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“Ye should at least have the decency to remember that ye trapped me into this dance to make another man jealous!” said Grif.

Anna gaped at him. “Do you mean to say that if a lady makes a suggestion as to the dancing that she has trapped a gentleman?”

“Aye, that I do mean to say, absolutely. And now we may both be at peace, for the dance has come to its inevitable end,” he said, and dropped her hand, stepped back, and bowed.

“Thank God,” she muttered.

“I beg yer pardon?” he said, slowly straightening.

“I said, ‘Thank God,’” she repeated, only louder.

And instead of turning and walking away as he ought to have done, he grabbed her hand again, and forcibly put it on his arm.

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

“Ye want to incite a man’s jealousy?” he asked, and marched toward the doors that opened onto the veranda. “Then ye must give him something over which to be jealous!”

“London’s characters come alive on every page and will steal your heart.”—Atlanta Journal-Constitution
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One



TALLA DILEAS, NEAR LOCH CHON, THE TROSSACHS OF THE SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS 1817

They needed money. Banknotes or coin, it mattered not, just so long as there was plenty of it.

All seven Lockharts agreed that they had no choice but to return to England and attempt to find the ancient family treasure, a solid gold beastie with ruby eyes, to stave off certain ruin. They would not, however, dispatch Liam to fetch it.

That had been their first blunder—Liam had returned from London with a woman and a bonny young lass. But not the beastie.

No, this time, Liam’s younger—and dandier— brother, Grif, would go.

Yet Aila, the lady of Lockhart, had reservations about a second attempt at retrieving the beastie. “’Tis certain disaster,” she said as the family reviewed their latest scheme at the supper table. “We tempt fate, as we’ve no’ the slightest notion where the beastie may be. We know nothing other than Lady Battenkirk took the blasted thing!”

“And gave it to Amelia,” Ellie, Liam’s bride, pleasantly reminded the lot of them.

Everyone paused to look at Ellie as she blithely continued her meal.

That was because Ellie had stolen the beastie from beneath Liam’s nose, then sold the priceless ornamental statue for a paltry amount to a Londoner she’d encountered in a small shop of knickknacks and household wares in Cambridge. Now, the only thing they knew for certain was that the Londoner’s name was Lady Battenkirk, and that Lady Battenkirk had said at the time of purchase that she intended to give the beastie to her friend Amelia. That was it—the sum total of what they knew about the precious statue. Everything else was wildly imaginative conjecture.

But Grif was confident in his ability to bring the beastie home, and affectionately squeezed his mother’s hand. “Liam went as a soldier, no’ a gentleman, like me. He was ill-suited to acquaint himself with society, whereas I am perfect for it.”

“Society!” Liam muttered. “Ye can have the bloody lot of them!”

Liam, a captain in the Highland Regiments, was, kindly speaking, a little rough around the edges. And while Grif could be just as rough if push came to shove (he was, after all, born and bred a Highlander), he fancied the life of a high-society gentleman, a desire that had been firmly entrenched after two years of university in Edinburgh.

That had been, by his measure, an eternity ago, when the family had means, before they began to buy out the tenants who could no longer support Talla Dileas, the remote family estate in the Highlands near Loch Chon. When Grif returned home five years ago, it was to a different place, where crofter’s cottages stood empty and the old mansion had begun to fall into a state of disrepair. The situation had only worsened—not a fortnight past, the roof over the original kitchen had collapsed, and they could do nothing but board it up.

Grif missed his former life on Charlotte Square, where he and his lifelong best friend, Hugh MacAlister—who was seated across from him now, trying gamely to swallow the stuff in his bowl—had been the most popular of the young gentlemen vying for the attentions of the debutantes. The prospect of London—London!—was perfect for a young man such as himself.

“Aye, Aila, what choice do we have, then?” Carson, the laird of Lockhart, asked wearily. “We’ve no tenants to pay rents, the cattle are so few in number as to be laughable, and we lose money each day. All around us are sheep that graze the Highlands much easier than the blessed cattle. If we donna do something rather soon, the sheep will put us in debtors’ prison, they will.”

He spoke true. For all their misgivings, one fact remained indisputable—the beastie, that ancient piece of valuable art, the one thing that the English and Scottish Lockharts had continued to feud over the last several hundred years (in spite of the family chronicles showing quite clearly that it rightfully belonged to the Scottish Lockharts, thank you), was the key to their survival. Only it had been stolen back and forth for centuries, and their damnable English cousins had last pilfered it around the time of the Battle of Culloden in 1746. Since then, it had languished in a fine London salon, a trophy for the English Lockharts.

But the English Lockharts were quite wealthy. They didn’t need it. The Scottish Lockharts, on the other hand, needed it desperately.

“Ye have me word,” Grif said to his mother, “that I’ll no’ skip merrily to London and hie meself home again with a wife and bairn—”

“I beg your pardon!” Ellie interjected, as she was the wife Liam had hied himself home with, along with her daughter, Natalie.

“Forgive me, Ellie,” Grif said, turning from his mother and instantly grabbing Ellie’s hand and bringing her knuckles to his lips. “Ye know I adore ye, but ye’re no’ exactly what we had hoped for, are ye now?”

“Oh no—Liam has made it perfectly clear that I’m not,” she admitted cheerfully.

“But Grandfather says we are much better than that old beastie,” Natalie sniffed, earning a tweak of her cheek from Carson.

“Of course ye are, Nattie,” Grif quickly reassured her. “And we’d no’ have it any other way… but if only ye’d come to us without selling the beastie—”

“Honestly, Grif!” This interruption from Mared, the Lockharts’ only daughter. “Ellie’s atoned for it, has she no’? She single-handedly turned ye into a gentleman—”

“I beg yer pardon—I was a gentleman long before our Ellie walked through this door, if ye please!”

“Aye, but ye canna deny she’s taught ye to dance and to walk and to talk like a proper English gentleman, as well as taught ye all their customs!”

“Aye, she has, indeed,” Grif grudgingly admitted.

“And the letters of introduction she’s penned for ye—why, they’re brilliant, they are!”

“Thank you,” Ellie said, clearly pleased.

“Ye think it is easy, then, to introduce Griffin MacAulay, laird of Ardencaple?” Mared demanded.

“That name…” Hugh said thoughtfully. “I donna understand why ye willna go as yerself, Grif. What harm can come of it? It all seems a wee bit complicated.”

“Ach, now,” Liam said gruffly. “Is it no’ as plain as the nose on yer face, then, MacAlister? Look here, I traveled to London and let it be known that I was a disgruntled outcast from the Scottish Lockharts, and thereby managed to ingratiate meself to our cousin Nigel. But then the beastie was stolen, and before I could set it all to rights, I was forced to depart abruptly”—that remark prompted everyone to look at Ellie again, who colored slightly—“so we canna be entirely certain if the English Lockharts know the beastie is even missing, can we now? And if they do know she’s missing, have they connected her disappearance to me? Or worse, perhaps they might be prodded into making a connection if they discover me very own brother in London. ’Tis all quite simple, lad!”

But Hugh shook his head in confusion. “Aye… but have ye no’ forgotten one thing, Liam? Grif looks like ye! How can he hide it?”

“He’s right,” Aila agreed, looking at her son Grif. “If Nigel Lockhart lays eyes on ye, he might very well recognize Liam in ye.”

Liam snorted at that. “No, Mother, Cousin Nigel is a bloody sot. He’d no’ recognize his own toe without help, I’d wager. And there is difference enough between us—if Grif has a different name, Cousin Nigel will no’ put it all together. Of that I’m bloody certain.”

“I’d no’ be so certain,” Aila said warily. “Ye know what they say of the beastie—she’ll ‘slip through the fingers of a Scot, for she’s English at heart.’”

“Hogwash,” Carson said. “I put no more stock in that than I do Mared’s curse,” he said, waving his hand dismissively at his daughter.

Mared colored instantly and stole a sheepish glance at Hugh, embarrassed by the medieval curse, which stemmed from the tragedy of the condemned first lady of Lockhart. The daughter of that unfortunate woman was cursed with her mother’s shame and her father’s hatred, and took her own life in 1454. Since then, and for reasons that were no longer clear, it was said that no daughter of a Lockhart would ever marry until she looked into the belly of the beast—or faced the devil, as it were. And it was true that no daughter had ever married—some were never offered for, and those who did receive offers died or watched their lovers die before a betrothal could take place. Wiser heads argued that the deaths were merely a coincidence, the result of human carelessness. But most in and around these lochs believed the deaths were the work of the diabhal, the devil himself, and that Mared, the first daughter born to a Lockhart in almost one hundred years, was cursed.

“This plan is really much better than the last, Mother,” Mared said now, before Carson could say more about the curse. “And we’ve thought it all through, have we no’?”

They had indeed carefully thought it through. They knew that Grif could only succeed in finding the beastie if he had money, had entry into society, and a place to reside that would convince the haute ton that he was legitimate, even if he had assumed a false and rather lofty identify.

“And all the obstacles have been resolved, have they no’?” Mared continued.

No one could dispute it—Mared and Griffin had pored over old books and family trees until they finally landed on the fictitious Lord Griffin MacAulay, laird of Ardencaple, a title that was passed to the duke of Argyll one hundred years prior and was later abolished by the duke as redundant. There was nothing left of Ardencaple now save a few crofters. “Ardencaple. Who could possibly know that old name?” Grif had laughed.

Once his identity was established, Liam and Ellie took over, schooling Grif daily on the habits and haunts of London society and many social protocols. They enlisted Dudley, the Lockharts’ longtime butler-cum-manservant-cum-groom-cum-gardener to accompany Grif and lend credibility to his being a lord.

But it was the wee lass Natalie who had handed them a bit of a quandary one day when she remarked, from amid her collection of Mared’s old dolls, “I think he must have a valet if he is to be a lord.”

They’d all stopped talking at once and stared in horror at the lass. “Dear God, I had forgotten,” Ellie muttered.

Carson came up with a brilliant solution, and enlisted Hugh, the son of his oldest and dearest friend, Ian MacAlister, to play the role of Grif’s valet in exchange for a small percentage of what the beastie might bring. Not only was Hugh willing to pose as Grif’s valet, he also knew of a place they might take up residence. Hugh’s maternal grandmother, Lady Dalkeith, had married an Englishman after her husband died, and he knew his grandmother’s house on Cavendish Street sat vacant and unattended while she accompanied her husband to France every summer.

The Lockharts celebrated with several tots of Highland whiskey, for not only had they access to a vacant house in London for several months, but proper letters of introduction, expertly fabricated by Ellie.

That left them with one last hurdle—money. As the Lockharts had scraped together all they had to send Liam to London, their pockets were now decidedly empty. But Grif had an idea. “I think we’ve no other option, then, but to ask Payton for a small loan,” he suggested. “He’s the only one with money in these parts.”

“Traitor,” Mared hissed.

“Payton Douglas?” Hugh asked.

“Bloody Douglas, that’s who,” Carson said, as he was wont to do anytime the name Douglas came up, and then instantly softened. “Aye, he’d be a Douglas, but a decent sort, if there’s such a thing.”

“He’s been right clever,” Grif said carefully, knowing how the subject rankled his father. “The sheep have served him well, and I hear he plans a distillery. He’s no’ an idiot, that one,” he said, and added, for Hugh’s benefit, “He’s suggested an arrangement of lands between us, he has—one that would benefit both Lockhart and Douglas.”

“Ach, ye’re a fool, Grif!” Mared said instantly with a dismissive wave of her hand. “He’s a Douglas! Lockhart and Douglas have never seen eye to eye!”

“Aye,” Liam said on a weary sigh, “but Grif is right. Douglas is our only hope.”

“Then Mared must ask him,” Aila said. “He esteems her greatly and always has.”

“Mother!” Mared cried. “I’d rather be drawn and—”

“Quartered!” Aila exclaimed with her. “I know, I know, mo ghraidh. But it doesna alter the fact that he’s sweet for ye—although God knows why, the way ye treat the poor soul. Yet he might be favorably inclined to make a small loan to yer father …if ye were to ask him nicely.”

With a moan, Mared covered her face with her hands.

“There now,” Liam said kindly. “It’s no’ as if ye must kiss him,” he said, and he and Grif laughed roundly at her muffled cry.








Two



Payton heard them coming before he actually saw them—the screech of rusted iron from the Lockharts’ old landau echoed across the little valley, drifting in through the open window and startling his poor cousin Sarah so badly that she put down her teacup with a clatter.

“What in heaven is that horrid noise?” she asked, daintily covering her ears with her hands.

“A carriage. Ye’ve carriages in Edinburra, no?”

“Payton!” Sarah chided him. “I’m no’ accustomed to the country, and well ye know it.”

“Aye,” Payton said, already walking to the windows that overlooked the drive.

Below him, the old Lockhart landau had come to a stop. Captain Liam Lockhart was standing with his brother, Grif Lockhart. The two of them, leaning forward, were peering into the interior of the carriage. Liam’s voice was raised; Grif was calm and smooth, as always. And then he heard the familiar voice of their sister, Mared. Except in that particular moment, it sounded more like a screech.

At that moment, Payton’s butler, Beckwith, entered the room. “Beg yer pardon, milord, but the Lockharts are calling.”

“That I see.” Payton nodded thoughtfully. “The question is, why?”

“I couldna rightly say, milord.”

Neither could Payton. The last time a Lockhart had entered this house was… actually, Payton couldn’t remember a time.

“Who are the Lockharts?” Sarah asked.

“Neighbors.”

“Oh!” Sarah exclaimed excitedly. “Invite them in—”

“No’ that sort of neighbor,” he quickly added. “I’ll be but a moment,” he said, and strode out of the room before Beckwith.

Walking down the corridor, he could hear the voices of the Lockharts over that of the footman who was showing them to the small receiving salon just off the main entry. As Payton entered the room, Grif was standing at the hearth, wearing a dark brown suit that Payton admired, one leg crossed casually over the other, his hands in his pockets. Of the brothers, Grif was decidedly the handsome one, always dressed to perfection. And there was Liam, wearing a kilt, naturally, a proud Highlander who refused to succumb to modernity.

Then there was Mared.

She was standing at the back of the room next to the heavy velvet drapes, wearing a plain gown with a sash tied just beneath her breasts, a rich emerald color that caught the color of her eyes and made her confoundingly pretty—ink black hair, beautiful rosy skin, eyes as green as moss… Ah, but that was the problem with Mared—she was as pretty as she was insufferable.

“Payton Douglas!” Liam boomed cheerfully, walking forward, his hand extended. “Ye’ll forgive us for interrupting, will ye no’? We’d no’ come at all if we could help it, truly.”

Payton could certainly believe that was true. “Captain,” he said cautiously, shaking his hand, then looked at Grif. “Grif, ye look well.”

“Thank ye, sir. Of course, ye noted our sister, aye?” Grif asked with a charming smile and a nod toward the back of the room.

Noted her? The woman haunted his bloody dreams. “Miss Lockhart,” he said simply, and recalled, with not a wee bit of perturbation, the last time he had seen Mared Lockhart. It was on the occasion he had gone to complain to her father that she and her bloody dogs had penned his sheep again. As he had departed that astoundingly unsuccessful meeting, Mared had opened a narrow slip of a window high above him at Talla Dileas, leaned so far out that he feared she would fall, and called a jaunty “Good day!” to him, her lilting laughter taunting him. His eyes narrowed at the memory.

“Laird Douglas!” she said stiffly, and instantly received a bit of a frown from Grif for it.

“To what, then, do I owe—”

“Ach, Douglas,” Liam said, sighing. “Ye canna begin to understand our troubles. We’ve come to speak about a wee but urgent problem—”

“Urgent?”

“Oh, aye, very urgent indeed,” Liam said, nodding gravely.

He was instantly suspicious. “What is it, then? Has one of yer coos escaped her fence?”

Liam laughed; Grif smiled and said, “’Tis much more urgent than that… is it no’, Mared?”

“Aye,” she said, and added a very reluctant sigh. “Much more.”

Now, Payton couldn’t help noticing, Liam was frowning at her.

Mared frowned right back, but took one long step away from the drapes and fixed her gaze on Payton. “It seems that ye are the only one who can help us, Payton Douglas.”

All right, then, now he was extremely suspicious. Mared was the last person on earth who would ask for his help. “If this is some sort of trick—”

“Trick?” Liam scoffed, and clasped two huge hands over his heart. “Ye wound me, Douglas!”

“Aye, and I shall wound ye with me bare hands if this is trickery. A Lockhart would no’ seek the help of a Douglas unless there was some tomfoolery—”

“Have I ever done ye harm?” Liam demanded. “Or me brother?”

“I canna say that ye have,” he said honestly, but looked pointedly at their demon sister, who at least had the decency to blush. “All right, then—what is this trouble?” he asked impatiently.

Mared sighed again. Lowered her gaze for a moment, then raised it to the ceiling. “Laird Douglas, how gracious ye are to receive us.”

“Gracious?” he echoed in disbelief.

“Oh, aye, ye are indeed,” she said, walking forward. “’Tis true what they say—ye are a gentleman.”

And it was true that she was the spawn of the diabhal. Payton folded his arms across his chest, narrowed his gaze on Mared as she glided so prettily toward him. It was so unlike her that he was quite tempted to laugh.

“The fact is,” she said in a husky voice as she came to stand before him, “we find ourselves in a wee bit of a quandary. There is something in London that rightfully belongs to us, and if we donna fetch it soon, we could very well lose our land. Ye know quite well that would kill me lord father,” she said, looking up at him through dark lashes with her dark green eyes.

For a brief moment, Payton was lost in those eyes… until her words began to sink into his consciousness. He was hardly surprised to hear they were on the verge of losing their land. Carson Lockhart was a good man, but his way of thinking was firmly rooted in the last century. Payton had made overtures countless times to the old codger, but each time he did, Carson had rebuffed him and vowed to raise cattle until there wasn’t a breath left in his body.

Payton eyed her suspiciously. “What of yours is in London?” he asked. “A pirate’s treasure?”

Grif and Liam exchanged a look, but Mared’s smile brightened. “In a manner of speaking, aye, ye might say so,” she agreed. “But we canna say more than that.”

So they had latched onto a scheme of some sort— just like the Lockharts, barmy lot that they were. “And what has this to do with me?” he asked, his gaze sliding to the décolletage of her gown.

“Our Grif must go to London, then. He’d be gone now, he would, except that…” Mared paused. “Except that we are a wee bit short on funds,” she said, holding her thumb and forefinger a hairbreadth apart to show just how wee short. “A-And, we’d no’ ask, indeed we wouldna, but this is right important. Our only hope is, ah, that… that… yewillhelpus.”

“I beg yer pardon?” Payton asked, not hearing her.

“Diah!” she suddenly exclaimed, exasperated that she had to repeat it. “I said, our only hope is that ye will help us, Douglas!”

“Help ye what?” he asked, and smiled as a fire lit in her eyes.

“What she is trying to say,” Grif said, quickly stepping up, “is that we’ve no funds of our own, and we’ve come to ask if ye might see yer way to lending us a wee bit of yers.”

Money? They wanted his money? The proud, stubborn, we’ll-all-go-down-together Lockharts, who’d not take the shirt off Payton’s back if they were naked and freezing in the dead of winter, wanted to borrow his money?

Judging by the way Grif began to prattle, they obviously mistook his silence for denial instead of the shock that it was. “We need enough to go to London and fetch our… belonging, but when I return, we shall have enough to repay the loan,” he said quickly. “With interest, of course.”

“Soldier’s honor,” Liam chimed in. “Ye have me word it will be returned to ye, every last pence.”

“We’d no’ ask if it wasna so important,” Mared pleaded. “Please, Payton.”

Please, Payton… He could count on one hand the times he had heard Mared use his Christian name, and looked at the three of them standing there—especially Mared, who’d once said she’d not want a prayer from him even on her deathbed. Her cheeks were flushed a dark red—she was remarkably shamed by this request and Payton had never seen Mared shamed, not once in the many years he had known her. Oh no—this woman had the grit of the gods.

“How much would ye look to borrow?”

“Three thousand pounds,” Grif said quickly.

“Three thousand pounds?” Payton half spoke, half choked. “Have ye lost yer bloody minds?”

Mared’s face was flaming. And as much as he would have liked to enjoy her discomfort, for some reason Payton saw this outrageous request as his one viable chance to integrate the Lockhart and Douglas lands and make them the premier Highlands sheep producer. He’d no longer have to worry about encroaching on their lands or their bloody cattle encroaching on his. They’d all prosper.

He strolled to the sideboard that held several crystal decanters filled with Scots whiskey and French wines, his mind rattling through all the possibilities as he helped himself to a tot of whiskey and tossed it down his throat.

“And if ye are no’ successful fetching this… thing?” he asked casually, pouring whiskeys for Liam and Grif. “How will ye repay the money?”

Grif smoothed the sleeve of his coat. “We’d repay ye with a piece of our land.”

Payton almost choked, but managed to keep his expression stoic as he handed a whiskey to Liam. He handed the other to Grif and looked at Mared. “How it must pain ye to come here and ask this,” he said.

Mared rolled her eyes and looked away. She was the most exasperating of all the Lockharts by a furlong or more, the one who made his blood boil every time she opened her accursed mouth. Aye, but since she was a wee lass, she could light a raging fire in the pit of him, one that never ceased to glow when she was nearby.

“I’ll agree to lend ye the money if ye can manage to repay me in twelve months’ time.”

“Done,” Liam said.

“And I’ll ask six percent for me trouble.”

Grif and Liam glanced at one another. “Fair enough,” Grif said.

“And if ye canna repay me?”

Grif was already nodding. “We’ll give ye a portion of the Lockhart lands equal in worth to the original loan, and the six percent—”

“No,” Payton said, shaking his head amicably. “If ye canna repay me…ye’ll give me Mared.”

For a moment, no one spoke a word, and the silence, Payton was pleased to note, was deafening. But then Mared gasped her outrage. “Why, ye bloody—”

Grif instantly and desperately jumped behind her, clapped a hand over her mouth as he yanked her into him, and held her captive while he exchanged a worried look with Liam over her head.

“Ah… Douglas, are ye certain ye know what ye ask?” Liam asked.

“Aye,” Payton answered calmly.

With a well-placed heel to Grif’s instep, Mared wrenched free and stumbled toward Payton to stand directly before him, arms akimbo, her green eyes flashing angrily. “Who do ye think ye are, a bloody feudal king? Ye’ll no’ make claim to me, ye scoundrel! Do ye think I am property to be bartered like an old hairy coo—”

Liam grabbed her, clamped his hand over her mouth, and smiled sheepishly at Payton. “She’s a wee bit of a temper. Are ye certain…”

“Aye,” Payton said, enjoying the look of horror in her eyes. “Quite certain.”

“But… but there’s a rather wretched curse—” Grif tried.

“Ye’ll no’ frighten me off with yer bloody curses,” he said resolutely. “If ye want the money, gentlemen, ye have me terms. I’ll give ye the evening to think on it.”

And with that, he turned and walked to the door and opened it, continued on down the corridor, smiling broadly at the sound of Mared’s shouting against Liam’s hand.

As luck would have it, Sarah had wandered into the corridor just as the three Lockharts came storming out of the salon behind him. Payton chuckled at the look of alarm in Liam and Grif’s eyes as they noticed his genteel guest, and almost laughed aloud at the haste with which they tried to retreat.

But Mared looked at them all with disdain as she went striding out the front entry, muttering furiously under her breath with each step.

Aye, she had the grit of the gods, that one.








Three



MAYFAIR, LONDON SEVERAL WEEKS LATER

Caught in a snare of carriages, wagons, beasts, and people at Piccadilly Circus, Viscount Whittington’s brougham came to a complete halt, which gave his youngest daughter, Miss Lucy Addison, yet another reason to complain.

Seated on the bench next to her mother, and directly across from her older sister Anna and their father, Lucy sighed very loudly, squeezed her eyes shut as if she were suffering from some spectacular pain, and rested her chestnut-colored head against the plush velvet squabs.

“There now, Lucy, you’ll not make it any more tolerable with your impatience,” Mother softly chided her.

“Oh, what’s the use of attending at all?” Lucy huffed, opening her eyes and leveling an icy, amber-eyed glare at Anna. “It scarcely matters if we are late or not, for regardless of which gentleman may catch my eye, I will not be allowed to entertain any offers!”

Anna rolled her eyes at Lucy’s attack of vapors— which were becoming entirely too commonplace, really.

“Lucy, darling, that is not very kind,” Father said. “Anna is not purposefully trying to cause you grief.”

“I don’t know how you can be so certain, Father,” Lucy sniffed. “She makes no effort at all to gain an offer. I think she rather enjoys hurting me.”

“How very silly of you, Lucy!” Mother said sharply. “It is not our Anna’s fault that she hasn’t entertained any offers recently,” she added, looking hopefully at Anna. “She’ll find her way soon enough, and you’ll still be young and beautiful and marriageable.”

“No I won’t!” Lucy cried with all the charm of a petulant five-year-old. “I’ll be old and sitting on the shelf next to Anna!”

“I beg your pardon, but have any of you noticed that I am actually in the carriage with you, and therefore can hear what you say?” Anna asked them all.

She received a fatherly pat on her knee in response. “Don’t be cross, dear,” Father said soothingly. “Lucy is quite understandably concerned—after all, she had such a smashing debut last Season that she should expect to make a good match, and would, I daresay, perhaps in as much as an instant, were it not for… well, you know.”

“Yes, I know,” Anna said impatiently. “My sister reminds me at least daily that no gentleman of any import has offered for me in the three long years since my debut.”

Honestly, her family’s growing fear that dear little Lucy was missing hundreds of viable offers was beginning to wear very thin. Lucy might be the prettiest of the three Addison sisters, but did that make her the most important of them? And really, Anna could scarcely care less if they married Lucy off before her— she gave that ridiculous custom no thought and had said so, many times. Unfortunately, the rest of her family did.

“Dear Anna, won’t you at least try this evening?” Lucy asked sweetly, looking, all of a sudden, all innocent and damnably pretty. “The Darlington ball is one of the most important events of the Season. …If you’d just try a bit, you might attract at least one gentleman.”

There were times, such as this, when Anna wished they were still children and she could tie Lucy up and leave her in the wardrobe when she was such a horrid little bother. “And what would you have me do, darling Lucy?” Anna asked just as sweetly. “Smile and bat my lashes like you?”

“There now!” Mother warned. “I’ll not abide your quarreling. Conduct yourselves as ladies, if you please!”

Lucy fell back against the squabs again in a pout. Anna ignored her.

Perhaps if she were in Lucy’s perfect little slippers she’d be just as insufferable, but it wasn’t as if Anna was keeping her from receiving offers on purpose. And it wasn’t as if she hadn’t had at least an offer here and there—of course she had! Three, to be exact—all deemed unacceptable by her parents. Not that it had bothered Anna, really—she scarcely knew the men who offered, and she did not feel an all-consuming desire to marry.

No, Anna had realized the Season she’d made her debut and had attracted only the attention of a man who had a bug collection and a declining fortune that she did not fit the desired mold of what the more exciting bachelors of the ton sought in a potential wife. The realization had been rather hurtful, and she had retreated to the training of hunting dogs—a hobby that had made her one of the most renowned trainers in Devonshire. But Anna had begun to accept the fact she might end up a spinster.

She did not want to end up a spinster. Quite the contrary—she had long ago dreamed of falling in love, of being swept off her feet by some dashing man, of marrying for love and bearing children, and laughing and living… and she dreamed of Drake Lockhart.

Drake Lockhart… She stifled a sigh. Lord God, how she admired that man! Had admired him desperately since her introduction into society. Was there anyone more dashing? More handsome? More accomplished or gentle or charming? Sadly, no… and while Anna wasn’t certain that he held any particular esteem for her, she had her hopes. He flirted shamelessly with her, and since he had come home from his Grand Tour of the Continent at Christmas, he seemed even more flirtatious than he’d been the year he’d left.

She could scarcely wait to see him tonight; she had worn her best ball gown, a shimmering pale green, embroidered at the hem with a garland of flowers that matched the embroidery of the high bodice. Mother proclaimed it lovely, but Lucy, adorned in gossamer white and looking very angelic, said it looked rather matronly.

Anna had ignored her—she harbored no false illusions about her appearance. With auburn hair so dark that it was almost brown and brown eyes, she was what her father called a handsome woman. Not so handsome as to be considered uncommonly pretty, and not so unhandsome as to be considered plain. Just somewhere in between pretty and plain. Along with a thousand other unmarried women.

Nonetheless, Anna had high hopes for tonight’s ball, and smiled when the carriage suddenly lurched forward.

 

There was a crush of carriages in and around fashionable Berkeley Square, all vying for a position in front of the Darlington mansion. The crème de la crème of London’s haute ton was expected to attend. Only being on one’s deathbed was sufficient reason to miss the event.

Peter and Augusta Addison, Viscount and Viscountess Whittington—Anna’s parents—were no different. They were among the privileged ranks of the ton’s very elite. Lord Whittington had been a distinguished member of the House of Lords for several years, and Lady Whittington was known as the consummate hostess.

Furthermore, their three adult daughters were renowned for their good looks and manners. Bette, the oldest, had married a parliamentary protégé the year after her debut and was now the happy Lady Featherstone, mother of two children, and following closely in her mother’s footsteps. Miss Lucy Addison, the youngest, was known as the prettiest of the three, and, in fact, many said she was uncommonly pretty, and the one with the sweetest countenance.

That left Anna Addison, the middle girl. While there were those among the ton who would quietly say that Miss Addison was a true Original, there were many more who thought her a bit artless for the Quality. Anna had heard enough parlor gossip to know that she had what some said was a “difficult personality.”

Frankly, she did not understand why. Well, all right, to be fair, her argument with Lord Mathers over Catholic emancipation at a very large supper party had not exactly been her shining moment, but his lordship was so unbearably stodgy on the subject!

Nevertheless, she was reasonably accomplished by the ton’s standards. She knew all the things a young woman was supposed to know—the harp, a little geography, a little embroidery. She might not be the most demure woman circulating amongst the Quality, but she had never picked her teeth with her fork or stepped on anyone’s toes in the course of a dance, or been caught in a compromising position…as much as she might have liked to have been involved in something so excitingly scandalous.

Unfortunately, the only thing that could be said about her was that she found the endless, circuitous life of the ton rather boring… and even that was not something she was foolish enough to voice aloud. Well… not very often, at any rate.

Her less-than-enthusiastic acceptance into society was something of a mystery to her, but not one that she dwelled upon now—she had far more important things to think about, such as her dogs and the course of training them for the hunt. And at the moment, as the carriage inched forward, moment by interminable moment, she was thinking about Lockhart, the only bright spot to her otherwise exceedingly dull existence.

At long last the carriage rolled to a stop outside the main gates of the Darlington mansion, and the four of them spilled out.

Lucy and Anna fell in behind their parents and stood patiently as they waited to be announced. Lucy took the opportunity to give Anna’s gown a bit of critical study and opined, “You should have worn the pearl necklace. It would go well with your gown.”

Anna shot a look at her. “Do you mean the pearl necklace you’re wearing? My necklace? The one you said you simply had to have or you’d not attend tonight’s ball?”

“Did I really say so?” Lucy asked with a pert toss of her head. “Well I—Oh! Who is that?” she asked, going up on her toes to peer over her father’s shoulder.

Anna looked to where Lucy indicated and caught a glimpse of a tall, broad-shouldered man’s back as he turned the corner and walked into the gentlemen’s gaming room just as the Darlington butler intoned, “Lord and Lady Whittington…Miss Anna Addison…Miss Lucy Addison.”

Their father offered his arm to their mother, and the four of them glided into the ballroom.

Several young dandies instantly flocked to Lucy, who was, to her great delight, already rumored to be this Season’s most desirable debutante. Anna stood patiently by with a smile pasted on her face, just as she had done all her life next to one sister or the other, alternating between feeling quite self-conscious and rather insignificant as Lucy received the young men’s warm salutations.

She was thinking she’d just as soon find a quiet corner than stand there when she felt two gloved fingers on her elbow.

She glanced over her shoulder, felt her body’s heat surge into her neck and face, for the hand on her elbow belonged to none other than him—tall with golden brown hair, a charming smile, and mysterious brown eyes. “Why, Mr. Lockhart,” she exclaimed with a sly smile. “Fancy meeting you here, at a tedious ball.”

“Tedious?” he asked, cocking a brow. “I cannot imagine what you mean, Miss Addison, for nothing could keep me from the pleasure of viewing the loveliest ladies London has to offer.” His gaze flicked the length of her. “And might I add that seeing such a radiant image of femininity and good health is most sublime.”

The warmth in her neck was rapidly spreading down her body, and Anna laughed low, flicked open her fan and looked covertly about the room over the top of it. “Have you come alone, Mr. Lockhart? Or will we have the pleasure of meeting your brother and Miss Lockhart, too?”

“Naturally, my sister has come in the company of my parents,” he said, smiling as if he knew what heat he caused in her. “Unfortunately, my brother, Nigel, is in Bath this Season, taking the waters there.”

Sobering up was more like it, and everyone knew it. It was no secret among the Mayfair drawing rooms that Mr. Nigel Lockhart was fonder of drink than food or women or sleep. Anna had heard from Bette (who knew everything about everyone) that when Drake had arrived home from the Continent, he had instantly sent his younger brother to Bath in the company of an elderly uncle until he could free himself of the demon drink.

“What of you, ma petite Anna Addison?” Drake asked, stepping closer, so close that he was almost touching her. “Have you come in the company of your parents? Is there perhaps a chance that a gentleman might have the pleasure of your company for a walkabout in the gardens when the moon is full? Or would the gentleman be forced to endure the presence of her venerable papa, too?”

Anna laughed. “I assure you, sir, if a gentleman were to escort me on a moonlit walk about the gardens, my father would be the last to hear of it, directly after the vicar.”

Lockhart grinned. “Oh my, Miss Addison, how terribly wicked of you. I shall certainly have to seek you out and request the favor, shan’t I?”

It was all Anna could do to keep from nodding eagerly, but she slanted him another look over the top of her fan. “Perhaps,” she said with a slight, noncommittal shrug.

“Until the moon, then, Miss Addison,” Lockhart said, and with a sly wink he stepped around her and walked to where Lucy was standing, still in the midst of several young gentlemen.

Anna watched him surreptitiously, hoping feverishly that he would greet Lucy and walk on. But when he spoke to her, Lucy’s face erupted into a lovely wreath of smiles, her amber eyes sparkling, and Lockhart was caught in her perfect little web. Lucy had an enviable way with men, an innate quality that Anna could not explain.

Nevertheless, she told herself that Lockhart did not care for Lucy’s attention, but was simply being polite, and then she tried hard to believe it. Yet watching it— the charming tilt of his head, the broad smile—was so painful that she felt the urge to march into their midst and break up the happy little reunion.

It was her sister, Lady Featherstone, who stopped her by suddenly appearing at her side.

“At whom are you staring so intently?” Bette asked after kissing her on the cheek.

“What?” Anna asked, feigning surprise. “Why should you think I am staring? There’s hardly anything or anyone who captures my attention.”

“There’s someone who might,” Bette said, and slipped her hand into the crook of Anna’s arm, forcing her to walk along the edge of the dance floor. She leaned in, whispered conspiratorially, “You shall never guess who is in attendance tonight.”

“Who?”

“No, no… guess,” Bette said, poking her in the side.

“Bette!” Anna exclaimed. “I can’t possibly guess! Who, then?”

“Oh, all right,” Bette said, frowning at Anna’s incompetence at playing her game. “The Scot.”

Anna instantly perked up at the mention of the Scot. She had been intrigued from the first mention a month or so ago, when reports of a Scottish earl with business in London began to make the rounds of drawing rooms. He was making quite a splash, all told—it was said he was quite entertaining, quite wealthy, quite handsome, and quite in need of a wife—the latter being pure speculation, of course, but the fact that he was a Scot added an air of intrigue to the usual game.

As it happened, Anna had met a Scot once before— last Season, when Captain Lockhart had come into the ton’s midst for all too brief a time.

On that occasion, she had been at the Lockhart ball, and as Drake had not yet returned from the Continent, she had been quite bored. Until Barbara Lockhart, insufferable Philistine that she was, had introduced Anna to her Scottish cousin, and instantly Anna had been captivated by his accent, the air of impatience, and the scar across his cheek. That evening she had made a game of following him about, and when she’d found him, alone, poking about the Lockharts’ small study, she had been highly titillated.

Her reward had been a very passionate kiss that had left her breathless and weak-kneed and dying to know more. Unfortunately, that ruggedly handsome Scot had disappeared without a trace just a few days after that… at the same time the reclusive Ellen Farnsworth had disappeared.

That extraordinary coincidence, coupled with that extraordinary kiss, had fascinated Anna.

Some speculated that Miss Farnsworth went willingly with the captain—after all, she had something of a reputation in that regard. Others said the captain had kidnapped her, and that old Farnsworth was too much the penny-pincher to pay the ransom. And even wiser heads argued that there was no connection between the two disappearances whatsoever, very tiresomely insisting that the Scot had simply returned to Scotland and Miss Farnsworth had returned to Cornwall.

Whatever the truth, Anna had built it up to a great romantic adventure in her mind, and the story had so deeply ingrained itself in her imagination that she had, over the last year, devoured all things Scottish, from historical accounts, to travel volumes, to old maps. Scotland sounded magical, a land where time did not march so ploddingly along as it did here, in the Mayfair district of London.

Therefore, the mention of a new Scot excited Anna, and she very much wanted an introduction.

“There he is,” Bette said, tapping her arm with her fan as they strolled along the southern wall of the ballroom.

Anna looked to where her sister indicated and saw a group of men conversing. She recognized one strong back as belonging to the same gentleman she and Lucy had glimpsed as they waited to be announced. That surprised her; she had assumed the earl was an older man. The Scot was tall, like the captain, but not as thick. His hair, almost black, was slicked back and was longer than most, but nonetheless coiffed in the current fashion. His shoulders were perfectly square, his waist trim, and not fish-bellied like so many gentlemen of the ton seemed to be.

“Introduce me?” Anna whispered. “Come on, say you will!”

Bette laughed. “He is pleasing, is he not? But I haven’t been properly introduced, either.” At Anna’s imploring look, she laughed. “All right, then, I’ll see what I can do.” With a wink and a tap of her fan against Anna’s shoulder, she went sailing off to find someone to introduce them, leaving Anna standing alone against the thick brocade drapes.

Anna flicked open her fan, held it up so that she could scan the room. The Scot and the other gentlemen remained deeply entrenched in conversation, and much to her dismay, Drake was still in the company of Lucy. From where she stood, she could see Lucy coyly laughing.

Unable to watch the flirtation between her sister and the man she so admired, Anna turned away—at which point she happened to see Miss Crabtree, alone, perched on the edge of her seat, her hands folded tightly in her lap. The poor dear—she had the dual misfortune of being quite plain and rather soft-spoken. The combination of the two always kept her apart from the rest of the crowd, and even on those rare occasions a kind soul would take pity and attempt to draw her in, no one could hear a word the girl said.

Anna could hardly abide it—the ton could be so cruel at times—and began walking purposefully in Miss Crabtree’s direction, intent on speaking with her. But as she moved toward Miss Crabtree, she noticed that the Scottish earl and Mr. Fynster-Allen were likewise walking toward Miss Crabtree, and it became plainly evident that they meant to speak with her.

Poor Miss Crabtree had noticed them, too, and white as a sheet, she tried to sit a little straighter.

Mr. Fynster-Allen was the first to reach her, and bent over to speak. Miss Crabtree was instantly nodding, allowing Mr. Fynster-Allen to help her to her feet, and glancing uneasily at the Scottish earl, who at that moment stepped from behind Mr. Fynster-Allen and bowed deeply.

A breath caught in Anna’s throat as he stopped fully in her view. Dear heaven, but he was extraordinarily handsome, with a square jaw, an angular nose, and deep-set, gorgeously green eyes. And when he smiled—a frighteningly charming smile—it was so bright and warm that she could feel her belly flutter as Miss Crabtree dipped a terribly awkward curtsey, from which the earl rescued her by reaching for her hand and lifting her up.

Miss Crabtree (all right, and Anna, too) almost swooned; she looked up at the earl, tipping her head all the way back to see him, her mouth agape.

Much to Anna’s considerable amazement, the earl extended his arm, onto which Miss Crabtree laid a trembling hand, and he led her onto the dance floor.

The parting of the Red Sea could not possibly have been more dramatic, for not one person in the ballroom missed his exceptional act of kindness.

He moved Miss Crabtree effortlessly and gracefully about the dance floor, and tiny talons of envy pricked at Anna’s insides. The couple swirled past the small orchestra, beneath the six circles of beeswax candles hanging from the ceiling, and past the floor-to-ceiling French doors that led out into the gardens— but then something else caught her eye, and Anna nearly dropped her fan.

Just behind the beaming Miss Crabtree, Drake and her sister stepped out into the night.

Her heart sank; she instantly started in that direction, moving against the crowd, navigating her way through the chairs and people and the ridiculous number of decorative plants until she found her way out onto the veranda—but Lockhart and Lucy were nowhere to be seen.

Oblivious to the couples standing around her, Anna stood there for several minutes, debating whether she should walk into the gardens and confront them or simply hope it was not as it seemed and return to the ballroom. But as she believed her heart could not bear the sight of them locked in some moonlit embrace, she finally lowered her head, turned, and walked back through the French doors— and almost collided with Miss Crabtree, who, with a sheen of perspiration on her brow, was grinning wildly. “Miss Addison!” she cried buoyantly and very plainly. “I didn’t know you had come this evening!”

Anna gathered her wits. “I shouldn’t miss it,” she said, lifting a smile to Miss Crabtree. And oh!—the Scottish earl was standing behind her. Her gaze traveled up to his dark brows, one cocked in amusement above his green eyes.

“Have you had the pleasure of making Lord Ardencaple’s acquaintance?” Miss Crabtree asked, and Anna could only shake her head as her gaze fell to his lips.

“If I may present my good friend, Miss Addison.”

Somehow Anna managed to lift her hand and dip a curtsey. He smiled pleasantly, took her hand in his big one, and bent over it, his lips grazing her gloved knuckles. “A pleasure to make yer acquaintance, Miss Addison,” he said in a lovely, lilting accent.

Her gaze steady on his smile, those lips, those lovely yet masculine lips, Anna muttered, “The pleasure is certainly all mine, my lord.”

He cocked a curious brow, but Anna couldn’t speak, could hardly even move. Lord Ardencaple shifted his smile to Amelia Crabtree. “Shall we take a wee bit of air, Miss Crabtree?”

“I’d be delighted,” she said, beaming up at him.

“Will ye excuse us then, Miss Addison?” he asked.

Too dumbfounded to find her tongue, Anna nodded helplessly and stepped aside. As they passed, the earl smiled, but Anna couldn’t tear her gaze away from his mouth.

Those were extraordinary lips for a man, full and ripe and quite enticing, which Anna should know— she wouldn’t forget those lips in her lifetime, and had thought of them practically daily since she had kissed an almost identical pair one year ago at the Lockhart ball.








Four



Having met his sixth Amelia since his arrival in London a month or so ago, Grif was coming round to the conclusion that being one of their number likely meant that the poor female was rather young and plain or old and fat. This one, bless her, was even plainer than the first young Amelia, who at least had a rather jovial spirit that made up for her large beak of a nose and tiny mouth.

None of the Amelias he’d met thus far were acquainted with Lady Battenkirk. But Grif had high hopes for this Amelia.

She was practically floating beside him as they toured the gardens. It would seem that Miss Crabtree’s opportunities for such walkabouts were rare indeed, and judging by the way her little hand clutched his arm, Grif thought it might be a bit of a struggle to extract himself from her company. Better to get it over and done with, then.

“Quite a lovely moon, aye?” he asked, looking up to the watery image of a half moon, obscured by the sooty haze from thousands of chimneys.

“Oh, my lord, I think it perhaps the loveliest moon I have ever seen!” she exclaimed with great enthusiasm.

If that was the loveliest moon she had ever seen, he pitied her, for she, along with all the bloody Englishmen, had no idea what inspiration one could divine from the big, milky white moon that hung ripe over Talla Dileas. The lass would think she’d passed through the pearly gates to heaven.

“’Tis quite amazing how the moon can look so very different from place to place. Have ye been abroad, Miss Crabtree?”

She blinked two small blue eyes. “Abroad? Ah…my family has a country home, in Yorkshire. We are back and forth between here and there.”

“That’s the travel ye’ve done, then?”

“Yes?” she asked, biting her lower lip as if she feared he might be cross with her for not having ventured farther into the world.

Grif couldn’t possibly have cared less if she’d traveled as far as the ladies’ retiring room or not. “There’s quite a lot to see in the world, there is. Ye must rely on the tales of yer friends who go abroad.”

“I suppose…Well, of course!”

“I’d wager they bring ye trifles now and again.”

“Trifles?”

“Wee gifts.”

She bit deeper into her lip. “Well… I suppose they might. If they traveled very far, that is. But what with the Season upon us all, my friends are rather firmly rooted in London,” she said with an uncertain smile.

“All of them, really?”

She nodded.

Grif smiled. “Are you acquainted with Lady Battenkirk, then?”

Miss Crabtree’s wee eyes went wide with surprise. “Lady Battenkirk!” she exclaimed. “Certainly I know of her, but… but I could not fairly count her among my acquaintances.”

Bloody hell, then. Grif shrugged. “Ah. I had heard she’s had the good fortune to travel quite extensively,” he explained, “and I should like to inquire if she’s ventured as far as Scotland.”

“Oh! I suppose you’ll have to wait for a time before you may ask her that,” Miss Crabtree said, obviously pleased to know something after all.

“And why is that?”

“I am given to understand that she has gone off to Wales to study cathedral ruins.”

“I beg yer pardon—to study what?”

“Cathedral ruins. Cathedrals are rather large churches—”

“Miss Crabtree, I’m no’ such a heathen that I donna know what a cathedral is,” he said with a wink. “But a study of them?”

“The architecture, that sort of thing.”

Ach, for the love of Christ! Did the English have nothing better to do with their time than study architecture? In Wales of all places?

“I beg your pardon… did I say something wrong?” Miss Crabtree asked meekly.

Grif forced a polite laugh. “No’ in the least, lass,” he said. “’Tis that I’m a wee bit surprised to learn that the study of architecture is in vogue among the ladies. Perhaps ye’ve spoken to Lady Battenkirk of her travels?”

“No, my lord, for I scarcely know her at all.” She smiled uncertainly again; Grif returned her smile and turned her sharply about and started the march back to the house, where he intended to deposit Miss Crabtree at a table with a cup of punch.

As they strode down the length of the Darlington gardens, and Miss Crabtree spoke of the weather this Season, he nodded politely and glanced around at the other couples availing themselves of the garden shadows. As they neared the house, and the golden lights of dozens upon dozens of beeswax candles spilled out from the ballroom windows and illuminated the lawn, he caught a glimpse of a woman with hair the color of chestnut and turned to look.

She was very near to being locked in a man’s embrace, but Grif could just see her angelic face— alabaster skin perfectly smooth, her eyes luminous, and her lips dark and full. She was smiling up at the man who held her in such rapture, coyly batting her long lashes at him, laughing a little at whatever he said to her. As the man slipped his arm around her waist, Grif noted she was delightfully feminine in the curve of her body.

Beside him, Miss Crabtree made a clucking sound. “Oh dear, I rather think Lord Whittington would be quite displeased,” she said when Grif looked curiously at her.

“Beg yer pardon?”

Miss Crabtree didn’t answer, but frowned disapprovingly in the direction of the angel. “It’s rather unseemly for a debutante to be cavorting about,” she whispered. “Especially with a man of such reputation, and especially Miss Lucy Addison, as she is rumored to be the Favorite of the Season.”

The favorite what? Grif wondered, and thought that while it might appear unseemly to a lamb like Miss Crabtree, it was actually an awful lot of jolly good fun to go sneaking about lush gardens. Perhaps that was what was wrong with the English in general, he mused. They really had far too many rules that barred any merriment.

Grif smiled down at the mousy woman on his arm and wondered if she’d ever know the pleasure of cavorting about moonlit gardens. “What a pity, that,” he said low, “for I know one lass I should very much like to cavort with in the gardens.”

Miss Crabtree gasped and blinked. Then smiled beneath a furious blush.

Grif winked, but said nothing more.

He managed to extract himself from Miss Crabtree easily enough, although he didn’t care for the pitiful look she gave him—it made him feel a wee bit like he was leaving a puppy on the wrong side of a door.

She was quickly swallowed up by a number of couples and ladies who were ready for their supper.

He made his way back to the ballroom, smiling at any lady whose eye he could catch… which seemed to be all of them. He might have stopped to flirt with as many as he could, for that was a sport he excelled at, but he was rather determined to make Miss Lucy Addison’s acquaintance. Aye, if there was one thing on God’s earth that Griffin appreciated, it was a bonny woman, and Miss Lucy Addison was definitely bonny.

He found his friend, Mr. Fynster-Allen, in the place he had left him—standing a little behind one of the ridiculously overgrown potted palms, apparently enjoying the sight of the ladies as they waltzed by on the dance floor.

It had been Grif’s good fortune to make Fynster’s acquaintance at a gentlemen’s club shortly after his arrival in London. What had begun as a friendly game of cards had turned into a friendship. Fynster was a rotund, practically bald man who stood a full head shorter than Grif. He was likewise a bachelor, and possessed the most pleasant countenance Grif had ever encountered in another man. Unfortunately, Fynster was painfully shy when it came to women, and did not avail himself of their company nearly as often as Grif did, if ever.

Fortunately, however, Fynster seemed to know everyone among the ton, had even heard of Lady Battenkirk, and even knew a batch of Amelias.
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