

[image: Image]




A hunt through the Scottish Highlands for a hidden cache of gold draws in three passionate couples—who discover that love is the greatest treasure of all—in the thrilling new trilogy from New York Times bestselling author


CANDACE CAMP


Secrets of the Loch
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Praise for Book Three


ENRAPTURED


“With heated love scenes, sensuality and poignancy, this fast-paced read is Camp at her very best.”


—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars, Top Pick)


“Enraptured captivates with compelling escapades and engaging characters.”


—Single Titles


“In many ways this book was like the perfect romance. It had deeply moving chemistry, a grand adventure, and a sharply witted heroine.”


—Night Owl Romance


Praise for Book Two


PLEASURED


“Candace Camp never disappoints and only gets better with each story.”


—Single Titles


“Once again, Camp populates a romance with interesting characters . . . [in this] steamy Scottish historical.”


—Booklist


Praise for Book One


TREASURED


“Sweet. . . . Entertaining . . . a Highlands version of small-town charm.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Treasured demonstrates Candace Camp’s ability to draw her readers in with strong, well-drawn characters. A legend of hidden treasure, a man who hides behind many façades, and a woman who fights for her birthright form the tapestry of this poignant, sensual, and emotion-packed romance.”


—RT Book Reviews (Top Pick)
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And praise for Candace Camp’s acclaimed trilogy


Legend of St. Dwynwen


THE MARRYING SEASON


A SUMMER SEDUCTION


A WINTER SCANDAL


“Sensuality, intrigue, and Camp’s trademark romantic sparring. . . . Delightful.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A charming courtship. . . . Readers will be captivated.”


—Booklist (starred review)


“Sexy and sweet! Beautifully written, with just the right touch of mystery and a generous helping of a scandalous romance.”


—Coffee Time Romance
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Be sure to read Candace Camp’s dazzling Willowmere novels. . . . Critics adore this breathtaking Regency trilogy of the unforgettable Bascombe sisters!


AN AFFAIR WITHOUT END


“Delightful romantic mystery. . . . With clever and witty banter, sharp attention to detail, and utterly likable characters, Camp is at the top of her game.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Sprightly dialogue . . . [and] a simmering sensuality that adds just enough spice to this fast-paced, well-rendered love story.”


—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars)


A GENTLEMAN ALWAYS REMEMBERS


“Intensely passionate and sexually charged. . . . A well-crafted, delightful read.”


—Romantic Times (4 stars)


“A delightful romp. . . . Camp has a way with truly likable characters who become like friends.”


—Romance Junkies


“Where the Bascombe sisters go, things are never dull. Candace Camp delivers another witty, heartwarming, and fast-paced novel.”


—A Romance Review


A LADY NEVER TELLS


“This steamy romp . . . will entertain readers.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Well-crafted and enchanting.”


—Romantic Times (4½ stars)


“Superbly written and well paced, A Lady Never Tells thoroughly entertains as it follows the escapades of the Bascombe ‘bouquet’ of Marigold, Rose, Camellia, and Lily in the endeavor to make their way in upper-crust London society.”


—Romance Reviews Today


“One of those rare finds you don’t want to put down. . . . Candace Camp brings a refreshing voice to the romance genre.”


—Winter Haven News Chief


“Filled with humor and charm. . . . Fine writing.”


—A Romance Review (4 roses)
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For my favorite Abby, who keeps these books on track and has an answer for every question





prologue


1871


Abby tucked her hand into Graeme’s arm, and they started up the stairs. Everyone was watching them. Afraid she might stumble or do something equally embarrassing in front of them all, she was grateful for his support. She cast a shy glance up at the man beside her and was struck all over again by how handsome Graeme was—the clean-cut profile and firm masculine chin, the full mouth that could curve up in a smile that made her heart lift in her chest, the blue eyes rimmed by sinfully thick lashes a shade darker than his brown hair. More amazing still, he was hers.


She ducked her head to hide the little smile of pleasure. She was Mrs. Graeme Parr now—no, Lady Montclair. No, that couldn’t be right, either, for he would not be Lord Montclair until his father died. All the names and titles were confusing. It was best to avoid the subject altogether—Abigail had found that in London, the wisest course of action was to keep one’s mouth shut.


Not that Graeme was ever unkind. He was a perfect gentleman, the sort hostesses relied on to dance with the wallflowers or spend a few minutes talking to the old ladies. Unfailingly pleasant and polite, he treated her, as he did everyone, with quiet courtesy. He had not once gotten that supercilious look on his face that other English people did when she said a name wrong—how could anyone expect Worcester to be pronounced like that!—and he kept a polite expression on his face the few times she did say something, no matter how banal it was.


He did not love her, of course. Abby was well aware that her attraction lay in her father’s fortune, not her face and figure. And, in truth, between the chaperones and social activities, the two of them hadn’t been alone enough to become more than acquainted. But Graeme would be good to her. Kind. And she would earn his love; Abby was certain of that. She was now a married woman, out from under her father’s thumb, with a husband who would not scold or try to rule her every movement.


She stole another look at her groom. Deep lines bracketed his mouth, and he had shadows beneath his eyes. Like her, she thought, he had been unable to sleep well recently. How could one, with the myriad of things to do before a wedding? All the running about, meeting so many people it made her head swim . . . the nerves that would not quiet.


Still, the set look on his face seemed too grim for mere weariness. Was he angry? Only minutes ago she had noticed him talking to her father. Thurston Price had a way of infuriating people, snapping out orders as if one must scurry to do his bidding. Of course, most people did. Including her.


But it didn’t matter. She was free of her father now. They were free of him. Tomorrow they’d be off on a monthlong tour of the Continent. Alone. Just as they would be tonight. Her fingers tightened on his arm. For the first time, she would be truly alone with her husband. The thought was intoxicating . . . and a little frightening. She was decidedly uncertain of the details; no one would say anything clear about what went on. Even her maid, Molly, on whom she could usually rely, was little help, having been a spinster all her life.


“Just trust in his lordship,” was Molly’s best advice. “He seems like a gentleman even if he is British.” Molly, whose mother hailed from Glasgow, had an inbred distrust of all things English.


Molly was right, of course. Graeme was a perfect gentleman. Unlike her father, he would not roar at her over a mistake. Still, she could not help but wish that this night was over, that it was tomorrow morning and they were starting out on their life together.


Abigail had looped the train of her wedding dress over her arm to make certain she did not trip over it, and it was beginning to weigh on her arm. The long veil and the intricate hairstyle beneath it were heavy, as well, and her corset, fastened more tightly than normal to create the perfect wasp waist, made it impossible to draw a full breath.


Leaving the stairs, they started down the long hallway to their suite. It seemed to Abby that Graeme’s pace picked up, and she wondered if it was eagerness or merely the same excess of nerves she felt. Her heart was pounding as he opened the door and stepped back, politely ushering her into the room. She walked inside, hearing the door close heavily behind them.


She wasn’t sure what to do, much less what to say. Her cheeks flushed as the silence stretched, and finally, curiosity overcoming her shyness, she turned to look at him. He stood facing her, that same tense look on his face. The nerves in Abigail’s stomach tightened.


“What—” she began, not even sure what she was asking. “Are you—is something wrong?”


He let out a short, humorless huff of a laugh. “What isn’t wrong?”


The blood drained from her face, and a buzzing began in her ears, so loud she could not make out his words. She clenched her hands, drawing a deep breath, willing herself not to faint.


“. . . but I’m not dancing to his tune,” Graeme was saying when her ears cleared. His eyes were hard in a way she’d never seen them. “Or yours.”


“Excuse me?” Her voice came out barely more than a whisper.


“Your father may have bought you a husband, but he did not buy a puppet.”


“I—I don’t understand.”


“Then I shall make it as clear as I possibly can.” He took a long stride toward her, his eyes implacable. “The two of you have the title you wanted so much, the name you coveted. But that is all you acquired. I am not here to provide him with future earls carrying his bloodline. I made this bargain to save my family, not to stand at stud for the Prices.”


Abigail drew in a sharp breath, as stunned as if he had slapped her.


“That surprises you? Are you so incapable of human feeling?” His words came out fast and furious, raining down like stones on her bruised heart. “Did you honestly think, knowing I loved another, that I would just slide into your bed? That I would be your lapdog? You’d best think again. I will never be a husband to you in anything but name.”


Abby could not speak, could not move, could only stare at him in bleak horror. It took every ounce of will to keep her trembling knees from collapsing under her. Graeme despised her. This perfect gentleman, this kind husband who she had thought would be her lifelong shelter, in fact wanted nothing to do with her. He loved someone else.


Graeme paused, watching her as if he expected a reply. Pain and loss and fury swirled inside Abby, almost choking her. “I see.”


His mouth twisted. “I thought you would.”


Turning on his heel, he strode to the door. He tossed the hotel room key onto the lamp table and walked out of the room.


Abigail continued to stand, gazing at the blank expanse of the door, still too stunned to move. Her legs began to tremble until they could not hold her any longer, and she sank to her knees, a low cry escaping her. Reaching up, she wrenched the delicate veil from her head and, at last, she gave way to sobs.





chapter 1


1881


There was someone in his room.


Graeme’s eyes flew open, and he found himself staring at a massive square head on a level with his eyes. The dog regarded him unblinkingly, its graying forehead creased as if in deep concern. Graeme, muscles instinctively tensed, relaxed, letting out a sigh.


“Good Lord. James . . .” Graeme turned his gaze toward the man in the doorway, shoulder carelessly braced against the frame. “A fellow could have a heart attack, waking up with that beast staring at one. And what the devil are you doing in my room at the crack of dawn?”


“Hardly the crack of dawn, cousin.” The lean, dark man snorted and strolled farther into the bedroom, his gray eyes reflecting an icy amusement. “We’ve already eaten breakfast and driven over from Grace Hill. Even my mother is up and about, and you know Tessa is never seen before noon.”


Graeme sat up, wincing, and raised a hand to his head. “I had trouble going to sleep last night.”


“Too much brandy, eh?” James crossed to the window and thrust aside the draperies, letting in a shaft of light that stabbed straight into Graeme’s eyes.


Graeme turned his head away, but with a sigh swung his legs out of bed and stood up. “I thought you were in London.”


“We returned yesterday.” James picked up the dressing gown lying on the back of the chair and tossed it to Graeme.


“That doesn’t explain what you’re doing in my house.” He pulled on the robe, adding darkly, “Or why Fletcher let you come up to roust me out of bed.”


“Oh, he tried to stop me.” James tugged at the tasseled cord to summon Graeme’s valet. “Surely you don’t think I listened.”


“Of course not.” Graeme rubbed his hands over his face, trying to pull his scattered thoughts together. “You say Aunt Tessa is here, too?”


“Indeed.”


“But why?” Was it possible he had so overslept? He had consumed a good deal of brandy last night. He had been somewhat at loose ends—well, he might as well admit it, he had been crushingly bored. But surely he could hold his liquor better than that. Graeme glanced toward the clock. “It’s barely ten. I’ve never known Aunt Tessa to venture out before noon.”


“Ah, but we have been charged by the dowager countess to deliver a message to you. Mother would never miss that opportunity, even if she had to rise at your proverbial crack of dawn. Gossip, after all, is her métier.”


“Gossip? What are you talking about?”


“Get dressed and come downstairs, and I’ll tell you in detail.” James strolled to the door, slapping his hand against his thigh to summon the gigantic mastiff, which had grown bored with the talk and was now stretched out on the floor, taking up what looked to be a third of the room. “Your mother is, of course, insisting on laying out a second breakfast for us all.”


“James . . .” Graeme said through clenched teeth, letting his words drop one by one like stones. “What in the bloody hell is going on?”


“Lady Montclair is in London.”


“My grandmother?” Graeme frowned in confusion. “But—well, of course she’s in London; you just said she’d given you—”


“I’m not talking about the dowager countess. I meant the other Lady Montclair.”


“My mother? But she’s—”


“I meant,” James said with heavy emphasis, “the third Lady Montclair. Your wife.”


With that parting shot, Graeme’s cousin turned and walked out, the mastiff padding at his heels.


Graeme stared after him, frozen. His wife! He sat down hard on the ottoman in front of the chair. The pounding in his head increased its beat. His wife.


He tried to summon up an image of the woman he had married ten years ago. Tall, thin, and drab, her black hair a stark contrast to pale skin. Quiet and always dressed in white, she had faded into the background. He had paid little attention to her looks, other than to see she was nothing like Laura. She had large eyes. He could not recall their color, but he remembered them fixed on him, watching, measuring. He’d had no idea what was in her head; in truth, he hadn’t cared to know. She had, he thought now, sat like a spider in her web, waiting while her father pulled him in.


Resentment and anger, long buried, stirred in him. They had wanted a title, Abigail Price and her father, and they’d had the money to pay for it. And if their fortune was not enough to secure it, they had other means.


Graeme had known he had to marry wealth to save the estate. He’d been prepared to do his duty, even if it meant giving up Laura, the woman he loved. What he hadn’t expected was that they would blackmail him into it. But Thurston Price was not the sort to leave anything to chance.


Grimly, Graeme rose and began to dress, not bothering to wait for his valet. What had possessed the woman to come back? His life had been . . . well, maybe not happy, but comfortable with her far away in New York. It was not the cozy future he had once envisioned with the woman he loved—raising their children, growing old together—but at least he was spared the daily presence of the wife he’d never wanted. There had been a bit of a scandal, of course, what with his bride fleeing on their wedding night. And one couldn’t explain to everyone that he was happy to see her gone. But the family had weathered that. He had kept the estate intact. He had concealed the stain on the family name. And he had his solitude, his undisturbed peace.


What could Abigail Price want from him now? He had given her the name she and her father had so desperately coveted. She had the life she wanted in the far-off city where she belonged.


It had been something of a shock ten years ago when he returned to her hotel suite the day after their wedding, armed with an apology for his blunt, even rude, assessment of their marriage the night before, as well as a proposal for living politely apart, only to be informed that his wife had checked out that morning. His astonishment was quickly replaced by relief that, just as he’d thought, Abigail had been interested only in acquiring a title. Having obtained that, she has raced back to her own country.


She had remained there for ten years, apparently as content as he to live without the burden of a spouse. He had heard, now and then, rumors of how she reigned in splendor in New York society, her parties the most elegant, her invitations the most sought-after, but, in truth, he had little interest in what she did . . . as long as she did it an ocean away from him.


When he strode into the dining room downstairs a few minutes later, he found the others waiting for him, James standing at the window a few feet apart from the two middle-aged women seated side by side at the table. The sweet-faced woman in black, her brown hair liberally sprinkled with white, was his mother, and she looked up at him with her usual smile. She was a softened, slightly faded, and pleasingly plump version of the woman beside her, whose thick dark hair, startlingly silver eyes, and lush curves still brought men clustering around her.


“Mother.” He went around the table and bent to kiss his mother’s cheek. “Aunt Tessa. How kind of you to visit.” Graeme smiled. One could not help but smile at his aunt.


Aunt Tessa, of course, rose as he turned to her and flung her arms around him. “Graeme! My favorite nephew.” She stepped back, hands on his arms, and tilted her head, studying him. “Handsome as ever, I see.”


“Your only nephew,” he reminded her. “And you are as radiant as ever.”


“Flatterer.” Tessa smiled in her impish way. “Just what I like in a man.”


“Mother, must you flirt with every man you see?” James joined them.


“Don’t be such a stodgy old man.” Tessa turned the same fetching grin on her son. “One has to practice one’s art when one can, you know.”


“Mm. So I’ve noticed.” James sat down beside her, nodding toward Graeme. “Better get yourself a cup of tea, coz. You’ll need it. A dollop of whiskey might help.”


Graeme sat down, accepting the cup of tea the butler poured. He took a sip and gave a nod to Fletcher, who discreetly melted away, closing the door behind him. “Very well. I am braced for the worst. What is going on, and why did Grandmother send you?”


“I told you. Your absent and very unlamented wife has returned to London.”


“Really, James,” Tessa protested. “You haven’t the faintest idea how to tell a story properly.” She turned to her nephew, eyes sparkling. “She appeared last Tuesday at Lady Rochester’s soiree. No one had the least idea who she was. She was wearing this marvelous satin gown of midnight blue, with the most wonderful lace draped—”


“I don’t think Graeme is concerned with the style ball gown she wore,” James interrupted drily.


“Mirabelle and I are.” Tessa addressed her sister, “It was just divine, Mira; you should have seen the satin roses over the bustle. It was made by Worth or I know nothing of fashion.”


“No one would dispute your eye for clothes, Aunt Tessa,” Graeme said with more amiability than Tessa’s son. “But why is Abigail here?”


“I haven’t the faintest idea.” Tessa gave a careless shrug. “Neither has anyone else. But of course, everyone is guessing like mad. Lady Crowley is certain she’s come to confront you—but you know Lady Crowley, she is always so dramatic.”


Graeme shot a laughing glance at his cousin at the prospect of Aunt Tessa’s deeming anyone dramatic. “But what would she confront me about?”


“That is why everyone is so interested, darling boy.”


“Surely she could not be angry with Graeme.” Mirabelle frowned. “It was she who left him, after all.” She sighed. “And she seemed such an unexceptionable girl. I rather liked her.”


“You like everyone, Mirabelle.” Tessa took up her tale again. “The most popular theory is that she has come to act as a matchmaker.”


“Matchmaker! What are you talking about?” A sizzle of alarm ran up Graeme’s spine.


“For wealthy American girls, dear. They say she will use her British connections to find noblemen in desperate need of an infusion of cash and match them up with American heiresses. After all, she did it for herself.”


“What connections?” Graeme asked. “She has no British connections.”


“There’s you,” James pointed out.


“I’m not going to help her find her victims,” Graeme said in an affronted voice.


“You know that, but does she?” James retorted. “Personally, I think you should help her if it means she’ll leave the city.”


“Of course, there are those who believe she simply wants to flaunt her, um, friend in your face.”


“Friend?” Graeme’s voice iced over. “What friend?”


“There’s an American who dances attendance on her,” James said. “Apparently he’s a business associate of her father’s.”


“Business associate?” Graeme’s lip curled. “Fellow crook is more like it. Is her father here, as well?”


“No,” James told him. “Thurston’s still in America, no doubt perpetrating stock swindles on other unsuspecting souls.”


“At least there’s some relief in that.”


“I don’t know how that dreadful man can do such things,” Mirabelle said, her eyes suddenly glinting with tears. “Poor Reginald. He had no idea . . .”


“No, of course not, Mother.”


“It’s my opinion Thurston Price should have gone to gaol, enticing innocent people to invest in something just so he could make an enormous profit, then leaving them to crash.” Mirabelle pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed at her eyes.


Her sister reached over and patted her hand. “Reggie always was inclined to great optimism.”


“Yes, he was, wasn’t he?” Mirabelle gave her a tremulous smile. “It was one of the many things everyone loved about him.”


Everyone had loved his father altogether too much, Graeme thought, but he said only, “Unfortunately, what Mr. Price did was not illegal.”


“Hmph. Only wicked.” Mirabelle sniffed.


“Yes, wicked indeed. But that is long past. It has nothing to do with why Miss Pri— I mean, Lady Montclair, is here. Is she having—” He glanced at the women. “I beg your pardon, Mother, Aunt Tessa. This is not a fit topic for ladies.”


“Good heavens, Graeme, don’t stop just when you’re getting to the interesting part,” Tessa exclaimed. “One can be too polite, you know.”


Graeme looked at James, whose eyes were brimming with laughter. “Oh, very well. Is she having an affair with this American chap?”


“I have no idea.” James shrugged. “The thought doesn’t seem to disturb you.”


“I don’t care what she does. If she thinks to hurt me with an affair, she’s fair and far off.”


“But, Graeme, dear,” his mother said in a soft voice. “What about the heir? What if she . . . you know . . . bore another man’s son? What would you do?”


“It would be a dreadful scandal,” Tessa agreed, her voice threaded with excitement. “Even if she doesn’t have a child, it makes for titillating gossip. Merely by appearing in London again, it has stirred up all the old gossip. Everyone is rehashing the wedding—”


“Oh! That ostentatious display!” Mirabelle shook her head.


“Perhaps more importantly,” James added, “there was the matter of the new bride taking to her heels the following morning.”


“Yes, really, Graeme, couldn’t you have held on to her for longer than a night?” Tessa asked.


His mother whirled on her sister. “Tessa! It wasn’t Graeme’s fault! He could hardly have kept her prisoner. I am sure leaving is what she had in mind all along.”


“Well.” Tessa turned up her hands in an eloquently questioning manner. “There were all those rumors . . .”


“Could we please not discuss the details of my wedding night?” Graeme ran his hand back through his hair. “You said Grandmother sent you with a message for me. What is it?”


“She wants you to come back to London and deal with your wife,” James said tersely. “It’s Lady Eugenia’s opinion you should bring her to the estate, where she can’t create any more talk.”


“Bring her here? To Lydcombe Hall?” Graeme straightened. “You can’t be serious. She wants me to live with Abigail?”


“Men have been known to live with their wives,” James offered mildly.


“I won’t. I refuse to have her here, to subject my mother to—”


“Oh, no, dear, I won’t mind.” Mirabelle leaned across the table and patted his hand. “Truly. I am sure she cannot be that disagreeable. It’s a large house. No doubt we could all rub along well enough for a while, at least until the scandal dies down. Maybe she regrets running off like that years ago. It could have been a momentary impulse, just a fit of nerves, you know, and now she would like another chance.”


“Speaking of great optimism,” Graeme said in an exasperated voice. He sighed and squeezed his mother’s hand gently. “No. I don’t think the Prices are given to fits of nerves. I don’t know what she wants, but I feel sure it is nothing good. And Grandmother is right, as always. I shall have to go to London to settle the matter.”


“Will you bring her back here?” Mirabelle asked. “What room, I wonder, should I make up for her?”


“Don’t bother, Mother. I don’t intend to bring Abigail home. I am going to make sure she leaves.”





chapter 2


Two hours later, Graeme was on the road in James’s carriage, rolling toward London.


“The train would have been faster,” Graeme remarked, twitching aside the curtain to gaze out.


“I’ve found that other passengers tend to resent having Dem on board.” James nodded toward the brindle mastiff lying sprawled across the floor of the carriage. The dog responded with a thump of his tail against the door.


“Can’t imagine why. After all, he does leave a few inches open where one can place one’s feet.”


The corner of James’s mouth twitched in something that might have been a smile. “Buck up, coz, it doesn’t take long. Even my mother managed it.”


“That would have been something worth seeing.” Graeme tried to imagine his luxuriously dressed aunt in close proximity to the animal.


“Mm. There was a bit of a contretemps over his drooling on a ruffle.”


“One would think you’re more attached to that dog than you are to your own brothers.”


James shrugged. “Well, you’ve met my brothers.”


“Point taken.” After a moment, he went on, “You didn’t need to haul me back to the city, you know. I would have gone anyway.”


“Ah, but I have a direct order from the dowager countess. I wouldn’t dare do otherwise. It doesn’t matter—I would have returned in a day or two anyway. My cousin Maurice has graced us with a visit; over a day in his company, and I would likely be jailed for homicide.” He cast a sideways glance at Graeme. “I saw a letter from Miss Hinsdale on the entry table.”


Beside him Graeme tightened. “She has kept up a correspondence with Mother. Her late mother was my mother’s friend, you know. Don’t worry. I have no correspondence with her.”


James quirked an eyebrow. “You think I care if you write her? That my morals would be offended?”


“No. You simply were—and always are—the voice of cool reason.”


“It comes in handy now and again.”


“I rarely see Laura. Only sometimes at a party when she comes to London to visit her aunt and cousin. I don’t pursue her.” Seeing her now and then was difficult enough—her slim, serene blond beauty awakened far too many thoughts it was better to keep buried, reminding him all over again how much he had lost. “I wouldn’t cast any doubt on her honor. No doubt that strikes you as laughable.”


“No. Unfamiliar, perhaps.” James studied the other man for a moment. “You still . . . feel the same about Miss Hinsdale?”


“Do I still love her? Yes, of course. Did you think I would just forget her? Like a lost toy?”


“It’s been ten years, Graeme. Even widows move into half mourning eventually.”


“Love doesn’t die just because time passes,” Graeme shot back. “But that is something you wouldn’t know about.” He stopped abruptly, and the temper that had flared in his eyes died. “I’m sorry, James, I shouldn’t have said that.”


“Why not? It’s common knowledge that I am unacquainted with the gentler emotions. As I remember, you told me the same thing after my, um . . . conversation with Miss Hinsdale.”


“I stopped laying the blame for that at your door long ago. I know you had the best of intentions when you convinced Laura not to marry me. You did it for the family’s sake.”


James snorted. “To hell with the family. If you think I gave a farthing for your dragon of a grandmother or the Parr name or that beloved land of yours, you’re mad as a hatter. I spoke to Miss Hinsdale to keep you from making a foolish, lovesick mistake.” James turned his gaze to his cuffs, tugging them into perfect alignment. “Besides, if I’d let you follow your love into poverty, I would have had you and your beautiful lady turning up on my doorstep, as well. It’s bad enough having to support my siblings.”


“Ah, of course.” A faint smile hovered on Graeme’s lips. “Well, you needn’t be concerned, cousin. I assure you that I do not weep into my pillow every night or spend my days bemoaning my fate. I am well content with my books and managing my ‘beloved land’ and the occasional foray into London for a bit of recreation.”


Graeme saw no reason to mention the ennui that seemed to tighten its hold on him almost daily or the loneliness that would settle on him in the evening. He would not reveal the way his heart sped up when he happened to see Laura at a party or how eagerly he went forward to take her hand in greeting. How he would stand across the room, drinking in the way she looked, so that he could take out the memory later and savor it. Least of all would he tell James of the emptiness that dwelt deep inside him, a hollow space that neither duty nor brandy nor even the soft, warm body of an occasional mistress could fill.
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“There.” Molly settled the decorative pin in her mistress’s curls and stepped back to admire her handiwork. “There won’t be a lady there who can hold a candle to you, Miss Abby.”


“Thanks to you.” Abby smiled into the mirror at her maid. Molly was not what anyone would consider a proper lady’s maid. She had been Abigail’s nurse as a child and had simply grown into the role as Abigail got older. Though Molly had proved to have a surprisingly adept hand at creating coiffures, she often seemed as much mother as employee to Abigail, readily scolding or cosseting or giving Abigail the benefit of her advice.


“Och, without that bonny face of yours, wouldn’t anyone notice the way your hair’s arranged.” Her voice carried a faint trace of her Scottish ancestry. “What jewels will you be wearing tonight, then?” She eyed the delicate dragonfly of diamonds and silver wire that she had just secured in Abigail’s dark hair. “Diamonds?”


“No, the jet necklace, I think, to accent the dress.” Abby glanced over at the creation that lay across the bed. An underskirt of rich black satin was overlain by a shimmering silk overskirt, pulled back and pinned to fall in extravagant folds over the bustle and into the short train. The front of the silver bodice and overskirt were marked with a few bold black chevrons, the finishing touch a delicate black strip of lace lining the edge of the heart-shaped neckline. “The dress itself is the real jewel.”


“Aye, that it is, and cost as much, too, I’d say.”


Abby smiled faintly. “But well worth it.”


“Everyone will be looking at you tonight,” Molly agreed, setting the jewelry chest down on the vanity table before Abigail. “He’ll see you, sure enough, if he’s there.”


“I am told he will be.” Abby picked through the drawers of the chest until she found the necklace of faceted jet beads and handed it to the other woman. “And if he isn’t, well . . .” She shrugged. “There will be another time. He won’t stay away long; after all, it’s his duty to his family.”


“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Molly grumbled, settling the string of beads around Abigail’s slender throat. “If you want my opinion, which you dinna, that man is the last thing you ought to wish back in your life.”


“It’s been ten years. Don’t you think he might have changed? I know I have.”


“Aye, well, you’ve become the lovely woman you were always meant to be. I dinna know what that Sassenach devil’s become.”


“To be fair, he was in love with someone else. He didn’t want to marry me.”


“Aye, well, then, he should have married her, not you.”


“He had to marry me in order to save his estate. I can’t fault him for doing his duty to his family. I am sure my father pushed him, as well. You know how he is.”


“Aye, well enough.”


“I was just too young and foolish to see how it was. I assumed Lord Montclair was content enough to marry me. I took his behavior as British reserve, gentlemanly restraint, not resistance. Indeed, I think I didn’t want to know the truth. He was . . .” She tilted her head to the side, remembering, and her eyes softened. “He was so handsome, so refined. Not at all rough or consumed with making money like my father and his friends. Not wild and extravagant like their sons.”


“He had a bonny look to him,” Molly admitted.


“Yes, he did, didn’t he?” Abby smiled and met her maid’s gaze in the mirror. “I wonder if he still does.”


Molly snorted. “If he got his just desserts, he’s balding and has a paunch.”


Abigail chuckled, standing up and taking off her robe. “It’s been a decade, not two or three.”


“Och, well, dissipated living can do much to a man.”


“He didn’t seem ‘dissipated.’ More upright than anything else.”


“I suppose.” Molly was reluctant to give up her vision of the man. Picking up the whalebone corset, she wrapped it around Abigail. “Breathe in now.” As she pulled in the ties, she went on, “I canna see why you don’t set your sights on someone better suited for you. Mr. Prescott would do anything for you. Look at the way he came to London with you.”


Abby waited until the ribbons were fastened to let out her breath and speak. “I believe Mr. Prescott had business to attend to here, as well.” Molly gave an eloquent shrug, and Abigail continued, “And Mr. Prescott is not my husband.”


Molly sighed. “I know. That’s the devil of it, isn’t it?”


They continued the dressing ritual, pulling on her petticoats and fastening the bustle attachment. Then, finally, Molly stepped up on a stool and carefully lowered the magnificent Worth creation over Abigail’s head without disturbing her coiffure. She fastened the buttons up the back and gently adjusted the train that cascaded over the bustle and flowed out a few inches onto the floor behind Abigail.


Together they studied the results of their efforts in the mirror. Molly let out an appreciative sigh. “Ah, Miss Abby, you’re a picture. If that man doesn’t go down on his knees and beg your forgiveness, he’s a fool.”


Abigail laughed. “Well, that would certainly enliven Lady Pengrave’s ball, wouldn’t it?” She picked up her fan and gloves and paused to let her maid settle the gossamer silk wrap around her shoulders. “Whatever Montclair does, I am quite looking forward to it.”
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“Are you sure she’s here?” Graeme asked, scanning the crowded ballroom. “I don’t see her.”


“How could you hope to spot anyone in this crush?” his grandmother retorted. The place was stuffed with people, with only the dance floor relatively clear—and that was being encroached upon by the minute.


Graeme turned back to his grandmother. The dowager countess, square and stout in her usual purple, was a formidable woman. She was not tall, but she was as immovable as a wall, and there were few who dared cross her. Even James did his best to avoid her. Everything about her, from her haughty expression to her firmly corseted form, seemed carved from granite.


“She will be here,” Lady Eugenia decreed.


“Everyone comes to Lady Pengrave’s ball,” added the countess’s companion, who stood just beyond her. Mrs. Ponsonby’s statement was delivered in a soft, die-away voice, as one would expect from her. A small, frail woman, Mrs. Ponsonby was as unlike the countess as it was possible to be. Quiet and soft-spoken, she rarely offered an opinion unless it was to agree with the countess. Living on Lady Montclair’s generosity since her husband’s death, she did her best to be as unobtrusive as possible. It was, Graeme thought, probably the wisest course to take with his grandmother.


“It makes it deuced difficult to find anyone.”


“Don’t swear, Graeme. Now, give me your arm, and let’s stroll about.”


This sort of meaningless social round was exactly the reason he usually spent his time at the estate instead of the London house. He could not refuse to escort his grandmother to parties—courtesy had been too much bred into him for that—but in general he found them a complete bore. However, he had committed himself to this path, so Graeme offered the countess his arm and they began their slow procession about the room, Mrs. Ponsonby trailing along behind them.


“Look for a knot of gentlemen,” the countess instructed him. “Most likely she’s in the center of it.”


“Why? There’s little reason for fortune hunters to hang about a married woman.”


Lady Eugenia sent him a wry look. “There are other reasons for men to hang about a woman.”


“But it’s not as if she’s—”


His grandmother rapped her fan against his arm. “There she is.”


He looked in the direction she indicated. “—beautiful.” His last word came out as little more than a whisper.


Abigail Price had been thin and pale and drab. Abigail Parr, Lady Montclair, was . . . well, stunning.


“Don’t gape,” his grandmother said crisply. “The American mouse has changed.”


“So I see.”


She was still slender, still pale, her hair still black, but there was nothing drab about her now. She wasn’t beautiful, not exactly. Her mouth was a little too wide and her cheekbones more sharp than soft, and she was altogether too tall. But when one saw her, it was hard to look away. Her thick hair, black as night, was swept up into a fashionable pompadour style that looked as if it might tumble down at any moment. Her large eyes sparkled, her mouth curved, and color bloomed along her cheeks. Even her dress drew the eye—a silver concoction with dramatic black chevrons decorating the front and a neckline that showcased her perfect white shoulders.


It was utterly irritating that the first thing he felt when he saw the woman was a swift, sharp stab of lust. Clearly, he thought, casting a jaundiced eye at the men around her, a number of other males felt the same way.


“Excuse me, Grandmother. Mrs. Ponsonby.” Giving them a short nod, he strode over to the knot of men, stopping at the edge. “Lady Montclair.”


The men turned toward him, more than one eyebrow lifting, and Graeme realized how short and sharp his words had come out. Abigail’s gaze went to him, as well. One of the men started to speak, but Abigail cut him off.


“Lord Montclair.” To his surprise, she smiled, her eyes dancing, as if she found the moment amusing. She was enjoying this, he realized with equal parts irritation and disbelief. Abigail turned her smile on the men around her. “Gentlemen, you must excuse me. My husband has first claim to a waltz with me.”


The last thing Graeme wanted was to dance with the woman, but she had caught him neatly. To refute her words would only make him look foolish or churlish, probably both. He forced a tight smile and stood rigidly, watching her as she walked toward him. She moved at an unhurried pace, making no effort to be seductive, but clearly confident in her ability to hold his gaze.


He nodded to the other men, unable to repress a certain sense of satisfaction at the envious expressions on their faces. “Gentlemen.”


Graeme extended his arm, and she slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow. He started toward the dance floor, very aware of the warmth of her body beside him and the faintly exotic, supremely tantalizing scent of her perfume. He glanced at her and found her watching the dancers; apparently she felt none of the same vibrating awareness of him. He noticed that nestled in the thick black hair atop her head was a small diamond dragonfly. His fingers itched to reach out and touch it. Farther down, a stray bit of hair had slipped from the puffed roll and lay along the nape of her neck. And that led his thoughts to stray to other places he should not go.


Sternly he pulled his mind back to reality. Now that the moment was upon him, he found himself curiously tongue-tied. Why hadn’t he considered what he should say to her?


“No doubt they are placing bets on whether we shall create a scene here at the ball,” she said, obviously suffering none of his uncertainty, either. She turned her head toward him. “How would you place the odds on it?”


It was an unusual—and somehow intriguing—sensation to look into a woman’s face mere inches below his own. “I have no intention of causing a scene.”


“Of course not; it would be most ungentlemanly. Needless to say, you have no such confidence in me,” she went on in that same light way, as if she found him faintly amusing. No doubt she did—a scene was probably precisely what she hoped to provoke.


“I don’t know what to expect from you,” he told her flatly. “I haven’t the least idea what you plan to do here.”


The music had stopped, and couples were drifting onto and off the dance floor. She turned to face him, smiling. “Why, at the moment, I am going to dance.”


She held up her hand, and he could do nothing but take it. He stepped closer, settling his other hand at her waist. It seemed to take an age for the orchestra to strike up again. He was intensely aware of her hand in his, even through the glove; of the slick satin of her dress beneath his other hand. Sweet heavens, but there was something dizzying in her perfume, and it was all he could do to keep his eyes from straying down to where the lace-edged neckline skimmed over the soft mounds of her breasts.


“I meant in more general terms,” he snapped. “Why the devil did you come back to London?”


“Surely it isn’t unusual for a wife to visit her husband,” she tossed back, widening her eyes a little in faux surprise.


How could he have forgotten the color of her eyes? They were green as new leaves, the pupils ringed with golden starbursts. They disconcerted him as much as the lightly teasing, almost flirtatious way she was speaking to him. Did she think he did not remember what had happened after all this time? That he would overlook the fact that they had blackmailed him into marrying her? That she could smile beckoningly and smell delightful and he would fall in with whatever she wanted?


She might have turned from a wallflower into a seductress, but he’d be damned if he had become such an easy mark. The music finally started, and he swung her into the waltz with rather more vigor than was necessary. It gave him a petty satisfaction to see the surprise flash across her face. Her hand tightened on his shoulder.


“I would find it a trifle unusual,” he responded to her earlier question, “if that wife had not visited her husband in the previous ten years.”


Her eyes sparked with an answering anger, and that, too, gave him a little fillip of satisfaction. “My absence was at your request.”


“Yes. And I would prefer it to continue.”


“I know this will come as a shock to you, but you cannot control who does or doesn’t come to London.”


“Perhaps not, but my wife is under my control.”


She did not answer for a long moment, simply regarded him in a cool, level way that made him feel suddenly foolish and embarrassed. “You gave up your role as my husband long ago, as I remember it.”


He felt a flush rising in his cheeks, which only increased his irritation. “I will not allow you to insinuate yourself into my life. You will not sweep in and take over my home.”


“I would never presume to enter your sacred ancestral home. I am staying at the Langham Hotel.” She held his gaze, her eyes and voice as cool as his were heated.


“It will only cause more talk for you to live in a hotel instead of Montclair House.”


“Really, my lord, you cannot have it both ways,” she said in the tone of one humoring a madman. “I must stay at one place or another.”


“What you can do is leave the city.”


“Oh, I will.” Once again her lips curved up in that delicious way. “When I’m ready.”





chapter 3


It was clear she was trying to goad him. No doubt she hoped to provoke some intemperate response. The only way to counter her was to tamp down even more firmly on his temper. Taking a deep breath, he went on in a lowered voice, “I could not care less where you go or what you do. But I will not stand idly by while you bring scandal to this family.”


“Perhaps you might have considered that before you decided to add me to your family.”


“I can assure you, I did so through no desire of my own.”


“I am well aware of that.” She looked away, and for the first time the lightness leached from her voice.


“I apologize. That was rude.” Guilt snaked through his irritation. Reminding himself that her father, too, had been a master manipulator, he forged on. “Rumor has it you are looking to become a matchmaker.”


“A matchmaker?” She sent him an incredulous look.


“Yes. To find impoverished British nobles to wed American heiresses.”


Her laughter was brittle. “I hardly think my experience in that regard would be any recommendation. Few brides are looking for a husband, aristocratic or otherwise, who will repudiate them on their wedding night.”


“I didn’t—you know very well it wasn’t like that! You were the one—” He stopped suddenly, realizing that his voice had risen.


Abigail quirked a brow. “I thought your purpose here was to avoid a scandal, not precipitate one.”


Graeme clenched his jaw, swallowing the hot words that bubbled up in his throat. “At least before, you weren’t so bloody infuriating,” he muttered.


To his surprise, she began to laugh. And when she laughed, he discovered, her face was entrancing. Graeme could not even begin to identify the feelings roiling inside him. It was all he could do to shove them back down before they tumbled out.


Fortunately the orchestra blared into its last soaring notes and stopped. Graeme dropped her hand as if it burned and took a half step back. He had a cowardly impulse to just walk away, but of course one could not leave one’s partner stranded on the dance floor. Sketching a bow, he offered his arm. She took it, though with such a knowing look in her eyes that he wanted to grab her shoulders and shake her or—well, best not to delve into that.


As they crossed the floor, he kept his lips firmly clamped shut and his eyes turned away from her. It was rather more difficult to ignore the feel of her hand curved around his arm. He wondered where to take her—it was tempting to think of thrusting her on his grandmother and walking away.


A man angled toward them, clearly intent on intercepting them. This, Graeme thought, must be the American with whom his aunt had said Abigail kept company. Something about his carriage marked him as not British, but it was the proprietary, even combative look in his eyes that made Graeme certain the stranger had an interest in Abigail.


Graeme slowed and stopped, regarding the man coolly. He was much older than Abigail, at least forty; his dark reddish hair was graying at the temples. Shorter than Graeme, he was built solidly, and his square face had an equally implacable look.


“Abby?” The man’s eyes went immediately to her. “Are you all right?”


“You are an acquaintance of my wife’s?” Graeme asked before Abigail could open her mouth. Four hundred years of aristocracy colored his voice.


“Yes.” Abigail dropped her hand from Graeme’s arm, shooting him an arrow glance before favoring the other man with a smile. “I’m quite all right, David, thank you.” Americans were, Graeme thought, terribly free with given names. “Allow me to introduce you to the Earl of Montclair. Lord Montclair, this is Mr. David Prescott.”


Prescott gave him a greeting as chilly as his glance, and Graeme replied in kind. “You’re visiting London?”


“Yes, Mr. Prescott was kind enough to escort me on the trip,” Abigail explained.


“Ah, I see.” Graeme shifted, subtly positioning himself between Abigail and the other man. “Then I must give you my thanks for watching over my wife.”


Prescott met his eyes levelly. “I thought someone should.”


“I beg your pardon?” Graeme’s eyebrows soared.


Without the least degree of subtlety, Abigail latched hold of Graeme’s arm and squeezed. She flashed a brilliant smile at both men. “Mr. Prescott also had business in London.”


“Indeed? You are an associate of Lady Montclair’s father?”


“I used to work for him.” His tone was as blunt as the look in his reddish-brown eyes. “But I would say I am more a friend to Lady Montclair now.”


“Are you.” Graeme bared his teeth in something like a smile. Naturally the man would come from Thurston Price’s camp. The insinuation in Prescott’s words was obvious, an insult that made him itch to take the fellow outside. But, of course, that would result in exactly the sort of scandal he was trying to avoid.


It was, he reflected sourly, probably what Abigail was hoping for. And it didn’t matter, not really. He did not care where Abigail might choose to give her favors; indeed, the man was quite welcome to her. It was the insult that annoyed him, the reflection on his name. He was not jealous.


Abruptly Graeme stepped back. “Then I will take my leave so that you may pursue . . . your friendship.” Sketching a bow to the other two, he turned and walked away.
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Abigail watched Graeme’s retreating figure, feeling suddenly drained. Prescott studied her with a frown. “Are you all right, really? Shall I escort you back to the hotel?”


She summoned up a smile for the man. It wasn’t his fault that seeing Graeme had left her shaky. “That would be most kind of you. I believe I am a little tired.”


“Of course. I’ll fetch your wrap.”


They left the ballroom. Abigail carefully avoided glancing in the direction Graeme had gone. She refused to let him see that she was looking for him. She had gotten through it; that was the main thing. She had not let him see how the nerves had danced inside her from the moment she saw him standing there.


He was more handsome than she remembered. She wasn’t sure if her memory was faulty or if maturity had honed his looks into a sharper, more vivid image of himself. He had been only twenty-three when she married him, not that much older than she. His form had filled out into the more powerful one of a man in his prime. The square jaw and firm chin were a trifle harder, the even features tempered by time and experience into something deeper than mere attractiveness. He looked, she thought, like a man in whom one could put one’s trust.


But that, of course, was an absurd thought. Experience had taught her how little she could entrust any of her feelings or hopes to him. She knew Graeme was a man of his word, for he had never wavered in the slightest regarding his vow to stay away from her. No doubt those he loved could rely on him. But someone like her, someone whom he held in disdain, would be a fool to let down her guard.


“Could we walk?” she suggested as they left the house. “It’s a lovely night and not all that far.”


“Of course, if you wish.” Prescott fell in beside her, and she took his arm with easy familiarity.


“I’m glad you came with me,” she went on. “I know I told you I could handle it all without help—and I could have—but it is nice to see a friendly face.”


“Was it very hard meeting him again?”


Abby shrugged. It was impossible to describe the wild mixture of emotions that had flooded her at the sight of Graeme. The rush of excitement and the downward tug of dread, the swift, mindless attraction to his face and form, the effort to keep up the light, unemotional role she had decided to adopt.


“It was . . . odd,” she admitted.


“You don’t have to do this, Abby.” He stopped and faced her, taking both her hands in his. “You needn’t face Montclair.”


Abigail smiled fondly at him. “No. I do need to.” She gave his fingers a gentle squeeze, then let go and started walking again. “I have to go forward with my life. I cannot continue in this limbo forever.”


“I hate that you should have to have anything to do with him. I’m not sure what you hope to accomplish by all this.”


“Frankly, I sometimes wonder myself.”


“I was here before when you fled London in tears. I know your devastation at Montclair’s cruelty and how long it took you to recover. I don’t want that to happen to you again.”


“It won’t. I’m not the naïve dreamer I was then. I did recover—and more than that. I built a new life for myself. I am a realist now. I don’t fancy myself in love with Lord Montclair. I don’t expect moonlight and roses and waltzes at midnight. Just a chance at a new life. Of having some part, at least, of what I wanted.”


“You know, I hope, that there are any number of men who would be happy to love you. To have a life with you. Myself included.”


“I know.” She tucked her hand into his arm again. “And don’t think I don’t appreciate the offer. But you are too good a friend, I think, to risk losing you.”


He stifled a sigh. “I would never wish to risk that. You have been a better friend to me than anyone in my life. Without your help I would never have gotten free of your father.”


Abigail smiled. “It wasn’t charity; I made a very good investment with that loan.”


“I’ve done my best to see to that. But still, I will always be grateful to you. And whether it is with me or some other man, I want you to make a good life. Away from Montclair.”


“I could choose someone other than him, it’s true. But it wouldn’t be making a life. It would only be having an affair. I am married to Lord Montclair.”


“Unless you obtain a divorce.”


“I know.” Abigail sighed. “But one marries for life.” She looked up at him, her eyes great pools of sorrow. “At least, that is what I believe.”


Prescott let out a long sigh, too, and patted her hand on his arm. “Ah, Abigail, I fear you are still a dreamer, after all.”


They soon reached the hotel, its entrance brightly illuminated, and Abigail made her way up to her suite. She turned on the gaslight, reflecting that she rather preferred its gentler glow to the much-touted electric lights in front of the hotel. They had not been installed last time she stayed here.


But she didn’t want to think about that time.


She should ring for her maid; it was almost impossible to get out of her corset single-handedly. But she did not do so; she needed a moment to herself before she faced questions from Molly.


The truth was, she wouldn’t know what to tell Molly any more than she had known what to say to David Prescott. Perhaps they were right in their gloomy predictions for a future with Graeme. Certainly there had been nothing in his manner tonight to give her encouragement. However he might have changed in the past ten years, his antipathy toward her remained unswerving.


Abby started across the room. Something crackled beneath her feet, and she looked down. A small square envelope lay on the floor. Molly or one of the hotel servants could have brought it in while she was gone, but they would not have tossed it on the floor. Someone must have slipped it beneath the door.


Curious, she picked up the white square. It was sealed and addressed to “Lady Montclair.” Opening it, she found a single sheet of paper. The message was short and simple: “Do you want to know the truth behind your marriage?”


She stared at the paper blankly. The truth behind her marriage? The words made little sense to her, and she read them over again. What did it mean? What truth? That Graeme did not love her? That was amply clear and had been so since her wedding night. Surely no one could think that would be a revelation to her. That he had married her solely because he needed money? She had known that, too, even before he’d told her how little he wanted to be her husband.


Abby refolded the letter. Why would anyone have sent such a missive to her? And who would have done so?


The secrecy of it—the lack of signature, the hinting without really revealing anything, the way it had turned up on her floor—indicated a certain malevolence, she thought. As the daughter of a wealthy, powerful, and ruthless man, she was not unaccustomed to being the object of jealousy and dislike. But she knew hardly anyone in London, really.


Though she had received numerous introductions and invitations, it was merely because people were curious about the American heiress Lord Montclair had tossed aside. They hoped Abby might provide some titillating entertainment for a party or give them a bit of gossip to pass along. She doubted any of them actually liked her, but she wouldn’t have thought they disliked her enough to try to hurt her.


Except her husband, of course. But she could not believe this letter was from Montclair. It simply wasn’t something he would do. He had been straightforward in his dislike of her. He wasn’t the sort to send mysterious letters suggesting dark secrets.


Besides, it hardly served his purpose. He wanted her to leave London as soon as possible. This note was the sort of thing that would arouse her curiosity. It was more likely to make her stay here than to flee.


Perhaps it was simply a matter of money, someone who knew or thought they knew something Abby would pay to find out. Or it could be a friend of Graeme’s—someone who wanted to punish her because they believed Abby had ruined Montclair’s life.
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