If he didn’t irritate her so much, she’d be willing to admit he was handsome. She glanced at him sideways, scowling. If he didn’t make her blood boil so easily, she might be forced to admit his eyes—grey as a storm cloud and twice as unsettling—were entirely too arresting. Or that her fingers itched to ruffle the unruly dark curls that dared to defy order the way he did. Fortunately, either he opened his mouth and ruined it all, as usual, or there was the inevitable smirk on his too kissable lips that made her scowl.

      Smirks like that were dangerous.

      “Good day, my lord,” she said, deciding that it would in fact be prudent if she were the one to leave.

      “I’ll escort ye,” he volunteered.

      “My legs and faculties are just fine.”

      The absurd man had the nerve to stare down at her legs, again.

      “Aye, they do appear to be quite fine.”

      Ava let out a groan. “Must ye be so crass?”

      He raised a brow. “Must ye be so irritable?”

      Ava’s mouth dropped open and a squeak came out. The start of something rude no doubt before she managed to stop herself.

      “I said good day!” she said a little too loudly.

      Gavan’s smile deepened and he gave a mock salute which only rendered her speechless, and her vision to go red.

      “Why ye⁠—”

      “There ye are.”

      Saved by her father, Ava rushed toward him. “Papa, I was looking for ye.”

      He patted her hand where she threaded it through his elbow, warm and familiar, and she waited for him to escort her to their waiting carriage.

      But he didn’t move.

      Instead, he stood there smiling, first at Gavan, then back at her, and Ava’s stomach plummeted. Oh no. That look. That hopeful gleam in his eyes. Her father, dear man, was reading entirely too much into the moment, as if Gavan had said something meaningful or glanced at her a second too long. As if they hadn’t just exchanged barbs like they always did.

      He wanted her settled, she knew that. He was so desperate for her to find a match, and here Gavan stood, the perfect candidate in his eyes. Not in hers.

      But she couldn’t blame him, not really. He’d been devoted to her mother—God rest her soul—and he simply wanted Ava to know that kind of joy. Like her sisters had. But he didn’t seem to understand, she just wasn’t ready and may never be.

      “Lord Darkwood, I trust ye’re well.” Her father’s eyebrows lifted in that maddeningly hopeful way, as if he were expecting Gavan to drop to one knee and declare undying love that very moment.

      Ava wanted to yank on her father’s arm and disappear into their carriage. She didn’t want to hear anything else from Gavan, especially not in that insufferably smooth voice. And she certainly didn’t want her father mistaking politeness for courtship. She wanted to be very far from both of them.

      This instant.

      “Lord Heatherfield, always a pleasure to see ye,” Gavan replied with practiced charm.

      “We’ve missed your company of late.” Her papa patted her hand again, a knowing little squeeze that made Ava bristle. As if she shared his opinion. As if she hadn’t just envisioned pushing Gavan into the ornamental fountain.

      Their fathers had been dear friends, which meant their families had spent years in close company, long afternoons of cards and cordial disagreements, hunts across sun-dappled fields, winter dances where the children were allowed to stay up too late. Ava could still remember Gavan as a lad. Bold, brash, always trailing mud behind him and daring her to race him to the stables.

      But that was before.

      After his father’s death, Gavan had been all but swallowed by the estate. He’d inherited not just the land, but the quiet ruin left behind by illness and neglect. Fields untended. Tenants behind on rent. Livestock sold off too early.

      She supposed she ought to feel some measure of sympathy.

      And perhaps she did, somewhere far beneath the layers of irritation he stirred up every time he opened that smug, maddening mouth.

      “I do hope to call on ye soon, my lord,” Gavan said. “But I’ve been busier than usual with the estate, given the loss of several crofters.” He gave Ava a pointed stare.

      “Understood. Do come by when ye can, we’ll go for a shoot.”

      “’Twould be an honor, my lord.” Gavan bowed to them both, and it took every ounce of willpower Ava possessed not to sniff disdainfully in his direction, or perhaps throw her fan at his smug, stupid head.

      As if sensing that, he grinned. “Good day, my lady.”

      Only a nudge from her father had her returning the farewell. And she could have sworn she heard Gavan laughing the entire way back to their carriage.
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      "What do ye mean he’s gone?"

      The door creaked as he stepped inside the empty crofter’s cottage, the sound echoing too loudly in the hollow space. Dust motes danced in the sunlight slicing through the window, catching on the edges of a battered table pushed against the wall. Six chairs remained, empty of the once boisterous family who’d lived here. The hearth was cold, its ashes long settled, the massive pot that used to hold stews gone. Shelves that once stored bowls or tools now stood bare. The air still held the faint scent of smoke and something older, earthy, lived-in, now abandoned. It was a room stripped of life but still bearing its shape, like a body without a soul.

      Seamus had taken over the ownership of the croft and the running of this particular part of Gavan's property from his father, who had passed away last year. He could still remember Seamus’s father, stooped, proud, loyal. And now the house was empty. The sheep still grazed, but they had no shepherd, abandoned.

      Just like his own estate had become slowly neglected, room by room, field by field, as his father aged. The man had refused to hire more help, refused to admit the land needed more than legacy to sustain it. His father had spent more time at the club or hunting than keeping up with his lands and taken the estate down with him. God rest his soul, Gavan’s father had held on too long, too sick and too stubborn to let go, leaving the estate to crumble around them one failing field at a time.

      Seamus was a young man and known to be popular with the ladies. But it hadn’t been on Gavan’s purview that Seamus was looking to leave.

      "Immigrated to Canada, my lord."

      "What do ye mean he immigrated to Canada?"

      Gavan had been trying to keep his crofters from doing just that. There had been a mass migration of Scots to Canada, leaving lands unattended, the sheep abandoned.

      To his left, the hillside rolled gently into a wide stretch of open field, golden-green beneath the mocking morning sun. The sheep dotted the land like tufts of wool scattered like a game of knucklebones, their thick coats catching the light as they grazed. A few lifted their heads lazily, blinking toward him with that blank, trusting calm that made his chest ache. They had no idea their keeper was gone. No sense of what had been lost. The grass was rich, the breeze soft, but the silence felt different now, hollow, like a Scottish ballad missing its melody.

      A thistle had pushed up through the stone path at the front of the croft, defiant, sharp. Nature reclaiming what man had abandoned. He’d seen more of that lately. Shuttered windows. Weeds in the troughs. Silence where there should have been shouting, laughter, life.

      Even now, he could look out into the field and see that the sheep were there. He stared at Seamus’s cousin, who had been in the fields.

      "Fell in love." The cousin shrugged.

      "Fell in love?" Gavan frowned. What would make a man fall in love and then leave his own country, leave his duties, behind?

      "What does falling in love have to do with going to Canada?" he asked. "He could’ve fallen in love here."

      "The lass he was matched with was from Canada."

      Gavan didn’t know why his ears perked at the word matched, but they perked all the same. He glanced down at Seamus’s cousin, eyebrows raised.

      "Matched?" he asked.

      The cousin shook his head, looking down at the ground.

      "It was all rather sudden, my lord."

      "Explain."

      "Well, he met the young Canadian lass at a local dance. And he was smitten. So, the lady arranged for the two of them to meet."

      Gavan’s ears perked once more. This was starting to sound all too familiar to him.

      "The lady?"

      "Aye, Lady Ava."

      Of course, it was Lady Ava. He could already imagine her reaction. Innocent, wide-eyed, utterly unrepentant. She always acted as if she were helping, as if she’d gifted him something, not pulling out a crucial thread from the fabric of his land.

      Already, his estate was at risk of economic and social demise. He’d already had three crofters already immigrate to Canada recently. He couldn’t afford to lose Seamus too.

      If his father had allowed him to take the reins sooner, just a few years earlier, maybe things would’ve been different. Maybe they could’ve invested in improvements, repaired the crumbling roads, offered more than meager wages and aging livestock. But by the time Gavan had taken over, the cracks were already deep.

      Gavan was always a hands-on landowner, but he couldn’t run the farms himself. The crofts depended on the people. Seamus’s land was one of the vastest that he held, and Gavan depended on the land and the sheep for income to help feed the rest of the people of his lands.

      "When did he leave?"

      "Just yesterday, my lord."

      Just yesterday. The words hit like a blow. Seamus had walked these fields days ago, and now he was gone, as if ripped from the land like a weed.

      Had he truly not trusted Gavan enough to say goodbye? Or had he known Gavan would try to stop him, and hadn’t wanted to face him?

      "And why did he no’ come to see me?"

      Perhaps that was the thing that irritated him most of all as well, that Seamus never came to say goodbye or ask permission or let him know that he was abandoning the land and his duty.

      "I think he was afraid ye’d convince him no’ to go," his cousin said.

      Gavan nodded. That was entirely true. He would’ve convinced Seamus to stay on. Now he was left with an empty croft, and three down the road.

      This couldn’t happen again. Ava needed to stop her meddling. She was going to ruin him. And why did she seem to be picking on him? All this matchmaking that she was doing was coming from his lands.

      Except, of course, the two who had just gotten married last week. In addition to his now four missing crofters, Ava had orchestrated the miller’s daughter who helped to collect for the mill which paid a tithe to Gavan, just last month, had married a bootmaker from Inverness after one of Ava’s country weekends. Before that, the stonemason’s son who had been assigned to rebuilding the left turret of his castle, had been bundled off to Edinburgh with some heiress Ava swore was “perfectly suited.” He wasn’t sure what that meant, but it usually translated to someone with soft hands and high demands.

      She was expanding her little enterprise, it would seem, to those of the common class. Had she gotten bored meddling in the lives of nobles?

      “Ava,” he muttered under his breath, like it was a curse and a prayer all in one. How was it that missing crofters, a wedding, and now an entire patch of land all led back to her?

      Gavan’s frown deepened. He needed to go talk to her. To tell her to cease with this ridiculous hobby.

      The problem was, every time he and she ever spoke, an argument always ensued. Case in point, the wedding yesterday. He could almost hear the smug lilt in her voice now, the way her eyes lit when a plan came together.

      But even if it was an argument he was about to have, it was one that needed having. He couldn’t risk losing another one of his crofters to her matchmaking schemes. The more he lost, the more risk there was in him having to sell off parcels of his land in order to pay his taxes and be sure the crofters and their families who remained would be able to feed themselves through the long, cold, harsh winters. This wasn’t just about losing a man he’d respected. A family he’d known since his own boyhood, or a simple servant. This was about the livelihood of every Douglas on his lands. This was about the ones who stayed and looked to him for protection, for vision, for purpose. Was he doing enough for them? Was it only a matter of time before they saw what Seamus apparently saw, a sinking ship masked in tartan and tradition?

      Gavan was only one man, and even if he denied himself sleep, he couldn’t care for four crofts on his own. He couldn’t collect what was owed from the miller. He couldn’t rebuild his castle alone. He needed his clan, his people. He wasn’t just trying to preserve land or sheep. He was trying to hold together a way of life that was slipping through his fingers like cold water. And Ava, with her whims and matches and pretty smiles, didn’t understand the effects of what she was undoing.

      He wanted to blame Ava. It was easier. Cleaner. But the truth scraped at him like grit beneath the skin, if Seamus had believed there was a future here, he wouldn't have gone to Canada. No matter who introduced him to a pretty Canadian lass.

      Ava’s meddling wasn’t the only thing that had sent them away. But the promise of more; more land, more freedom, more hope. Things Gavan wished he could offer but couldn’t.

      It wasn’t as if she actually even cared about the people anyway. This was just a distraction to her, a little game of humans that she could play with. Marionettes on strings that she could partner up and toss away. She was infuriatingly effective. Even now, the idea that she could coax a man from his land halfway across the world...

      Gavan had known Ava since they were children. Even then, she loved to match people, her governess with the stable master, a maid with a footman, even her dolls had arranged marriages. She got a special glee from putting people together in matches. As if seeing their love and happiness gave her some sort of thrill.

      Back then, it was harmless. Now it was hemorrhaging his estate, and only saints knew what else.

      Was it kindness or arrogance that made her so certain she knew what was best for everyone? She wasn’t cruel, exactly. Just... detached. Like she was writing a story in her head and everyone else were characters on a page. Even him.

      What the lady needed was a match of her own. Maybe that’s what he would do in return to get her to stop meddling with his people, find her a husband.

      Maybe if she poured half as much energy into her own love life as she did everyone else’s, she’d be managing a nursery instead of a matchmaking empire.

      And his lands would be safe from her ridiculous actions. While she hosted teas and plotted dances, he was calculating wool yields and praying for rain. Did she ever stop to think what happened after the vows were spoken? After the cart rolled off to Canada with another one of his crofters in it.

      He’d tell her to stop. He’d make her stop. But part of him wondered if she wasn’t doing what he couldn’t, offering people a way out. A future that didn’t look like toil and sacrifice and silence.

      He clenched his fists. He wasn’t just angry, he was afraid. How many more would leave?

      How long until there was no one left to leave?

      Sometimes he wondered if he’d already failed, before he’d even begun. He hadn’t inherited a thriving estate. He’d inherited a mess held together by habit and hope, a shell of something once prosperous. His father had meant well, had loved the land fiercely, but love alone didn’t mend fences or keep families fed.

      Gavan stared at the croft, the silence pressing against him like a judgment. Seamus was gone. And more would follow if he didn’t do something. While he wanted to blame Ava, deep down, the guilt sat heavy in his gut. If Seamus had felt seen, valued, needed, would he have stayed? Had Gavan given him reason to believe in this land, this future? He wasn’t sure anymore. What he did know was that he couldn’t afford to lose another soul. Not to Canada. Not to Ava. Not to the truth that he might be failing his people.

      He’d talk to Ava. He’d talk to his people. Hell, he’d talk to the sheep if it meant finding a way to hold this land together. Someone had to stand guard at the gates while everyone else was looking for a way out.
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        A lady must never presume to know the heart of a gentleman better than he knows it himself, though she may flatter herself with such fancies.

      

      

      

      Ava climbed out of the carriage, stepping down into the street of the Scottish town, Strathcael, she had lived in since she was a child. Everything was familiar to her, the cobble-lined streets, the shopfronts painted in cheerful colors, green, blue, cream, with flower boxes overflowing from their windowsills. The scent of fresh bread wafted from the bakery, mixing with sea air and peat smoke. Children played near the fountain. The butcher’s bell jingled as a cart pulled up. Everything hummed with the comfortable rhythm of home.

      Even the people were familiar and dear.

      She waved to the baker, asked how the milliner’s daughter was doing, since she’d been sick with a fever the previous week.

      And then delighted the fabric shop owners by ordering a full bolt of fabric from Paris.

      She was already planning the next ball that she was going to host at her father’s house. He agreed only because he assumed she was doing it for herself.

      But she had other ideas.

      She stepped out of the fabric shop, the sun warm against her cheeks, and paused at the top of the stone step, mentally rearranging the guest list for the third time that morning.

      Her father believed she threw balls for her own amusement, which was only partially true. While she did enjoy a well-curated evening of gowns and gossip, Ava never hosted without a purpose. A dance floor was a battlefield. A guest list was a chessboard.

      With the London season over, eligible men were flocking back to Scotland like peacocks without a parade. Thomas Mackintosh had just returned from Oxford, still awkward but now with the slight confidence of a man who could quote Virgil. Lord Baird’s second son had acquired an inheritance and a better cut of suit, which made him suddenly presentable. Even the shy MacCallum twins were of age now, their dimpled cheeks more attractive than adorable.

      Three potential pairings already circled in her mind. She would, of course, observe carefully, but she didn’t believe in leaving these things to chance. Love was fine and well, but it was inefficient on its own.

      She adjusted her gloves and stepped forward, eyes scanning the street automatically for familiar faces. If there was a newcomer in town, or an overlooked gem, she’d find them. There was always someone in need of a nudge toward the altar. And Ava loved nothing more than a matchmaking challenge.

      She noticed a young woman, with her lady’s maid, that she had never met before walking down the street. She was wearing a soft pink gown with a matching bonnet, and her hair curled gently, framing her face and peeking beneath the brim.

      “Good afternoon,” Ava said with a bright smile, stepping smoothly beside the unfamiliar young woman. “I dinna believe we’ve met, I’m Lady Ava Woodmoor, of Heatherfield.”

      The woman turned toward her with an open, pleasant smile. “Miss Moira Douglas. Lovely to meet ye.”

      Ava took in the soft pink gown, the carefully curled hair beneath the bonnet, the gentle, unhurried cadence of her speech. Gracious. Innocent, perhaps. Definitely new.

      “I thought ye might be visiting,” Ava said lightly. “We’re quite a small community, new faces dinna often go unnoticed.”

      “Aye, my cousin lives here,” Moira said, still smiling. “I’ve come to spend the Scottish season with family.”

      “How lovely,” Ava replied, already filing the lass under potential project. Ava’s eyes lit with polite interest. “Then ye must come to my ball this weekend. It’ll be the first proper gathering of the season, perfect for getting to know people.”

      “I’d love that,” Moira said. “Thank ye.”

      “And who is your cousin, if I may ask?”

      “Gavan Douglas, Baron Darkwood.”

      Ava’s stomach dropped, her blood rushing from her face to pool in her feet. Of all the names in all of Scotland. She could’ve said Campbell. McLeod. Even MacLaren. But no, Gavan Douglas.

      Ava’s least favorite storm cloud wrapped in a cravat.

      Her smile froze. Her jaw, she feared, might do the same. Now she had no choice but to nod pleasantly and pretend this wasn’t the worst possible turn the afternoon could take.

      It was always Gavan. Gavan who contradicted her in public. Gavan who smirked at her ideas like she was a wayward child. Gavan who ruined a perfectly good guest list by existing on it.

      She’d once described him to a friend as an oxcart full of gloomy Mondays and still, he’d haunted her thoughts more than any man ought to.

      And now he’d be at her ball. Standing in her drawing room. Possibly speaking to her.

      She forced her lungs to work. She smiled graciously and nodded at Moira, knowing now she would find his cousin a suitor so fast Gavan wouldn’t know what hit him.

      She wished she could rescind the invitation, because that meant he would escort his cousin to the party this weekend, but since she’d already issued it, it would be rude to take it back.

      This would not go well for her.

      She tried to keep her smile in place as she grinned at Moira.

      Well, the sooner she found Moira a match, the sooner she would get Gavan away from her, as he was only attending the festivities for his cousin.

      So, it was settled then. Moira was going to be her new matchmaking project.

      “How delightful,” she said smoothly. “I will be delighted for ye to attend. We shall have to make sure ye meet all the right people.”

      Ava smiled, just enough to be polite, but her jaw ached from the effort of keeping it in place. The thought of Gavan attending her ball, standing in her drawing room with that smug expression, was almost too much to bear. Still, it wouldn’t do to let Moira see any of that.

      "So," she said brightly, looping her arm through Moira’s, "what brings ye into town today?"

      If she was going to manage this situation, she needed to know more about Moira—her tastes, her temperament, her prospects. The Scottish season was beginning in earnest, and with so many eligible bachelors returning, there would be no shortage of potential matches.

      "I was looking for a new ribbon," Moira said cheerfully. "I have a lovely sky-blue dress at home, but I seem to have misplaced the ribbon. And perhaps a new pair of slippers."

      "Well, I know just the place," Ava said, looping her arm more firmly through Moira’s and steering her across the square. "Ye’ll find that between ribbons and gossip, this town is well-supplied."

      The little bell above the door jingled brightly as they entered the milliner’s shop. Inside, the scent of lavender sachets mingled with starched lace and dyed muslin. A kaleidoscope of ribbons lined the wall, spools upon spools in every imaginable hue. It was a riot of silk and satin.

      Moira’s eyes widened. "Oh! It’s beautiful."

      "’Tis," Ava agreed, though she said it with the practiced air of someone who’d seen it a hundred times. "But it can be a bit overwhelming. Are we thinking soft blue? Or something with contrast?"

      "Blue," Moira said quickly. "To match my dress. But maybe something with a shimmer?"

      Ava scanned the rows, then plucked a spool of pale blue shot through with silver threads. "Try this. It’ll catch the light when ye move, elegant but no’ flashy. Trust me."

      Moira held the ribbon to her wrist and grinned. "’Tis perfect."

      Ava allowed herself a small, satisfied nod. This she could do. Dress the lass up, make the right introductions, match her before Gavan had the chance to involve himself.

      “Now,” Ava said, “slippers.”

      They made their way across the street to the cobbler’s shop, where delicate shoes were displayed like confections on tiered stands. Ava motioned toward a pair of sky-blue slippers with tiny gems glinting at the toes.

      Moira gasped. "They’re lovely, but, oh, I could no’."

      "Nonsense. Ye must," Ava insisted, already signaling the shopkeeper. "Ye’re going to be the belle of the ball."

      And if she was lucky, Ava thought, Gavan would see it and stay far, far away.

      "Thank ye so much, Lady Ava," Moira said. "I’m delighted to make a friend so quickly after coming into town."

      "Of course. Any cousin of Gavan is always a friend of mine." Ava practically choked on the words, but she had a new thing, a new project, and she was not going to let this go.

      “My cousin speaks highly of ye,” Moira offered.

      Ava nearly tripped over a shoe sizing stick haphazardly discarded, which in turn horrified the salesclerk. Ava, not at all offended, waved away the profusions of apologies with a smile.

      “Does he?” Ava asked lightly, her voice pitched just a little too high.

      “He said ye’re verra… capable.”
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